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    This book is dedicated to Grandpa Steve. I hope everyone in the world has someone in their lives with such knowledge, candor, humor, and moral fortitude. Plus, you’ve shown me it may actually be possible to live in, survive, and maybe even enjoy a house full of cats. Thanks, Steve!
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    Despite his family’s poverty and hardships, Cedric Arrington adored his father. It wasn’t just that Sylas was a paladin who slew demons. Sylas was the paladin—the leader of the Order of the Holy One. He was everything Cedric aspired to be.


    His plate mail armor was always polished, and whenever he wore it, he looked magnificent. Everyone looked at his dad with admiration—even the people of Foxbro and Alefast who had been ordered by the royal family centuries ago to denounce the paladin faith and shun the paladin people. When Cedric walked beside his father’s horse in town, he always held his head a little higher and his chest a bit more poked out.


    Because of the King’s disfavor, Sylas never owned land. His only income came from fur trapping and simple contract work in nearby towns and villages. He knew the basics of armor repair and maintenance, but to Cedric, his father knew everything important there was to know. He knew how to kill fiery beasts—creatures that most common people thought of as nothing more than superstition and horror stories to keep their children in bed at night.


    But Cedric knew better. Demons were only figments of other people’s imagination because people like his father kept them underground. Every year, Sylas returned to their simple log home at the foot of Mount Godun with scorch marks on his armor. Cedric had cleaned the armor himself. He had felt the indentations and even helped buff the seared scratches out before being repaired.


    His father never bragged about smiting demons. He didn’t utter a word about the courageous deeds he did on the mountain, and that made Cedric adore him even more.


    And so, when he was thirteen and his father told him it was time for Cedric to visit Mount Godun, he couldn’t have been more excited. He knew his family’s legacy. He didn’t care what the common man might think of paladins. He wanted to ride atop a war charger. He wanted to wield a war hammer just like his father.


    To the rest of the world, the paladins had been wrapped in mystery, outcast by the King hundreds of years ago when they supposedly betrayed the realm at Xhonia, an elven city at the foot of Mount Godun. But to Cedric, the paladins were not a mystery or traitors. They weren’t vagrants who built homes on the King’s land at the foot of the mountain. They were family.


    Cedric had dressed warmly to trudge up the mountain with his father, who led over thirty paladins that day to celebrate the formation of the Order of the Holy One. Each man wore full armor and a bear-fur cloak made from the dangerous inhabitants of caves on Mount Godun.


    The wind whipped fiercely, howling like a beast and brushing snow from the surface of the mountain onto whatever ravine or conifer might hold it. Wolves watched the men in their trek, but no creature grew bold enough to try for a meal against the host of metal-clad paladins. If the wolves had been hungry though, they might have looked at Cedric in his light chain mail and thick furs.


    This was his first time being invited to the annual celebration. He had only seen his father return from it, beaten, bloodied and burned. Sylas never confided in what happened on the mountain, but the evidence seemed obvious. His father and his closest friends, the only people the Arringtons trusted in the whole world, had been fighting demons.


    “Be careful,” Sylas had warned him as they approached a clearing on Mount Godun, “You’re not a paladin. You’re not ready to fight these creatures. Courage means nothing here. If one makes it past me, you don’t engage it. You run. Do you understand?”


    Cedric nodded emphatically, but in truth, he didn’t fully comprehend the danger. Demons were still stories to him—much like they were to the villagers. He had no idea what he would see at Godun. He only knew that he needed to see these fiends, so that he could truly understand and bask in his father’s strength, heroism, and legacy.


    The thirty paladins formed an arc around a boulder with the Council of the Order of the Holy One poised for battle at the center of the curve—right where the demons might charge. His father’s longtime friends Jonas Shelby and Francis Jericho flanked him with their weapons at the ready. A dozen of the lower ranking paladins along the edge moved to one side of the boulder and looked back to the three leaders of the Council. Sylas motioned for Cedric to retreat twenty yards or so behind him.


    Cedric was freezing within his leather jerkin, light mail and bear-skin gloves. So, he welcomed the chance to get his blood pumping. He eagerly sprinted behind his father to see the boulder. On its face was engraved the symbol of the paladins, a sun rising from the earth. However, this one was more detailed than the one on his father’s chest. Above the sun were two stars falling to the ground.


    “Welcome to the annual Trial of the Holy One,” his father said in perfect, cadenced diction—which only emphasized the importance of the event to Cedric and made him more excited. “Each year, we come to remind ourselves of why we sacrifice so much. Long ago, the elves seeded the land with ice magic, trapping the demon hordes below. In their vanity, the elves left their cities open, where their populations and magic thrived. They thought they were strong enough to fight back the demon and undead swarm. They were wrong. As the elves die out, we are all that stands between human civilization and ruin.”


    Sylas held up his steel war hammer, and a white light filled the weapon, casting shadows on Cedric.


    “We stand high above Xhonia,” Sylas said, “sealed long ago when the elves realized their folly, only too late. They made an escape route, through the ice magic, up to this summit and placed an icy boulder over the exit. Today, as part of our annual ritual, we remind ourselves of what we fight and the danger our world still endures. Despite our persecution and sacrifice. Despite the loss of our freedoms, our lands, our lives and even our children’s lives, we must fight on. For we are the only ones with the power to make a difference in this war against and amongst the evil and the damned.”


    Sylas motioned for the circular rock to be unfastened, and two men unclamped one side and then the other. The paladins waited patiently for the two men to return to the side with the host of metal-clad men ready to push the rolling stone. The two runners looked back to Sylas.


    “Ready yourselves,” Sylas said, “for death comes for us all.”


    The paladins pushed hard on the rock, and it rolled freely from its fastenings. They hurriedly moved it to the other side and looked into the dark cavern as they passed.


    At first, there was only darkness. Then, two fiery red eyes opened and a host of other pairs popped up behind the creature in the passage.


    “Look alive, boys!” Jonas Shelby shouted. “We’ve got a higher up!”


    The lead demon growled in a way that was almost like a cat’s purr. It stretched its fiery hands as it moved along on hind legs. It was about seven feet tall and mostly black except for red fire that leapt from cracks that formed and resealed all over its body.


    Cedric found a tree behind his father and leaned against it, trying not to fall over at the shock of what he saw.


    “Almighty Cronos!” Cedric whispered. “They’re real!”


    The paladins who had been pushing the boulder retreated back to the human arc around the opening. Their weapons glowed with unnatural white and yellow light.


    “Well met, paladins,” the lead demon said in a harsh, guttural voice as six other demons fanned around it. “My name is Sharmat, and we mean you no harm. We seek an escape from this conflict in the underworld. We are deserters. Let us pass and we will not harm you or your kind. On this, I swear.”


    “A demon’s oath means nothing to us,” Sylas said. “We don’t believe your lies. The Holy One has shown us what you do to the living. If you don’t retreat back to your hole, we will smite you to the Void.”


    Sharmat spat and hissed in an aggressive-sounding language to his pack. He then turned back to Cedric’s father.


    “You dare speak of the Abyss like this?” Sharmat asked. “What could you know of the Void? No, you have not seen it! You do not know despair. Not yet. But you will. All of your kind will.”


    Sylas gripped his war hammer and brought it back behind his shoulder, as a blacksmith might ready his instrument for a strike against an anvil. Sharmat snarled and hissed commands to his underlings.


    The other demons were only about five feet tall, but they looked fast and ferocious. They pawed at the snow for a few seconds, sniffing at the ground and air, but they were only stalling and trying to catch the Order off guard. The demons lashed out at the paladins near the cave. The screech of their fiery claws along the steel armor was high pitched and piercing. A small, flailing black creature launched onto a paladin, driving its claws into the man’s shoulder. The man yelled defiantly but in pain.


    A man to his left ran a Light-filled sword through the creature’s bowels, and it tumbled off the wounded man. It gurgled and spewed fire in its death cries before shattering into sputtering fragments that floated into the wind and disappeared like parchment in a bonfire. Another paladin swung a glowing spearhead in an arc that sliced through a second demon’s abdomen like a hot knife through butter. The fragments of the two demons set off a panic in the four remaining creatures.


    “For your freedom!” the demon Sharmat screamed, pointing toward Sylas and the passage down the mountain beside Cedric.


    The four demons dropped to their hands and feet and bounded toward him. Cedric’s eyes grew wide as he realized the fight might be coming to him. The demons cleared fifty paces quickly. Sharmat dodged a downward swing by Sylas and rushed through the gap left between him and Jonas Shelby. Sylas managed to ram a shoulder into the demon, charring his pauldrons and knocking the creature to the ground. It scrambled to its feet while two men in reserve, behind the arc as a last resort, moved to intercept the charging fiend.


    The smaller demons were felled quickly by Francis Jericho with his hammer and Henry Claymore with his two-handed sword. Jonas Shelby chased after Sharmat as the paladins dispatched the other two demons with Light-filled swords, hammers, and spears.


    “Cedric!” Sylas yelled.


    Cedric panicked at the sound of his name and looked for a place to hide. There was no hole big enough for him, and if he ran down the road from which he came, he would have been in the direct path of Sharmat’s escape. He stumbled and rolled to his right, trying to get behind part of the arc, out of the way of the demon, but it was too fast.


    Cedric’s father regained his footing as Sharmat did and sprinted toward his son. Sharmat sent a fiery fist through the chest of a young man named Collinsworth and flung him around on his arm trying to get his hand free. As Sharmat ran toward Cedric, he looked like a giant, one-winged bird attempting to take flight. The demon knocked the other reserve paladin to the side. The knight’s plate hissed as it took the blow.


    The creature’s eyes were frightened but determined, like an elk running for its life through a pack of wolves.


    “Is this your cub?” Sharmat yelled.


    It sneered as it raised its free claw to strike down Cedric some ten paces away.


    And then Sylas was there. His armor clanked and jostled as he caught up to Sharmat. He didn’t have time to raise his hammer, or perhaps, he didn’t think to. He ran his shoulder into the demon again, toppling it onto its back as his white-fire hammer skidded and sizzled across the snow. Sylas grappled with it as he fell atop and over it.


    The demon began ferociously mauling his father as they rolled in the snow.


    “Dad!” Cedric yelled as he reached out to help.


    Henry Claymore caught Cedric before he got too close. Jonas Shelby dropped his hammer down on the creature’s head, and Sylas Arrington rolled free of the demon as it disintegrated. His breastplate was black and singed. The blackest parts weren’t the armor, though. There was a gaping scorched crater in his father’s chest where the demon must have plunged its hands.


    Henry let go of Cedric and dropped to his knees, as did the other paladins.


    “Close the gate,” Jonas commanded the paladins near the cavern. “Lock the boulder!”


    “Go to your father, boy,” Henry said. “He’s not long for this world.”


    Cedric dropped to the snow beside his father and gathered him into his arms. Sylas was heavy in his plate armor, and his body emanated unnatural warmth from being eviscerated by the fire demon. Thankfully, there was no blood. Cedric opened his father’s stylish close helm and then took off the helmet when he couldn’t see enough of his dad’s face.


    Sylas grabbed his son by the arm and struggled to breathe.


    “Prepare yourself,” Sylas whispered.


    “I will, Father,” Cedric said, tears running down his cheeks and off his chin where they froze against his leather armor. “I swear I’ll become the finest paladin in the land. I’ll make you proud!”


    “Death comes for us all,” Sylas said.


    “Please don’t speak,” Cedric said. “Just hang on, Dad.”


    “Tonight,” Sylas said, looking past Cedric to the faces of Jonas, Francis, Henry and the paladins who now encircled Cedric, “Lady Death comes for me.” He sputtered and struggled for breath. “I know her face well.”


    Sylas looked at his son. Tears lingered there as his father struggled to breathe. “I fear you’ll know it soon, too.”


    Sylas’ eyes closed, and he exhaled for the last time. Each paladin touched Cedric lightly on the shoulder and offered a short prayer to the Holy One and the Creator Cronos before returning to the path down the mountain.


    Cedric stared at the spot Sharmat had fallen under Jonas Shelby’s hammer. All that remained of the demon were small flakes of burnt flesh. Cedric couldn’t remember the creature’s face. In his mind, all he could see was blackness and red eyes. It was hardly enough for Cedric to focus his eternal wrath on. So, he thought of an act. He looked at the marked boulder and dreamed of opening it, raising a glowing hammer, and smiting every last demon in the underworld.


    “Whatever it takes,” Cedric vowed to himself. “I’ll destroy every last one of you, even if it’s the last thing I ever do.”
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    Five years later, Cedric stood in his adopted home at the foot of Mount Godun. Jonas Shelby helped Cedric equip his first plate mail set. It was the most gorgeous thing Cedric had ever seen and gleamed silver in the lamplight. As Jonas tightened the various straps along the metal pieces, Cedric wondered if his father Sylas could see him—watching over him from the afterlife somehow.


    Jonas handed Cedric a twelve-inch copper mirror to admire himself in.


    Cedric briefly forgot his slain father and beamed to Jonas as the lamp light glimmered from the polished pauldrons, breastplate, and plackart.


    “It’s amazing, Uncle Jonas,” Cedric said.


    He felt bad that he didn’t have anything to give Jonas in return. An armor set like this was always made of re-smelted metals from other sets and whatever new metal alloys a family might save up for. All paladin families were poor, and an adopted son of a paladin was even more destitute. Cedric could never repay his adopted family for the food, housing and now armor that they had provided him with.


    “Do you need help putting your armor on?” Cedric asked hopefully.


    “Maybe later,” Jonas said as he continued to fasten and cajole Cedric’s armor into a tighter fit.


    Jonas had a family of his own. Cedric frequently played and sparred with Jonas’ twin sons Corbin and Constantine and their sister Allison. Corbin and Constantine had both taken the paladin oath the year before. Cedric desperately wished he had been there to congratulate and cheer them in their ceremony, but only paladins and initiates were allowed. Today was his and Allison’s day. Everyone he knew would be there.


    Staying with the Shelby family had been quite natural, despite the circumstances, and he got along well with the twins because they were each so alike. They shared the same blond hair that he did. They had lost their mother in much the same way as he had lost his, during childbirth. They all appreciated the same periods of silence and quiet contemplation. Whenever they jousted and hunted, the twins were as focused and stoic as he aspired to be. Since they had become paladins the year before, he mimicked them and tried to pry them for answers and hints for what he needed to learn and do.


    Their younger sister Allison was different. She was bolder and far more willing to take risks to please their father and prove her worth. She shared her mother’s light brown hair and spirit, but she grew very cold and distant whenever her mother was mentioned, for it was during her birth that her mother Vanessa had died.


    She bounded into the room.


    “Are you decent?” she asked after she had already opened the door.


    Someone had helped her into her armor, possibly one or both of the twins. She looked magnificent. The armor was not fitted for a woman. She had insisted that she wanted to be treated like one of the guys, even if it made her less comfortable.


    Jonas sighed as she twirled around, barbute helmet in hand. Cedric’s style was a close helmet with uplifting visor, the same as his father’s. Cedric put down the mirror to admire her. She twirled another time just for him.


    Her father appeared to be getting uncomfortable. Cedric naturally thought Jonas had noticed him looking at his daughter, but that was not the case.


    “You don’t have to do this,” Jonas complained to her. “My oath only requires my sons.”


    “I can do anything they can do,” she replied defiantly.


    As an obedient adopted son, Cedric bowed his head slightly and didn’t object to the head of household. He would never do anything to offend Jonas.


    She placed her barbute helmet with the Y-shaped opening on a nearby wooden table in Cedric’s room and began aggressively pulling her hair into a knot at the back of her skull. Her eyes dared her father to continue.


    “It’s not a question of what you can do,” Jonas said. “I just don’t want you to have to make the same sacrifices. I want what’s best for you, and this is not it.”


    “And what’s best for me, Father?” she shot back.


    “Abandon this idea of yours,” Jonas said. “You can wear the armor all you want. I bought it for you, had it made by Master Nathan in Perketh. Be an adventurer. Travel the world. Kill a dragon in Visanth, if you like. Have babies.”


    “There it is,” she said, as she slammed her helmet down to the small bevor of her armor.


    “Did you not hear anything I said?” Jonas asked.


    She glared at him.


    “You don’t understand the sacrifices your brothers and I must make,” he said. “The oath demands only my sons, not my daughters. That is a reason to celebrate, child. You are relieved of our burdens.”


    “Because only sons should have to slay demons?” she asked. “Infuse my sword with the Light of the Holy One, and I’ll outdo all of you!”


    “Your mother wouldn’t—”


    Jonas stopped, seeming to realize the pain of the path he was treading. Allison didn’t speak. She just fumed there, staring at Cedric’s breastplate. She looked up briefly at her father, her eyes angry, begging for a fight. She chewed at her bottom lip.


    “I love you, girl,” Jonas said finally. “I only want what’s best for you.”


    She stomped her metal-clad foot on the floor, rattling the wooden boards.


    “Did you warn Corbin or Constantine?”


    “I can’t,” Jonas said, holding her by the arms. “The oath forces me to train my sons for the Order.”


    “Well,” she said, “you trained me too.”


    “I trained you,” he said, “because in this world, you have to be able to fight. There is no mercy, especially for the daughter of a paladin.”


    “Do you believe demons are going to attack us?” she asked.


    “Yes.”


    “And does any of that training matter if I don’t have a weapon infused with the Light?”


    “Against demons?” Jonas asked. “No, but—”


    “Exactly,” she said. “You trained me for a reason—”


    “No,” he interrupted her. “No, no, no-no.”


    “I’m going to be a paladin,” she said. “There’s no doubt. There’s only one question. Are you going to try to stop me?”


    Jonas swallowed hard. He seemed to want to nod and scream yes, but he just closed his eyes and shook his head. He cleared his throat multiple times as if fighting off allergies before excusing himself and leaving the room.


    Cedric and Allison were alone. She eyed him with mock mischievousness.


    “Finally alone,” she said through the y-shaped opening in her helmet.


    “Have you seen yourself yet?” he asked.


    “No,” she said, “do you have a mirror?”


    He handed her the large copper mirror, and she snatched it from his hands.


    “Father gave you this?” she asked. “Are you serious?”


    “Perhaps, he thought you’d just look at yourself all day,” he joked. “You can have it if you want.”


    He smiled, inwardly hoping she would accept the gift. He knew what he felt for her. He just had no idea if she reciprocated. She teased him constantly, and it always made him grin like an idiot. Any attention from her just made him feel goosebumps all over his body.


    She squinted her eyes and scowled at him, but she continued to look at her reflection. She took the helmet off and redid her hair to remove any stray strands from falling across her face. He watched her, smirking. She wasn’t the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, but she was the most attractive. She worked hard. She fought just as hard as the other boys in training. She never took “no” for an answer when she wanted something. And he really hoped that one day, she would want him.


    She put the mirror down and looked at him briefly.


    “And that’s how you’re going to go?” she asked.


    He kept grinning, hoping that maybe it would be contagious. He couldn’t think of anything humorous to say. So, he blurted out the first thing that came to mind.


    “Are you trying to get me to take my armor off?” he asked.


    She punched him with a metal glove to the chest.


    “You take that armor off,” she said, “and I might accidentally kill you with a sword thrust.”


    She took off her gloves, licked her fingers and fussed with his hair.


    “I’m probably going to put a helmet on,” he said. “Do you really feel this is necessary?”


    “Yeah,” she said. “I guess that’s true. You ready?”


    He nodded, still having a hard time thinking of something useful or interesting to say. “Have you practiced what you’re going to say?”


    “They told you the oath already?” She asked, gesturing with her hands as she launched into an agitated complaint. “It’s so unfair! Why am I always—?”


    “No,” Cedric interrupted her. “They haven’t told me anything. I guess it’s a surprise.”


    They both nodded awkwardly.


    “Yeah,” she said finally. “I guess it is.”


    “Your father will be there,” Cedric said reassuringly. “He’ll make sure we know what to say.”


    Her eyes softened. “I’m sorry your father can’t be there too. I can’t imagine—”


    He nodded and waved off the conversation, remembering his father dying in his arms at Mount Godun.


    “I’m sorry your mother can’t be there,” he said. “She’d be proud of you. We’re all proud of you.”


    She froze in place, and he noticed tears trickling down the sides of her nose. There were a few sun freckles there. She noticed him looking and angrily wiped them away.


    “It’s ok to cry,” he said.


    “As a woman trying to be a paladin?” she asked. “You don’t think they’d throw that back in my face? Look who’s being emotional!”


    “I cried when my dad died,” Cedric said, “as I held him in the snow. My father used to say that love and loss shape us into who we are.”


    She sucked her lips in and tried to fight off tears. He watched her lips disappear and lamented it. Unfortunately, his brain didn’t get the message that these thoughts should stay internal.


    “Don’t do that,” he complained as his brow furrowed, and he stared at her lips.


    She punched him in his breastplate and forgot she had left her gloves on the table when she messed with his hair. She grimaced as she nursed her hand.


    “You said it was OK to cry,” she reminded him.


    “I wasn’t talking about you crying,” he said.


    “Then what were you talking about?”


    He shrugged his shoulders and gesticulated, trying to figure out how and what to lie about. He couldn’t just tell her that he wanted to look at her—that he sometimes dreamed of just watching her sleep. Finally, he gave up. He pulled her to him and kissed her with an open mouth. He lingered there with his eyes closed. When he finally pulled away, her eyes were open with surprise at first and then squinted with suspicion.


    “Is this part of some deep game you and my father are playing?” she asked.


    “How—?” he asked, his fingers leaving her metal-clad back and sides, and confusion all over his face. “What—?”


    “First my father talks about me having babies,” she said, obviously getting more amused at his speechlessness, “then you’re kissing me in your bedroom.”


    He laughed. He couldn’t help it. He admired her polished armor for a moment. Her set had been forged new—an expense that must have been extreme for Jonas. He knew how little general contracting, hired field work, and non-apprenticed blacksmithing paid. Her set had been a labor of love for a favored daughter. He thought of something witty to say about it.


    “If this had been planned,” Cedric said, “I would have kissed you before either of us were wearing armor.”


    She looked him up-and-down and smiled suggestively. “Perhaps you just like a challenge.”


    He reached for her hands. She grasped them and grinned widely and earnestly.


    “Perhaps I’ll just kiss you again if you want,” he said.


    “We’ll see,” she said.


    “We’ll see?”


    “Maybe after the initiation ceremony.”


    She let go of his hands and raised her eyebrows with an air of mystery as she grabbed her gloves and helmet and walked backward out of the room. He readjusted his tasset several times, trying to make room in his breeches for what she had done to him with that first kiss and her lingering mischievousness.


    He needed to relax a moment and acclimate to the rigid gear. He was used to the flexible leather armor that every paladin initiate trained in.


    He extended his arms fully until his hands rested on either side of the mirror laying on the table. He closed his eyes and tried to breathe regularly to calm his heartrate, but it didn’t do any good. Eventually, he just left the room and walked past her brothers and father in the common room and through the door to the porch. He stood out there for a few moments, rubbing his hands together in the cold and unsure what to do next.


    He heard footsteps inside the spacious but rickety home at the base of Mount Godun, in an area deemed untenable by the Crown. Heavy footsteps came closer to the door, and then it swung open.


    “You forgot your helmet,” Allison said, handing him his close helm.


    It had been his father’s helmet. This was one of the few pieces that had not been melted down and reforged. Cedric had broader shoulders than his father and was noticeably more muscular, so the pauldrons and leg armor had needed to be redone. The breastplate had been so mangled that Jonas had needed to recommission that entirely. The helmet and vambraces had been mostly untouched except for some polishing.


    “Thank you,” Cedric said, happily accepting it. They both laughed nervously, but she smiled as if waiting for him to say something else. Her eyebrows raised again, and he felt his heart melt.


    “Did you want something?” he asked, thinking that perhaps she wanted that other kiss now rather than later.


    “A bit cold out here, don’t you think?” she asked.


    “Yeah,” he said, rubbing his hands together again and making a big show of blowing air into his hands.


    She handed him his fur-lined gloves for winter, and the metal gloves that fit over them. He had left them on the table also in his haste to leave the room and get comfortable again.


    “Right,” he said.


    “You forgot those too,” she said loud enough for her brothers and father in the common room to hear. “You must have been in a hurry.”


    “Yeah,” he said, gulping. “Big day today. Initiation ceremony.”


    She nodded and seemed to savor every moment of his discomfort. She retreated through the door and pulled it closed.


    He sighed and leaned his head back against the oak wall. “That went well.”


    He looked up at Mount Godun and wondered if his dad had noticed his awkwardness with Allison. He thought of his dad fighting on Mount Godun. He remembered the way the wind whipped around the clearing and the sound of metal hitting the charred, fiery skin of the demons. He gulped as he remembered the way a man’s insides looked when they were roasted from within. As the man lying in the snow became clearer in his mind, he heard his father’s last breath.


    He stared through Mount Godun as he recalled the men slogging through the snow, back down the mountain with his father on their shoulders. And as he remembered the sobs of the people who held his father aloft, he renewed his vow to kill every last demon on or under Nirendia.
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    Cedric walked ahead of Allison and the other initiates in a place of honor as they trudged up the windy pass of Mount Godun. Jonas didn’t say why he put him ahead, but Cedric figured it was likely out of respect for his father.


    The paladins were fully armored for battle, but their aim was not the place his father had died. The thirty paladins of the Order of the Holy One marched to a place of worship, maintained by the Monks of Godun.


    Allison followed him in the procession. Two other teenagers were being inducted: Fred Collinsworth and Allen Bigsby. Fred had lost his father in the same battle that Sylas had fallen. For that reason, Cedric always nodded in respect to Fred whenever he saw him. Cedric could still see the demon trying to get its hand free from Fred’s father’s torso. The power and savagery of the creature, tossing a grown man around like a rag doll, still unnerved Cedric.


    Flanking on either side of the initiates were the surviving members of the paladin order, each carrying their Light-infused weapons. Cedric gripped his with resolution, waiting for his chance to make his father’s memory proud.


    Jonas had told Cedric to choose his own weapon to be infused at the ceremony, but Cedric had brought two. His father’s war hammer and a long spear for charging on horseback. Jonas had said that paladins generally only infused one weapon in a ceremony, but that he knew of no rule against it. Cedric might very well be the first to wield two Light weapons since recordkeeping began. Of course, that just meant more weight to be carried up the mountain.


    No one said anything as they ascended for hours. It was a slow and somber walk. Cedric spent the trek mostly thinking about his dad. He only occasionally looked back at Allison, smiling at her through his fur-lined visor.


    The first person to break the silence was not a paladin but a young monk named Thomas, when he greeted them as they reached the entrance to another cave in Mount Godun. He wore a simple, gray habit and curly brown hair. Thomas could not have been more than twenty years old.


    He beamed widely and openly, beckoning them toward the boulder-locked cave.


    “Not to worry,” Thomas said, seeming to notice Cedric’s concerned look. “This cave is deep within the permafrost of the mountain. Perfectly safe from the naurun here.”


    Cedric was surprised to find that the cave was similarly secured to the mountain as the one his father had fought and died in front of. He hadn’t expected to find a second one on the mountain. He readied his weapons despite what the monk had said and regardless of the fact that he knew his weapons were not blessed yet and ineffective against demons. He simply felt anxious.


    The monks removed the clasps along the sides of the circular boulder and rolled it aside.


    “There we go,” Thomas said. “Go on. Plenty of warmth inside. We’ll begin in a moment.”


    The room was circular and chiseled from the stone of the mountain. In the center of the room was a white marble altar that was ten feet long and roughly three feet tall. Lit sconces fastened to the walls every ten or eleven paces. Light filtered in through small holes in the cave wall where the smoke from the lanterns also escaped.


    Thomas shuffled behind the altar, his head bent piously as the paladins filled the room around the altar. Cedric started to follow them in moving to the edges of the open area, but Jonas guided him and the other three initiates to the foot of the altar, looking over it at Thomas. Cedric knelt there beside Allison. Fred Collinsworth and Allen Bigsby knelt to his left and Allison’s right.


    The symbol of the paladin order bedecked the altar top and side facing Cedric. Cedric stared at it, thinking of the day his father died. Behind Thomas and along a high pedestal, Francis Jericho, Jonas Shelby and Henry Claymore ascended and turned back toward Cedric.


    Thomas turned slightly toward Jonas at the center of the pedestal.


    “Shall we begin?” Thomas asked.


    Jonas looked hard at Allison and nodded. Cedric placed a hand beside her reassuringly. Her father might still not approve, but Cedric thought she was brave and the strongest woman he had ever met. She grabbed his hand, and Fred reached out to him to join in the show of solidarity—obviously thinking this was part of the ceremony and not affection between the two. Cedric had no choice but to accept Fred’s hand. He nodded, and Allison and Allen also joined hands. Jonas and Francis Jericho exchanged a look and a smile.


    Cedric straightened his back, despite the heavy armor weighing him down. He felt an immense sense of pride in what he was doing. Internally, he vowed a dozen things. He would carry on his father’s legacy. He would pay back Jonas Shelby’s hospitality with blood and maybe even marriage to his daughter Allison Shelby, if she would have him and if Jonas would allow it. He would kill a thousand demons and try to find a way to keep their bodies from disintegrating so he could put them in a trophy room. And if the demons could actually reincarnate from the Abyss, as Jonas had told him, he would find Sharmat each time he reappeared and send him back to the Void.


    “Brothers,” Thomas said. He looked at Allison and corrected himself. “And sisters!”


    Thomas threw his hands up to the heavens. “Today is a truly great day to have the first woman paladin initiate here with us. Thousands of years without a woman, and here we are. Truly, it is a great sign of the coming Age of Magic! As foretold, eons past, the cities of the elves will fall. The undead will rise. The demons will escape from the underworld, and the great paladins will be the only force in the world powerful enough to stop them.”


    Thomas looked at each of the new initiates, nodding to each of them in turn.


    “Your numbers have dwindled,” Thomas admitted. “Long gone are the days of a thousand paladins roaming the lands of Surdel. But where you find one paladin, you find immense strength and power. You have trained your whole lives. Your families have nurtured and protected you, as the Creator Cronos has nurtured and protected you, for it is their right and obligation to do so, despite the dark times that approach us.”


    Thomas laid his hands down on the altar.


    “The darkness encroaches. Soon, very soon, it will be upon us. The demon lords have fought for every inch of the underworld beneath the great Kingdom of Surdel. The dark elves have contained these creatures, and they have fought them valiantly. But what once took hundreds of years, now comes in quick succession. The elves, in their dangerous curiosity and ego, believed they could stop the demons, but one-by-one, their cities have fallen. We didn’t even know we needed you, the paladins, until the city of Balahambria fell over 10,000 years ago. The elves despaired, and the Holy One heard their calls. She created the Order and gave us artifacts of Light. She gave us hope. And now, many millennia later, it is your turn to part the darkness and bring forth the dawn.”


    He motioned to the initiates to approach the altar.


    “Would you please place your weapons on this altar,” Thomas said, “so they may receive the Holy One’s blessing?”


    The young initiates released hands and retrieved their weapons. Fred and Allen placed a sword and a spear, respectively, at the edges of the altar. Cedric placed his father’s war hammer and his long spear at the center. Allison placed a sword next to his spear. They exchanged a long look as they returned to their positions. He wondered what she was thinking.


    “My people,” Thomas said, “the monks of the Order of Godun, found the first Light artifact and we gave it to the King not long after the first elven city fell, so that he might be a symbol of hope for his people and this world. We called to the Creator Cronos, and he sent us the Holy One, who agreed to take in a new order of human fighters, the paladins. She would bless this order with the tools, the weapons of Light that would vanquish our enemies and send them back to the Abyss.”


    Thomas raised his arms in an embrace of the initiates.


    “That’s where you four brave souls come in,” Thomas said. “Soon, the hordes of demons and undead will sweep across the land, and the people, despite their mistrust and even hatred, they will call to you for aid. The very people who malign you, even the King himself, will beg for help. You must not falter. You must take these weapons, once they are blessed, and you must drive them through the heart of the demon hordes. Surdel depends on you. The men and women, elves, and even the orcs reach out to you for protection. Nirendia needs you. We rely on your strength, your wisdom, your guidance, and your purity of character. You must be selfless. You must be brave. You must be paladins!”


    Cedric felt his pride spill over. He shouted defiantly. Against the King who denied him and his family their lands. Against the people who denounced the paladins when they fell from grace at Xhonia. Against the demons who killed his father. But most importantly, he yelled in support of his brothers and sisters who knelt beside him. They too raised fists and screamed mightily, and the paladins along the walls roared in support.


    Above Thomas, on the pedestal, a glistening track of tears ran down Jonas’ face. He shook his head and looked to the ceiling. Cedric lifted his fist to him, thanking his adopted father, but Jonas looked only at Allison—who was so caught up in the emotions of her peers that she didn’t notice her father.


    “The paladin bond and powers are not for me to bestow,” Thomas said. “I am merely a conduit. I bring the Holy One here. I am a practitioner of the ancient arts handed down to us by Selenor the Seer and other astral projectionists of the past. It is she, the Holy One, who will bestow the title of paladin upon you. It will be she who blesses your weapons. She will stand over you. Be ready. This oath is all that matters in your life right now. Nothing at home should be on your mind. Cleanse yourself of your doubts, your worldly ambitions, and your weaknesses. If you are unprepared, if you have a dark mark on your soul, if you must leave this place, she will sense it. Are you prepared to do what is necessary to protect Nirendia from her enemies?”


    Thomas waited for the four initiates to respond. Each nodded. They were here to stay. They were here for their families, friends, and the future of the planet.


    “Very well,” Thomas said.


    He clasped his hands to his chest, lowered his head and began speaking a strange, low and guttural language—almost like the sounds Sharmat had made commanding his pack of demons. It was not at all how Cedric had imagined communing with the Holy One. The sounds were more fit for beasts.


    But then there she was, in answer to Thomas’ strange prayer. Blonde hair. Beautiful white dress that flowed down past the altar. Pale face. Blue eyes.


    She glowed in the darkness. She lit the entire room with white light and warmth.


    “My children,” she said in a powerful but soft voice.


    “Oh, Holy One!” Cedric exclaimed, his eyes filled with love and devotion.


    Allison, Fred, and Allen each pronounced her name in turn and pounded a fist to their chests.


    “I would speak to my people,” the Holy One said, “alone, as usual. Their oath and contract to me is private, between only them, myself and the Creator Cronos.”


    “Of course, Holy One,” Travis said.


    He bustled to the stone and a handful of paladins helped him roll it aside. He nodded briefly to the initiates and the Council on the pedestal and then hurried away. Three other monks who had been inside followed Thomas out.


    The paladins pulled the stone back, where it stayed secure but unfastened, as those mechanisms were outside.


    “Initiates,” she said. “Each of you brings before me weapons to use against our enemies. Know that I intend to use you against them. I will depend on your loyalty, your obedience, and your bravery. I cannot defeat the fiery creatures of the great demon lords without you. You are Nirendia’s last great hope. You are the water that will extinguish their fire. You are, like me, champions of nature. Can you be my champions? Are you brave enough to stand against the demon horde?”


    “Yes!” Cedric promised. “I will do anything you ask.”


    “Anything?” the Holy One asked. She smiled, seeming to be very pleased with his answer.


    “My family has ever been your faithful servants,” Cedric said. “My father died in battle with the demons on Godun. His father fought and died for you. We trace our lineage back to Joran Arrington, the first paladin to join the Order!”


    “Ah, Joran,” she said, looking at him and placing her finger at her chin as if thinking deeply. “Your father was Sylas, and you are, of course, his son Cedric. I’ve heard so much about you. We’re all very proud of you.”


    “We?”


    “All paladins come to me in the Abyss,” she said, “into the Holy Fen.”


    Cedric became overcome with emotion. “You speak to my dad?”


    “I speak with all of my subjects,” she said. “I listen to them. I know their fears, their hopes and dreams. Your father had big plans for you. He wanted you to lead the Council. I too have big plans for you.”


    Cedric nodded but was overwhelmed that the Holy One might know who he was. He looked to the other initiates, to Allison, and they too nodded emphatically.


    “Before I can bless these weapons,” the Holy One said, “I need your oath of fealty to me. My enemies cannot touch these weapons for they will perish, but they can touch and twist your souls to their bidding. You must resist their temptations and promises. You must defend your lives and your very souls from their or anyone else’s tainted ambitions. You must only fight for me. Not King. Not country. Me. I alone know what’s best for Nirendia. Will you pledge to follow me and do whatever I ask of you, whenever I ask it of you?”


    Cedric stood and approached the altar. The other initiates stood also.


    “The Eldenwalds have shunned my family for over a century,” he said. “I owe them no loyalty. I am ready to swear my life to your cause—to the defense of Nirendia and the extermination of all demons.”


    The Holy One smiled warmly, glowing with Light and radiance.


    “Then you shall be first,” the Holy One said, “Repeat after me. I, Cedric Arrington, pledge my soul to the eternal service of the Holy One. Should she ask for my aid, even if it cost me my life, I will answer her call.”


    He repeated everything she said, each word more strongly than the last. The other initiates repeated the same oath but with their own names inserted.


    She continued the next section of the promise.


    “I will smite the naurun who swarm this land or any others, for all eternity. I will not do harm to any of hers or Cronos’ creatures. I promise my future sons to her cause. I will never reveal the secrets of the Holy One. I will never share my blessed weapon. I will defend her, her people, her honor and her temples and possessions at all costs, even if it cost me my life.”


    He repeated this stoically and in turn with the other three initiates.


    “Now,” she said, “before we proceed, I want to make sure you understand exactly what you have promised, so that you may never break this pact. You promise me your eternal soul in this conflict with the demon lords. You promise to bring your sons to me, in the same way you have been brought to me, and you will never try to dissuade them from taking this path to me. You must tell them none of our secrets before they have made their own agreement with me. And soon, when our enemies have broken free, you will bring me others from the common people who cry out to join me in the aftermath and desolation of the undead and the naurun. Do you understand and agree to these binding rules? This will be your contract. Should you break it, your soul will be forfeit.”


    “Yes, Holy One,” Cedric said. “I understand and agree to these rules.”


    He thought of his own unborn children and of the oath his father must have made to the Holy One. He thought of how proud his father must be to see him here.


    “Yes, Holy One,” Allison said. “I understand and agree to these rules.”


    Fred and Allen also agreed.


    “The deal is done,” she said. “Your weapons…”


    She reached down and picked up Cedric’s hammer. She ran her hand along its shaft and then touched the hammerhead once. A light even more brilliant than her infused the entire artifact, and she held it high above her head.


    “Your father’s war hammer is now yours,” she proclaimed. “May it see thousands of demons vanquished in his storied name!”


    She handed it to Cedric, and he cried openly.


    “And this, Cedric,” she said, lifting the spear next and infusing it similarly. “This spear, you will wield from your horse and pierce the wicked and the cruel with purifying Light!”


    He dropped his large, dangerous hammerhead with the spike gently to the floor and accepted her second blessing.


    The Holy One looked at Allison for a long time.


    “You volunteer?” she asked to Allison. She looked back at Jonas Shelby, who did not return the stare. He wiped at his eyes upon the pedestal. “Your father and brothers have not tried to discourage you?”


    “My father told me to make babies,” Allison said, sneering through her barbute helmet.


    “Did he now?” the Holy One asked. She turned back to Jonas, who now looked at her.


    “My oath was only for my sons,” Jonas said. “I advised her as a father to seek out a life without such sacrifice. I asked her to find her own way amidst the darkness of these days.”


    “I will not hide from the darkness,” Allison vowed. “I will fight it! And you, if I have to!”


    The Holy One laughed richly and deeply.


    “Oh, my child,” she said. “Oh, you will fight. Of that, you can be certain!”


    She looked at the finely-honed, many-times-folded steel sword. She did not touch it with her finger as she had done to Cedric before.


    “This will not do,” the Holy One said.


    “You will release her from her oath?” Jonas asked hopefully from behind her. “You will allow her to fight the demons without being a paladin?”


    “No,” the Holy One said, “the deal is struck. The pact is made. It cannot be undone. Her soul is mine, and she has vowed to fight for me. This sword, however, is not enough. I have just bestowed two weapons on the son of Sylas, who will undoubtedly lead this order soon. His two weapons deserve mates, as he deserves a mate as strong and deadly as him.”


    She waved her hands and a second, identical sword materialized in the air. It hovered there, over the altar. The paladins in the room let out a gasp.


    “I name these blades the Twin Sisters,” the Holy One said. She touched the tip of each with a finger, and bright light filled the weapons along their entirety.


    “Thank you,” Allison said, reaching for them.


    “And I give you my blessing,” the Holy One said.


    “Thank you!” Allison said exultantly. “The blades are beautiful, Holy One. Truly, I have witnessed a miracle!”


    The Holy One laughed. She held her elbow with one hand and her chin with the other, watching Allison like a trainer might watch a monkey at a market.


    “My blessing is not just for your weapons,” the Holy One said. “I give my blessing on your marriage to the son of Sylas.”


    “Excuse me?” Jonas asked from her.


    “Holy One,” Allison said. “I’m sorry, but you must be mistaken. We’re not getting married.”


    “Your father told you to make babies,” the Holy One said, smiling only too pleasantly, as if she was enjoying a game that only she was aware of, “and your oath promises me sons. I look into your heart, and I see the burgeoning love within it. For the man beside you, Cedric Arrington.”


    “I—”, Allison stumbled.


    Henry and Francis caught Jonas from falling from the podium.


    “Please, no,” Jonas said, reaching for his chest.


    “You will have children,” the Holy One said, “and they will serve me too. You two will create the finest demon-fighting clan the universe has ever seen. You will be married, and you will both serve me well.”


    Cedric gulped hard. He was stunned. Completely astounded and speechless. He reached for Allison’s hand, and she pushed it away.


    “I am here to fight!” Allison said. “I did not come here to marry! Please, Holy One, I’m begging you. Do not ask me to serve a man on hand and foot, even this man. It is not my place. I have no taste for it.”


    The Holy One’s smile became extraordinarily mischievous. Her blue eyes tinted to brown, and her lips curled.


    “I do not tell you how to serve your husband,” the Holy One said. “I too have married. I too have bent my knee in matrimony, but do you think I demurred to my mate? Do I look like a creature who cows and serves no purpose but to spawn children and serve a man?”


    “No,” Allison said. “I did not mean to—”


    “I have looked into your heart,” the Holy One said, “and I have looked into his. Your coming here is not the thing of chance. It is the thing of prophecy. One man. One woman. Four weapons. A hundred children—”


    “A hundred children?” Allison exclaimed, slamming a foot to the ground.


    The Holy One looked at her as defiantly as Allison glared back.


    “You have pledged your support to me,” The Holy One said.


    “Yes, but—”


    “And I have told you that your children will be important to me.”


    “But I am a fighter not a mother!”


    “You will be both,” the Holy One answered patiently. “Your children will hold the same fire within them. Their path too will be hard, but you and your husband will be there by their side through sickness, loss, fire and flame. When the world goes dark, you will be a light. I have seen this.”


    Cedric reached again for Allison’s hand, but she slapped it away.


    “May I continue?” the Holy One asked.


    Allison nodded but fumed.


    The Holy One held Fred’s spear aloft and anointed it. Allen’s hammer too was passed on without incident. The initiates stood there, gawking at their blessings. Cedric looked only at Allison, who refused to look at him.


    “Now,” the Holy One said, “you have been open and honest with me. Our pact is sealed, and now I will return the candor. I will tell you the truth that lies at the heart of our struggle. You must not speak until I’m finished.”


    She ran her hands through her hair, and the strands turned from blonde to black. Her face changed as her hands ran down her jawline and neck. Her white dress grew tighter and shinier and black down to the floor. Cleavage appeared and her dress split around her waist. She cracked her neck bones as the clasps formed near her bosom, and a dark cloak formed around her shoulders. Her lips grew darker, and she put her hands at her hips.


    “You will call me the Holy One,” she said, “but my creatures, the durun, call me Queen of Chaos. The demon lords call me Mekadesh, which in some tongues means one who sanctifies or the Holy One. I am an ancient creature, and I am a champion of nature. You should not fear me, but you will never understand me. I seek not planes of existence, domination or fire, as the other demon lords do, and whom I had no small part in creating. I seek weapons to fight them with. I seek people, and if you ever defy me, know that I will throw you into the Abyss without the slightest hesitation. I will make sure that every day of your miserable existence is torment and that all of your children, and all of their children, suffer for your betrayal. Never doubt me. Never defy me. Fight the fire demons. Fight the undead. And you and your families will be rewarded eternal life in my Fen.”


    Her pose was confident, poised, and antagonistic. She scanned the room for anyone who might dare challenge her. No one stepped forward. Jonas hung limply in the other Council members’ hands.


    “Not all demons are your enemies,” she said. “Your weapons will falter against my agents, the durun. Your hands will quiver and shake if you ever raise your fists against me or my people. You have taken an oath, and this pact follows you to the deaths of you and your children. Do you understand?”


    Cedric struggled to understand, to come to terms, with the pact he had made. He had promised his dying father that he would rid the world of demons, and yet, his father and now he had pledged service to one. He looked at Allison, but she too was at a loss for words, for once.


    “We understand,” Allison said finally.


    Cedric didn’t say anything. He stared at the woman who had volunteered. Her strength gave him something bordering on resolve or maybe surrender. He grimly set his jaw and looked up at the demon lord he had vowed to serve.


    “Good,” Mekadesh said, “then let’s get to work.”
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    Thieves in the Night
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    Seventeen years later, Cedric sat in a bar called The Sleeping Pony, running his fingers along the golden emblem of the Holy One rising from the ground on his painted-black breastplate. His wife had helped him paint the armor with egg yolks and charcoal. Every time he came home to the foot of Mount Godun, she helped him cover the scratches and scars of claws, fangs, and swords against the metal that shielded his organs and kept him coming back to her and his children. Metal that stopped his death so he might serve a demon lord in killing the fiery creatures serving other demon lords.


    He groaned and grumbled at the torturous revelation he had lived with every day since his initiation. Even nearly two decades later, he still felt like an idiot.


    The dark elven prince Jayden had just told the necromancer Ashton much of the truth of Nirendia and about the fight between the demon lords. Cedric had remained quiet due to his oath and obligations toward his own soul and that of all future family members he would ever sire. The Holy One had made him promise fealty. She had taken his soul, and she had followed through on her promises before. Every paladin knew about the vengeance she had exacted on Henry Sheridan after Xhonia. Henry had been summoned by the King after the paladin betrayal of the dark elves, and he had felt honor bound to reveal the pact.


    Henry, the leader of the paladins at the time, found his family of seven dead in his house, just before the King evicted all paladins from their lands. He went to his wife’s family and found them dead in their homes. As the legend went, this gruesome chain of discovery continued on for every distant relative he searched out. After two years, Henry took his own life, and the Holy One tossed him into the Abyss. That’s a story told amongst the paladins, nearly 500 years later, to drive home the point of fealty and duty to their demon lord Mekadesh.


    He had at least told Ashton that she was after his soul. He had taken some small, dangerous step forward. He hoped it wouldn’t provoke her—that she would overlook it as a leading, vague fact. The paladin oath was a constant source of fear, shame, and a shadow hanging over the people he loved most. His armor wasn’t the only dark thing about him. He wanted to look as dark as he felt, as dark as he was. There was no salvation for a man who served a demon lord.


    He watched the blond-haired Ashton run past him, smiling and joyous, heading toward the front door of the pub. Cedric envied him. Ashton too had run-ins with demons, but his soul remained untarnished. He had accidentally raised a demon into the body of his father, and that demon had killed good, highborn people. But Ashton hadn’t sold his soul to a demon lord. He had a chance to make things right. Cedric desperately hoped that one day, he’d have the chance to prove the King and the royal family wrong. He could be a good man, despite his oath to a demon lord.


    Ashton slammed the front door closed and yelled an apology. Cedric could hear it, faintly over the roar of the drinking and fighting men.


    Soon, the door slammed again, and an extremely drunk man began gyrating and waving his hands until shushes and commands to shut up reached the bar. Cedric felt an eerie premonition.


    “Oy!” the tipsy man screamed. He repeated until the bar quieted enough for others to hear him. “Oy! Oy! Oy!”


    “Someone’s being snatched!” the man said. “A muscular bloke is fighting ‘em off. I think it’s some of those red bastards!”


    “The Red Army?” Cedric yelled.


    The man nodded emphatically before leaning against a wall and retching.


    “Let’s get the cretins!” someone else yelled.


    People began filing out of the bar screaming varied threats and encouragements.


    Cedric slammed his close helm on, hoisted his hammer from the floor and into the sheath and fastening strap on his back. He looked for the dark elven prince Jayden. The prince was dressed in his leather armors and brown cloak, as well as his ornate, ancient white-handled, blue-and-red knives. He met Cedric’s eyes with a nod and a head jerk toward the door.


    Cedric forgot his cursed oath and depression. He leapt from his stool at the bar next to Harold, the bartender and owner of The Sleeping Pony. Harold cursed something about his tab increasing, but Cedric paid no attention.


    He shouldered his way through a crowd of drunks just in time to see a horse galloping through the encircling men into the darkness of the night with a rope pulling a heavy body behind it. The brown cloak told Cedric everything he needed to know. It wasn’t Clayton being dragged away. It was Ashton.


    Sure enough, Clayton stumbled far behind after his friend. A second man was being mobbed by some of the bar patrons. This man had a bushy, grayed beard, and his face was clearly visible. However, it wasn’t until he saw the perfect swing of a trained cavalryman, that Cedric recognized him.


    Lord General Godfrey Ross used the flat side of his blade to hurt and not maim his attackers. His warhorse barged through a line of three men, and they smartly dodged the oncoming charge despite their deep inebriation. Clayton made a clumsy grab at Lord Ross, but he missed.


    “Are you going to stop him?” Cedric asked Jayden as he caught up.


    “Are you?” Jayden answered.


    Jayden’s wide eyes told Cedric that he too recognized the man.


    “Our party’s getting famous,” Cedric said.


    “It’s probably the wanted posters for Ashton,” Jayden replied. “Big reward.”


    “One of them was posted by Lord General Ross,” Cedric replied.


    “Damn it,” one of the men nearby said. “You mean that lanky fellow might have been our meal ticket? The one who just got away?”


    Cedric jogged to the side of The Sleeping Pony where all of their horses were still tethered. Ashton’s gray gelding neighed and fidgeted.


    “The horse will be fine if left here,” Cedric said. “Harold will put the stabling on my tab.”


    “I’m not worried about the horse,” Jayden said as he gracefully leapt atop his simple saddle. “I’m worried about what we’re planning to do once we catch up to them. Am I killing a Lord General?”


    Cedric grunted an acknowledgment of the impossibility of their situation. He untied his reins and those of his elven companion. He then heaved himself and his heavy plate armor onto his beautiful white mare Isilme. He removed his spear from its harness, raised its point to allow him to tuck the shaft under his arm for a comfortable gallop hold, and then bent low so his face was alongside his horse’s.


    “I’m going to need you to hurry tonight, girl,” he whispered to her.


    He turned the horse by the bit, pointed her toward the fresh trail of Ashton’s dragged body, and dug his metal heels into her flanks.


    “Heeya!” He screamed into the night before Isilme accelerated to full gallop.
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    The bouncing and skidding across dirt and grass lasted for thirty minutes and stopped halfway between Hell’s Edge and Corinth. Thankfully, the ground his captor had covered was without rocks and the folds of his robe had cushioned the impacts somewhat. Still, Ashton’s bruised body hurt all over. As he had screamed for help, he remembered how his best friend Clayton had been dragged to death underneath a horse carriage in Perketh. When the painful galloping part of the ride ended, Ashton half-expected to be dead.


    Every inch of his arms and legs were scraped from flailing around outside of his cloak. His main injuries appeared to be wool burns on any piece of exposed skin. Blood was minor. He tried to sit up on his cloak as the horse trotted into the darkness.


    “Is this about the reward?” Ashton yelled. “You think I’m the Necromancer?”


    “I know you’re the Necromancer,” the man said as he urged the horse forward into a nearby grove of trees.


    Ashton saw large black shapes on the ground ahead and thought they might be sharp rocks.


    “Wait!” he pleaded, “At least go around—”


    But the man pulled at his reins and the horse halted. He dropped down and led his beast by the bit toward the dark lumps on the ground. Ashton rolled to his stomach and slowly pushed himself to his feet. He hunched over from the pain in his back and sides.


    “Are you taking me to be hanged?” Ashton asked.


    “Shut up!” the man said.


    “If you really think I’m the Necromancer,” Ashton said, “then you should know that these forests are probably teeming with undead men from the battle at Mallory Keep. If we stay here, then you’re likely to be ripped apart.”


    The man chuckled and paced around Ashton on his black horse.


    “I was at Mallory Keep,” the man said, picking up one of the large black shapes and unbundling it.


    Ashton heard the tell-tale sounds of armor plates clanking against each other.


    “So, you’re one of the knights?” Ashton asked. “One of the King’s Guard?”


    “No,” the man said, “and I told you to shut up.”


    “But the undead—”


    “The undead went back to Dona and Perketh,” the man said. “You’re many miles from your reinforcements.”


    Ashton kicked at the earth a bit and nodded. “Well, I guess that’s a good thing.”


    “Good thing?” the man asked.


    “I’m glad they’re back home,” Ashton said. “They’ve been through enough.”


    The man looked at Ashton queerly. “You’re strange.”


    The sound of horse hooves approached hard and fast. Ashton’s captor drew a sword. He seemed competent in wielding it as he moved between Ashton and the approacher.


    Ashton felt his heart race. He hoped it was Cedric or Jayden. He hoped he might be rescued.


    “Who goes there?” his captor hailed.


    “You know who I am, Vossen,” the man on the trotting mount said.


    “We’re using our own names now?” his captor Vossen said.


    “He has an outstanding warrant for his arrest and an execution order signed by the King himself,” the other man said. “Who would care? You’re more likely to be labeled a hero than anything else.”


    “So, you’re going to kill me then?” Ashton asked.


    “Executions are beneath me,” the older man with the gray in his beard said. “I’m bringing you to Kingarth.”


    “To have me stand trial for raising the undead?” Ashton asked.


    “More like for killing the crown prince,” the man named Vossen said.


    “Did you do it?” the older man asked.


    Ashton closed his eyes and put his head in his trembling hands. He had hoped against hope that the dark paladin and elven prince had caught up to him. His captor had been reinforced instead.


    He thought of Mallory Keep and the demon smashing fiery fists through the walls. In his mind’s eye, he saw Lord Mallory falling to his death from the top of the towers, a hundred feet up. He heard the sickening thud of his impact on the ground.


    “I summoned the undead and the creature,” Ashton said finally. “I don’t know how I did it, but it was me. I’m guilty.”


    “Good,” the older man said. “Very good.”


    “Good?” Ashton asked.


    “I’m going to need you to raise someone again,” the older man said as he jumped from his horse, unbundled the other stack of armor on the ground and put on a well-polished set of steel that glinted and shone in the moonlight.


    “Jeremy,” the older man said to the man named Vossen, “secure this man to your horse while I get dressed in something more appropriate.”


    One piece of the puzzle clicked into Ashton’s head. Jeremy Vossen was a name Ashton actually knew. A young lord from the west, and more than that: a tournament champion. If a tournament champion and lord was squiring for someone else, this older man must be even more famous and powerful.


    “Do you want me to drag you to the capital?” Jeremy asked Ashton. “Or are you going to behave?”


    “I’ll behave,” Ashton promised, shaking and brushing the layer of dirt from his brown cloak.


    Jeremy unhitched Ashton’s lasso from the horse and whistled sharply. A third horse joined them from the trees. Jeremy unwound the lasso knot and bound Ashton’s hands together using a series of square knots. He then held the ends of the rope together as he remounted.


    Jeremy motioned toward the rope, and Ashton realized that his captor’s trust in him was about as short as the rope length between them. Ashton nodded that he understood. He needed to keep the horse moving and close behind Jeremy, or he might be pulled off and dragged. The only thing he still didn’t know was the name of the older lord who was running the show.
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    It was in Corinth that Ashton realized just how famous his escorts really were. The horses slowed down to a trot, and the three men carefully guided their horses through the packed crowd in the town square.


    The roofs were all thatch here. No tiles. The roads were dirt. There was an odd fascination with ravens. Within a matter of blocks, Ashton counted a dozen raven totems. Some of them were even made of metal and staked beside front doors. A child had decorated one with a bright green hat, making the wooden bird look like one of those colorful creatures from Visanth that the merchants in Fomsea tried to sell for seven-months-worth of honest pay. Ashton wondered if these quirky people burned necromancers in Corinth too. In his self-loathing, he wondered if the people might have brought ravens to scare away the undead and anyone dumb enough to raise them.


    Corinth was too close to the orc front to be truly prosperous. The Fomsea merchants would never think about traveling here in person. Orc raids were not common, but they happened often enough that the sellers knew to avoid the town unless the goods from Fomsea just couldn’t sell there or in safer areas toward the heart of the kingdom.


    These two men, Ashton’s captors, were well known in this town. No one commented on Ashton’s ropes. No one paid attention to him, which was a bit surprising to Ashton, since a description of him as the Necromancer had undoubtedly spread throughout the kingdom.


    “Praise Jarl Sven!” a man said, reaching up to the older man’s horse. “Lord General, it’s good to see you here!”


    “Sincerest condolences on the loss of your son,” a woman said.


    “Lord General?” Ashton asked. “As in Lord General Godfrey Ross?”


    Lord General Ross, father to Frederick Ross, the most famous tournament champion in the kingdom. Frederick’s mustached likeness had been nailed to posts in every square across the southern territories, for the games were the entertainment for anyone who could take the day off to travel to nearby Fomsea. The biggest games were in King’s Harbor to the far north, but Ashton had never been that far from home. He had been to Fomsea: the people’s capital of the South. Like King’s Harbor, it was under the control of the merchants and commerce, not lords and kings.


    Ashton had liked Fomsea immensely in the few times he had went there with Clayton. So, the thought of Frederick Ross was doubly depressing. First, it reminded him that his best friend was not there. He turned in his saddle and secretly hoped to find him, but if he was there, he was lost in the crowd. Second, Clayton’s favorite tournament fighter Frederick Ross was dead.


    Clayton may be undead, but he still had feelings. When he found out that the mustached champion had died, Clayton would be devastated, and Ashton wouldn’t be there to comfort him. The revelation added more weight onto his shoulders.


    Even more disconcerting, these were not common men who had captured him. They were well-trained lords and fighters. If Ashton had any thought of fleeing these men, it stopped the moment he realized who they were.


    “Praise Jarl Sven!” a boy said, and echoes of the exultation rang out amongst the gathered crowd.


    “Who is Jarl Sven?” Ashton asked.


    “A local legend,” Jeremy Vossen said. “Rode on a giant raven. Killed men by the thousands. Healed the sick. Fed the poor. You know, that kind of thing.”


    “Old as time,” the Lord General said. “There are scrolls on Sven that go back more than 10,000 years. They say he came over the mountains from the northeast and settled around here.”


    “Right,” Ashton said. “The legends…”


    In truth, he had never heard of Jarl Sven, but he didn’t want to feel even more isolated and alone.


    The crowd continued to paw at the horses of the nobles. Some asked for information on the undead army. Some asked for aid against the orcs should they bypass Hell’s Edge.


    “I’ve watched you at tournaments,” Ashton said to Jeremy, as they left Corinth.


    He turned to Godfrey. “And my best friend and I watched your son win golds three times at Fomsea.”


    Godfrey looked west toward Fomsea. He nodded as his plate armor rustled back-and-forth with each step of his horse. Ashton became mesmerized by the rocking motions of these stars of Surdel in their saddles.


    “You were a fan of my son?” Godfrey asked.


    “The whole kingdom was a fan of your son,” Ashton said, suddenly hyper-aware of his diction and common stock. “He was unrivaled in the joust and hand-to-hand. I’ve never seen anything like him in the ring or on the tilt barrier. The kingdom mourns for him. I mourn for him.”


    “Well said,” Godfrey said.


    Lord Jeremy Vossen grunted.


    “May I ask how he died?” Ashton asked.


    “Bandits,” Godfrey said.


    “The Grand Champion of Surdel died to bandits?” Ashton asked.


    The three rode on in silence. Ashton tried to wrestle with the idea that a man he had seen best two men at once in tournament combat had been killed by the types of men his undead army had torn apart at Mallory Keep.


    “I don’t believe it,” Ashton said after a few moments.


    “Do you have a gag for him?” Godfrey asked Jeremy.


    Jeremy wrapped the rope around his harness and searched in his vest for cloth.


    “You misunderstand me,” Ashton said. “I meant no offense. I’m just… Frederick Ross dying to bandits? I thought surely, he must have died in battle. A line of knights on a field somewhere, not…”


    “A bunch of nobodies?” Godfrey asked, turning slightly in his saddle to look at Ashton.


    The resentment and bitterness clearly shone through the Lord General’s open visor.


    “The world is cruel,” Godfrey said. “No one gets the death they deserve.”


    Jeremy Vossen grunted an agreement again.


    “Was he your friend?” Ashton asked Jeremy.


    “He was my best friend,” Jeremy said, the first thing he had uttered since the people had approached Godfrey about his son in Corinth. “I saw him die.”


    Jeremy wiped at his eyes and grunted again, apparently disappointed in himself for showing any emotion or empathy in front of Ashton. He jerked on the rope a bit and spurred his own horse to go a bit faster.


    Ashton was nearly yanked off his horse, but he corrected himself and his mount quickly. He hadn’t ridden a horse many times before the last month, but he was becoming a decent rider.


    “I watched my best friend die too,” Ashton said. “He was dragged under a lord’s carriage. Lord Mallory, not Lord Vossen, of course. It’s what started this whole mess for me.”


    Jeremy seemed to grow less agitated with him again, and he slowed down. Godfrey accepted the pace and pulled alongside the other two men.


    “When loved ones die violently under your watch,” Godfrey said, “your mind changes. Everything changes. Your perspective. Your ethics and morals. You look at what and who you have left, and you ask yourself if there’s anything you wouldn’t do to protect them. I know what my limits are. Do you?”


    Ashton nodded, more out of a need to find common ground with the Lord General than anything else. He wasn’t sure if he and the famous father of a famous son had just bonded or not. The idea that they might have, though, was exciting, and so he thought better of telling this man the truth.


    Ashton had not lost Clayton. He had only lost an absentee father to violence. Clayton had come back, and his father had come back as something else entirely. Ashton didn’t feel colder by the fact that they had been taken from him. He felt the world itself had grown colder and indifferent. Thousands had died in Perketh and Dona, and no cavalry came to help until those people had died and been brought back to pound on the gates of a southern lord.


    Ashton’s ethics and morals hadn’t changed. His situation had changed multiple times, but not his moral compass. There was still right and wrong, good and bad. Resurrecting the dead of Perketh and Dona felt good. Raising a demon into his father seemed bad, and he regretted it. Perhaps he hadn’t lost someone close enough to register the type of change Godfrey Ross was talking about. He lost his mother and his best friend, but Clayton had come back. Maybe Ashton just didn’t have one or two people who still needed protecting—perhaps that was the reason he couldn’t find common ground with the lords. Whatever the reason, he felt closer to the poorer men and women of Surdel than these two great men, even if deep down, he really wanted them to be his friends.


    As their horses diverted from the King’s Road and moved north through the brush, Ashton was reminded that Godfrey Ross and Jeremy Vossen were not and never would be his friends. His people were west in his hometown of Perketh and southwest in Dona where the undead had returned after Mallory Keep. And even east in Corinth where his captors had just left, even if those people might curse his name as the terrible and irredeemable Necromancer. Compared to these two men, even they must be friends by comparison.


    Because these two famous men were taking Ashton back to Kingarth, probably to his death. That was the most unfriendly thing Ashton could think of.
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    Sleeping in a saddle is almost impossible. On a smooth road, maybe. The harmonic rocking and the rhythm of the horse hooves might lull a person then. On the countryside northeast of Perketh, through the hills and potholes, Ashton had a rough time with it. The pace was slow enough. His captors weren’t vindictive or intentionally cruel. Still, every bump and crack of a limb beneath the animals jostled him and set his mind ablaze with thoughts of the underworld, Riley, and the rolling fires along the walls of Mallory Keep.


    There was something else nagging at him. A presence in the forests southwest of Xhonia, just east of Alefast. It felt familiar but foreign. It reminded him of Dona and home. However, after two days without sleep, riding at a decent clip and with a man holding the reins and rope that bound him, leading him without needing his assistance, his mind wasn’t able to process the significance of this pestering feeling.


    His head sagged. His eyelids became too heavy to keep open, and a darkness filled his mind.


    A woman appeared, and a pillar of light engulfed her in the blackness. Her hair was blonde, and her eyes were blue. She wore a white dress.


    “Ashton,” she said. “You’ve been fighting off seeing me for quite some time.”


    “I’m dreaming.”


    “Of course, you’re dreaming. That doesn’t mean this conversation isn’t happening.”


    “Who are you?”


    She smiled, and he recognized her. The woman from Dona. The dark goddess. Mekadesh.


    “You’re still trying to figure out my name?” she asked. “I thought we’d be past this by now. Besides, you seem to have bigger problems than me.”


    In the dream, Ashton saw himself riding on a simple brown horse in the darkness. The image of him and the horse slowly and naturally moved in circles around her. The sound of horse clops echoed in his mind.


    “Did you feel it?” she asked.


    “Feel what?”


    “Orcus is almost here.”


    “Who is Orcus?”


    “A demon lord,” she said. “The second strongest under this world. Demogorgon hunts him, and he’s fleeing to the surface through Xhonia. He is Lord of the Undead. Where he goes, the dead rise. He doesn’t ask for them to rise like you do. The dead respond to him, for it is his power. You felt them in the forests today. Didn’t you? I think you did.”


    “I don’t remember,” he said, watching himself circling her in the vision. “This feels strange.”


    “You’ll feel it again,” she said. “Stronger. More intense. He commands thousands, and when he reaches the surface, he’ll command even more.”


    “Why are you telling me this?” he asked.


    She tilted her head like a cat, watching him. The pure image of white holiness before him was unsettling, given that he knew she was a demon lord. She appeared to sense his thoughts. Her entire personality and dress changed right before his eyes. Her dress began to shrink and turn from white to gray and then black. It tightened around her form, splitting at her navel and exposing more and more skin. A clasp held her ample cleavage by the flimsiest of metal pieces.


    He refused to look at her body. He instead looked at her face as eyeshadow darkened her eye sockets. Her hair turned black like Riley’s and then pulled itself up behind her head. Her lips reddened. She put her hands on her hips, and she again looked at him like a cat. But this time, like a predator about to pounce on a prey mouse.


    “Are you happy now?” she asked. “Is this what you want to see?”


    “What do you want?” he asked as the image of him on a horse continued to pace around her. His likeness appeared to be sleeping in the saddle. He was dirtier than he realized, still covered in grime and mud from being dragged by his captors. The knots were not as professional and perfect as he imagined them to be. He was sure they would hold, but Jeremy Vossen had obviously been in a hurry.


    “I need you to fight this demon lord,” she said.


    He pointed to the phantom of him and his horse. “I’m a little tied up at the moment.”


    “Say the word, and you won’t be,” she said. “How many of your people have to die before you trust me?”


    “You mean like Cedric did?” he asked.


    For the briefest of moments, the look of predator turned to one of genuine surprise and curiosity. In truth, it had been a complete shot in the dark. He only knew that Cedric claimed she wanted his soul. He knew nothing more than that.


    She smiled and the slightest hint of a grin formed at the corners of her mouth.


    “You think you know something about me,” she said, “and maybe something about the paladins. Or maybe you just want me to reveal my plans and desires. I do want you, Ashton, even more than I want a man like Cedric. However, things have to happen before I can share some of my secrets with you. Your mind is too vulnerable. Orcus would sniff you out. Demogorgon would bend you to your knees, and you would reveal everything, whether you liked it or not.”


    “What do you want?” he asked again.


    She shook her head. “That’s too large of a question. You aren’t ready for that yet. Let’s talk about what the demons want.”


    “You’re a demon,” Ashton accused.


    She raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms. She leaned more heavily on one leg than another, and she sized Ashton up with her eyes. His own eyes drifted downward, taking in her outfit. Black, shiny heels. Long white legs peeking out. Stylish black dress that was hardly there.


    “Why do you think this appeals to me?” he asked.


    “It appeals to all men,” she said. “I’ve spent millions of years doing what I do and learning what I know. Do you want me to take it off?”


    He shook his head, but he was, of course, lying. He knew that she knew more about him than he did. She knew he felt something in the forest before he had been able to process it. There must be undead nearby. That feeling was what reminded him of Dona and Perketh. Perhaps her clothes changed in response to his mind as well, before he could even process it. Or maybe she tried to influence him. Whatever the reasons, he still didn’t trust her. She was a demon.


    “Why do you need me?” he asked. “What could I possibly have to offer you? I’m just a man.”


    “Surely, you know you are different,” she said. “A man who raises the dead has never occurred here, has it?”


    “Cedric and Jayden think that it may be because demons are here,” he said. “Jayden says that my powers may come from Orcus.”


    She seemed to change slightly. She straightened. There was a noticeable twitch at the mention of the dark elf.


    “Not in the way you think,” she said. “I assure you that you’re not a demon. You have not been marked. Not in that way. Orcus has no control over you. Demogorgon doesn’t control you yet.”


    “You appear to,” he said. “Invading my dreams like this. Watching me. Interfering.”


    “I have done nothing to you,” she said. “I have interfered in none of your affairs.”


    “But you offer to,” he said, pointing again at the tethered image of him.


    “Your death would be a waste,” she said. “I already told you. I want you to fight demons.”


    “What if I fight you?” he asked.


    “Let that be my problem,” she said. “You have bigger problems to worry about.”


    “I’m not worried about dying,” he said. “I would join Riley and everyone else I knew and loved in the afterlife.”


    She chuckled, and he grew confused. She laughed again and louder. Her head leaned back, and she laughed wickedly and earnestly. He became very uncomfortable.


    “You just don’t get it, do you?” she asked. “Demon lords are here. Demogorgon, the Prince of Demons, is here. Your world’s creator is captured. Any afterlife you might have been promised in the underworld or anywhere else is postponed indefinitely. You die here, you now go to the Abyss. The Void. This world’s already connected to it. The only question is who will end up owning it. Whose plane will this be?”


    “And you believe our world should be yours?” he asked.


    The darkness became bright instead. Flames engulfed everything around him. Trees burned. Deer, bears and lions rotted away and then burst into flame as they leapt in terror. Mothers carried their burning children and screamed for help as their faces melted. Ashton tried to recoil, but he had no eyelids. He was in a dream.


    “Demogorgon,” she said.


    The scenes changed to darkness. Naurun roamed the countryside, pinprick sources of light that danced around like fireflies. The sun had gone. Undead fed upon the living, who cried out for aid. Ashton reached down to the ground to pick up something shiny. It was a pauldron from a knight’s shoulders. Part of it had been charred. Everything around him had been burnt and then put out.


    “Orcus,” she said.


    The land changed again. This time green and blue. Lakes and rivers. Trees. Birds. Perketh’s homes sat peacefully at the edge of the main square where Riley’s pyre was no longer on display. A woman held her child and looked at him. The scene changed to Fomsea, the people’s capital of the south. A tournament was under way, and two knights barreled at each other atop war chargers, lances pointed at shields.


    The scene morphed again. Blackness. Mekadesh sat in a pillar of light again, an odd curiosity given that she was still dressed in the black, revealing dress. The effect was less holy, like a pillar of light might otherwise proclaim, and more like a spotlight on a monster.


    “And you’re saying you would keep our world the way it is,” Ashton said.


    “I don’t want to rule your world,” she said. “I don’t want it burned. I’m not a fire demon. I’m a much older creature.”


    “And what do you want?” he asked.


    “I’m looking for something,” she said simply. “Long ago, something fell from the sky. I seek to claim it.”


    “And then you’ll leave?”


    “And then I’ll have what I want,” she said.


    “You’ll leave us to fight Demogorgon and Orcus?” he asked.


    “Once I have claimed this world as my plane,” she said, “the fire demons and all of their lords will have already left. If they tried to return, I would be obligated to fight them.”


    “Demogorgon controls the fire demons,” he said. “Your creations?”


    “Yes,” she said.


    “Orcus controls the undead,” he said.


    “Amongst other things,” she said. “He has his own fire demons.”


    “And what do you control?” Ashton asked.


    “I’m a woman, aren’t I?” she asked, smiling sweetly. “I control them all. Their thoughts. Their actions. Their knowledge and ambitions. Demons are warped, ambitious things. To someone with the right ambition, I’m a tantalizing thing…”


    She traced a hand up her leg and Ashton involuntarily followed it as her fingertips moved over her knee and between her inner thighs. He cursed himself for being so easily manipulated in his own dreams.


    “What good are thoughts and actions against demons?” he asked. “So what if you control such things? They have fought you in the underworld, despite these powers of yours.”


    She shrugged. “I hold another realm and have held it since the dawn of time. I have kept it safe without committing a single violent act. Men fight for territory. I fight for something else.”


    “Didn’t you say you wanted my world for your own?” he asked. “How is that any different from Orcus or Demogorgon?”


    He felt the room grow darker and saw a snarl form on her lips.


    “Do not think you understand me, mortal,” she said. “Maybe I fight them so another beautiful world like Nirendia, which reminds me so much of my first home world, does not fall into their hands. Maybe I fight because I’m as evil as any demon lord in existence, and I just want to prove myself to the Prince of Demons. Maybe I just want to chain another powerful creature to my bed posts and make a fool out of him. Maybe I just want to go through all this effort to trick a man like you into pledging himself to me for nothing more than my own amusement. Or maybe, just maybe, I’m not as bad as you think I am.”


    He didn’t know how to feel or what to say. So, he just sat there, a drifter in his own dream world.


    “Do you want my help or not?” she asked.


    He didn’t understand her question.


    “I thought you wanted my help,” he said. “To lead your forces. That’s what you told me at Dona.”


    “That’s not what I meant,” she said, her hands on her hips again in exasperation. “Do you want me to kill these two idiots?”


    He had forgotten about his captivity and his travel to Kingarth to be executed.


    “No,” he said. “They seem like good men.”


    She laughed again, richly and genuinely. She shook her head and sighed heavily. He accidentally looked at her chest as it inflated and bulged out of her tight top. She caught him staring and raised her eyebrows at him.


    “Even though they might kill you?” she asked.


    “I already told you,” he said. “I’m not afraid of dying.”


    “It’s not the dying you should fear. It’s the Abyss. Now that the demons are here, that’s all you have left.”


    “You don’t scare me,” he said.


    “That’s because you don’t know what I’m talking about,” she said. “You asked me what power thoughts have against demons. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I have no control over demons. But I might be able to help you understand why death is not something you want in a world tied to the Abyss.”


    She approached him like a cat again, like she might sniff at him and then pounce.


    “You think you can survive without my help,” she said, taking another step with each sentence. “You think these men are honorable, and that that matters. You won’t let me help you by killing them, and perhaps you’re right. Maybe that’s not the best way to help you—to help you understand why I’m here and why you need me.”


    She cupped his chin in his dream, and her fingers felt real against his skin.


    “Perhaps, I can aid you in this way instead,” she said. “To show you what you really should be afraid of.”


    The darkness got thicker, and the pillar of light disappeared. Her warm fingertips vanished, and she was gone. The floor stopped giving resistance, and he began to fall into the pitch blackness.


    “Wait!” he yelled.


    A sense of deep infinity pressed in from all around him. Wind whipped against his face and cloak. He looked down. There was no form, only darkness. He flailed around with his arms and legs but found no substance there.


    Gusts of odorless air brushed against his face and shirt, and then there was nothing. He tried to yell but the air was gone. Only darkness and stillness. No wind anymore. He floated there or fell there, unsure of if he was moving and in which direction.


    A sense of dread gripped him. He wondered if he was falling to his death. He wondered if he was suspended forever in a single spot. And for hours, he stayed in that state, dreaming of falling in a motionless chamber with no bottom and no sides.


    That was the Abyss, and it went on forever.
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    Danger on All Sides
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    Henry Claymore sat on a stump outside of Xhonia, winded from a hard day’s work. His steel armor was dull and bloodied with charred remnants of his naurun and undead enemies. His great helm was dented and scorched. The gold highlights no longer gleamed. There was rust around some of the joints of his vambraces and pauldrons. He hadn’t had time to clean his armor in months, not since the demons began filtering out of Xhonia in great numbers.


    The twenty-five paladins who remained fight-ready in the world slept and fought in schedules outside Xhonia. Jonas Shelby had been bedridden after his stroke seventeen years ago. Ten paladins had died in the past five years while fighting the scourge that fled out of the caverns beneath the ancient, dead city.


    Allison Arrington and her two teenage boys and a thirteen-year-old daughter were coming with food and supplies from Alefast. Her boys had been begging to join the Order, just as his own had. The rules said they had to wait until eighteen, but men were dying. As soon as Cedric got back, he’d put it to a vote. As horrible as it was to deprive the kids of three more years of childhood, they’d experience much less if there weren’t enough paladins to keep the demons from escaping Xhonia and destroying the world.


    The forest had crept up on the ancient elven city and now extended all the way up to the cracked stone streets. The stump Henry sat on lay in the shadow of a marble statue. He looked up at the elven man’s upstretched arms, reaching toward the heavens.


    Perhaps the dark elves should have looked to the ground instead. Somehow, the device the elves had used had malfunctioned or been stolen. Or maybe the demons had found another way out of the underworld. Either way, their hordes were endless. Five years ago, they came out two to five a day. Now, there were that many every hour. Henry hadn’t really slept in a couple of days. He took multiple shifts. He couldn’t slumber while good men were dying.


    The opening to the tunnels was around 300 paces away, down a narrow corridor. Plenty of room to ready yourself. The demons were always timid when they first emerged from the darkness. The Light of the paladin weapons seemed to be overwhelming to the wicked. The demons frenzied when they saw them. All along the corridor were flakes of their charred brethren. Smote back to hell, just like any of these advancing bastards would be. But man, did they ever try anyway.


    For every paladin who fell, a hundred demons died. The only problem was that there had only been thirty-five paladins. Even at 100 to 1, there weren’t enough paladins to push back the hundreds of thousands that the Holy One claimed were waiting to escape the underworld. Humanity needed a miracle. Or a new army capable of killing demons.


    Henry nodded to Francis Jericho, the other member of the Council, who laid on a stone bench nearby. Francis hadn’t slept for a couple of days either. The other shift fighters were Fred Collinsworth and Allen Bigsby. Their armor looked worse. Fred was missing an arm.


    Thankfully, it was the left one, freshly seared off and cauterized that morning by a great fiery naurun captain. Allen helped him with an ointment and salve. Fred didn’t complain. He said he couldn’t feel anything. He just stared at the stump extending out to the middle of his bicep. Each had their own great helms on, much like his but a slightly different style. Fred’s visor opened sideways. Allen would have had to take his helm completely off, if wanting to reveal anything but his eyes. So, he kept it on as he applied the pain relief.


    Henry stared down the killing fields, but no demon had emerged since they had called a rest. He expected the men wouldn’t get more than a half hour before another wave came. He closed his eyes and took in the sound of birds chirping from nearby perches. An animal fumbled around in the trees. Limbs cracked far away and then close by.


    The nearness of it startled Henry.


    He opened his eyes to find a male deer staring at him from maybe fifty paces away. Henry chuckled at the animal for being so brave to venture near humans and the demons it must have certainly seen and heard in the many days before.


    The animal took another few steps forward, sniffing the air. Its eyes looked all wrong. Milky white. And there was something in the air that was disgusting. Foul. Death. The demons smelled like sulfur until they died. Then it was more ash and dirt. This stench was something more natural and common. Like a kill left in the field for a few days.


    The deer’s fur was matted with red on one side, and it looked like it was smiling. As it came closer, still sniffing, Henry realized that it was no smile at all. The animal’s flesh had rotted away, exposing its teeth.


    Henry yelled something incomprehensible as he lifted his long sword with the polished grip and the steel crossguard. The undead animal charged at him, but Henry was too fast. A fiery-white light poured out of the blade as it pierced through the rotted flesh and into brittle bone. The deer cried out with an unearthly screech.


    “What the—?” Allen Bigsby exclaimed as he dropped the salve.


    Fred picked up his spear with his good hand. Allen gripped his war hammer as he twisted toward the woods and then back to the killing fields down the corridor to the caverns. Francis Jericho rolled down the bench slowly, obviously exhausted. He heaved his hammer from the ground to his shoulder as every manner of critter imaginable emerged from the woods.


    A bear with empty eye sockets, likely pecked out by birds, growled at the paladins. Freshly-raised squirrels chattered warnings from nearby tree branches. A badger clawed at the dirt aggressively, and some type of leopard crawled over the squirrels and paced along limbs.


    “Fred,” Henry commanded, “keep watch over the corridor. Allen, form a line with me and Francis. We need to push through to the camp and hope the forest hasn’t consumed our resting comrades. I believe Lord Orcus is near.”
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    Stanley Shiloh wandered in the woods south of Xhonia. His Red Army had been crushed at Mallory Keep, and he had been on the run ever since. He traveled minimally because he had nothing. He hid in bushes and tree trunks. He slept in ditches and under empty houses. His friends, like his true enemies, were all dead now. He couldn’t return back to Lord Vossen—the balding old man would probably kill him to tie up loose ends. The only obligation Stanley really had left in this world was to his dead brother Sam.


    Over his shoulder, he carried a brown bag, a gift from Karl Jeraldson—the bastard who left Sam to die at Xhonia. Demons, Karl claimed, had come out of the caverns they had been sleeping in and eviscerated his brother. Stanley hadn’t believed a word of it; Karl had always been a liar.


    Stanley wasn’t so sure anymore. He saw the Necromancer raise an army of undead—people Stanley had personally killed days before. All across the countryside, people whispered that a demon had killed Lord Mallory. Stanley hadn’t seen that. He had left the battlefield long before that had happened. Still, too many coincidences were adding up. Perhaps Karl hadn’t lied after all.


    Sam was a good kid. He didn’t deserve the way he went out—demon or not. Stanley had found Sam a couple weeks after he had died. When Stanley came across him, his little brother lay on his back in a cave. Sam might have been sleeping, had it not been for the seared cavity in his chest. Critters had gotten to him and he didn’t smell so good, but Stanley knew his brother’s face.


    He buried Sam just south of Xhonia in a grave marked by a single board. He didn’t know how to spell. No one could possibly know who was buried there.


    Stanley visited the grave three or four times a year. He knew the path well. On most days, he might even be able to close his eyes and find his brother’s grave using nothing but the sounds of the forest. Not today. The forest was alive with noise. The closer he got to the grave, the more obnoxious and insulting the noises became to him. His brother deserved some respect, or at least some quiet.


    The worst of it came from the direction of Xhonia. Almost sounded like a battle but without the metal-on-metal contact. It was mostly grunts, moans, and war cries. The commotion was distant though—not near enough to register as dangerous to Stanley. He had no interest in seeking it out.


    Stanley had had enough of war. He had seen men gutted. He had done some of the cutting and maiming himself. Now that Karl was dead, he almost felt that his part in all the murdering was over. He didn’t really believe it, but there was a hopeful part of his brain that desperately tried to convince him that he might be a baker or a field hand.


    The truth was simpler. He was a man with a very limited set of skills and even fewer interests. He could shoot a man in the head with an arrow from a hundred paces away. He could stab a man to death in a single thrust; maybe two or three thrusts if he was especially drunk. Sure, he could chop some wood or till a farm, but the latter didn’t appeal to him. He’d been a mercenary, bandit and a scoundrel for as long as he could remember. He didn’t know anything else to be and didn’t care to be it, anyway.


    He found his brother Sam’s grave, and he knelt down next to it. He rolled back his hood and took off his dirty, ragged brown cap to show his respect. The grave had been shallow. He had buried Sam at night, and the woods that night were strange and eerie. Maybe a foot or two below the surface, his brother’s body decayed in the soil.


    “Hi, Sam,” Stanley said. “I know it’s been a while. I missed the last visit. I meant to come. I really did. I’ve just been busy. Maybe you’ve heard of me in the afterlife. I led an army of bandits to Mallory Keep. Gave them the what for, I did! I killed that bastard Karl Jeraldson.”


    He made stabbing motions in the air, remembering slipping his knife into Karl’s dead body each morning—just as he’d promised. He smiled as he thought of that coward’s death. Then, he remembered where he was and the solemn task at hand, of telling his brother what he’d been up to since last he visited.


    “I saw some things that very few people in this world have ever seen. For better or worse, I seen them. There’s an army out there of people that are dead… but not. I killed a whole bunch of ‘em. Thought I did, anyway… I think they’re coming after me now. I think I made their necromancer mad. Anyway, never mind that. I brought you something—something that Karl stole from you.”


    Stanley laid his satchel down on the mound and untied the strings that enclosed the silver box inside. Maybe twelve inches long and six deep and wide. Strange elven symbols inscribed all over it. In the ice, when they had dug it out of the heart of Xhonia, it had glowed like a beacon, inviting them further into the caves. Now, it was dull and dormant.


    Just because it no longer lit the night, didn’t mean it wasn’t special. The plan had been to sell it at a black market in Fomsea or King’s Harbor and split the profits between the adventurers.


    Adventurer, Stanley thought. That sounded a lot better than brigand or bandit.


    “What do you think, Sam?” Stanley asked. “Maybe I don’t have to be a farm hand or a bandit. Maybe I can be an adventurer, like you wanted to be. Dig in the old elven cities for treasure… Form another group…”


    He thought of the ten strong men who’d gone into the caverns. He remembered how Sam couldn’t shut up about finding gold or silver and how he’d spend it. Stanley thought of darker things—much less polished and shiny in the firelight. He had never intended to share the spoils with anyone other than his brother. He had planned on killing everyone else when he had returned to the camp, but when he got there, he only found bodies. Someone else had beaten him to the punch, and they had taken both pieces of valuable treasure. The silver box. The innocent boy who wanted nothing more than to spelunk in caves and dig for treasure.


    Stanley no longer wanted the fortune all to himself. Getting the device back had been his own personal crusade.


    “Like I told you,” Stanley said, pointing to the box. “I brought you something… Yeah, I know. Karl took it from you when he left you to die. I remember how you stared at it that night—the last time I saw you. You held it in your hand, and you talked about the future. You talked about how this thing was going to buy you and me our own tools… our own team… Well, he took it from you, but I got it back. It doesn’t shine anymore, not like it used to. Nothing a little spit and polish wouldn’t fix though. Anyway, it’s yours. No… not yours and mine. Yours. It’s yours forever.”


    Stanley patted the box as strange sounds came from the woods. Something big lumbered near him. Several big things, actually. Tree limbs snapped. The forest groaned and so did a man being carried by another nearby. Polished metal gleamed from the waning sunlight reflected through the leaves.


    Stanley pushed the device to the side, off the mound, and hugged the ground, trying to avoid being seen. The smell of decay gagged him, and he lamented having to bury his brother so shallow. Something in the forest was chasing metal-clad men from Xhonia.


    A deer passed by Stanley, just inches away. It didn’t notice him, and it smelled awful. All manner of critters stepped over his body and ran beside him, apparently tracking the men.


    “What the—?” Stanley whispered into the dirt.


    As if in response, a hand reached up from the mound and grabbed his throat. Stanley choked and struggled against the fist but it was unnaturally strong. The mound parted, and Sam’s decomposing body thrashed underneath Stanley.


    He coughed and wheezed as the hand crushed his windpipe. The eyelids in the decayed skull opened and two dim green lights peered out at him. Stanley struggled with all of his might, flailing his arms at Sam’s skull and neck, but his brother’s corpse was too strong. It sat up and wordlessly squeezed with both hands.


    Stanley felt his windpipe collapse. He gasped and spat in protest, but the grip became even tighter. He heard the snap of his neck, and then he heard and saw no more.
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    Jeremy Vossen circled back on his horse and shook the Necromancer Ashton. Jeremy rattled him so hard that the young man almost fell off his saddle, but Ashton didn’t open his eyes. He just continued to scream.


    “There’s no end!” Ashton yelled. “There’s nothing at all!”


    “Snap out of it, you idiot!” Jeremy said.


    He slapped Ashton in the face but his detainee only yelled louder.


    “Have you gone mad, Jeremy?” Godfrey Ross asked from the front of their train. “Keep that man quiet! There’s no telling what bandits or hooligans camp in these woods.”


    “I think he’s having a nightmare,” Jeremy said. “I can’t seem to wake him.”


    “He’s probably just exhausted” Godfrey said. “We’re only about fifteen miles south of Foxbro. Maybe we should just stop there for the night. Perketh is at least sixty miles away, now. I think we’re safe from his minions.”


    A loud crack came from the nearest bushes, and the horses underneath Jeremy and Ashton spooked. Jeremy’s reared. Ashton’s just neighed and complained as it shifted toward the west. Godfrey yanked down his visor and readied his sword. His war charger sensed his rider’s tension and pawed at the earth.


    “Show yourself!” Jeremy announced, holding Ashton’s reins and shoulder tightly and ready to bolt.


    Ashton screamed again, squirming against Jeremy’s fingers. “The Void is endless!” He screamed like a panicked child.


    “Stop it!” Jeremy said through clenched teeth. “You’re going to get us all killed.”


    Something crashed through the bushes about fifty paces to Jeremy’s right and struggled to maintain its balance. Its fur was gray and red with blood. Its antlers were broken in multiple places and lopsided.


    “Is that an elk?” Godfrey asked.


    The creature continued to fall over itself. Its eyes glowed faintly green in the dying light. It struggled to produce sound with its vocal chords, but all that came out was a cough and then a wheeze. Its right front leg was mangled badly, but it kept trying to walk on it. The elk fell to the ground over and over again.


    “Cronos, be merciful,” Godfrey said. “It’s undead.”


    “Wake up!” Jeremy said to Ashton again.


    “What is that?” Ashton whispered, his eyes still shut and facing the elk.


    “Are you doing this?” Jeremy asked as more creatures began to emerge from the trees and shadows in the forest.


    “What is that green light?” Ashton asked.


    He stopped flailing and fighting against Jeremy.


    More green lights appeared within the forest as an undead man emerged. He growled menacingly. A fox and a large rat scurried toward the three riders.


    Ashton’s head swiveled to each of the undead creatures and men coming out of the woods.


    “Is he doing this?” Jeremy asked, pulling the reins and the rope that bound Ashton’s hands to guide himself and his captive westward, away from the creatures.


    “Ride!” Godfrey commanded as he charged at the elk and the undead man.


    His sword slashed through the man’s head, and his war charger knocked the elk to the ground and stomped on its neck and body as it toppled underneath.


    Jeremy pulled hard on the reins to both of his animals. The horses neighed and complained but they nearly rocketed out from under him and his captive.


    “Whoa,” Jeremy said, getting his skittish horse under control. “Whoa, girl.”


    “Ride through Foxbro!” Godfrey shouted as he swung at the undead man with the luminescent eyes. “Don’t stop until you get to the capital. I’ll catch up!”


    Ashton almost fell off his horse, but he snapped out of his nightmare just in time.


    “She released me!” he said triumphantly.


    Then he appeared to panic almost as badly as the horses.


    “What is that?” Ashton asked, pointing at the elk. “Where are we?”


    “Just hold on to your horse,” Jeremy said. “There are unnatural creatures in these woods. Godfrey is fighting them off.”


    “Maybe, I can help,” Ashton said. “Untie me!”


    “I am not letting you loose amongst your own kind!” Jeremy said.


    “These are not mine!” Ashton said. “Don’t look at me. I’ve been out for hours. I’ve been falling through the Abyss!”


    Jeremy looked back as the horses trotted, checking that Ashton was secure.


    “You’ve been sitting in that saddle the whole time,” he said. “Hold onto your horse, damn it, and get ready to ride! We’ve got to get out of here.”


    “I tell you I was in darkness,” Ashton said, finally grabbing his horse’s mane. “I swam in it for what felt like an eternity… writhing in blackness… alone…”


    “I said get the hell out of here!” Godfrey said, swinging his sword through another elk.


    To their right, all along the forest beside them, tree limbs cracked and black figures fumbled and tumbled through the foliage. Jeremy saw hundreds of green lights in the woods. As they passed, the eyes shifted toward them, and the creatures limped and sprinted after them.


    “You think you’ve been swimming in darkness, huh?” Jeremy asked loud enough for Ashton to hear as they thundered through brush and branches. “There’s a lot of that going around!”


    He threw the reins and rope back and Ashton quickly pulled the ends into his own hands. They both dug their boots into their horses, and the race began in earnest. Ten miles went by quickly. Then fifteen. As they approached the wooden gate and palisade outside Foxbro, Jeremy hailed the guards with his famous name and demanded the guards let them through.


    As they crossed the ramparts, Ashton stopped his horse, spun around, and yelled something completely different.


    “Close the gates!” Ashton commanded. “Orcus and his minions are coming!”
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    High Lord Mallory
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    Julian Mallory stood next to his half-sister Jayna in the shadow of the throne of Surdel. Above him were the King and Queen, both dressed in black while mourning their slain son Magnus. Julian had been invited to the throne room for a reason, as had nearly a hundred well-dressed nobles and knights of the realm lining the walls around him. Julian was a guest of honor—a new southern lord. All that was left was the formality of bestowment.


    Julian’s mind should have been on the ceremony and on what he had to say, but he found himself distracted by his sister, who somehow managed to look both dark and radiant at the same time. She wore black-and-white panther furs arranged in a long shawl. Her cleavage at the top of her white bustier drew his eyes, despite his best efforts to look up at the King and Queen. Her black dress went down to her ankles. A white dress train spread out five paces behind her. Three women had to carry it into the throne room of King Aethis.


    Julian felt underdressed next to her. His long black hair was pulled back into a ponytail over a black floor-sweeping simarre. He wore a tight-fitting, black-and-white striped jerkin over a white frilled shirt. Long black boots and leather pants.


    Julian broke from accidentally gazing at his sister to look at his longtime friend and man-at-arms Master Kraytos, who stood along the walls in a black-and-white tunic, cape and leggings. Kraytos was a Mallory-man through-and-through, but he appeared to be giving Julian an unfavorable look. Julian figured his servant had caught him looking and was silently judging him. He bowed his head and tried not to gawk again.


    The rest of the room looked at the King, who conversed quietly with his wife. Shea Eldenwald wore a full black dress but far drabber than Jayna. The rumors amongst the court were that Shea had been hidden away for a week, crying over the crown prince.


    The whole realm grieved for Magnus and so did Julian. The man had charged the fields to break a siege at Mallory Keep. If nothing else, Julian respected who Magnus was and what he had been willing to do. The prince would have made a fine king.


    Purple drapes still lined the walls, just as Julian remembered from his visits since childhood. White tiger furs adorned the shoulders of each of Aethis’ sons, but black curtains were everywhere along the white stone. Shea’s dark veil hid her face. Aethis looked stern. If he’d been crying, he showed no obvious signs.


    The highest-ranking lords of Surdel were all in attendance. Lord Bartholomew Crayton wore his family’s golden colors with green embroidery. Lord Jonathan Croft and his son Thomas were also in attendance with blue and orange designs. Even Lord Edward Vossen with his bald pate had come in a very stylish white suit with blue trim. His eldest son Jeremy was rumored to be on an errand, but his daughter Sandra and son Elliot were splendidly dressed in family colors behind their father.


    “My wife and I want to thank each of you for your warm condolences on the death of our eldest son,” King Aethis said from atop his throne. “The nation’s mourning has barely started yet. My son is not even in the ground. The parades have not been held. However, the business of the Kingdom must go on.”


    Shea let out a small whimper, and Aethis reached out to her. She did not take his hand. She turned away.


    “My son was not the only great lord lost at Mallory Keep,” Aethis said, “when the Necromancer let loose a demon onto the field of battle.”


    The ambassador from the Visanth Empire cleared his throat loudly from Julian’s left. He was finely dressed in gold-and-black robes and a green turban with many gold medallions jingling along his necklace. He had a pleasant face with a thick black mustache and trimmed beard beneath his bushy dark eyebrows and broad nose.


    King Aethis continued, despite the interruption.


    “We lost High Lord Janus Mallory on that same day,” Aethis said. “Our Kingdom needs the protection of the Mallories. Without their wise and valiant efforts, the orcish hordes would spread across our land. The rightful succession must take place for a new high lord, and so we are gathered here to briefly break royal mourning to bestow Julian—”


    The Visanth ambassador again cleared his throat.


    “You dare—?” Adviser Jurgen exclaimed in complete outrage from his position beside the King.


    “I have been kept out of audience with the King for weeks,” the Visanth Ambassador Garshasp said. “First, the Red Army took precedence. Then the undead and demons and a week of mourning. Now, the Visanth Empire demands to be heard.”


    “We’re in the middle of a lordship ceremony,” Adviser Jurgen said calmly. “Do you object to this ceremony?”


    “No,” Garshasp said, resuming the twirling of his beard. “We simply object to remaining in the dark. You speak of demons attacking your kingdom like it is but a normal occurrence for our world. An undead army walked across your land unimpeded, killing your subjects, and this is not worth discussing with your allies. What other types of evil does the Kingdom of Surdel hide from the nation of Visanth?”


    “We hide no evil!” Aethis exclaimed firmly. “My son is dead. Thousands of my people are dead. We are in mourning.”


    “And the Necromancer?” Garshasp asked.


    “I have some of my best men looking for him,” Aethis said.


    “So, evil roams still,” the ambassador accused, “and what of the ambassador from Uxmal? For many years, your Kingdom has claimed the dark elven stories of undead and demons taking their cities are exaggerated or even fabricated. Where is this ambassador now?”


    “He has returned to Uxmal at my request,” Aethis said.


    “You sent away the only person who might know how to stop demons, necromancers and undead while such creatures murder your citizens?” Garshasp asked, holding his chin as to express concern and exaggeratedly so. “Where is the undead army now? Should the Visanth Empire be worried about these creatures crossing the Small Sea?”


    Aethis released an exasperated sigh.


    “Very well,” he said. “I will address your questions in order.”


    “I asked the elven ambassador Valedar to discover what limits this human necromancer might have,” Aethis said. “He left our realm to confer with his scholars and archives at Uxmal, and I anxiously await his return. My scouts tell me that the people of Perketh and Dona have returned to their homes and lives. I am not aware of any undead army movements to the south.”


    “The people?” Garshasp asked. “You mean the undead?”


    “It seems more complicated than we first believed,” Adviser Jurgen said sagely. “These may even be loyal subjects—”


    “You have rebuffed the aid of the dark elves,” Garshasp said, “and you have sent their ambassador homeward. Your Highness, you do realize that the rest of the world must know the truth of what is happening here. Don’t you? If undead and demons are roaming your countryside—”


    “We understand the gravity of the situation,” Aethis said.


    Jayna nudged Julian in the ribs and motioned with her eyes toward the King and the Visanth Ambassador. He nodded, understanding that she believed he should stop being a spectator and show initiative.


    “After the ceremony,” Julian said, “I will survey the land and take stock of our subjects in Dona and Perketh. If they are disloyal to the crown, I will put them to death, if it is the King’s command.”


    “A bold action, Lord Mallory,” Adviser Jurgen said, “and one befitting a master of his realm!”


    “Would you accept other aid?” Garshasp asked. “We have some small magical ability in our land, as I’m sure you’re aware. Surely, if you need help with the supernatural, the Visanth Empire could land casters—”


    “Now, is not the time to discuss this,” Adviser Jurgen said. “The undead army has been crushed at Mallory Keep, and the creatures have scattered to the winds. We’re aware of no other attacks since the siege. The necromancer has fled, and the sole demon we know of smote by a paladin.”


    King Aethis squirmed somewhat in his throne at the mention of paladins.


    “If you have no objection,” Jurgen said to Garshasp, “may we table this conversation of supernatural things? The King is in mourning, the danger appears to have abated, and the Mallory House is in need of a new patriarch.”


    “Of course,” Garshasp said. “The Visanth Empire has no objections to the elevation of Lord Mallory; only concerns about the state of Nirendia.”


    Jurgen nodded to Aethis, who then continued his previous speech.


    “As I was saying,” King Aethis said, “the rightful succession for the House of Mallory must take place. We have conferred with the elders of the Mallory House, and Lord Julian Mallory is the rightful heir to their seat of power in the South. A rightful heir to the full power of House Mallory is not theirs to give but mine. Lord Julian… kneel.”


    Julian and Jayna both knelt, holding hands in the center of the stone aisle.


    “Yes, Your Highness,” Julian said as strongly and confidently as he could.


    “Do you swear fealty to me, your rightful king, and my family for as long as you shall live?”


    “Yes, Your Highness,” Julian said.


    “Do you swear to protect all lands of Surdel as though they were your own?”


    “Yes, Your Highness.”


    “Do you swear to protect all people of Surdel as though they were your own?”


    Julian thought briefly about the screams in Perketh as his carriage dragged a young man to his death on the King’s Road. He gulped but quickly recovered.


    “Yes, Your Highness.”


    “Do you pledge to fulfill your obligations as High Lord? If required, will you sacrifice everything you have, love and hold dear for the sake of the realm?”


    “Yes, Your Highness.”


    “Then let it be known that on this day,” Aethis said, “in the year 1500 of the Tranquility Era, that Julian of the Mallory Clan is hereby proclaimed High Lord Mallory. He shall inherit Mallory Keep and see to its repairs. He shall defend our southern reaches from any aggression, whether orc, human, elf or any other.”


    “Here, here,” Jurgen said.


    “Here, here,” the assembled lords and ladies said.


    “My wife and children shall now retire,” Aethis said, looking directly at Garshasp. “All further business will be tabled for the day. We ask you to respect the mourning period for our son Magnus. If you have further business with the Crown, you may direct your requests to Adviser Jurgen.”


    Aethis and his wife Shea left their thrones and proceeded to an adjoining room. His adviser stayed behind and waited to address the lords, ladies and ambassadors until the royal family had left and closed their door.


    “Good day, ladies and gentlemen,” Jurgen said. “The King congratulates High Lord Julian. We wish his southern state nothing but prosperity and his house much happiness. Lords and ladies, please see yourself to refreshments in the banquet hall. The mourning period for Crown Prince Magnus will continue for the rest of the month. If you wish to discuss further business with his Majesty, please see me.”


    Julian shook his head, as did the other lords, to conclude the business of the court. Jurgen motioned for everyone to adjourn and they did. Jayna and Julian walked slower than the rest.


    “Congratulations, My Lord,” Jayna said, smiling and hugging his arm.


    “You look beautiful,” Julian said, eyeing her approvingly.


    “I’ve noticed your appreciation,” she said, smiling mischievously, “as has half the court.”


    “I cannot help it,” he said. “You are—”


    “Not going to befoul the throne room,” she said, pushing him away in jest. “This is your big day.”


    He bit his lip as he trailed her. He felt powerful—a new High Lord. She continued to look at him, encouraging him to pursue her.


    “Maybe later,” she said.


    Julian smiled as he looked over her outfit one last time. He offered her his arm, and she took it graciously. She kissed him on the cheek, leaving a small red imprint with her lips. He walked into the banquet hall and conversed with High Lord Crayton and Croft well into the night. Even High Lord Vossen managed cordial conversation with both him and Jayna.


    Jayna openly joined him in his bedroom that night, and neither of them rested. They made love until the servants knocked and asked them how they would take their breakfast. So, they took it in the nude on their bed and laughed as the servants averted their eyes. The thought of demons, undead, and necromancers was as far away as Visanth. Everything in the world seemed possible.


    There was no danger, only hope and wild abandon, and that overwhelming sense of euphoria didn’t stop for days.
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    Ashton’s First Visit to Kingarth
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    It was daylight when Ashton and Jeremy arrived at the gates of Kingarth. The high walls and spires of the inner buildings were made from the same white and cream-colored stones that Mallory Keep had been constructed of. However, whereas Mallory Keep was all functional defense, the capital of Surdel was made to look majestic.


    Far behind the city, a dark shadow seemed to be cast from Kingarth onto the tallest mountain in the range. But as Ashton’s trotting horse came closer, he realized the shadow was another crumbling, ancient city.


    “Ul Tyrion,” Jeremy said, watching him. “That was the dark elven capital, long ago. The elves are gone now. They live to the east in Uxmal.”


    “I know,” Ashton said, remembering the conversation he had with Prince Jayden at The Sleeping Pony in Hell’s Edge. It was hard to believe that he had lounged with Jayden and Cedric in bath barrels not even a week ago, hundreds of miles away.


    Since then, he had fallen through the Abyss for hours, been attacked by undead creatures in the forests outside of Xhonia and rode across most of the country. Now, he entered the capital of Surdel, likely to his death at the hands of an executioner.


    The wind left his lungs as the gravity of his situation came to him. He was vaguely aware of the guards recognizing Lord Jeremy Vossen as they rode past, but the sounds of the world around him faded. A darkness began to creep in on him, like the last time she had visited him. He almost welcomed the Abyss. At least he wouldn’t see the rope or the axe coming.


    “Hey!” Jeremy said, punching him in the shoulder. “You’re not sleeping. We’re not going through that again, not until we get you to the Tower of the King’s Guard.”


    He heard Mekadesh’s laugh echo smaller and smaller as his periphery filled with light.


    They were in a market. Thousands of people pushed past his horse. Jeremy’s angry face was within a few feet of his own, scowling heavily. Ashton smelled roasted chicken and lamb. Fresh herbs and carrots.


    “I’m starving,” Ashton said.


    “That’s too bad,” Jeremy said. “We don’t—”


    “Lord Jeremy,” a man in black-and-white called.


    “I’m busy,” Jeremy said, as he grabbed the reins from Ashton’s hands and began to walk the horses deeper into the city and through the market.


    “Not enough to brush by a lord without greeting him,” the man said. “Welcome back to the city.”


    Jeremy seemed to know the voice but couldn’t place it. He turned and saw the man, and realization dawned on him. Ashton turned too.


    “Master Kraytos,” Jeremy said as he wheeled about. “Well met.”


    Jeremy nodded to Kraytos and to a well-dressed lord beside the man-at-arms. “It’s I who should offer apologies. Hello, Julian.”


    “Are you really too busy to congratulate me on my High Lordship?” Julian Mallory asked.


    “High Lordsh—?” Jeremy asked, facing Julian.


    “Yes,” Julian said.


    Julian wore a fine black-and-white doublet with a long black cape that was so well-tailored that it only lightly dusted the stone ground. He wore black leather pants and fashionable shoes. Ashton had never seen a man dressed so well, not even in Fomsea where the merchants prided themselves on looking royal.


    Beside the Lord, on the other side of Kraytos, was an armored knight.


    “It’s him,” the man in polished plate said. The man looked directly at Jeremy through his visor. “That’s the man.”


    “Do I know you?” Jeremy asked.


    “Only by sight perhaps,” the knight said slowly, as if calculating his words carefully. “We have not formally met.”


    “Forgive me,” Julian Mallory said, bowing with a small smirk on his face. “Where are my manners? Lord Jeremy Vossen, it appears you and Sir Casterby have not been properly introduced. Lord Jeremy Vossen, this is Simon Casterby. Sir Simon Casterby, this is Lord Jeremy Vossen.”


    “I don’t know the name,” Jeremy said, gripping Ashton’s rope and reins tightly.


    “We met outside of Perketh,” Simon said, his hand on the pommel of his sword. “South of Perketh, actually. In the woods.”


    “This is the man you saw in the forest?” Master Kraytos asked with seeming innocence.


    “I don’t recall—” Jeremy said.


    “We both saw a hero die there,” Simon said, “during the Red Army’s assault. I’ll never forget the way you loaded the body onto the cart.”


    Jeremy grew very quiet, and Julian smiled pleasantly. Ashton had no idea what was going on.


    “Anyway,” Julian said, sighing, “you missed a very hasty ceremony. The King officially bequeathed the title of High Lord onto me yesterday. I am now the Master of Mallory Keep and all of my father’s lands. King Aethis and Queen Shea retired to mourn their son Magnus. I’ll never forget that demon tearing through that field and my castle. Killing my father… and the crown prince. One day, I’ll have my vengeance.”


    Jeremy looked at Ashton, who in turn looked at the top of his horse’s head.


    “Have they caught the Necromancer yet?” Jeremy asked.


    Ashton shot him a quizzical look. Jeremy of course knew where the Necromancer was. He was holding the reins to Ashton’s horse.


    “No,” Julian said. “Yours is the first prisoner from the front I’ve set eyes on. If the Necromancer had been caught, I’m sure I’d have heard about it by now. Who’s this?”


    “A Red Army bandit,” a loud voice answered from behind Ashton.


    Ashton recognized the war charger before he recognized the rider.


    “Lord General,” Julian greeted him, bowing deeply. Kraytos and Simon Casterby fell to a knee.


    Godfrey Ross’s armor was coated with grime and gray goo, and he smelled something awful. Despite his stench, a crowd encircled him as his horse hooves clopped closer.


    “I’m sorry I missed your lordship ceremony,” Godfrey said. “Please forgive me.”


    Julian looked the general up-and-down. “It’s quite obvious you’ve been working in the realm’s service, Lord General. There is no forgiveness necessary. Besides, I’m in your debt for charging the field at Mallory Keep.”


    “Our Great House is beyond appreciative of your efforts,” Master Kraytos said with sincerity. “We have no doubt that your pursuit of the Necromancer saved lives that day. Had that conjurer brought forth another demon, all of House Mallory might have fallen.”


    “It’s my greatest regret that Lord Mallory and Prince Magnus died that day,” Godfrey said loudly for the crowd, as they kept gathering, “and that I could save neither of them.”


    “The whole realm laments the losses,” Kraytos said. “Neither is easily replaced.”


    “And yet,” Godfrey said, “life goes on.”


    He looked at Julian and nodded. “Your father couldn’t have left his estate in better hands.”


    “You flatter me,” Julian said, “and it only shames me that I’m not reciprocating. I’ve shown no interest in the state of your dress and your current affairs. You’re quite soiled, Sir Godfrey. Did your horse falter and throw you from the saddle?”


    “I’m afraid not,” Godfrey said. “I’m sure you all can tell that it’s not mud that cakes my armor. I’ve cut my way through an undead army moving toward us from Xhonia. This blackness and stench is theirs.”


    A gasp went up from the nearby crowd.


    “Foxbro is besieged by foul creatures,” Godfrey said. “Hundreds when last I turned north.”


    “And you’ve come here?” Julian asked. “To rally the King’s Guard?”


    “Soon,” Godfrey said. “Lord Vossen and I have ridden hard for five days. I must debrief this prisoner and find out what he knows about the Necromancer’s capabilities and why an army of undead march toward Kingarth.”


    “The undead are coming this way?” a poor young man with a dirty face asked. He seemed surprised when Godfrey turned to him and nodded, as if the man didn’t believe it possible that Sir Godfrey Ross could have even heard a lowly man like him speak.


    “This young man knows the Necromancer?” Julian asked, looking at Ashton for the first time.


    The stare was long and hard, and there was malice there from the High Lord. Ashton felt a chill go down his spine. He stared at his horse’s head again to avoid the glare.


    “We don’t know yet,” Godfrey said, bending toward Julian as if sharing a secret but loud enough for all around to hear him. “We’re taking him somewhere… more private…”


    The crowd continued to grow.


    “I am quite versed in the art of torture,” Julian said, bowing simply. “It would be my honor to accompany you. If this man knows my father’s killer, then I would take great pleasure in extracting this information for you.”


    Godfrey looked quickly at Ashton and then back at Julian.


    “Soon, perhaps,” Godfrey said. “If he does not break under my questioning, I may call on you, High Lord. I must press him hard and fast. The fate of the Kingdom may depend on quickly finding this necromancer. As soon as that information is gained, the King’s Guard will ride south to meet this new force. Are your men camped nearby?”


    Julian gulped hard. “I have only a small force present in the capital. As you know, my lordship ceremony was but yesterday. The King invited me to bring a small guard—no more than a hundred. The rest guard the southern reaches from orcish invasion.”


    Master Kraytos bowed his head and banged his right hand across his chest. “We will make sure our men are ready to depart immediately.”


    “Lord General,” Simon Casterby hailed Godfrey, still on a knee and head bowed. “I would be honored to join you with the Mallory Knights. We are only twenty-five, but we are twenty-five strong. We will help turn back this undead menace.”


    “Lord General,” Kraytos said, almost apologetically. “If this undead menace has turned north toward Foxbro from Xhonia, do you know if they’ve also spread south into the Mallory lands?”


    “I’m afraid I don’t know,” Godfrey said. “Lord Jeremy and I came across the horde by accident, on our way north. It may well have spread to the south.”


    “In that case,” Kraytos said, “the Crown may require my Lord Julian to return back to our lands around the horde via the road west through Colinsworth. I’m afraid we will need our contingent of knights should trouble befall us.”


    “My apologies,” Simon said. “I hadn’t thought of that.”


    “Well met!” Godfrey said. “We all must do our part, and if the horde is indeed moving only northward, Lord Julian and your knights may come to our aid from the south, pincering them within the jaws of our combined might. Till then, I suppose. If you would excuse me, though, I must question this man and rest for a time. We’ll assemble our men and wait for the King’s decision. Perhaps we will meet again on the battlefield.”


    “We’ll see you soon,” Julian said, nodding solemnly. “May Creator Cronos bless you and guide you to victory.”


    Simon stared at Jeremy hard before Julian and his knight hustled through the chattering crowd and out of the market. The Lord General pulled alongside Ashton. The smell from the undead guts on his armor was overwhelming. Ashton dry-heaved multiple times.


    “We must get to the icebox quickly,” Godfrey said to Jeremy, as they both began to trot their horses again. “There is little time. Foxbro may fall within the day.”
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    The Unresurrected
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    The room was freezing. Ashton rubbed his hands together in front of the man on the table. Godfrey and Jeremy stood across the flat surface, looking at him. The room was small and appeared to be a simple planning room. Maps of the kingdom littered the walls. A few hundred scrolls lay on a series of sturdy-looking shelves behind his captors. For some reason, large, bluish boulders were stacked in the corners and along open floor space.


    “We had ice brought in from the North,” Godfrey said.


    Ashton looked at the layers of the dirty ice blocks in the corners. He feigned interest, anything to take his eyes away from yet another dead person being put in front of him. All Ashton knew was that his own breath was producing an icy fog, and he wanted to leave.


    “I thought it might help keep the body fresh,” Godfrey explained.


    Ashton looked at the dead man’s face. His mustache was well-manicured. His body had been meticulously cleaned. The wound to his neck had been stitched up with a practiced hand. His famous steel and gold plate armor rested on the floor beneath the table, along with some leathers. He wore simple shorts and nothing else.


    “Can you bring him back?” Godfrey asked.


    Ashton closed his eyes without thinking about it, even though he didn’t need to. He had been asked so many times at Dona to resurrect someone that he was simply going through the motions. He had promised himself that he would never do it again. The last time he had done so, a high lord, a crown prince, and hundreds of men had died. A demon had been unleashed onto the world. If it weren’t for Cedric, the damned thing might have still been out in the countryside killing people. Still, his mind reacted to the call—to the request for the return of a loved one.


    He felt around him, reaching out for a soul. Like that time outside Mallory Keep, there was no presence. A body rested here, but no spirit lingered. Frederick Ross had been dead for more than three days. The Rule of Three was proven right once again.


    “How long has he been dead?” Ashton asked.


    “A few weeks, I guess.” Godfrey said. “Why?”


    “I don’t feel his presence in the room,” Ashton said.


    “So, he’s gone?” Jeremy asked. He stroked his beard, which had mostly grown back since the abduction.


    “No!” Godfrey said, pushing Jeremy in the chest and causing the younger lord to stumble across the room.


    “You don’t know that!” Godfrey accused Jeremy and then rounded his finger on Ashton.


    “He’s not in the room,” Ashton said.


    “Maybe he went to the next room,” Godfrey said with growing panic. “Reach out further!”


    “Something else would answer,” Ashton said.


    “You’re going to have to try. I want to see you try.”


    “He’s not here,” Ashton said. “If I try to bring him back, something else is going to fill his body. Something darker. Something from the Abyss.”


    “This Kingdom needs my son!” Godfrey said. “Demons are rising. Undead are everywhere! They besiege Foxbro! If we do not ride at them with everything we have, all may be lost. They’ll sweep across our land, and they’ll keep going. The elven lands. Visanth. All will fall before them. We need Frederick.”


    Godfrey’s eyes hardened, and Ashton looked down at the fallen tournament champion. Godfrey leaned over the table and his son. His breath stank, even from this distance. The old man took a while to choose his next words carefully. A low growl built up in him, which terrified Ashton. He thought Godfrey might hit him.


    “If you do not raise my boy,” Godfrey said, “you will die.”


    “You’re going to hang me anyway,” Ashton said.


    Godfrey slowly shook his head as Jeremy rejoined him from being pushed across the room.


    “I don’t… hang… people,” he said, every word dripping with threat and menace.


    “I’m telling you,” Ashton said, “as a person who has lost others, what would come back would not be Frederick.”


    “How do you know?” Jeremy asked.


    “The Rule of Three,” Ashton said. “I was warned by the paladin Cedric Arrington. If you raise a body after three days of death, you risk raising a dark creature. A thing like what ripped through your armies and Prince Magnus and destroyed part of a castle. Do not ask this of me! Please!”


    “My son… would never do that,” Godfrey said.


    “Your son is gone,” Ashton said sternly.


    Godfrey slowly walked around the table. His plate armor plates creaked and rattled against each other. His eyes never left Ashton’s face, and every step felt more threatening than the one before it. Ashton knew this man would hurt him.


    “These people you lost,” Godfrey said, “did you bring them back?”


    “Some,” Ashton said. “I got back to them quickly. Their spirits were—”


    A steel-clad hand came to Ashton’s throat as fast as lightning. Before he knew what was happening, Ashton was pinned against the wall. His face and Godfrey’s were inches from each other.


    “Sir,” Jeremy said from the other side of the table. “If there’s a chance that Freddie might come back as one of those creatures, is that really a chance you want to take?”


    “There is no chance I wouldn’t take,” Godfrey said through clenched teeth.


    Godfrey’s face began to blur as he continued to strangle Ashton.


    “You’re choking him out,” Jeremy warned.


    The gray of Godfrey’s beard blended with the rest of his face. His grimacing mouth became a long black line surround by pink fuzz. The room blackened as Ashton lost consciousness.


    “I told you so,” Jeremy said as Godfrey released Ashton’s neck.


    Ashton felt himself crash to the floor but without pain. The sounds of boots against the floor muffled into the bizarre. Shapes morphed in the room.


    “I don’t have time for this,” Jeremy said in the murkiness, “I’m sure my father knows I’m here. He’ll want to talk to me.”


    Godfrey grunted in the darkness of Ashton’s mind. “The King will want to talk with me too…”


    The darkness withdrew to the underworld of his nightmares. In the center of a shadowy room, Riley burned. She screamed for him and Clayton to save her, but he was powerless to move in his dream—crumpled against a wall of his own mind just like his real body against the walls of the ice box.
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    The Queen’s Reminder
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    Ashton lay on the floor of a very dark room. It reminded him of his dreams of the underworld and Riley. A pillar of light filled the center of the room, and there she was again. Mekadesh.


    She was not blonde and wholesome this time. She was dark, like when he saw her for the first time in Dona. Tight-fitting, shiny black dress. Curves. Cleavage. Dangerous and mischievous.


    Ashton exhaled in a long, deep sigh. He looked down at the darkness that enveloped his body in this dream.


    “You’re wasting time,” she said, “and time is something that you and the rest of this world do not have.”


    “I’m held captive,” he said, “and rendered unconscious by a psychopath.”


    “Say the word, and you won’t be. Pledge yourself to me, and no human hand will touch you again.”


    He looked up at her from his leaning position against a wall that was not there.


    “I don’t want to kill this man,” Ashton said. “He’s grieving. Grief makes people do strange things.”


    “What he’s doing is not strange,” Mekadesh said. “I’m strange. Raising the dead is strange. He’s just a man. He’s as ordinary as they come.”


    She walked towards him. Every step like a cat. Each head movement like a snake. She ran her hands through her jet-black hair. Her lips parted, and his senses began to overwhelm him. He knew he was really in a cold room with a dead man, but in here, in this dream, he felt warm sensations moving all over his body. Like hands. They lingered on his legs, crawled over his abdomen, and then slowly moved down the other leg to his toes. It felt like two hands went back up his thighs. A sweet, musky smell filled his mind. Not deathly like Frederick’s dead body that he knew was in the room with him in the real world. Instead, very much alive and powerful with pheromones.


    Coarse hair teased his face, but his eyes were open and she was still in the pillar of light, far away. He had been with girls in Perketh. He knew what being seduced felt like, or at least, he thought he did. This was a hundred times more potent, and he felt his brain melting.


    “What are you doing?” he whispered.


    “What do you want me to do?” she asked.


    He couldn’t speak. Even though he could see her, he felt like his mind’s eye had closed.


    “This world needs you,” she said, “not him. His time is over. The King’s time is done. The world, as you know it, is changing. Orcus is on his way. Surdel will burn without your help.”


    “The paladin,” Ashton whispered, still reeling from the warm hands on his body. There were definitely at least two hands on him, and they were everywhere.


    “The paladins cannot smite a demon lord,” she said. “Not with their powers. They can only strike down minions.”


    The dark room grew lighter, and the hands ceased to exist. A battlefield projected around him. Undead crashed against shields. Demons clawed through trees and broke through the palisades around Foxbro. They devoured women and children in their beds. Ashton tried to cover his eyes with his hands, but they were transparent. He was dreaming, after all.


    “Is this really happening?” he yelled, as he tried not to watch a demon savagely thrashing a small girl within its jaws like a dog might play with a bone.


    Ashton flew higher above the battlefield and east. Emerging from the ancient elven city of Xhonia was a deep blackness. A large avalanche caved in much of Mount Godun as the evil creature shook itself free from the rock.


    The scene stopped and darkness reclaimed what had been light in his dream.


    “This is what will come to pass if you do nothing,” she said. “There are only four forces on this world that can stop Orcus. Demogorgon is one, and you really don’t want him above ground. One look from him and you’d cut your own mother from stem to stern. You might be a second option, given the proper weapons. Or someone else I might choose: a husband, perhaps.”


    “That’s three forces,” Ashton said. “Demogorgon, myself or a dark elf. What’s the fourth?”


    She smiled. “A dark elf? Someone’s been talking. Bragging, perhaps. I love it when people talk about me. Makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. Jayden fights me, just as you do. Neither of you know why. Neither of you are prepared to make the sacrifices yet. You will… or your world will perish. You think you’ve seen torment? These children in Foxbro will be the least of your worries. Orcus is the weakest of the three demon lords on this planet. He’s never beaten Demogorgon—not once.”


    She knelt down a few paces in from him. The tight black outfit bunched in revealing ways. Ashton’s eyes ventured there, as she wanted him to.


    “But he can do damage,” she said and the invisible warm fingers began walking up his legs, “to people… to places…. to things.”


    “Let me break your chains,” She said, dropping to her knees and crawling toward him. “Pledge yourself to me, and we will retrieve your weapons.”


    “Where are they?” he asked.


    “One is here in the castle,” she said. “It is so very close.”


    “You said there were four forces that could defeat Orcus,” he said. “What’s the fourth force?”


    The two hands up his legs became four and then eight. Some pressed strongly against his skin and others just brushed him with fingertips. And then her real hand reached for his cheek. A long black fingernail scratched from his cheekbone to his upper lip. She watched her own finger move.


    “Light,” she said. “Demons are susceptible to it. If it were to be properly motivated… harnessed… no armor in existence could stop it. Not thick hide. Not Dark. It would scatter before the Light. Orcus would flee to the Abyss just to hide his face from it. Light is the fourth force.”


    She kissed him on the lips, and Ashton woke up in the ice room. There were no more warm hands, not even his own. Godfrey and Jeremy were gone. The door was locked from the outside. He was alone with another corpse on a table. He pulled his hood up over his head and slid down to the cold, stone floor along the door.
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    Family Reunion
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    Jeremy Vossen knocked on a door that a servant in the King’s Palace had pointed him to. He waited outside next to a fiery sconce. The heat was much appreciated after watching Lord General Godfrey Ross lose his mind in the icy room that held his son. Jeremy imagined he would receive much worse than Ashton if Godfrey ever found out that Jeremy was the man who killed Freddie.


    “Come in,” a familiar voice said.


    Jeremy pushed the iron handle, and the door swung inward.


    “Hello, Father,” Jeremy said.


    His father wore a fine silken robe imported from Nylelthalas in the elven Nomintaur forest. The garment was dyed in their house colors of white with blue trim. Edward Vossen rubbed his bald head and sighed. Jeremy had heard that disappointed noise more times than he could count.


    “I could smell you before you even came in,” Edward said. “Have you taken a bath once this week, Jeremy? You stink, son.”


    “I’ve ridden hard with Lord General Ross,” Jeremy explained.


    He crossed his arms across his waist and cast his eyes downward in prostration.


    “What happened?” Edward asked. “Why did you leave the bandits to their own devices? Do you know what they did?”


    “I lost control over them before they even reached Perketh,” Jeremy said. “They just scattered everywhere. I spent days wrangling them in, and every time I caught ten stragglers, a hundred had moved on to rape and burn whatever and whoever they could find. When I reached Perketh, it was already smoldering. I was standing there… just watching it… aghast. Sick to myself. Sick of my failure…”


    “That’s life, son,” Edward said. “Nothing goes as you plan. You just have to—”


    “And then Freddie was there,” Jeremy said, staring hard at the floor. His eyes began to water. “He came up to me…”


    “What are you saying?” his father asked. “Are you saying it was you?”


    Jeremy bit his bottom lip, but his whole body quivered as he recalled holding his dying friend—the scene from his nightmares. He remembered the blood spurting along the knife blade in his hand and the splashing against his clothes. “You said… I didn’t have a choice…”


    His father shuffled across the stone floor. He put his hand on Jeremy’s shoulder. Jeremy knocked it off.


    “He was so happy to see me,” Jeremy said, crying openly without sniffling, “and I was petrified. Scared of being caught. Scared of what you might think. Of what he might say… how he might tell the King…”


    He didn’t try to wipe at his eyes. He just cried. He felt empty. He was not a man. He was a hole—a dark pit that somehow leaked water onto the floor.


    “I’ve broken Godfrey Ross,” Jeremy said. “He holds The Necromancer in the King’s Guard Tower. He’s going to torture him until he brings back Freddie.”


    “He can’t do that,” Edward said.


    “I think he can,” Jeremy said, “but Ashton says what comes back would—”


    “Even if he succeeds,” Edward said, putting his hand back on Jeremy’s shoulder and looking at him compassionately, “do you think Freddie won’t remember? If Freddie comes back, the world will know the truth about the Red Army. The murder of the crown prince will be laid at our feet.”


    “Do you—?” Jeremy asked, shaking his head and pushing his father’s hand away again. “Do you think I did the right thing?”


    He felt disgusting. He felt like he might throw up and wallow in it to make himself look and smell like he felt inside.


    “Sometimes,” Edward said, “there is no right thing or wrong thing. There’s simply what you must do, or what will get you killed.”


    “Dad,” Jeremy said, looking into his father’s eyes sincerely. “I’m not worth a Freddie. I’m not even worth half a Freddie.”


    “You’re worth a million Freddies to me, boy,” Edward said.


    Jeremy broke down into sobs. He collapsed to the wall and then down to the floor. He looked up at his dad, who struggled to kneel to Jeremy’s level. They sat down together, arms wrapped around each other’s shoulder.


    “The new Mallory has risen,” Edward said. “My spies say he’s sleeping with his sister. He’ll probably marry her… And you think you have problems?”


    Jeremy chuckled once, as he thought about the proud new High Lord who had approached him in the market earlier that day. A few moments later, Jeremy laughed harder. He wiped the tears from his cheeks, as Edward looked at him curiously, letting his son internalize what was going on.


    “I don’t think we’re ones to talk,” Jeremy said, “all things considered…”


    “Ha!” Edward exclaimed before cackling briefly.


    “Everyone has skeletons, I guess,” Edward said, affectionately smiling at his son. “Perhaps, it’s time to bury this vendetta with Julian’s father, where it belongs. Better the Mallories on the orcish boundary than us, anyway.”


    Jeremy felt a small part of himself fill the hole that had been devouring his soul. Perhaps, something still existed inside of him. Perhaps he wasn’t irredeemable after all. He nodded.


    Then, he began thinking about the meeting in the market again. The looks that the knight had given him. The tone the knight had used.


    “Julian might still be a problem,” Jeremy said.


    “How so?”


    “There’s a knight,” Jeremy said. “A man named Simon, under Julian’s employment. He said things in the market to me today. I think he was there at Perketh. I think he watched me kill Freddie. He saw me load Freddie’s lifeless body onto a cart and heard me promise to not leave him there in an unmarked grave.”


    “You let him see you?” Edward asked.


    “I thought I was alone.”


    Edward nodded and squeezed his son with the arm that was still around him.


    “Whatever comes,” Edward said, “we’ll deal with it. If this Simon character wants to stay alive, he’ll keep his mouth shut, or we’ll shut it for him.”


    Jeremy sighed. He didn’t want another good man’s death on his hands. But if he could kill a longtime friend and champion of the people like Freddie, then he could certainly do the same to a man he’d never heard of before the meeting at the market. Simon would do best to avoid him and forget. Jeremy might have felt a small piece of him return with his father’s acceptance, but his soul could not be washed clean like linens in a creek. There was still foulness there, and Jeremy grew less afraid of it every minute.


    “Now,” Edward said, pushing himself from the floor. “Get yourself a bath in one of the pools before your smell alone wakes Freddie instead of the Necromancer!”
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    Orcus Emerges
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    Orcus, the Demon Lord of the Undead, stared at the center of a large room where a silver device had previously exploded an ice barrier under Xhonia over 500 years ago. The chamber barely contained him. His leathery, twenty-foot wings folded behind him, scraping the still damp floor of the ceremonial room. At over fifteen-feet tall, he had to crouch as he moved around.


    Orcus was the champion of the undead. He appreciated their silent company and often took on their appearance. His head was covered in a bony plate in the shape of a goat skull, grafted together from creatures he had murdered in other planes. His skin decayed like his brethren and minions, but he was not dying. He chose the look. He was simply proud of who and what he championed.


    His fire-infused body illuminated the surroundings with pale red light. He walked around the room, inspecting the remains of artifacts, soggy scrolls, and bones so crushed and old that they crumbled into dust at the slightest breeze. His next army could not come from these elves—they were too pulverized to reanimate. Any spirit would have just dissipated into the air and drifted back into the Abyss.


    But he needed another army badly.


    He had been fighting under the surface of this planet for over 10,000 years, after piggybacking on Mekadesh’s portal system to the planet. He had been certain this would be a quick victory. He took Mekadesh by surprise, knowing that she hadn’t planned on holding this plane. He thought she would flee before him and move on, but she stayed, looking for something. Then, Demogorgon appeared, absorbing Orcus’ naurun demons with his damned gaze and destroying Orcus’ undead armies at every turn. Even the reanimated dark elves with their magical gifts were no match for the deathknights and naurun.


    After falling through the Abyss for a thousand years, these creatures were willing to try though. Anything to stop the plunge into the Void. The enemy was just as motivated but more naturally gifted. Ice magics were reasonably effective against the naurun, but most of his resurrects had no knowledge of these cold arts. So, they fought, and they fell for 10,000 years.


    Orcus had fled. He had no choice. Demogorgon had never been beaten. He had the perfect skill set to fight against naurun, even higher-functioning flame demons like himself. The Prince of Demons was impervious to fire. He could turn a demon to his side with a look from one of his two heads, and he had four strong arms, each capable of wielding a weapon. It just wasn’t fair.


    All Orcus had wanted was a second plane to call his own. For millions of years, he had only held one—a beautiful dark underworld in a remote part of the universe. Demogorgon held dozens. Each time Orcus tried to gain another, Demogorgon was there. The Prince of Demons was relentless.


    In truth, Orcus was tired of waiting to die in these caverns and underworld. The undead might have been better company if they hadn’t been on the run for thousands of years. There’s only so much fleeing a demon lord could do before even he might lose hope. Orcus needed out of this mess. If he could return back to his own plane, he would.


    But Demogorgon controlled the portal now. Any mission back to it was a suicide, and Orcus would have no reinforcements. Demogorgon would just intercept and turn them at the portal or destroy them. Orcus’ war for the plane was lost. Demogorgon had won the underworld. He would win the above-world war too, if he were allowed to join it.


    So, in a last-ditch effort, Orcus had abandoned his army in a final charge through Demogorgon’s deathknights, naurun, and other miserable creatures. He had slipped through the line and made his way to Xhonia, where his undead minions had told him the device had been removed. There was supposedly a path to the surface—a path to freedom.


    The problem was that Orcus had no idea what he was emerging into. He had been sending minions up the caverns for weeks, and none had returned. No reports came back, which was unusual. At first, he worried that Demogorgon had beat him in escaping to the surface, but the longer he waited, the more he realized the Prince of Demons was still behind him, fighting with the remnants of Orcus’ undead army.


    He had no more minions around him, and he was all out of patience. Whatever might lurk above him, he could not stand another moment underground waiting for Demogorgon. He was a demon lord, one of the most powerful in existence. He longed for natural light from a star. He longed for new foes and armies to raise. He could feel the dead responding naturally to him along the surface of the planet, only thousands of feet away, in what felt like a forest. Fleet-footed undead creatures bounded above him somewhere, chasing something like elves, but with shorter ears and thick steel armor.


    He caught glimpses of their quarry through the eyes of his creatures. The elf-like creatures wielded Light-infused weapons, undoubtedly from Mekadesh. Bearded faces. Round eyes. Mostly white. Long hair. They retreated into the forest, and his new recruits gave chase. The Light-wielders headed deeper into the woods. The non-magical ones headed for an enclave of some sort. A walled town or city.


    He studied their features in his mind and began molding himself to these humans. He shrank to just over six feet tall. His bony skull retreated, and he grew long black hair from his scalp. He made his skin pale, like theirs. His muscles contracted, growing stronger in their compact form, like springs with the potential energy of suns waiting to unleash devastation. He grabbed an ancient, soaked, and holey black robe from along the wall of the room and put it on.


    And then he began walking.


    Each step more confident and with a stride longer than the last. He bounded up stone stairways and punched through caved-in corridors. His excitement grew as a soft light reflected from the walls. The farther he ventured, the brighter it became, until he emerged from his crypt and into a courtyard.


    Green everywhere. Grass. Trees cracked the yielding marble, limestone, and monuments to a dying elven race. He closed his eyes and breathed the fresh air deeply. Life was everywhere, and Orcus hated it. Hated it but loved it at the same time. Out here there were fresh bodies. Out here, he stood a chance.


    He growled and smiled as he reopened his eyes. The sun set before him, and he found that fitting. The day was coming to a close here on Nirendia, just as the age of man was coming to a close.


    Soon, the dead would rise in earnest. Orcus would find a way to seal this gate to the underworld and trap his nemesis below. Demogorgon could keep the underworld. There was nothing else to really raise down there. Here on Nirendia, though, Orcus could feel the billions of creatures in the ground and decaying in the forests. These were his people. Some of them were just still alive. He’d have to fix that. That wouldn’t do at all.
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    The Orcs Move
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    Chief Bloodhand chewed on a handful of grass as he sat and watched his children wrestle in the fields north of Zobogvug. He played with his command beads, a necklace of large round stones gathered from streams that symbolized the perfect harmony of his clan. As he toyed with the beads, he often stared at his odd crimson dominant hand, the source of his name at birth, and marveled at the way the birthmark ended at his wrist into the green that covered the rest of his body.


    Bloodhand was an enormous creature, even by orc standards. Seven feet tall. Blond hair. Muscles that bulged everywhere beneath his light-green, jade-like skin. The muscles rippled along his naked chest and arms as he laughed at his middle son Gorsgog, who was actively subduing his littlest one Drahgo.


    “No!” Drahgo cried. “Off!”


    “Bested!” Gorsgog proclaimed, beating his chest. “You lose. Small. Food now.”


    Drahgo scooted from under his brother on his elbows, prostrating himself. The scene reminded Bloodhand of a leafless tree. Green trunk, like his son Gorsgog, standing over the brown earth, his flattened son Drahgo, who had his mother’s color.


    Bloodhand clapped in appreciation at his sons. He grabbed his large war axe from the ground and hurled it in a deadly arc at his youngest son, who managed to catch it, just in time. He did not worry about being caught without his axe amongst his people. If they killed him, it was not because he walked without an axe. It was because he was not fit to be chief anymore. If he could not kill someone with his hands, that person deserved the title and respect of his people anyway.


    “Use to hunt,” Bloodhand commanded Drahgo, in reference to his axe. “Heavy. Build strength.”


    He pointed at his son. “Soon, you ready. Soon, you win. Work hard. Bring food.”


    Drahgo gripped his father’s axe and rose from his submissive position. He grunted an assent and snarled at his brother briefly before stomping off toward the base of the Southern Peaks, where brown elk and soft-furred goats wandered.


    Orcs were notoriously dense creatures. They did not have the capacity to think deeply and only understood the natural order of things. The strong survived. The weak served the strong or perished. If a child or a mother survived birth, it was a sign that they had the courage and will to live. Orcs did not understand disease, for they could not fathom something small beating something large. Orcs believed in bravery and strength. A child who exhibited neither was thrown to wolves or worse. Nature demanded it.


    Bloodhand hated humans. He could not possibly understand them. Weak muscles. Small bodies. They mastered horses, which were bigger and stronger, which orcs considered very noble. A small thing mastering a big thing showed power. But humans also fought without honor atop towers and behind strange engines that flung fire and arrows. He hated dark elves too—not because he had seen them fight. He only knew of them by reputation from the orc oral legends. The shamans claimed dark elves flung flame and ice from their hands. This was unnatural and ignoble, and so Bloodhand hated them too.


    Like other orcs, he respected the wood elves, even if they were lithe and nimble, where his people were muscles and brutality. He would never call a wood elf a friend, but he recognized their strength. He also recognized a kinship. Like them, orcs had long, pointed ears. Like them, orcs had skin with shades of green and brown and tan. Like them, orcs respected the earth, even if the elves seemed to cherish the trees to peculiar extent. Bloodhand’s respect for wood elves was such that he might even take one to bed, if he ever captured one. However, wood elves were deadly. Arrows from afar and knives up close. A death to a wood elf was always a good death. Always.


    Bloodhand grinned at his son Gorsgog, as the middle child slammed his fist into an open palm, grunting and roaring with adrenaline that still pumped minutes after his combat with Drahgo. Should Bloodhand’s oldest son Ogdorn die, Gorsgog would be a fitting replacement in the line of succession.


    Bloodhand imagined his green-skinned son Ogdorn with his dark, braided hair and beard leading a raid on Doz Alkhu and extending Bloodhand’s clan holdings beyond Oldrakh and Gelgdaf. In his mind’s eye, he saw Gorsgog beside Ogdorn, both standing atop Bloodhand’s yellow-skinned rival Grimnar the One-Eyed. Then, the vision broke and a dark chill ran through his body.


    Bloodhand and his son Gorsgog grunted in unison. A challenge had been issued from the west. He felt it in his bones. Bloodhand growled as he stared toward Goat Pass.


    “Go,” Bloodhand commanded Gorsgog. “Tell shaman to meet. Bring all. We war.”


    Gorsgog nodded and grunted in acknowledgment. He ran south toward Zobogvug.


    Bloodhand’s brain couldn’t process why. He didn’t care what the mechanism was that drew him and his people toward the west. He knew the shamans would say it was the Great Light, but he felt something very different. He felt a darkness. A threat. A challenge to his leadership and his people. He would find that darkness, and he would kill it. And if he died, his sons would kill it or die trying. That was the orc way.
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    Bloodhand sat with his sons and five daughters in the honored positions around the Great Fire Pit of Zobogvug. The Great Fire Pit was the main social hub of the clan. Meals were prepared here. Warriors of great repute were burned here when they died. Great wars were started here.


    Before Bloodhand, across the fire, was an old orc with white hair and hard muscles under loose, brown skin. The shaman’s name was Wovtet. When he had been younger, Wovtet had been a strong warrior, but he had heard the call of the Great Light. She had whispered to him, and he had grown smarter. Bloodhand trusted him as all chiefs trusted shaman. Nature had bestowed insight to the shaman. Chiefs were not capable of thinking big, and they did not hear from the Great Light like shaman did.


    Thousands of warriors had gathered here. Gorsgog had made the horn call, but many had come here without it. All orcs felt the challenge from the west. All they needed was a leader and a direction, and they would leave their homes to whatever death awaited themselves and their loved ones.


    “We go war, yes?” Bloodhand asked.


    “The Great Light has spoken to me,” Wovtet said. “An evil comes from lonely mountain. Humans too weak. The strong must go. We must go.”


    Bloodhand bellowed a mighty war cry. He lifted two axes into the air and a thousand warriors of his clan yelled defiantly toward this new challenge to their might.


    “Oldrakh has heard the call,” Wovtet said sagely. “Velgdaf answers too. They go north, along the trees. The wood elves will not like this. We go our own way, through the mountains.”


    Wovtet spoke strangely, like the humans and elves did, but Bloodhand understood and respected him. He was orc and still strong. There was no reason to not believe the shaman.


    Bloodhand clapped and raised his hand triumphantly. Another war. Another chance to prove his valor.


    “Goat Pass,” Bloodhand commanded. “Cold. Wear furs. Bring weapons. Find evil. Destroy weak.”


    The orc people lifted their weapons and shouted their allegiance and defiance. Some cut their chests with knives to wet their blades in blood. All left the campfire and returned to their tents to grab whatever food, furs, and weapons they could carry. Some carried babies no more than five years old, to dip their children into the blood of vanquished enemies. If the child died in battle, then he or she had not been fit to survive. Nature demanded strength and luck, and so did the orcs.
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    Goat Pass took four full days to traverse. Orcs didn’t sleep on a warpath. Stopping during this short of a distance was considered cowardly. Dozens fell from the snowy ledges in the first night, whether from exhaustion or by slipping from the slick rocks. No one stopped to bury or burn them. It was not worth the time or effort. Nature had taken them because they were unfit to go to war.


    Bloodhand led the advanced parties as they left Goat Pass. He knew this land well and had raided most towns along the border. The humans were weak, and his numbers were strong. He knew the soft bodies would retreat like cowards, and so it was no surprise when the guards ran down the streets of Hell’s Edge ahead of his war parties.


    The guards yelled their alarms, and bells rang throughout the town. Strong men came out and engaged with Bloodhand and his sons. None were a match. His axes made caves out of one man and then another. Women fell too. When he encountered an undefended child running down the streets, he roared in frustration at the weakness of these humans. He killed it quickly, so it would never know the shame of its parents.


    Bloodhand roared a challenge to any who dared come out of their homes or shops. Those who did were greeted with a roar of appreciation before being dispatched with quick deaths. Those who shot arrows at him from windows were killed slowly by dismemberment and gut wounds. Coward’s deaths.


    Hundreds of grown men ran down the streets before him, and he despaired.


    “Cowards!” Bloodhand yelled after them. “You don’t deserve the Great Light!”
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    The Red Poet
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    The wood elf Nessamela drove her knife into a deer in a grassy clearing south of Nylelthalas in the Nomintaur Forest. Most hunters would gut the carcass, strip it of meat and fur, and discard the latter to enrich the forest floor. Perhaps they would say a prayer to the forest and Cronos. But Nessamela, the famed warrior who her people called Liritmear, was not most hunters. She hadn’t killed the deer for food or fur. She had killed it for sport—something to practice her knife work on. It was a ritual she performed every day. When she was done, she would bring it back to the women of the tree villages to serve to others.


    “Heart,” she mumbled as the blade went in.


    “Lungs,” she said with another stab. “Liver. Kidneys.”


    With each thrust, she thought of a man. An elf, actually. Dark skin. White hair. Red eyes that glowed slightly in the dark. Beautiful. Foreign. Forbidden.


    “Heart,” she whispered, striking the strung-up deer in the chest once again.


    Crimson dampness coated her tanned leather top and breeches. The blood ran down her shirt, congealing against her breasts and producing a sickening slosh and sticky spread with each new slash and thrust. Her brown hair began to fall from her top knot. Blood congealed everywhere. It ran down her stomach and into her simple cloth undergarments. It matted the hair in her armpits.


    In her mind, he smiled at her with pity in his eyes.


    “Intestines,” she said, surgically piercing and eviscerating the dead animal. “Liver. Kidneys. Groin.”


    She grew bored with the monotony of the gore and began slashing arteries instead.


    “Femoral,” she said as she slashed along the thigh. “Dorsal aorta. Carotid.”


    She had killed thousands of animals this way and used them like this. To her kin, her psychopathy was some form of higher level practicing. For her, it had simply been therapeutic. If it kept men from approaching her because they thought she was training to keep their realm safe, so be it. In truth, she was hiding and dealing with an embarrassment from her past.


    Nessamela had been born the child of a huntress and hunter. In the woodland realm, this was a noble profession, but it was a warrior’s birth with no real wealth or promise. She had no relation to royalty. Five hundred years ago, she had traveled to Phiol to meet him. She had made a fool out of herself, and he had looked at her like a king might look at a foolish teenage peasant girl with a handful of flowers. She was so stupid. He would never stoop to marry the daughter of wood elf hunters.


    But Gods, how she wanted him to.


    “Captain Liritmear,” a low voice hailed her from the edge of the clearing.


    “What is it, Lokwen?” she asked.


    She didn’t have to turn around. He had found her like this in the past. Always the look of apprehension mixed with horror. She didn’t need a mirror to know that she looked like a butcher. She was one. She was a carver of man, beast, and orc. She enjoyed the blood. She enjoyed the look of people who saw her coated in it.


    “An orc party has been sighted,” he said.


    “In the forest?” she asked hopefully.


    “No,” he said. “They hug the edge of the Southern Peaks from Oldrakh. They know what would happen should they set foot in our woods. Perhaps they’ve heard of the Red Poet.”


    She chuckled as she wiped a knife on a patch of skin that offended her by not being coated in crimson. Her adopted name Liritmear meant poem of gore in her native tongue.


    “If they think I only hunt in the forest,” she said, “then I have a surprise for them.”
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    Captain Liritmear knew the trees of Western Nomintaur well. They were nothing like the ancient, humongous fae trees of Nylelthalas or Yla Aiqua. And certainly not like the acres-wide fae of the capital Felsari. These trees had sturdier trunks and limbs, more like oak in bark thickness, crackling, and cover. Brown bark. Fresh sap. Leaves darker than the greenest meadow. The forest was so thick with three-hundred-year-old trees that some limbs were hard to gauge their true trunk source.


    On her back in a custom holster was a strung recurve bow made from the strongest fae tree she could find in Nomintaur, with enchanted horse-hair string capable of hundreds of pounds of draw strength. She could only manage about a hundred while in a tree, which was a lot for a six-foot female elf. She could manage it, though. She had the calluses and deformed bone structures to prove it. Under and crisscrossing the bow holster were two arrow canisters, each holding forty tightly-packed, bound-and-bundled arrows.


    She leapt from limb-to-limb with four dozen other rangers, each no more than fifty feet behind and spread in a conical formation with herself at the apex. Each elf wore specialized leather shoes with small, sharp metal cleats under the metatarsals and heel for gripping bark. Their non-dominant hands were covered in a cleated-glove for gripping strong tree limbs. Liritmear also wore cleats on the left side of her leather vest, which she expertly used to anchor herself to trunks while shooting right-handed.


    In truth, after hundreds of years of training, she was completely ambidextrous. She had won many competitions with left-handed holds, though in a real fight, she favored her natural strokes and right-handed holds.


    She smelled the orcs before she could hear them. Perhaps somewhere, far away, in some distant land, there was a civilized orc with a fancy top knot who washed himself with soap or lye. Her knives had never met one. Their body odors were so concentrated and rank that they almost caused her to wretch. If it weren’t for the thrill of the hunt and the natural breeze and speed from her rapid movements across the tree tops, she might have thrown up just to show her disapproval.


    If she had stopped long enough, she would have felt the vibrations of the orcs in the trees themselves, but she didn’t have time to stop. She could hear the war cries of the orcs as they stampeded towards Dragonpaw. Their yells attracted her like a female’s scent to a buck.


    She had to stop the orcs. Not because she liked humans, but because if the orcs moved on, she wouldn’t be able to kill them.


    The smell became stronger. The war cries grew louder. The light of the sun became brighter as the forest thinned, and she at last came to the edge of the forest. Not three hundred yards away, hundreds of orcs kicked up dirt as they stampeded along the edge of the Southern Peaks. The ground rattled and shook with the impact of their stomps. The air stank with their caked sweat and bodily neglect.


    With her left arm, she dug into the bark of the last tree and used her cleats to cut an arc down the trunk until she hit the forest floor. Her bow was unfastened and in her hand before she touched the ground. She counted forty-five males in range, moving fast along the plain, and most in practically no armor—not even leather. Their green and brown muscles glistened in the sun. She wouldn’t even need to use the piercing arrows designed for armor in her right holster.


    She grabbed a handful of arrows from her left holster. She slammed five of the tips into the ground, pulled back the draw string with deadly aim, lifted up, and let go within a few seconds. She fluidly picked up the closest arrow from the ground without looking at it, pulled it back, aimed upward and let go. Then the third, fourth and fifth. All six arrows were gone within twenty seconds. Not her best, but better than any human would dare brag about at over three hundred yards.


    Especially when all six arrows found purchase in the largest males she could see along the edge of the herd. Five of the males fell dead with protrusions from their heads. A sixth orc lucked out. The arrow had only pierced both of his legs, in stride, through his thigh and calf. She might not even kill him this time.


    “Naurun dhaeraowin!” she cursed. “U’Raanu lobuura!”


    A group of thirty orc men and women broke from the pack and roared in defiance.


    Liritmear ran her fingers down her cheeks, still bloody from butchering a deer, and then ran her finger across her throat. She rammed more arrows from her left pouch into the ground as the orcs began to sprint at her at full speed.


    The soft thuds of cleats digging into packed earth and grass behind her told her that her men had arrived.


    “These are mine!” she declared.


    “Captain Liritmear,” an elf named Belegcam protested. “You’re not the only one who has waited years for a party this big.”


    Belegcam frequently beat her in distance competitions, as he could pull his bow back with over two hundred pounds of force. But he was nowhere near as accurate at close range. He spent much of his time courting women and composing poetry, rather than practicing ten to sixteen hours a day like she did. In her quest to kill, she had developed an artistry—a grim poetry where verses dripped with the blood of orc warriors.


    Belegcam planted arrows like she had done and began firing. More orcs broke from the hundreds who still mindlessly charged toward Dragonpaw. Belegcam began engaging the same targets, wasting her arrows. She swore at him.


    “Utaa?” he asked. “Really?”


    She threw one of her arrows at him, bouncing harmlessly off his brown-haired head. The rest of her regiment began storing arrows in the earth and firing too.


    Her arrows missed more frequently as orcs fell to the earth from her regiment’s fire after she had already aimed and let loose her deadliest arcs. She cursed at her whole regiment now.


    “Mine!” she declared.


    Belegcam chuckled behind her as another one of his arrows felled an orc that she had been aiming at.


    “Fine!” she screamed.


    She pulled two brown-handled steel daggers from her belt and sprinted toward the advancing orcs. She aimed for the biggest, baddest one she could find. Her eyes widened, and she grinned widely as the distance closed and her stride lengthened. The green orc lifted his heavy club and set his feet to strike. In her mind, she saw the spot on the ground she would plant and side step his overhead smash. She planned the slash to his femoral and imagined the arc she would paint from his shoulder down his back, all the way down his calves and into his ankles.


    She counted all the organs she would puncture. Then an arrow buried into his heart, and she saw his eyeballs turn back into his head.


    She howled in frustration as yet another kill was taken from her. The ground shook violently as fifty more orcs stomped toward her. More arrows rained down, and her despair grew. She had only felled twenty with her arrows. If she didn’t kill at least thirty, she felt she wouldn’t be able to face herself in the mirror. These kinds of opportunities were few and far between.


    She turned quickly toward a brown-skinned orc female with a nailed club. Liritmear dodged a sideways swing and flicked her daggers upward, slicing the woman’s elbow through the tendons. Liritmear charged the much larger female, applying just enough force to knock the orc backward. She drove a dagger deep into the orc’s esophagus before rolling away from a male orc’s swing. He cursed at her as only a mate of the one Liritmear had just killed might.


    She ended his suffering with a knife through his temple. As the knife came out, a fresh spray of blood caked her hair, face and chest. She cried triumphantly at her twenty-second kill of the day. She yelled even more jubilantly when she saw the third wave of orcs breaking from the pack.


    She kicked an orc hard in the kneecap, shattering it. As he fell forward, she ran a dagger into his forehead and then snarled as she drove it downward to his chin. More blood spray. This time she kept her mouth open to accept the metallic taste.


    She pointed both daggers at a rampaging orc woman who challenged Liritmear by beating her bare chest above a thin shirt with two dagger-filled green fists. The orc was all muscle. Liritmear nodded in appreciation at the challenge, but her competitive spirit gave no quarter to a bold woman. She would not be spared.


    “You dare?!” Liritmear yelled. “You filthy Ittee!”


    The female orc was smarter and nimbler than most. She stabbed rather than slashed, relying on more precision than strength. Liritmear dodged with her body twice from left to right, and then quickly parried, cutting the tendons in the woman’s wrist during her last thrust. The orc panicked and attempted to bring a dagger down on Liritmear’s head, but the elf was too fast and bloodthirsty to feel fatigue. Liritmear could see her dagger’s glimmer through the woman’s mouth, thrusted upward through her prey’s jaw. A torrent of blood rushed through the opening and down the woman’s breasts. That was twenty-four.


    Two more men charged her, trying to overwhelm her with brute strength channeled into axes. The first carried a massive two-hander. The second a set of two one-handers. Both died with daggers in their hearts.


    The twenty-seventh man managed to knock her off balance with a fist to her shoulder. She screamed in defiance and kicked him in the chest, accomplishing next to nothing with the force as he was twice her body weight. Still, the cleats dug in and ripped flesh from his chest and cleaved off one of his nipples. As he yelled in pain, she plunged both blades into his chest. She pulled them downward into a grisly ‘V’ and felt the strangest arousal at the hot blood pouring down her forearms.


    “Jukkete!” she exclaimed, turning her back briefly to three orcs and smiling to her compatriots who still shot arrows at the advancing line.


    Belegcam struggled with a large yellowish orc. Her rival grimaced and growled as the orc spat in his face. Liritmear could tell that Belegcam’s grips on the sweaty orc’s biceps and triceps were loosening, and the orc might be free enough to swing one of his two war-axes at any moment.


    She closed the distance effortlessly. Behind her, heavy footsteps closed, and she knew they would try to attack her with her back turned. She would need to dispatch this axe-wielder quickly.


    Ten yards. The black hair of the orc turned white in her mind. His long yellowish ears were dark instead. Five yards. None. She drove a dagger through the orc’s spine and into his heart.


    “Lenk,” she whispered in the orc’s ear as he died. “Traako.”


    She did not have more time to relish in her twenty-eighth kill. She whirled just in time to dodge an overhead smash that rammed into the lifeless orc behind her. It fell onto Belegcam, who shoved the male off.


    “I was fine!” he complained before picking up his bow and firing off a quick arrow at one of the three attackers who pursued Liritmear.


    The arrow buried itself into an eye socket of an orc male with a five-foot club. He clawed at the arrow as he stumbled backward, too dumb to know he was already dead.


    She whined at losing another kill but managed to down the middle orc with a slippery dagger throw to the chest. She dodged a sideways axe swing, rolled to the body of the middle orc, retrieved her knife and cut the tendons in both elbows of the remaining orc in that party. It kicked at her but missed. She rewarded the fiend with five quick stabs to the kidneys, liver, and lungs in less than four seconds and a final stab to the heart. She lingered there, hovering over him as she watched the lights go out in his eyes—satisfaction clearly written on her face.


    Twenty-nine. One more and she could sleep well tonight. Just a few more and people might talk about her around one of the dinner fires.


    A massive reddish orc screamed defiantly, approaching her slowly. He deflected four arrows from her regiment in quick succession with his massive two-handed axe.


    “Mine!” she declared. “Shoot something else! Do not take him from me!”


    The creature seemed to understand her challenge and snarled. They both charged, with the orc delivering a powerful strike with the butt of his axe to her shoulder. She tumbled to the ground but recovered just before his overhead smash landed. She felt the reverberations of its slam into the ground just inches from her head. She rolled and sliced his calf as she tumbled clear.


    He howled, more in humiliation and frustration than pain, and she grinned at him. By now, her face was caked in a sheet of sticky crimson. Her cream-colored teeth were themselves dripping with the blood of orcs. She knew she was an intimidating sight, even if she was a foot shorter than this cursed orc.


    She beckoned him toward her, and he slashed diagonally. She could not take advantage and had to hop backwards to avoid it. She managed to land a few slashes against his bare forearms over the next few strikes, but only with enough force to redden him. His skin barely filleted against the muscles. He was a big man.


    An arrow dug into his shoulder, and she cursed whoever had done it. Panicked, she charged at him. He counter-charged, hitting her squarely in the arm and numbing it with the impact. She managed to use her free arm to pierce his ribs, but she didn’t hit any major organs. It was enough for him to yelp in pain and retreat briefly, though. She shook her numb arm and rubbed it until she regained some feeling.


    A crudely-made arrow landed at her feet, and she realized that their own archers had arrived. Any strong orc worth his salt carried melee weapons. Orc archers were always the smallest and slowest of the bunch, which is why they showed up last.


    The orc brute swung heavily and awkwardly because of his wounds. She cut his throat and didn’t stay to watch him bleed out. She instead looked toward the archers to make sure she wasn’t surprised by a runt of the litter.


    Besides, if they wanted an archery contest, she’d happily oblige them.


    She pulled her bow back out of its holster and tried to grab one of her normal-headed arrows from her left quiver. Unfortunately, she’d already used all forty of those. She cursed at her poor accuracy, caused by her companions felling her targets before her arrows had arrived. She reached for her right quiver and pulled out six of her armor piercers. Eight of their archers now pressed her company from around 150 yards.


    Belegcam downed one of them, but she didn’t feel pressure. This was not her first competition with him. As he fidgeted and fumbled with his second arrow, she let loose two of her own. They found their marks, both protruding from the chests of two six-foot orcs. Thirty-two.


    The other five archers retreated back to the horde of hundreds that continued on to Dragonpaw.


    “Damn it,” Liritmear said. “Only thirty-two.”


    “Yeah, yeah,” Belegcam said, waving at her dismissively.


    “Oh, you didn’t get that many?” she asked, grinning as they picked up their arrows and walked back toward the forest. “Was anyone counting for him? You know he’s kind of dense.”


    “Shut up,” Belegcam complained.


    “Did you manage to get ten this time?” Liritmear asked. “They were packed pretty tightly. Even a lucky person could have fired twenty into that crowd and downed ten.”


    “I had more than ten,” Belegcam said. “Probably twenty.”


    “Maybe fifteen,” an elf named Ainast said as he scaled a nearby tree with his cleats.


    Belegcam grumbled. “Probably,” he finally admitted.


    “Definitely,” Liritmear said, still grinning at him though he refused to look at her. “Still, you should be used to second place by now. Fifteen’s not bad—not bad at all. Maybe next time.”


    He grumbled the whole way back to Nylelthalas. Liritmear did too. Not loud enough for the others to hear though. She wanted a hundred. Maybe fifty, at the very least. Thirty-two just wouldn’t do. Next time, she promised to take out the entire war party.
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    A Loss of Confidence
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    King Aethis Eldenwald rested his head against his open hand, his elbow propped against the arm of the marble throne. His sons lined the wall behind him and to the right. His daughters to the left. His wife and adviser flanked him, and all of the assembled lords and ladies from Julian Mallory’s lordship ceremony were also present. None had left since rumors of the undead came to Kingarth. His Lord General had joined the room in full armor, washed but unshaven since his return from the field. Down the carpeted steps, two ambassadors stared up at him.


    The tan-skinned Visanth ambassador Garshasp crossed his arms within his black-and-gold, ornate robe. His eyebrows rose frequently as he sometimes removed his hands from their resting place in the soft cloth folds and stroked his black beard and mustache below his high, richly-jeweled turban.


    Beside the Visanth Ambassador, the dark elven Etyrian ambassador Valedar knelt as a show of respect, waiting to be addressed. He wore purple-and-black robes, likely as a tribute to the late Prince Magnus, whom Aethis and Shea still mourned, as did the rest of their kingdom.


    “Do you know how extensive the threat is?” Garshasp asked.


    Adviser Jurgen stepped forward beside the King, and Aethis appreciated the intrusion.


    “The undead surround Foxbro,” Jurgen said. “We have reports that they have also branched south toward Alefast and Perketh.”


    “And where, pray tell,” Garshasp demanded sarcastically, “did this new undead force come from? Is this the same undead army you claimed not even a week past had dispersed?”


    The dark elf Valedar cleared his throat. “May I speak, King? I believe I may shed some light here.”


    “By all means,” Aethis said.


    “This army attacks from Xhonia,” Valedar said, standing and nodding toward the Visanth ambassador.


    “The dead city?” Garshasp asked.


    Valedar sucked his bottom lip in. He was obviously perturbed at the word choice, but he let it slide.


    “We believe it’s an undead city now,” Valedar said. “We believe a group of thieves removed our magical barrier at Xhonia. What we had been holding back in the underworld is now loosed upon this world.”


    The entire room went silent.


    “This is not the work of the Necromancer?” Aethis asked.


    “No,” Valedar said. “I believe the Necromancer is on our side.”


    “You think the Necromancer fights for Surdel?” Garshasp asked incredulously. “Was it not him who attacked Mallory Keep?”


    “We believe he fights for the living,” Valedar said. “We humbly request Surdel cancel the bounties on his head and rally what allies you have to your side. Whatever magical abilities are available to your Kingdom, you must call on them right now.”


    Valedar gave Aethis a hard look. The dark elf didn’t have to elaborate. Aethis knew exactly who the elf was speaking of.


    “The paladins,” Aethis said. “You mean the paladins…”


    “I mean everyone,” Valedar said. “Do not repeat our mistakes. Do not try to fight these legions alone.”


    “Any man, woman or child,” Jurgen said, “who calls themselves a paladin lives at the base of Mount Godun. If an army has poured out of Xhonia and now attacks Foxbro, that army had to go through the paladins.”


    “You mean to imply that the paladins are likely dead,” Valedar said.


    Jurgen rubbed his balding head. “How else would the undead have reached Foxbro? If you claim the paladins can stop the undead, and they haven’t, then…”


    Jurgen shrugged weakly.


    “I cannot speak to the paladins and their motives,” Valedar said. “I only know that their number is significantly reduced.”


    “Perhaps they are under siege too,” Garshasp said. “Like at Foxbro.”


    “I came through the undead army as it arrived at Foxbro,” Lord General Ross said, his hands crossed over his belt. “I did not see any paladins. If they are still alive, they must have fled southwest or southeast.”


    “If they’re retreating from the undead,” Aethis said, “then what do we need them for? You want me to re-legitimize a traitorous sect of magic wielders who flee from the very threat we need them for? Don’t I need people who will fight the undead?”


    Valedar looked around the room with his lightly glowing green eyes. He seemed to struggle to express his thoughts in the appropriate words. Aethis realized that the ambassador may have been trying to find a politically correct way to express or recommend something.


    “Ambassador,” Aethis said. “Time is short. Speak plainly and speak quickly.”


    Valedar straightened and nodded. His purple and black robes dropped to his sides.


    “Your Majesty,” Valedar said. “Your people have hunted these men for centuries, over five hundred years. My people have more reason to distrust them than you do, and yet, it is not my people who continue to deny these people a place at your side.”


    “What would you have me do?” Aethis asked.


    “Whatever you have to do,” Valedar said, “while you still can.”


    Julian Mallory stepped from behind the Ambassadors. “We fought the undead with fire at Mallory Keep.”


    “Did it work?” Adviser Jurgen asked.


    “In time,” Julian said. “As they burned, the undead fought against our walls, but the fire took effect. The undead burn like anything else.”


    “Your Majesty,” Ambassador Garshasp said, twirling his mustache. “If it’s fire you need, we can provide that. We have dragon tamers in the south of Visanth. We would just need—”


    “Fire is good,” Valedar agreed. “At least, against the undead.”


    “Well,” Garshasp said. “That’s what’s needed, right? Aren’t we fighting the undead?”


    “The passage of your dragon tamers is granted,” Aethis said. “Like the Etyrian ambassador says, we must accept aid against the undead wherever we may find it. I’ll have the order relayed to our fleet in the Small Sea.”


    “The undead,” Valedar said, “are the least of your problems.”


    “You said there’s an army of them besieging a walled town not two days ride from here,” King Aethis asked. “What else should I be worried about?”


    “Demons,” Valedar said, “and demon lords.”


    “Demon lords?” Aethis asked.


    The dark elf grew silent again. His head drooped downward, and he slowly kneeled. After he had reached the floor, he looked around again with his glowing eyes. He stared at Julian Mallory. There was a deep shame in the elf’s eyes, like he was about to confess every sin he had ever committed.


    “My Queen believes it is time to share with you our story,” Valedar said. “We believe that you will hear it now and truly listen to it. It is the story of the fall of the world. It is our history with the demon lords of the Abyss. If you would listen this time, I will share it.”


    The Lord General approached, as did other lords around the room. People came so close that they could hear him whisper. When the shuffling had finally ceased and a hundred men surrounded the throne and the Etyrian ambassador, the dark elf finally spoke again.


    “20,000 years ago,” Valedar said in a broken voice, “Our greatest astral projectionist Selenor the Seer found someone, a great woman from another world. The two women bonded, but Selenor, a wise elf, did not trust this alien thing. She was filled with light, which seemed like an illusion. She spoke too sweetly. She promised too much. Knowledge. Power. Glory. A spot in the pantheon of the gods of this entire universe. An eternal garden created here on Nirendia. Selenor believed this woman was hiding something, but she was also curious. They continued to project to each other.”


    The elf stared at the ground. He began to sway slightly and his mind seemed to drift like flotsam in the ocean as he recalled more of this history.


    “The woman wanted to visit our world. She said… she wanted to see our people and to walk the lands. She said she was looking for something, and she thought our world might have it. Selenor probed the woman for information about her kind. The woman divulged that her people hated the cold, and that they were made of fire. Then, this woman, who claimed her name was Queen amongst her people, revealed that she understood Selenor had misgivings. She proceeded to reveal how a proper meeting place could be arranged. Because her people were made of fire, a great building of ice was required.”


    “What did you do?” Aethis asked.


    “She knew things about our planet and our people that even we didn’t know,” Valedar said. “She told us that ancient rocks had fallen from the heavens and made the valleys that contain the Surdel, Nomintaur, and Etyrian peoples. She said that underneath their craters was a pocket of frozen earth so thick that it could contain all of her fiery people. We would only need to seed the earth above with water and ice magic, which she offered to teach us how to make stronger. This would ensure the creatures that came here to this world, which she called Nirendia, would not break free to the surface. It took us 10,000 years to prepare the world for our doomed experiment. Thousands of acres sowed with magic to contain fire, but we did not listen to her. Not completely. The magics were destructive things, and our elders decided not to destroy our cities with ice. It turns out that our pride in our accomplishments was more destructive than the ice magic.”


    Valedar sighed deeply. He looked up at Aethis. His eyes were shimmering more than usual. He showed no other emotion.


    “That’s when we built the gate beneath Balahambria,” Valedar said.


    “What gate?” Aethis asked.


    “The gate to their worlds,” Valedar said, tears beginning to streak down his face. “An opening for her to walk through. We met, and she was as glorious in person as she had ever been in the projections. Golden hair. Pale skin. White dress. She looked like goodness personified, but her creatures were dark. They weren’t fire, not like we expected. They were like living shadows. We now know that there’s a difference, between the creatures she brought and the ones that arrived after her—the ones she prepared us for.”


    “Something else came through the gate?” Aethis asked.


    “Not right away,” the dark elf said. “Back then, Cronos the Creator walked our world. Everywhere he went, valleys grew greener. Fae forests sprouted between his toes. Where there was drought, he would cut his veins and rivers would flow to the Small Sea. He came to Balahambria, and he went down into the caverns to meet our guests. He fell in love, much like we had. She seduced him, and they went to bed down in the underworld. When she came out, she was a creature of darkness. We thought Cronos had corrupted her, but he did not return. We think he slumbers somewhere beneath the world, and she revisits him, keeping him from the surface. We visited with her for twenty years. We learned much. The Creator vanished for all that time, and we did not worry because she was there. Sometimes light. Sometimes dark.”


    Aethis shook his head. This story was far too fanciful for his tastes, but the elf appeared to believe his own legends. He didn’t appear to be lying or trying to deceive the King. Valedar’s eyes met with Aethis’ own and a frailty and vulnerability resided there in the elf. The King felt instantly sorry for him, whether he believed Valedar or not.


    “That’s when the others came,” Valedar said. “That’s when Orcus was upon us. He was… scaled… fat… and so large. The gateway’s portal bulged and swelled to fit his grotesque body. Rows of teeth and sharp claws. He had these leather wings that flared out and fingers on them that grasped elves and threw them into his maw. The fire demons came and then the undead. These creatures fought with the shadowy ones. She grappled with Orcus, but he was so much bigger. She called to us as we watched our people being devoured by claws, fire, bone and fangs…”


    “What did she say?” Adviser Jurgen asked, leaning in like everyone else in a huge circle of people just waiting on bated breath for every word of a story that might explain the undead.


    “Seal the city!” Valedar yelled, mirroring the woman’s loud command.


    “What did you do?” Aethis asked.


    “We did what she told us to do,” Valedar said. “We still trusted her. For the longest time, we thought that she was not the one we were fighting. We came out of the caves, losing so many, and we had so many meetings. Then we found out what really happened…”


    “What happened?” Aethis asked.


    “Lots of things,” Valedar said. “A new race of creatures appeared to the southeast. A corrupted race. King Calenanna’s people, some of them had been deformed.”


    “Calenanna,” Jurgen said. “You mean the wood elven king?”


    Valedar nodded absently. “Their muscles had grown so large that the weight of it hunched them. They couldn’t take to the trees without breaking the limbs. They talked strangely, and they were vicious and feral. They killed the King’s own nephew and did grotesque things. Made trophies.”


    Valedar sighed and put his head in his hands.


    “We didn’t know that she had created them until she told us,” he continued. “She claimed that once Orcus had arrived, it was inevitable that Demogorgon would follow him and contest this world. She claimed they were necessary to fight him.”


    “What?” Aethis asked.


    “What are you saying?” Jurgen added.


    “I’m saying that she created the creatures that have attacked you ever since,” Valedar said. “These creatures who roam the southern mountains and pour into your kingdom. The cause of the death of Prince Valens 7,000 years ago, where a castle now stands. The very construction of Mallory Keep, the Pillar of the East, which keeps the devils at bay. Her creations—the corrupted wood elves.”


    “These are all fables,” Aethis said. “Wives’ tales.”


    Valedar chuckled and shook his head. “If the wives of men tell the tales, then it’s only because they’re true. We built a gate that brought evil into this world. That evil has drowned my people in a sea of our own blood and bones. And now, after 20,000 years, our blood is spent. We hold a single city only because Demogorgon and Orcus have not claimed it yet. They’ve fought each other, and she has stayed in the shadows, corrupting Creator knows what else… Lusting after power or whatever she’s come here for.”


    Aethis gulped hard. “So… these demon lords… They’re worse than what attacked my keep? The one with fire for hands who melted our masonry at Mallory Keep?”


    “Your Majesty,” Valedar said, “these demon lords are the doom of our world.”
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    Challengers Appear
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    Clayton, the undead best friend of Ashton Jeraldson, stumbled down a dirt path that led through the forests east of Perketh. Cedric and Jayden had left him in the dust in their pursuit of Ashton’s kidnappers, and Clayton had no idea who had done it or if his friend was safe. He felt a connection to Ashton though, and it pointed him north toward the capital.


    His feet were raw from the constant movement, and his muscles ached all over. He hadn’t tried to sleep in days. He hadn’t really slept in weeks. If he closed his eyes and drifted off, there was only darkness—a reminder of his short time falling through the terrible, endless Abyss. And as he dropped into the blackness, he called for Riley. He called for Ashton, but in the Void, there was only darkness and silence. His mind struggled with the infinite and the lack of perspective and landmarks. All that was left was the terror of an endless, uncontrolled drop. And that’s why, despite his aching sides and jaw, Clayton struggled onward toward his friend Ashton, who had saved him from the perpetual darkness.


    Still, he couldn’t catch a pair of riders going full speed. Even if he could run normally, which he couldn’t, Clayton was no match for raw horsepower.


    He slowed down and then stopped. He swayed in the breeze and unwound some of his wrappings that covered the lower half of his face and the damage to his jaw. He hunched over and put his hands on his knees. He breathed hard, trying to catch his third or fourth wind.


    A rustling in the nearby woods distracted him from his mission. He looked north down the road and then over at the disturbance to his right and found a deer staring at him. He smiled briefly, but the simple act hurt his jaw. In the daylight, the animal’s eyes appeared to reflect a bright green from the forest canopy.


    Clayton grunted in recognition to the creature. He started to walk north again, but then he noticed more green eyes along the edge of the forest. He gave a more alarmed grunt as a family of possums and a wolverine sniffed at him through the air. Their faces were gaunt and their skin sunken. They looked dead, and some more decomposed than others. He began to wonder if he might have fallen asleep somewhere and that this was some new nightmare.


    A man stumbled across the path ahead of him. His bones were showing through his skin. Further ahead various critters scampered westward.


    Clayton grew more anxious. The only towns west were Alefast and his own hometown of Perketh. He lowered his head and limped westward, falling in line behind the other man who labored stubbornly through the forest. Within a few minutes, he came across a feeding frenzy. Dozens of putrid animals tore into an elk that was still in its death throes. Its lips moved in protest as an undead wolf growled and ripped flesh from its kicking hind legs while rodents in various stages of decay tore at its throat.


    Clayton grunted again as the man ahead of him joined the carnage. He paused briefly to process what was going on. Then, he looked west, toward his hometown but five miles away, obscured by forest. He stumbled over a log and through thick brush, picking up speed. These creatures seemed on a warpath, hungry like he was for the flesh of the living, but more feral.


    He pushed Ashton’s welfare out of his mind. Cedric and Jayden had a better chance of reaching him than Clayton did. There were friends and family closer at hand, and he needed to make sure they were OK.
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    Master Nathan hammered away at a pair of horse shoes for Farmer Albertson at the forge in Perketh. It was the first normal order Nathan had done in weeks. All along the ground were war hammers, axes, swords, pikes and spears. The town had expected retribution and vengeance for their mobilization against the Red Army and the death of Lord Mallory. Not even the most naïve of children in Perketh believed the King would accept the presence of undead in his kingdom.


    He thought of the way he and his long-time friends and family had mindlessly followed Ashton to Mallory Keep, driven by anger and outrage and his old apprentice’s promises to right the wrongs done by the Red Army. It wasn’t until Nathan had seen the fires consuming people he knew, that he finally snapped out of his dream-like lust. And when the demon tore through the heart of the King’s Guard, he and the other undead knew their march for justice was over. Now, he and the people of Perketh waited for retribution from the royal family or the local lords.


    However, no King’s Guard had come to harass them. No strange monks from Mount Godun. Not even a visitation from the Necromancer Ashton Jeraldson.


    And so, the people of Perketh did everything they could to return life or un-life to normal. The arson fires had long ago died down, so there was nothing left to put out. Wooden doors and thatch roofs had been replaced. In the market, two village elders and accomplished carpenters cleared away the remnants of Riley’s pyre and set about building a grand theater. Mayor Seth Collins already had the first play commissioned: The Siege of Mallory Keep, to be staffed by undead children.


    The sun had risen in the east, and the smell of fresh grass and morning glories filled the air. Birds had returned, which was both a blessing and a curse. The cardinals and blue jays competed for best bird song. The ravens and crows rested on the poor denizens of the town, confused by the scent of the recently deceased and opportunistically nibbling on the bare shoulders and necks of the undead. Up until that morning, these scavengers had been the worst of the problems the town had faced since returning from the siege.


    A strange sound carried into his open-air shop over the heavy clangs of his hammer against iron. At first, he paid no attention to it because the noise was so far away, but it was persistent. He stopped banging against the horse shoes to listen.


    Mayor Seth happened to be nearby.


    “What is that?” Seth asked.


    “A sheep, maybe,” Nathan said.


    If it was a sheep, it was startled and screaming, and it grew louder. A commotion arose in the north of town, where the affluent of Perketh still resided. A crowd was coming. Nathan grabbed a pike and threw it at Seth, who caught it but looked startled.


    “What do you think it is?” Seth asked as citizens left their homes and warily walked toward the northern part of the market square.


    Nathan grabbed a simple, heavy war hammer from his stockpile.


    “Nothing good,” Nathan said. He pointed at the weapons hanging along the walls and piled against the wooden columns of his shop. “Make sure our people are armed.”


    “Right,” Seth said.


    As Seth called to the people of Perketh, Nathan grimly approached the main street that fed into the market square from the north. He set his feet in the stone squares of the plaza and firmly held onto the two leather grips along the shaft. He inspected the four-foot weapon and the blunt and sharp ends of the hammerhead, readying himself for whatever came around the bend.


    Thirty or forty people pushed a small group of men forward, one of whom was manhandling one of the women of Perketh. The woman’s shrill screams had been what Nathan had confused with a sheep at slaughter.


    “What is the meaning of this?” Mayor Seth demanded as the five men approached, hounded by the crowd and still holding captive the protesting woman.


    As the men came within a hundred paces or so, Nathan knew something was definitely wrong. These five men were long decayed. Their smell was especially awful and gangrenous. Their eyes were glowing green, not luminescent like the dark elf who had come to Perketh when Ashton had visited. Their eyes were like green fire. This was not some lynch mob demanding justice for a simple robbery or mundanities like that.


    “Who the devil are you?” Seth asked.


    The undead man squeezing the woman’s neck tilted his head toward the mayor.


    “Let go of my wife!” Howland Davidson screamed as he pushed one of the foreigners forward.


    The lead foreigner buried an axe into Howland, startling the crowd. They gasped as Howland stumbled backward.


    “Have you lost your damned mind?!” Howland screamed.


    Howland, a burly six-foot man, pulled the axe from his shoulder and drove it down into the offender’s skull. The undead man fell to the ground and stumbled back to his feet.


    The lead undead foreigner struggled to breathe. He had obviously been in the ground as his skin was greasy, bloated and dark. He wheezed and seemed to be working himself up to talk. He seemed annoyed by the screaming that still came from the woman in his hands. He slammed a fist against her head, and she dazed.


    “You bastard!” Howland screamed, throwing himself against the line of protectors around his wife’s captor.


    “Who…” the large, grotesque undead man said, “is your master?”


    Seth stepped in front of Nathan. He held a pike with the butt against the ground, perpendicularly raised into the air.


    “I am the mayor,” he said.


    The fiery-green orbs blinked and a look of confusion spread amongst the five undead foreigners, one of whom still had an axe sticking out of its skull.


    “I’m in charge here,” Seth said firmly.


    “You raised?” the undead man asked. “You… lead?”


    “No,” Seth said. “That’s someone else. Who am I talking to?”


    “Servant,” the man said simply. “Like you.”


    “Servant?” Seth asked.


    The man nodded, still holding the dazed woman.


    “Orcus,” the foreigner said. “Lord of Undead… Doom of this world.”


    Nathan growled. He had heard enough. He closed the distance to the large, bulbous man quickly and wordlessly drove his war hammer downward, cleaving the man’s skull and torso down to the groin. The oily, pungent mess fell to the ground, still squirming.


    The woman named Sarah fell to the ground and scooted through the crowd, into the arms of her husband Howland, who cried unabashedly.


    “I thought you were a goner!” he said as he cupped her chin.


    “I’m already dead!” she said.


    Nathan grunted again as he heaved his war hammer high above the man with the axe in his skull. The foreigner shook his head in protest and tried to raise his hands to catch the shaft, but Nathan’s might was too much. The second foreigner fell and the crowd surged into the three remaining men. Nearby pikes pierced brittle bone and extinguished fiery green sockets.


    Someone doused the invaders with oil, and a torch was thrown onto the squirming bodies. Hisses and screeches protested their end.


    To the north and northeast, fresh screams rang out. Smoke appeared behind the shale roofs of the rich and affluent.


    “To arms!” Nathan screamed.


    “Fight for your town!” Seth commanded.
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    Cedric Arrington and Prince Jayden rode their mounts hard into the forests just south of Xhonia. The trail of the Lord General and Ashton was not hard to follow. In fact, it grew alarmingly easier the more they traveled north. Cedric followed the faster, lighter prince on his own mount. His helmed head was down to keep the lowest profile—not just for speed but to avoid the low hanging branches that might unhorse him and maybe even disable him at this galloping speed. His hammer was securely fastened to his back and did not jostle. Because of the foliage, he had taken the spear out of its holster along the flanks of his horse and held it under his arm in a low profile, pointed straight ahead.


    “Wait,” Jayden called, stopping to inspect nearby tree limbs and tracks, “there’s something wrong here.”


    “What?” Cedric yelled as he yanked on the reins of his horse.


    Jayden jumped down, and Cedric pulled alongside him. He watched the forests, very aware of the rustling of large beasts in the forest.


    “Something’s not right,” Jayden warned again.


    The dark elf sniffed at the leaves on a broken limb. He recoiled and brought out a red-handled whip with a long black fibrous core from his belt. Jayden spun around, checking the forest around him as the flailing black line twitched along the ground like a cat’s tail.


    “What is it?”


    “Undead,” Jayden said. “The leaves are coated with their smell.”


    Cedric’s horse whinnied, and Cedric patted Isilme’s mane and coarse fur to calm him down.


    “We’re not too far from Perketh,” Cedric said. “Probably just one of Ashton’s people. Maybe they’re looking for him too.”


    Jayden shook his head. “They smell older… they smell like Ul Tyrion… Phiol…”


    In the darkness of the thick forest, green orbs popped up amongst the trees in the distance.


    Jayden squeezed on the handle of the black whip, and it lit up in fiery red and orange. It singed the ground as it slithered like a snake. It coiled and tittered amongst the grass and weeds like a great serpent of flaming death.


    “What’s that?” Cedric asked.


    “Aikanaro,” Jayden said. “Draw your hammer. These are not Ashton’s creatures. These are the damned.”


    “Lord Orcus?” Cedric asked as he dropped his glowing spear to the ground at Jayden’s feet and unfastened his hammer.


    The hammer glowed white and hot, illuminating all in its Light. Undead forest creatures scattered in the bushes, and Cedric pursued. He smashed through the skull of a struggling long-dead deer, and then trampled small furry creatures as they scampered in front of him. A foul-smelling man clawed at his horse’s armored face and received a thundering blow from Cedric’s war hammer that snapped and collapsed the undead’s neck and shoulders.


    Cedric circled around to charge back toward his companion, who was now far in the distance, a red searing whip making arcs of death through bushes and even felling trees and lighting them afire.


    A putrid panther and bear were circling Jayden, leaping behind trees and dodging the whip-like weapon. Cedric charged at the panther, which sidestepped his horse and clawed at the light armor plating along his mount’s neck. Cedric realized the futility of trying to catch a cat on horseback, even an undead panther that was obviously hobbled a bit by the state of its body.


    He drew in his reins, dropped from his horse and led the panicking animal back to Jayden, who had scored the eight-foot bear with multiple lacerations across its chest. Its fur was on fire, and it howled in frustration and anger.


    The panther followed as Cedric patted his horse on the rear, sending it on a short gallop toward Jayden. It neighed nearby, safely out of reach of Aikanaro. The cat snarled and hissed as Cedric retrieved his glowing spear and dropped his hammer. With an opponent this fast and agile, the long spear gave him more comfort than the heavy weight and four-foot reach of the hammer.


    “Are you OK?” Cedric asked.


    Around Jayden were eight or nine smoldering carcasses. The dark elf violently flicked his wrist and another lash bit into the large bear with a satisfying, loud crack and pop.


    Jayden grunted. “Did you have a nice stroll through the woods?”


    “I came back,” Cedric said, sighing as he set his feet and positioned himself so his back was protected by Jayden and his magical whip.


    The panther leapt and Cedric rewarded it with a sharp stab to its shoulder. It screeched and rolled away, cowering behind a large boulder and then peering from behind a tree.


    “Coward!” Cedric shouted.


    “It’s just a beast,” Jayden said. “Not a man.”


    “Stop playing with your cub and help me pin this thing down,” Cedric complained.


    He looked back in time to catch Jayden sprinting toward the bear, which charged. The fiery whip trailed along the ground for a moment, burning a black path through brush, dead wood and ferns. Then it was alive again, crackling through the air and encircling the bear’s throat. Cedric gasped as the bear reared on its hind legs and instinctively grabbed onto the searing line. Its paws burst into flames and it howled even louder and more panicked in its pain.


    The elven prince slid under and between the large bear’s legs. Cedric watched in a mixture of shock and awe as the fiery line melted through the bear’s fur. Even from here, Cedric could smell the foulness of its burning, putrid insides.


    The bear crumpled to the ground, twitching. Jayden smiled as he returned.


    “You were saying?”


    Cedric turned and found the cat had regained some of its courage as the paladin’s attention had been elsewhere. He readied his spear, and the panther panicked. It leapt again, this time from much closer. Cedric shouted defiantly as he put his foot against the bottom of the shaft, securing it into the ground.


    The panther’s gums parted and white fangs protruded into the grim darkness of the forest. The spearhead pierced the creature’s sternum, and Cedric put all of his weight and muscle into holding the spear upward so it would not break free and glance. He did not want the creature on top of him in its death throes.


    The panther flailed against the holy spear, searing its insides as its struggles slid it toward Cedric along the seven-foot shaft. By the time it reached its final position, some three paces from Cedric, it was thoroughly skewered through the torso and writhing no more. Cedric sighed in relief, rolled from under it, put his plated foot against the shoulder of the animal and after much effort, pulled his spear free.


    He felt a strange presence beside him and wheeled on it with his glowing, greasy spear at the ready. There was nothing there.


    “Champions,” a woman’s voice said, and his legs began to tremble.


    He looked at Jayden, whose eyes were wide. He too knew the voice.


    “Ride with haste to Xhonia,” the woman said. “Orcus has broken free. Your family is in danger. Your people are in danger.”


    “Allison!” Cedric said as he scrambled toward his horse.


    He leaned his spear against his faithful horse Isilme. He grabbed his war hammer and quickly fumbled with the leather fastenings along his back.


    “I’ll come with you,” Jayden said.


    “My thanks, Prince Jayden!” Cedric said.


    He mounted his white horse and tucked the long spear beneath his armpit. Wordlessly, he wheeled his horse toward the northeast. He knew these woods well. His wife Allison and his young children Sylas, Jonas, and Sarah were not more than ten miles away, along the base of Mount Godun, taking care of his hobbled father-in-law Jonas Shelby. Allison was a strong woman, one of the most aggressive and mightiest paladins in the Order. Still, anyone could be surprised, as he and Jayden almost had been in these forests that he had known since childhood.


    He dug his spurs into Isilme’s flanks, and the charger reared, pawing its hooves in the air. When it came down, mud and grass flung into the air. Hooves hammered into the earth as the beast snorted furiously and took off like an arrow. Cedric kept his visor down as he crouched in the saddle, daring any undead thing to wander into his path. Allison would not fall like his father did, not on Cedric’s watch.
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    Orcus Redirects
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    Orcus emerged on top of a small hill a few hundred paces south of Foxbro. Hundreds of undead stared at him with unblinking, fiery green eyes. His long, perfectly-straight black beard swayed in the breeze, tickling the tattered, coal-colored robe that he had swiped from the frozen tomb of the dark elves at Xhonia. He closed his eyes, feeling outward toward Foxbro for the weaknesses in the town. Not the wooden walls. Inside the town, under the ground.


    He found three cemeteries. One of them was older, filled with bones that had no tendons or ligaments. No flesh. It might be possible to infuse them with something remote—a demon who might wear them as a coat. However, a demon under Demogorgon’s control would have just run rampant through his ranks, causing far more problems than the risk was worth. No, he needed a fresher grave. Something that could be more easily controlled.


    The southern part of the town had the shallowest graves, only a couple of feet down and without any kind of wooden boxes holding them. This was a poorer section of Foxbro. He found a dozen rotting bodies. Then a dozen more. He felt their fingers twitch and claw toward the surface. He could smell them through the ground, all of their pus and gore. He felt their claustrophobia and the pressure of the earth against them. He exulted with them as they emerged from the ground. Their brains had gelled and decayed to the point that only the most basic of functions remained. Unquestioning loyalty. Undeniably feral. Deadly, docile and hungry. Just the way he liked them.


    A patrolling guard was the first to be disemboweled, only a few feet from the cemetery. The freshly undead swarmed the body, ripping out his throat first so his screams only came out as sputters and gasps. The poor thing writhed on the cobble streets for half a minute before his eyes glazed over. Orcus turned him quickly to his own side with a dark threat—serve or fall into the Abyss. He felt the man’s consciousness fall away to the back of his mind, and then there was only the swarm.


    A woman. A small child—always a delight because they were far more pitiful, merciless and easier to slip through defenses. An enemy often perceived them as poor, decrepit and in need of aid, whereas a hobbling adult was often seen as a loitering nuisance and suspicious. They came upon three men playing dice in an alley. Then two women washing clothes in an open well.


    He found the more affluent graves in the northwest of town and quickly turned them. He focused on the ones in open-air mausoleums, where the undead could break chains and slip out into the night. These dug open the other graves with their hands, lifting the coffin lids of any still putrid corpses. A few of them had stubborn owners. Most were simply vacant, willing hosts to his parasitic mind.


    He had almost a hundred ravenous fiends in the town now. The first real alarms went up. Fires lit along the walls. Archers rained down arrows on the surprise host within the walls, but someone had told them about what killed the undead. They knew about fire. That was surprising. Most worlds tried to fight hand-to-hand first.


    A struggle behind him broke his concentration. He looked back to find two of his minions holding a human.


    “What is the meaning of this?” Orcus demanded. “Just kill him.”


    The minions looked at each other but held the squirming man firmly in their rotting arms. Orcus started to say something else, but he faltered at the smell of the man. The thing was clean and reeked of strong flowers and soaps, but underneath that was something far more familiar. Death. Fresh, sweet death.


    “Why do you fight against my people?” Orcus asked.


    “I will resist anyone who attacks my town!” the man said.


    “Your town?” Orcus asked, puzzled. “Foxbro?”


    “No,” the man said, staring at his left captor like he might still try to kill him. “These cretins took me from Perketh.”


    “South,” Orcus mumbled, feeling the minions gaze toward where they had grabbed this creature. “And what lord do you serve?”


    “I serve my people!” the man said. “Lord Mallory is not my master!”


    “So, Lord Mallory brought you into being,” Orcus said, “but you deny him his rightful claim. How interesting… What do I call you?”


    The man was silent. Orcus’ two minions punched him in the face and sides until he finally coughed and told them to stop.


    “My name is Seth,” he said. “I am the Mayor of Perketh. My people will pay you whatever you want.”


    “Pay me?” Orcus asked. “Whatever would you pay me?”


    “Weapons,” Seth said. “Armor. Food. Our town has artisans. Craftsmen. One of the best smiths this side of the Small Sea.”


    “The Small Sea…” Orcus said, closing his eyes again.


    Some of his minions had ventured far south, but none so far as a sea. He dreamt of salt and sails. He could get used to freedom again.


    “You will tell your people that I am their master now,” Orcus said. “Where they served this Lord Mallory or Mayor Seth, they will now serve me.”


    “Or else what?” Seth demanded.


    “Or else I will fling you into the Abyss,” Orcus retorted indignantly. “Who do you think you are?”


    “I’m a free man,” Seth said, “democratically elected by a free people. They’ll never serve you. I’ll never serve you.”


    Orcus ground his molars together. “This is most vexing.”


    He turned toward one of the captors. “And the whole town is like this?”


    The slimy-skinned corpse nodded. “A few hundred, I think. We came upon it early in the day. They have crude weapons and fire. Strong though. Fresh bodies. Some are even healing, it seems.”


    “We will resist you to our last breath!” Seth declared.


    “Will you?”


    A dark anger boiled inside of Orcus. A snarl formed on his lips that almost turned into a growl. He slowly and menacingly stepped between a minion and Seth and bent low so that his eyes were only a couple paces from his prisoner’s.


    “Fine,” Orcus said. “Then, I’ll take that too.”


    Orcus pressed his lips against Seth’s and inhaled. Seth’s skin darkened, and Orcus felt the undead man’s veins and organs pop at the pressure. Seth gasped and spewed blackness, and then he struggled between his captors no more. They dropped him to the ground like a sack of potatoes.


    “A whole town?” Orcus asked.


    The minions nodded.


    “Who else resists us?”


    “There’s another larger town of undead to the southeast,” the minion said. “Dona, they call it.”


    “Another town?” Orcus asked in disbelief. “More? Whose creatures are these?”


    “And then there are the light warriors,” the minion said.


    “The light warriors…” Orcus said sourly. “Mekadesh… what are you up to?”


    “We avoid them for now,” the minion said, “but they kill us by the dozens.”


    “You avoid them?”


    “They wield the Light,” the minion said. “It scorches us. We swarm, and they fight us off. The weapons sear.”


    “How many have you killed?” Orcus asked. “How many are left?”


    The minions looked at each other uncomfortably. “None,” the more talkative minion said, “We know of none. They attack us mercilessly. They wear thick armor. We move toward the towns like you told us to. We kill the weak. We absorb their ranks.”


    “Where are they?” Orcus asked, searching out with his feelings, gauging the fears of his vastly spread horde. He felt an answer before his minions replied. Close by. Outside Xhonia where he had emerged but to the east.


    “Never mind,” he said.


    He turned briefly toward Foxbro and the chaos of undead fighting men within the wooden town walls. Fires were spreading. He couldn’t tell if he was winning or losing. Panic and confusion spread within the town. It felt like winning.


    He walked toward the southeast.


    “My Lord?” the minion asked. “Where are you going?”


    “To snuff out the Light,” he called back. “This town is filled with common men and to the south are just undead. I’m needed to the east.”


    “Do you need us to come with you?”


    “No,” Orcus said.


    “Won’t you need your army?”


    “I’m the Lord of the Undead,” Orcus said, “and this world is filled with corpses. My army is everywhere.”
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    A Paladin’s Last Stand
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    Allison Arrington, the wife of lead paladin Cedric Arrington and a warrior of Light herself, shook her father in his bed in their shared home at the base of Mount Godun, just west of Xhonia. Outside of the house, all manner of undead creatures scurried across the porch and ran into the log exterior. At times, the cacophony of so many animals hitting the solid walls was deafening. Multiple birds slammed into the thick windows. Something large slammed into the front door again and again. Medium-sized critters climbed the walls and then onto the roof.


    Through it all, Jonas Shelby slept. Since his stroke following her initiation, waking him over the years had been difficult. In any other situation, she might have let him sleep, but she needed him mobile. Whether to fight or flee, she couldn’t leave her father in his bed.


    Her eldest son Sylas, named after her husband’s famous father, was sixteen. He dressed himself and his brother and sister in the western side of the house. Jonas Arrington, her middle child at fifteen years of age, had been named after her father, the man she kept trying to rouse. Allison’s youngest was Sarah. Though each had been trained in hand-to-hand fighting, as all paladin children were, Allison knew they weren’t ready for this kind of battle. She wasn’t even sure she was prepared, and she had taken the oath and received and trained with her Light-filled swords The Twin Sisters.


    Her father might add another blessed hand, if he would just wake up.


    “Mom,” her eldest son Sylas said from the doorway. “They’re dressed in their war leathers.”


    “Both Jonas and Sarah?” she demanded in that motherly tone that clearly expressed doubt.


    Sylas nodded. He winced every time a new creature thudded against the window above Jonas Shelby. She turned briefly to look Sylas over. He was handsomely fitted into the initiation armor set that Cedric had commissioned for him. The paladin ceremony wouldn’t be for another two years, when Sylas came of age.


    Jonas was only a year younger. Cedric and Allison hadn’t been able to afford his set of armor yet. Besides the cost, she thought there would be more time. For now, her son Jonas the Younger would have to wear his leathers. Sarah idolized her brothers and mother and swore she would be the second female paladin after her mother. Allison tried to dissuade her, but the oath she had made seventeen years ago forbid her from expressing it directly. All she could do was name off the many professions, voyages or marriages Sarah might have done instead.


    And all Sarah did was fight her on it, just like Allison had done seventeen years ago with the man sleeping through the end of the world.


    “Make sure your straps are tightened,” Allison told Sylas, “and make sure your brother and sister are absolutely secured and ready to go. This isn’t a game, Sylas. We don’t get prizes for going through the motions. This is life and death. Make sure your brother and sister are ready. Their lives depend on it.”


    “I know, mom!” Sylas said defensively.


    “Papa,” Allison said, shaking Jonas the Elder again. “Papa, you have to get up. We have to leave.”


    “Mom,” Sylas said, pushing a straggling blond hair back into his shiny metal helmet. “I’ll take care of Grandpa. You have to get your own armor on.”


    She looked down at her leather breeches and dirty blouse. She nodded and pulled her light brown hair into a bun as she walked through the door and into her adjacent bedroom. Sylas passed her, and she watched him to make sure he was going to do what he promised.


    “I’ve got him,” Sylas assured her before shaking Jonas Shelby.


    She saw dark wings flapping against her bedroom window, smearing guts and gore across the thick glass. In the corner was her own black armor set. She looked at it out of the corner of her eye as she tied her hair with a worn strip of leather. She hated the dark color. She painted it that way for Cedric, to show solidarity with him and to share in his shame. In truth, she did not feel the same as he did. Where he saw a demon lord, she saw a savior—a woman who gave her the power to vanquish the undead and demons. Without the Holy One, the world would be doomed and her family with it.


    The thumping continued as she sat down in a sturdy chair and put on her leather shirt, chainmail skirt and chausses. She hardly recognized the weight of her mail hauberk. She slipped on her plate sabatons and tightened the leather straps until everything was snug. Then her leg guards. Then something curious happened. The whole world went silent. She stopped fastening her armor as her ears adjusted.


    No birds against the window. No thumping along the walls. No scurrying of feet and claws along the porch. Nothing.


    “Mom?” Sylas asked from the other room.


    “Is Papa up?” she asked.


    “No,” Sylas answered.


    She heard him mumbling encouragement to Jonas Shelby.


    She grabbed her black pauldrons, breastplate and backplate and squeezed through her bedroom doorway. She strained her ears to hear something, but everything outside was still.


    “Mom?” Jonas Arrington asked.


    His light brown hair was wavy and his green eyes filled with worry. He wore his full boiled leather armors, including his helmet. Behind him was a medium-sized hammer strapped to his back. Sylas had equipped him well.


    “It’s ok, baby,” Allison said, rubbing Jonas the Younger’s head. “Help me.”


    She dropped her pauldrons to the floor and slipped through the leather straps of her breastplate. Jonas pushed her backplate against her shirt and began to fasten it against her breastplate. Allison panicked as she realized her daughter was not in view.


    “Sarah!” she called. “Sarah!”


    “I’m right here, Mum!” Sarah said, leaving the children’s bedroom dressed in full blackened leather armor.


    Allison forgot her worry about the quietness and smiled as her three children were in full view. Her father lay on his side in the room to her left, still wearing his cream-colored, ragged nightgown. Sylas shook him gently, still urging Papa to rise. The hearth fire spread warmth throughout the living room. And the stillness was so foreign and surreal, especially for a house in a forest, that her mind was hyper alert, recording everything.


    Three loud, slow knocks rapped against the door in front of her. Human knuckles. Heavy and patient.


    “Cedric?” she asked.


    She clicked her fingers and pointed at the pauldrons on the floor. Jonas the Younger fumbled with them, raised them and helped her put them over her breast and backplates, covering her shoulders and the weak spots under her armpits. She felt better. More protected. Almost ready.


    “Sarah, grab my helmet and the Twin Sisters,” Allison commanded, “and each of you get behind me.”


    Jonas Arrington pulled his four-foot war hammer. Sylas joined them in the living room and pulled his weapon as well, identical to his father’s.


    “Cedric?” Allison asked again.


    What came back was a strange voice. Human but cold.


    “Don’t be impolite,” the man said. “I’m sure you’ve heard of me by now. Let me in.”


    Sarah rushed back into the living room and handed Allison her helmet and sword. Allison slammed the black-plated, barbute helmet onto her head. She grabbed her two swords, the blessed blades bestowed on her by The Holy One. They lit up like carnival fires, brightening the room.


    “You are who I’m looking for!” the man said in response to the lit interior. “Paladins!”


    The front door burst inward, shards flying everywhere and tinkering off Allison’s metal armor. She protected her eyes and children instinctively with her hands, still managing to hold onto the Twin Sisters despite the surprise.


    A man with a ragged dark cloak, long black beard and raven hair smiled through the shattered doorway. His teeth were abnormally white, not yellowed like most people, and they were sharp. He strode slowly and confidently into the room.


    “Such beautiful blades,” the man said, “and children.”


    He waved to them and she saw her sons retreat slightly behind her out of her periphery.


    “What do you want?” Allison demanded.


    “This world is mine,” the man said, “and your people are getting in my way. You seem important to this…” he chuckled, “Order. Who are you?”


    “We are paladins,” Sylas said.


    “You are not!” Allison said. “Mister, I don’t know who you are, but we’re not important. We’re just a family, trying to make ends meet out in the woods.”


    Orcus chuckled and took another couple steps forward. Allison and her sons backed away. Her father Jonas Shelby was in view, but still sleeping. The man peered into the room and then looked back toward Allison and her children.


    “A family with two demon-killing swords filled with Light?” the man asked. “What do you really hope to do with two short swords? You think you’re going to leave this place and swing until your arms get tired? You think you can keep that up for twenty years? Forty? A thousand? We are endless. We are horde.”


    “Mister,” Allison said, “I don’t know who you think you—”


    “My name is Orcus,” he said, “and I am a demon lord—the most powerful demon lord on the surface of this planet. I command the undead, pestilence and disease. Whatever your master has told you, it is a lie.”


    “The Holy One hasn’t—” Allison said, her swords still held ready to strike.


    “The Holy One?” Orcus asked. “Is that what she has you call her? If that woman is holy, then I’m a saint four times over. She’ll lay down with anything to get what she wants. She’s slaughtered even more creatures than I have. Women. Children. Women with children still inside of them. You think she’s holy? You think she’s pure?”


    Allison winced at the implication, but she didn’t believe him.


    “You lie,” she said. “All demons lie.”


    “Yes,” he said. “Yes, now you get it. And what do you think she is? What do you think any of us are? How many of your kind remain? Just what kind of chance has she given any of you against an army of tens of thousands? 30 paladins? 40? 100?”


    “We have enough,” Sylas said.


    “Shut it,” Allison warned. She didn’t want to goad a demon lord into a fight, and she didn’t want her children to be his focus. She’d never faced a demon lord. No human had. The last thing she wanted to do was get into a fight with a creature she didn’t know the limits of when her children were within paces of a god amongst demons.


    “You are not my enemy,” Orcus said. “Your master? She came here for something. Even I don’t know what it was, but she doesn’t have it yet. You paladins? You’re a plaything. She’ll grow tired of this planet, and then she’ll leave me here to fight Demogorgon. You think I’m evil? I just want you to live forever.”


    “As a mindless undead cretin and slave!” she said.


    “But immortal,” Orcus said, raising his hands. He peered into the room where her father slumbered. “You get old. You get frail. You lose your minds. You get sick. Strokes. Heart attacks. Diseases. Cancers. Things you don’t have the medicine for. Some things you don’t even know how to explain. I take that away. I give you immortality. I don’t fling you into the Abyss, like your master does. Or Demogorgon. I keep you there, in the back of your skull. Near your loved ones. Near your homes and friends.”


    “Unable to communicate with them,” Allison said.


    “How do you know?” Orcus asked. “Have you ever been undead before? I hear there’s a whole town of undead south of here in Perketh. The people work normally. They fraternize and their children play stick ball in the streets. Perhaps, I could give you that immortality. Would you like that?”


    “I didn’t ask for immortality,” Allison said.


    “Who wants to live in a world set fire?” Sylas asked.


    “So informed,” Orcus said exaggeratedly, “but wrong. You’ve apparently heard of Demogorgon, the chief of our mother’s creations. I’m naurun like him, but I don’t seek the flame. I seek life. I seek unlife. Your people have a choice. Mekadesh doesn’t want this world, and she doesn’t care about you. Take it from me. Believe me, I know. She wants something on this planet. Not you. Not your sons or daughter. Not your father or your husband. An object, probably. Something she’s lost. Perhaps from when she last tried to destroy the universe.”


    “You lie!” Allison accused.


    “Do I?” Orcus asked.


    Allison took a step backward, and she saw Orcus’ eyes grow bigger as her children huddled behind her.


    “Is this your answer?” Orcus asked. “Are you condemning your family to the Abyss?”


    “Door,” Allison commanded.


    She heard one of her sons fumble with the back door behind her. Orcus shook his head slowly and then two leathery bat wings shot out of his back, covering the wall beside the front door. The demon lord began to advance. A long black weapon seemed to appear out of nowhere, like it grew out of his arm. He raised it, and Allison growled in defiance as she readied her Twin Sisters to deflect a mighty blow.


    But a white light blinded her attacker, and sparks showered the room as something massive and heavy hit the demon lord in the shoulder, forcing him backward.


    To her surprise, her father had emerged in his nightie and a two-handed, white-hot war hammer. He slammed it down again on Orcus, who defended himself by raising his right arm. The hammer came down mightily, but the demon lord’s arm took the blows. Specks of bright light flew into the air with each smite, blows so hard they would have shattered any demon in the trials on Mount Godun. Orcus recoiled and hissed at the sparks of holy flame. He lashed out with his wings, brushing Allison’s father back.


    Jonas Shelby came back screaming fiercely.


    “Papa?” Allison asked, her bright swords dropping slightly at the spectacle.


    “Go!” he yelled as he brought his hammer down again.


    She hadn’t seen her father with such energy since his stroke. He had barely even spoken in ten years. She turned and pushed her sons and daughter through the door. Her son Sylas saw the first undead attacker before she did. He brought his large hammer down, through the skull of a slimy, moss-covered man. Jonas the Younger swung at a brown elk with a hammer, but the animal evaded the blow. Sarah thrust at the creature with her short sword.


    “Go!” Allison repeated again.


    She watched the Light flicker like heat lightning through the back door of the house. She worried over her father as the sound of his hammer hitting something like metal echoed out into the backyard. An undead man reached for her, and she sliced through his shoulder. His flesh seared and a white light flashed in his eye sockets as he crumbled to the ground.


    A buck with gnarled, mangy lips snapped at Sarah, and Allison saw red. She cut right through its rancid neck, decapitating it cleanly. Sarah looked back at her in confusion, stumbling away from the house.


    “Run!” Allison said. “Do not stop!”


    The forest around them came alive as the metal clanging from the house continued. Over and over, her father swung at Orcus. She felt an immense pride well in her as she stabbed and slashed at another undead man who lunged at Jonas. Squirrels and birds came out of the bushes. The ones her children missed, she cleaved in two. They made their way east where Allison knew most of the paladins were fighting the undead emerging from Xhonia.


    In time, the metal clangs from her home grew fainter. Then they stopped. Allison teared up as she pierced a bear cub through its wretched, undead heart.


    “Thank you, Papa,” she said. “Thank you.”
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    The Southern Invasion
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    Prince Jandhar stood on the bow of a war birlinn, a type of oared galley employed by the Visanth Empire for centuries. On land, he wore his long black hair in a turban. At sea though, he let it hang down, unbraided and uncoiled to his mid-back. When he was a kid, sailing with his father King Jofka, he loved to close his eyes and feel the wind in his hair and against his naked tanned chest. But since his father died to the assassin Theodore Crowe, Jandhar never closed his eyes near enemies. And in these Small Sea waters, just south of the Kingdom of Surdel, enemies were everywhere.


    As they approached a line of twenty war ships of Surdel, Jandhar called for a halt to the rowing. The admiral of the local Surdel fleet ascended the bow of his flagship and saluted. Jandhar exhaled a sigh of relief. He knew about the King’s invitation and safe passage, but there was no guarantee that all of the naval commanders in the thousands of vessels in Surdel’s navy had gotten the same message.


    “Godspeed!” the opposing admiral yelled. “I have word from my wife via pigeon… that the undead have swarmed down through Alefast! Before long, they’ll be at Fomsea. Godspeed to you, sir! May you find success!”


    Jandhar smiled and waved. “I’m sure we will, Admiral! We’ll kill our enemies and drive them from this land!”


    The Admiral waved, misinterpreting Jandhar’s promise, and returned to his quarters. Dozens of hardened men from both sides lined the decks. Heavy ballistae lined the opposing vessels, each capable of piercing his flagship’s hull. In previous decades, they would have already fired.


    Jandhar’s largest pet Jahgo breathed against his neck. Contrary to popular belief, the exhalation of a dragon was not hot. Their breath only got warm when they became angry, or when Prince Jandhar gave them the command to fire. Trained as they were by Jandhar, they were loyal to a fault. They would rather die than disappoint him. Otherwise, they were playful creatures who grew to a couple dozen feet long.


    Jahgo was an overachiever and Jandhar’s favorite. Thirty feet from nose to tail, scaled, black with a yellow belly and mean when it wanted to be. Jahgo had three brothers named Nintil, Zosa, and Venzin, all of them green and fifteen to twenty feet long. Their sister Jasmine was white as snow—a rare albino dragon and almost as long as Jahgo.


    He had personally bred them in southern Visanth, in the Shadeen Mountains, and saw to their obedience training with the finest dragon handlers in the world. Jahgo had been born and bred within a couple years of his father’s death. The brood had only one purpose, for all of their expense, which would have paid for a smaller nation’s army. And they were already perhaps the oldest dragons who had existed since Cronos or Sven had changed their species, for dragons were notoriously fragile creatures. Most barely survived their shells.


    The membranes within their heads that produced the jet of hot fire degraded with every use and with age. Each creature was destined to one day try too hard and fight for too long. Once the fire and combustion broke those membranes, the creature would burst into flames or explode quite spectacularly, depending on whether the flammable liquids filled its stomach first.


    Hundreds of Jandhar’s brood had died in such ways. It was only his staggering vengeance that gave him the patience and endurance to watch his hatchlings try, fail, and explode—over and over again.


    But while these five lived, for those few years as adults, they were superweapons. They could raze whole towns. Light up an army of thousands. One of them could avenge his father’s murder and engulf Kingarth’s main keep in flames. Five of them could burn a hole in the world so large that Cronos himself would think twice of messing with Visanth again.


    And each of these dragons, his own personal brood, were with him on this ship. They sailed to Surdel from Scythica, the capital of Visanth. This flagship was one of a hundred under his command in the fleet, and all of them laden with pikemen, roughnecks, and killers. Ten thousand men strong. And none of them, not even all of them combined, were as deadly as his five dragons.


    The Visanth Empire came to this land at the invitation of King Aethis Eldenwald to help Surdel fight demons and undead. But Jandhar did not come to help Surdel. He came to avenge his father. He would land at Sevania in the far south of Surdel, and then he’d burn a path straight to Kingarth. He swore on his father’s soul that Kingarth would burn like Jofka’s lifeless corpse had burned on the royal funeral pyre north of Malak.
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    The Second Offer
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    Ashton awoke crumpled against the wall of the makeshift icebox for Frederick Ross. His nightmares had been terrible, filled with tortured visions of Riley, Clayton and rotting corpses. Waking up in the cold was better, but not by much.


    The metal sconces on the wall were smothered. Light filtered in through stained glass windows that were protected by a thick layer of insulating, translucent off-white glass. The result was that the furniture took on an eerie, softened rainbow of colors in the daylight.


    The walls were made of stone and well-masoned. He might be able to chip away at the blocks of glass in the windows with his silent roommate’s sword beneath the table. However, Ashton worried that if he were caught in vandalism or trying to escape, Godfrey Ross might do more than choke him next time.


    He pushed himself to his feet and refused to look at the body of the famous champion. He walked over to the door and tried the handle, but the door would not budge.


    “Come on!” Ashton yelled, rubbing on his bare arms under his cloak to fight the cold.


    He glanced at Frederick.


    “This is not going to work!” he yelled. “I’m not doing it. I’m not raising another demon!”


    He put his hands on the table and looked at the refracted sunrays coming in through the windows.


    “Not again,” he whispered.


    The door flung open and Lord General Ross strode in, all business.


    “I just came from the King,” he said. “The situation is dire. A demon lord has risen from the underworld—”


    “Orcus,” Ashton said, turning his head to look at the plate-clad general.


    “How did you know?” Godfrey asked, moving beside Ashton and putting his hands on the table beside Ashton’s.


    “It’s hard to explain,” Ashton said. “My dreams and nightmares sometimes have information in them.”


    “Well, here’s something you may not know,” Godfrey said. “The undead are everywhere. They’re sacking Foxbro, Alefast, Perketh, and every town we’ve received pigeons from in the south.”


    “They’re not my undead!” Ashton said. “I didn’t do that. It’s all Orcus.”


    “It doesn’t matter whose they are,” Godfrey said. “If we’re going to fight demon lords, the Kingdom of Surdel needs its heroes. It needs my son.”


    “Swords don’t kill the undead,” Ashton said. “You need fire, and you need to make sure there are no corpses in Kingarth. I’ve seen Orcus moving in my dreams. The dead respond to him, without him even needing to call them. They rise out of the ground of their own accord. You need to empty the cemeteries. Put the bodies outside of the walls and burn them.”


    “Maybe we just need our own army of undead,” Godfrey said, putting his hand on Ashton’s. “Please. I beg you. Bring my son back.”


    “Your son is gone,” Ashton said. “If I try to raise him, something else will come through. If it’s a demon, we’re all dead. There are no paladins in the capital. It will melt through these walls. It will kill everything here. You’ve seen what they can do.”


    “My son would never abandon us,” Godfrey said. “He’s a hero of the people. He hasn’t left us.”


    Ashton closed his eyes to try to concentrate, to feel the vibrations of a soul. He felt nothing.


    “I don’t feel him,” Ashton said. “He may not have had a choice. It’s been too long. He’s in the Abyss.”


    “The Abyss?” Godfrey asked.


    “When the elves brought the demons here,” Ashton said, “they accidentally connected this world to the Abyss. I’ve been there. She made me fall into it… I think she’s the one who connected this world to it…”


    “Who?” Godfrey asked.


    “Mekadesh,” Ashton said. “The Holy One.”


    “The paladin god?”


    Ashton sighed. “I don’t know what she is anymore. A demon lord. A goddess. A manipulator. A puppet master of worlds.”


    Godfrey’s strong hand moved from Ashton’s hand to his shoulder and then turned Ashton towards the general. Godfrey stared into Ashton’s eyes. The look was unreadable, but because of what the general had done to him before, Ashton began to sweat despite the frigid temperature.


    “Do what’s right,” Godfrey said, “Give me my son. Break this demon’s hold on us by giving us our heroes back.”


    Ashton sighed and shook his head. “Lord General… I swear on my dead friends and family, I can’t tell you that what comes back will be Frederick. If I knew it would be him, I’d do it.”


    “Just… do it,” Godfrey said softly and threateningly. “Don’t make me hurt you.”


    He squeezed Ashton’s shoulders, nodded at him, and turned. He was through the door before Ashton could say anything else. The door locked, and Ashton was left alone. Or so he thought.


    “Touching,” Mekadesh said.


    She emerged from a nearby dark corner, and Ashton jumped with surprise and instinctively put his hand over his heart. She wore her tight, black leather outfit and dark hair. She walked slowly and seductively toward him. His eyes never left her.


    “How did you sleep?” she asked with a grin.


    “How long have you been there?” Ashton asked.


    “I came as soon as you called,” she said. “I’ll always be there when you call.”


    “Then you heard what I said about you.”


    She nodded and grinned.


    “Demon lord,” she said, pointing at the clasp between her breasts.


    “Goddess”, she said, pointing toward her face and then making a downward motion, like a zipper. The blonde version of her covered the left half of her face and cascaded down her body. Half white virgin dress; half black seductress.


    “Manipulator,” she said, pointing at her mouth and showing a white, toothy smile.


    She raised her hands like a limp marionette. “Puppet master of worlds.”


    “I didn’t mean anything—”


    “You’re an observant man,” she said, “much more so than other men I’ve met.”


    The holy side of her body faded, and she circled him and the table, trailing a finger around the dead body of Frederick Ross. She was black as night and seductive as a whispered promise from the shadows of a brothel.


    “What do you think of the father’s request?” she asked.


    “I think he doesn’t know what he asks.”


    “What doesn’t he know?” she asked, looking down at Frederick as she continued to circle.


    “That Frederick,” Ashton said, “the hero of Surdel, might come back as a demon.”


    She stopped.


    “I’m a demon,” she said. “Aren’t I?”


    He knew she was testing him, but he still didn’t understand the game.


    “I don’t know what you are. Why don’t you tell me? Where did you come from?”


    “What I am is irrelevant,” she said, resuming her clockwise path around the table.


    “Then what is?” he asked. “I will not cavort with demons. I didn’t even want to raise the dead.”


    “Stop whining,” she said. “For you to lead this world’s armies, you will have to be strong. Where demons see weakness, they see opportunity. They must see none in you.”


    “I don’t want to lead the world’s armies,” he said.


    “Then lead mine,” she said.


    “What is it you see in me?”


    “I see a reminder of Maddox,” she said, “and the potential destruction of the Abyss.”


    A sea of conflicting emotions coursed through him. Surprise, confusion, and after a time, curiosity.


    “You want to destroy the Abyss?” Ashton asked.


    “I am prepared to make any sacrifice,” she said. “My creations. My desires. Myself.”


    “You’re a demon,” he said. “You lie. What do you want from me?”


    She looked away, back toward the dark corner she had come from.


    “You’re not wrong,” she said, “and I’ve told you this before. I’m not accustomed to being honest. I’ve had to lie for so long that I fear I may have forgotten how to tell the truth. Perhaps, I no longer know my own story. I certainly wouldn’t know where to start.”


    “Then I’ll start it for you,” he said. “You’re the Queen of Chaos. You created the naurun, the fire demons.”


    “Yes,” she said, “I did, but that is not who I am.”


    “Who are you?”


    “Are you still trying to figure out my name?” she asked. “You think you can control me?”


    He guffawed. She gave him too much credit. He didn’t know the first thing about controlling demons.


    “My name is too ancient for your tongue,” she said. “What I can tell you is that I’ve been watching over life since the creation of this universe. I was formed from the shadows. A Watcher. A void made holy by the Creators of all worlds. In the beginning, I was uncorrupted. It was mankind who befouled me. I knew not right from wrong, for the Creators had not bestowed on me anything but my powers. Like a child, I followed and I helped. But unlike man… I was punished for it.”


    She winced at a memory. In her eyes, tears formed. She clenched her fists and refused to look at Ashton. Her hair turned blonde again. Her dress became fully white and modest. A darkness fell over Ashton and all around him—not like the Abyss, but like his dreams. She shone through as the only light, but not bright enough to reveal the entirety of where he stood. As she spoke, the figures of her story took shape in blue hues that seemed to glow in the multi-colored rainbows from the light-less windows.


    “Shamed,” she said. “Discarded by the Creators—not the pretenders like this local titan Cronos. He’s just an ember that floated in from the forge. The real Creators. A thousand feet tall. They could crush the Abyss in their hands. They could end all suffering, but they see the Void as balance. They stripped me of my powers. They mocked my lack of innocence, and in my anger, I lashed out. I used their Words, the Words of Creation, against them. I made the durun. I gave them form, but they loved the Abyss. I needed Light to fight the darkness, so I created a flame—a living flame. The naurun. The fire demons. I gave myself new powers with the Words. I gave myself new purpose.”


    She gritted her teeth.


    “And my children… for a while, they fought beside me against the Creators. They wanted my affection, but I chose one of their counterparts as my favorite.”


    “Maddox,” Ashton said.


    “Yes,” she said. “A durun, if you can believe it, but pure of heart. Devoted to the destruction of the Abyss. I gave the others powers, but to him, I gave parts of myself. He saw all. He saw through all maliciousness and lies. He saw the truth wherever it was, no matter the cost. And that was fine, when that gaze turned toward the Abyss. But my children were imperfect. They hoarded their powers and used them for personal gains. They took their own worlds, and they enslaved them. Demogorgon, chief amongst them, tied his worlds to the Abyss so that it would be a well of souls to harvest for his armies and an endless immortality of torture. When something came back from the Abyss, it was docile, cowed, and ready to serve. The naurun would never destroy the Abyss. They embraced it. They fed from its terrible power—from its infiniteness and fear.”


    “What happened to him?” Ashton asked. “What happened to your last general?”


    “He’s gone now,” she said. “He’s dead.”


    “And you would see me follow him to a similar fate?”


    The night in his mind lifted, and she stood there—still blonde in white.


    “He was betrayed by Orcus,” she said, “and others of my brood. They claimed the durun were under attack from the Creators. They deceived Maddox, knowing the limitations of his vision and exploiting his blind spots. Demogorgon caught him on a fiery world. He ripped Maddox apart piece-by-piece and flung those bloody remains across the galaxy. My heart broke, and I went truly dark for an Age as I mourned my favorite. Not an Age of man but an Age of an immortal. I slaughtered and I whored, even amongst my children, until my name was forgotten amongst the stars and all that was left was the Abyss and the legend of my old powers—the dark fate of the universe that I used to be. My appearance grew to be as black as my soul.”


    “You want me to feel sorry for you?” Ashton asked. “You want me to look at you as a victim?”


    “A victim?” she asked in surprise. She laughed, wiping some of the tears from her face. “I’m not a victim. I’m the source. I’m the solution… and so are you. If you promise to lead my people—all of my people—then I will put you on the path… His sight. His power to rip open the lords of the naurun. You will right what I have wronged. Orcus. Demogorgon. The Abyss itself.”


    “You’ll put me on the path?” he asked. “The path to Maddox? If you are the solution, then solve it! Stop the demons and undead yourself!”


    “I came here for a reason,” she said. “When I told you that I put myself into Maddox, my own powers, I meant it. His vision was my vision as a Watcher. His weapons were my weapons. He was my avatar. When Demogorgon struck him down, he also struck down a part of my soul. He wrenched me open and flung me across the galaxy too. And when I felt that some of those pieces had struck this world, I sought for a way here, to reclaim part of myself. I made contact with a creature here, an elf, and I felt pure joy for the first time in an immortal Age… You see? Parts of Maddox are here on this world. Not just this world—this kingdom—this small nation of Surdel. The Eye of Maddox, his vision, is but a breath away from this very room.”


    She blew toward him for effect, and he breathed her in. His eyelids flitted against the warm breeze that negated the chill of the icebox.


    “The paladins,” she said, “cannot stand against Orcus. Even if they did, they will certainly turn to Demogorgon, as all creatures do when he casts his gaze on them. That is his power. He turns the thinkers. The more complex the creature, the more self-aware, the easier it is for him to control it. I gave that to him. I know his strengths and weaknesses. Demons are his. Undead are too thick and brainless. Durun are shadow and chaos—he is not their master either. But humans… elves… paladins… dragons… all will turn on this world who think they have control. That will be our burden until the end.”


    Ashton bit his lower lip and looked at her. Her appearance returned to dark hair and a black, tight dress.


    “I’m not going to lie to you,” she said, “I’m no creature of Light. Not anymore. If you follow me, the path you’ll travel will be filled with darkness. You will be party to horrors. You will raise the undead. You will fight alongside demons, and they will kill many people and things—some innocent and some not. You will watch your friends suffer and die… but if you agree to raise one of my durun into this man,” she pointed at Frederick, “and if you come with me to claim the Eye of Maddox, I promise I’ll not lie to you again. I promise I will get you the tools you need to fight and kill the demon lords. You’ll send each of them back to the Abyss. And if you survive and after you’ve killed them and purged this land, I will show you how to destroy the Abyss. That much, I promise you.”


    He sat there, trying to process the contract as it was laid out. He knew it would be binding.


    “You pause and delay as if there were a choice,” she said. “This world hangs in the balance. Orcus would see it undead. Demogorgon would see it burn so it cannot be anyone else’s. I wish to empower you and leave this place once we’ve won your freedom. I wish to give you the tools to defend this world and pursue the demons to their home worlds, if you want. You can stop this from ever happening to another race or planet again.”


    Her faith in him felt real. Her gaze was strong, and he believed her convictions. He didn’t know if he was capable of what she claimed he was, but he knew he could not sit back and let Orcus and Demogorgon take over the world. She had shown him the underworld of Orcus. She had shown him how powerless the Abyss made him feel, and she had shown him how much worse life under Demogorgon could be. The fire. The loss of control.


    “OK,” he said, turning toward the door.


    “OK?” she asked. “Just like that?”


    “I’ll do it. I’ll be your champion.”


    She smiled and shook her head, as if she hadn’t expected him to relent so soon. But Ashton was tired of sitting in a freezing room while the world sunk into oblivion. He knew Orcus walked the southern lands. He knew Perketh, Foxbro, and other towns were besieged, and he believed Mekadesh and Godfrey when they said that Surdel needed its heroes. Perhaps, he could be one. He was starting to believe it.


    “Good,” she said, “good.”


    He walked past her and laid his hands on the door handle. “I’m assuming you know how to get me past this door?”


    “Naturally,” she said, “but aren’t you forgetting something?”


    He turned back toward her and the table. She pointed at Frederick.


    “You’re going to need him to get the Eye,” she said. “As his father Godfrey said, Surdel needs its champion, and you need a real army—one that’s actually capable of fighting the undead and the demons.”


    “Right,” he said. “Frederick.”


    He walked over to the table and put his hands next to Frederick’s shoulders. “How do I know one of the durun will come through and not the naurun that would turn to Demogorgon?”


    “I will show you the way,” Mekadesh said. “I’ll talk you through it.”


    She put her hands on Frederick and Ashton.


    “When you reach out for a demon,” she said, “it’s not like a soul hovering near a body. You must reach further, into the Abyss, where the demons and damned wait. Reach out now… through the portal…”


    He closed his eyes and dreamt of the Abyss that she had made him fall into while he was on horseback with Godfrey Ross and Jeremy Vossen. He felt himself drop into the soundless void, but this time, he didn’t scream into the darkness. He felt a purpose in the weightlessness and silence.


    “You’ll feel them,” she said, “in the Abyss.”


    A silent shape brushed past him. Red. Angry. Hurt. Whimpering.


    “The durun will feel different,” she said. “They’ll be waiting. They’re made of shadow. The Abyss is their home.”


    Another shape. Red again. Sad. Tortured.


    “You’ll know it when you find it,” she said.


    A third shape. Purple. Quiet. Waiting.


    “That’s it,” she whispered. “That’s the one.”


    Ashton opened his eyes but there was only darkness in the Void. The shape was not purple. There was no light here to reflect color, but he felt like it was purple—like he saw an echo of its real being in his mind.


    “Come with me,” Ashton said.


    He felt a warm glow—something like happiness or relief from this thing—and then the rush back. Ashton inhaled deeply, like he had been holding his breath the entire time he had searched in the Abyss.


    Frederick sat up on the table and opened his eyelids. A dark energy with purple mist leaked from his eyes, ears, and pores. The resurrected man looked at Mekadesh, who nodded toward Ashton.


    “What should I do, Master?” the possessed man asked Ashton.


    “Master?” Ashton asked. He shook his head.


    Mekadesh rolled her eyes.


    “Your armor is under the table,” Mekadesh said. “Make yourself presentable, my pet. Today, we seek audience with the King.”
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    The First Dungeon
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    After a half-day spent fighting through the sparse undead that wandered and feasted on the living south of Xhonia, the paladin Cedric Arrington and the dark elf prince Jayden found themselves in a clearing just outside the ancient city. They had not come across any undead for a few minutes, but the upturned earth and trees nearby told Cedric that a major battle must have taken place. He took pause to admire the white towers and large buildings of Xhonia that seemed to meld into Mount Godun. Meanwhile, he strained to listen for sounds of battle over the hoof beats of their horses.


    “The paladins were here,” Cedric said, inspecting a scorched spot of earth under a man’s crumpled bones.


    Jayden nodded as he unfurled his whip. Cedric stared at it, curious about the source of its power.


    “I wonder if you might tell me where you got that,” Cedric said.


    Jayden cast a wary glance before returning his focus back to his path. “Why?”


    “Because if I would have known something like that existed,” Cedric said, “maybe I wouldn’t have had to pledge myself to the paladin order. Maybe I could have saved myself and my family some heartache.”


    Their horses trotted along the path of destruction left by battling undead, demons and paladins, and Jayden seemed torn over something he wanted to say.


    “In truth,” Jayden said, “it’s a good weapon against the undead but not much for fighting demons. Fire is not very effective against the naurun.”


    “So, what’re you going to do if we run into a demon?” Cedric asked, smiling good naturedly through his visor. “Hide behind me?”


    Jayden looked at Cedric for a moment, as if he was still surveying the paladin to see if he could trust him. He seemed to mull over Cedric’s words. He reached past the white-handled normal daggers and produced another handle from his waist. This one was dark with light blue trim.


    “I would use this,” he said.


    Cedric looked for another black filament trailing along the ground from the new weapon, but there wasn’t anything obvious.


    “Is it another whip?” Cedric asked.


    Jayden shook his head. He squeezed the handle and a shard of ice five-feet long violently shot out of the device. Cedric’s horse was so startled by the sudden movement that it reared slightly and stumbled away from Jayden. Cedric got Isilme back under control and pulled alongside the elf again.


    “Is that ice?”


    Jayden nodded.


    “And it comes from the handle?”


    “No”, Jayden said. “It is not magic, per se. It’s a connector of sorts. The ice shard comes from the heart of a very cold planet. It’s not quite ice; the molecules are so dense that the result is almost as hard as metal, for a time at least. It melts like anything else, especially when exposed to fire for too long.”


    “Where did you get it?”


    “These were both gifts,” Jayden said.


    “From who?”


    Jayden chewed at his lip and glanced at Cedric again.


    “I only ask,” Cedric said, “because our world may need more of them to fight the horde.”


    Jayden nodded. “That’s not really possible. These were given to my family by Selenor the Seer, acquired during her travels through astral projections across the galaxy.”


    Jayden lifted the ice weapon. “This one is called Khelekhoon. It was given to my father Shivat through Selenor by a race of ethereals, who live many light years away on a green, lush planet. They had connected this device to the heart of a world called Frignir. It was presented as a trinket, not a weapon. We didn’t know, at the time, that such a doodad would be so valuable against the demons. We simply repurposed a gift.”


    “And the other one?” Cedric asked. “The whip of fire?”


    “Also a present to my family,” Jayden said, “this one is called Aikanaro. It’s connected to the heart of a massive glowing ball of magma in a remote part of our galaxy. I don’t think it’s a star. I believe the other end of this is connected to the heart of a warm planet. The liquid runs down the filament. It’s very viscous but easy to spill. I’ve burned many tunics.”


    Jayden smiled, but Cedric didn’t return it. He got a chill just thinking about the vastness of the heavens, where both of these gifts had come from. The Monks of Godun made observations of the night sky, and in his youth, Cedric had asked them to describe what was up there. The Monks had been meticulous in recording all of Selenor’s travels, and a simple, brief introduction to their knowledge was enough to overwhelm Cedric’s mind.


    Millions and billions of stars with planets around them. And here an elf owned devices connected to two of them. It seemed odd to Cedric that some of these planets might serve no other purpose than as fuel for gifts to princes in faraway places. He chuckled at the thought. Jayden gave him a queer look.


    Somewhere in the distance came the distinctive clanging of metal-on-metal. Cedric spurred his mount and brought it to a canter. Jayden kept speed to his right.


    They rounded a vein of the mountain and saw dozens of flicks of light in the growing twilight.


    “They still fight!” Cedric exclaimed.


    He felt an immense pride and then a profound sense of worry. Somewhere in that group of Light-infused swords and hammers were the weapons of his wife, and nearby might be his children. Or at least, he hoped so. He tried not to think of the alternative—that Allison, Sylas, Jonas the Elder and Younger, and Sarah might still be trapped at the house, or worse.


    Cedric spurred his horse again, and it responded headlong into a gallop. He brought his spear down into a charger’s stance and closed the gap quickly. 300 paces. 200 paces. Some of the light eruptions in the night were not from hammers and swords but from fire demons. He panicked at the thought of his sons Sylas or Jonas trying to fend off a demon without Light-infused weapons. At 100 paces, an undead fiend jumped out of the darkness and shoved its full weight into his horse Isilme, who righted herself with practiced effort. However, Cedric had not been prepared for the sideward force at full gallop. He tumbled from his mount and his spear slid across the grass.


    He saw Aikanaro’s fiery whip sail across the air and wrap itself around the neck of the undead man. Jayden jumped from his horse and let his momentum topple the wailing undead assailant. The flames seared the neck and hands of the struggling undead as it tried desperately to remove it. Within seconds, the head was cleaved off and the body spasmed as it fought the flames spreading across its body.


    Cedric got to his feet and pulled his two-handed hammer from its holster on his back. The shaft lit up the moment the grip touched his fingers, and all around him, a dozen pairs of eyes peered from the underbrush. Jayden ran across the short field between them, leaping over Cedric’s discarded spear as the frightened horses ran through the darkness.


    “We need to get to a more defensible position,” Jayden said as he flicked his wrist and scored a deep burn across the torso of a second undead fiend.


    The light from Cedric’s hammer and Jayden’s Aikanaro helped illuminate the area enough to distinguish features of the battle and numbers of assailants. Most of the undead were between Cedric and the other paladins. There were only a couple between Cedric and a forested area that might be easier to defend and then press the attack once numbers were on their side. Cedric pointed to a nearby grove of trees, just outside of the entrance to Xhonia. Once Jayden nodded, Cedric charged.


    Jayden turned and followed not far behind. The whip made quick work of the closest undead, and Cedric took care of the other with a huge overhead smash through its skull and half of its torso. He lamented leaving his spear in the field, but his hammer would be more useful in the trees anyway. He turned to deal with an undead just before he got into the forest and rammed a deep, sizzling wound through the creature’s heart. A second and third cretin reached out at him over the stunned man’s crumpling body, and Cedric crunched through their arms and faces with two devastating swings.


    Jayden circled around and let his whip fly, setting the three injured undead aflame. The creatures screamed and fell into a nearby ditch, but the fires did not go out.


    “Thanks,” Cedric said, as a fourth undead beast charged into him.


    Cedric rolled along the ground and into a hole. He managed to keep hold of his hammer, but he was in no position to swing it. He lay on his stomach, face-first and half in the hole. He felt the pressure of the creature on him and the feel of its hands clawing at his backplate. It screeched in simultaneous triumph and panic as its claws failed to find an opening.


    Cedric pushed against the soft ground and managed to flip himself on top of the creature. He pummeled it with a fist and then with the butt of his hammer, over and over until the skull caved in. The undead continued to grope at him as he placed an armored foot onto its fragile torso and caved that in too as he stood up.


    Cedric held his hammer in a defensive stance, mostly to illuminate what was in front of him. Only a few pairs remained.


    Two creatures with glowing eyes lunged at Cedric and the third creature charged Jayden. The elf gripped the wayward being with the whip-end of Aikanaro and yanked the creature to him where the ice shard from his left hand ran the undead through. Jayden pulled hard with his whip hand, decapitating the twitching man, and then kicked the body off his ice sword. The blade broke off, protruding out of the fiend as it tumbled backwards.


    Cedric body-checked his lead attacker with his pauldrons, knocking the undead berserker to the ground so he could deal with the second one. The latter skid to a halt as it seemed to realize the trouble it was in, but the sudden reversal was too late. Cedric swung his hammer low, cracking the creature’s legs in half at the kneecaps and finishing the assailant off with a violent series of overhead smashes.


    The last undead man tried to crawl away, but Cedric was on him in seconds, searing and obliterating him back to the Abyss.


    As the danger appeared to have passed, Cedric rammed his hammerhead into the ground and put his hands on his hips. He breathed heavily as he paced in front of the hole he had fallen into. The digging here looked fresh. At the other end of the disturbed earth was a single board sticking out of the ground.


    “Looks like a grave,” Cedric said.


    “Or maybe it was buried treasure,” Jayden said, examining a silver box in his hand. “I can’t believe what I’m holding.”


    “What is it?”


    “It’s a stolen artifact,” Jayden said. “This is one of the ice explosion devices we used to fill the caverns below our cities. This is probably the same one that was stolen from Xhonia—the one that allowed Orcus to escape and terrorize Surdel.”


    “You think it still works?” Cedric asked, looking through the trees and across the field at the paladins who still fought the demons and undead to reclaim the entryway to Xhonia.


    “Yeah,” Jayden said. “If we can get back to the caverns, we might be able to stopper the flow of reinforcements coming from the underworld. Orcus can still raise the dead in Surdel, but if he’s cut off from his demons, that could give our world a chance.”


    Cedric nodded emphatically. “Yes!”


    “The only problem is,” Jayden said, “there’s a horde of demons and undead trying to escape through those very caverns. We’ll be like two fish swimming upstream during rainy season. The two of us might do fine in small hallways with only one angle of attack coming at us, but the caverns open up. We’ll be surrounded quickly.”


    Cedric looked back across the field at the glowing lights and violence. “I know where we can get some reinforcements.”


    He whistled loudly, and his white horse Isilme came running. Cedric had personally groomed her since he had been fifteen years old, staying with the Shelbies. She would charge through fire if he asked her to. She stepped over the smoldering piles of bones and pulled alongside Cedric. He leapt into the saddle and trotted toward the paladins across the field to the east.


    Jayden pursued on foot. He whistled similarly, but his horse did not seem similarly trained. It wandered out of range, spooked by nearby undead.


    “Just go!” Jayden said, still running behind him.


    Cedric pressed his heels into Isilme’s flanks and broke the horse into a gallop, back toward the field where he left his spear. He jumped down, retrieved it, and quickly returned to his saddle before turning Isilme again toward his friends and family. 100 paces. 50 paces. His spear pierced an undead man grappling with Henry Claymore, who cheered as Cedric galloped past.


    Cedric brought the 7-foot, glowing spear to the other side and stabbed another undead corpse through the torso. The spear broke free from the body, and then he saw what he was looking for. Twin short swords arced through the air, cleaving an undead in two. His wife spun gracefully to parry an ancient sword before sliding her bright blade through the rusted breastplate of another. The flames from the Light-infused weapon spread within the putrid corpse, burning it from the inside-out.


    “Allison!” Cedric yelled.


    She turned, and he could see her smile through the opening of her barbute helmet.


    “To your father!” Allison replied.


    “Dad!” Jonas said.


    Cedric jumped down, and Isilme charged into a gathering of undead who were engaged with Corbin and Constantine Shelby, Allison’s brothers. Henry Claymore cleaved through two of the horde with quick slashes from his massive two-handed blade. Cedric’s horse Isilme continued to crash into and run over undead as it neighed and snorted in defiance.


    Cedric counted maybe fifty enemies, including three demons who had escaped Xhonia.


    His wife drove her swords into the ground and threw her arms around him. He picked her up and kissed her warmly on the lips between the open cross of her helmet. He cupped the sides of her armored head as he looked at her. Tears streamed down her face as she struggled with words in the heat of the battle.


    “He came to our house!” she said finally.


    “Who came to our house?” Cedric asked, as his youngest son Jonas wrapped his arms around him.


    “Orcus,” Allison said.


    “We couldn’t save him,” Sylas said, nodding toward Cedric as he squared his shoulders toward the menacing undead and demons. The twenty remaining paladins formed ranks around the Arrington family. Between and behind them were a dozen children with regular weapons like his sons.


    “Good to have you back, boss,” Henry Claymore called back as he cleaved through the legs of a lunging creature. The undead man with the peeling face crawled toward Cedric. Before it could get close, Cedric’s daughter Sarah cut off its head and then its two arms. It squirmed harmlessly on the ground until Allison finished it off with a thrust of her sword.


    “Words can’t express my joy at seeing you all OK!” Cedric exclaimed.


    Sylas looked away and Jonas joined the others on the line. A flaming whip came alive some fifty yards away, making violent arcs amongst dozens of undead who screamed in alarm at an attack coming from behind their lines.


    “Papa’s dead,” Allison said. “Orcus…”


    Henry Claymore retreated from his engagement with two undead but kept his guard up in case something slipped through the line.


    “Jonas is dead?” Henry Claymore asked.


    “He stayed behind to fight off Orcus,” Allison said. “We heard his hammer fall over and over again, and then it fell no more.”


    Tears welled in Cedric’s eyes. Jonas had been more than just his father-in-law. He was a fellow council member and his adopted father after his dad Sylas had died on Mount Godun. Allison hugged Cedric again, and he kissed her exposed skin on her forehead.


    “There’s an elf coming,” Cedric said. “He has a device. We have to get it into Xhonia.”


    “We’re a little bogged down at the moment,” Henry said, pointing at the undead and then at two demons who still remained.


    “The device can block the caverns,” Cedric said. “If we don’t close it up, more demons will pour out. Before long, we’ll be dealing with two demon lords—not just Orcus.”


    Henry dropped his long sword, the point shoving into the dirt. He ran his dirty hands through his hair.


    “We’ve been fighting all day,” he said. “Everyone’s on their second wind.”


    “We’re going to have to find a few more breaths then,” Cedric said. “Otherwise, our world is lost.”


    “Then it’s as she told us during our initiations,” Henry said, picking up his sword again. “We are Nirendia’s last great hope. We are the water that will extinguish their fire. Let that give us strength!”


    Cedric nodded uncomfortably, and then raised his hammer in a collective cheer with his men and women.


    The fiery whip Aikanaro ripped through flesh and seared bone as the elven prince made his way to them. Cedric heard the rush of the ice shard filling Khelekhoon as it pierced the crumpling body of a naurun. Only one demon remained and it faltered at the onslaught of three paladins pushing it back toward Xhonia.


    “Besides,” Cedric said, pointing toward the dark elf prince, “we have reinforcements!”


    “Forward!” Henry called out as he joined the line that faced the towering spires of Xhonia. “Push ‘em back, boys!”


    Allison and Cedric cleared a path for Jayden. The elf panted as he bent over in the center of the formation and nodded toward Cedric.


    “Thank you,” Jayden said, wheezing as he struggled to move with the advancing line of paladins. “Just a second.”


    “Can’t stop,” Cedric said. “We need to get your device to the caverns.”


    “Yeah,” Jayden grumbled.


    The last demon fell, smote by Constantine Shelby, but there was no time to celebrate. Wherever one went down, two more undead plugged the gap. Still, the ranks of the undead were dwindling, and they wouldn’t be able to keep up a united front for long. No more than twenty harassed the paladins now, but fiery naurun trickled out of the abandoned city one and two at a time.


    Henry Claymore and the lead elements of the formation swarmed around these demons, overwhelming them with hammers and two-handed swords. Allison and Cedric attacked a pack of a half-dozen undead who wandered outside of an old, dark-elven guard house.


    The paladins fought through the paved streets and between crumbling limestone statues of elves reaching toward the stars. Cedric smote his first demon of the day at the foot of crumbling stairs that led up to the former governor’s mansion. Forty-foot, single cut marble columns rose high above. The smoldering ruins of the demon seemed like a mockery to such beauty, but there was no time to protest or grumble. The cavern was in view and lit by the demons within, some of whom retreated back into the arched opening at the sight of the advancing paladins.


    Allison’s Twin Sisters sliced through one undead and then another. Cedric felt an immense pride at his wife and children, who cut and sliced through the undead like agile panthers. Even Sarah, whom he hoped would heed their advice to aim higher than being just a paladin whose soul belonged to another, made her presence known with fierce slashes and stabs through eye sockets and collarbones.


    They reached the cave entrance and Cedric took stock of their casualties. No fatalities. Everyone had made it, but there was blood everywhere. The paladins were mostly fine, as they were mainly protected with plate and heavy armor. The young ones had cuts on their hands and legs mostly, where mail and leather were scarcer. Jonas Arrington had cuts to his face and shoulder.


    “I want five paladins here,” Cedric commanded, “and all of the young ones just behind them at the entrance in case undead try to come back into the underworld. All other paladins are with me.”


    He turned around, and the men looked to him for courage. He nodded in understanding. Cedric thought of his father on the day he died. He remembered his father’s speech and the adrenaline he felt as the stone was being rolled away from the cave entrance.


    “Ready yourselves,” he said, “for death comes for us all… but today, death will have to wait… for we have demons to smite back to the Abyss!”


    The men gave a cheer and Cedric pushed forward. Jayden joined him in the front.


    “Nice speech,” the elf said.


    “Thanks,” he replied. “How far in do we have to go?”


    “It’s a bit of a hike,” Jayden admitted. “An old arcanist’s study. I don’t know… probably a thousand to two-thousand paces. It can be a maze down here, and I only came here to visit and fight.”


    Cedric’s black armor gleamed in the light of the dozens of Light-infused weapons. He gripped his war hammer and placed his spear against the cavern walls. He’d retrieve it later.


    “Let’s go,” Cedric said.


    Henry Claymore and the Shelby twins led the way with Cedric just behind. Allison stayed at his side with the Twin Sisters in front of her. Francis Jericho, the third member of the Council, flanked to the right while Allen Bigsby and one-armed Fred Collinsworth formed on the left. Behind were the footsteps of several other paladins and Prince Jayden who extinguished Aikanaro but refreshed the shard in Khelekhoon.


    The floors and walls of the cavern were smooth. This system was obviously hewn by dark elves, not carved naturally by streams or earthquakes. The group picked up speed as they met no resistance. The claustrophobic space opened to a well-lit, large room.


    “Wait,” Cedric said, holding his hands out. Henry, Constantine, and Corbin stopped. “We’re in a cave. This room shouldn’t be lit. Something’s here!”


    A fire demon climbed over a stone fountain that no longer pumped water. The creature was large, obviously a higher-ranking naurun. Other demons came out of nearby doorways. An ancient tree, planted and long-dead, caught fire at the touch of one of the naurun.


    “Can we put the device here?” Cedric asked.


    Jayden raised his right hand with Khelekhoon and tucked the silver box under his other armpit. He shook his head. “There are side passages that may not be blocked from here. We need to deal with these creatures and then move maybe two more chambers over.”


    Four additional naurun prowled into the room, bringing the total to nine.


    “We’ve trained for this,” Cedric said. “Stay disciplined. Hold your line and smite these bastards down!”


    Fifteen paladins and a dark elf moved forward with Light-infused swords, hammers, spears and an ice shard. Two demons lunged at the left side of the paladin formation where Fred looked like an easy target with his bandaged stump. Fred drove his spear through the lead attacker’s face with a strong thrust of his right hand. His friend Allen slammed the other demon with his hammer, sending shards of flame crackling in the air and around the carved room.


    The right side was not so lucky. Francis Jericho had been fighting all day and was sluggish. A demon leapt unnaturally fast from the fountain and burned through his torso with a fiery hand. Henry cleaved the naurun in two, but not before a long-standing member of the Council had fallen.


    “For Francis!” Cedric shouted, and the angry paladins advanced.


    The big demon, the leader of the pack, retreated behind the others.


    “He’s trying to get away,” Cedric said.


    Henry hacked the arm off a naurun that swiped at him and someone else finished the demon off.


    Constantine Shelby feinted at another, and it jumped right into the sword of his brother Corwin. Cedric broke through the Shelby twins and rammed his war hammer down and through a third demon, leaving a direct path to the pack leader. It retreated as Cedric charged, and the paladins gave a triumphant war cry as they overwhelmed the remaining demons in the room. Dozens of footsteps followed him through the hole in the wall.


    A fleeting illumination from the demon along the walls teased Cedric as he ran along the bend to the next room.


    “Be ready for an ambush!” Cedric yelled.


    He stopped and waved his men onward. Every man was a colleague and friend. He struck each of their pauldrons with his plate-gloved fist as they passed. Henry. Allen and Fred. Constantine and Corwin. Allison. Sylas.


    “Wait!” Cedric said as he grabbed his eldest son’s leather armor. “I told you to stay back.”


    “We’re not leaving you, Dad,” another voice said from the shadows.


    “Jonas?” Cedric asked, crestfallen.


    “And Sarah,” his daughter said as she emerged beside Jonas.


    “It’s not safe here,” Cedric said.


    “It’s dangerous everywhere, Dad,” Sarah said.


    “Allison!” Cedric called.


    She came back as other paladins moved forward. The sound of metal hitting stone echoed to him from the next room.


    “Did you know about this?” Cedric asked.


    “Our children are not leaving our side,” Allison said, her eyes clearly daring him to protest her decision. “I’m not losing my kids.”


    Cedric shook his head. He looked over his youngsters, took off his helmet and put his forehead against each one.


    “You stay behind your mother and me,” he told each of them. “Don’t be a hero. Do not throw your lives away. This is not a game. You are the future of our family.”


    “Yes, Father,” they said in turn.


    “Let’s go,” Cedric said.


    They marched into the room, and the large cavern was alight in flame. Elven banners burned along the wall. Four paladins lay on the floor, and a fifth paladin was lifted into the air, sliding down the burning hand of the pack leader of the nauruns.


    “Come, paladins!” the large demon with a black breastplate roared. “Gorshtag hungers!”


    The retreat from the other room had obviously been a setup for an ambush, just as Cedric had warned his men. Judging by the scorch marks on the floor, the paladins had killed a dozen demons already. Henry Claymore swung wildly at a group of three who were pushing him into a far wall. The Shelby twins fought atop the still writhing body of a horribly disfigured Fred Collinsworth.


    Allen yelled as he drove Fred’s spear into a naurun who screamed in pain before shattering into fiery shards. The spear’s power sputtered and went dark. Allen looked at the weapon in disbelief. He then looked at the heap of metal and flesh where Fred no longer moved.


    Allen howled in anger and fetched his war hammer from his back holster. He lunged at a demon with his bright weapon, smashing it in one swing and dispersing its fiery body into many pieces. Constantine and Corwin followed him, swinging their own hammers.


    Cedric headed straight for the lieutenant, the leader of this pack. The demon was ten feet tall and emitting black, red and yellow flames from its massive body. The fire licked its breastplate, pauldrons and leg guards, and it growled and hissed as it turned from Cedric and reached for Allen. Allen saw Cedric coming though and backed away.


    Cedric slammed his hammer down on the demon’s backplate, knocking it forward and getting its attention. The demon screamed in fear, and there was a noticeable reaction from the dozen or so demons still alive in the room.


    They stopped their attacks on the other paladins and redirected. Cedric quickly realized his predicament. He turned and ran but panicked when he found his two sons right behind him.


    “No!” he yelled, pushing them back and then grabbing and pulling them with him.


    “We can help you, Dad!” Jonas said.


    “You haven’t been initiated,” Cedric said. “Your weapons are useless against them. Do as I say!”


    Sylas obediently jogged back to the entrance, where a ring of paladins still held the field. Jonas gripped his hammer in frustration and hesitated while the demons charged.


    Allison screamed and ran into the fray as she saw the demons advancing toward her son. She cut through one demon and then shifted her weight fluidly to dodge a fiery claw before cutting upward and dispatching another with her Twin Sisters. Cedric stepped forward again as the demon lieutenant came after his wife. It wielded a black blade, and he parried it as it came down at her head.


    The demon screamed a command again, and the remaining eight demons rallied to it.


    Allen and the Shelby twins closed in from the left. Henry and a few others from the right.


    “This is as dangerous as they get!” Cedric yelled. “They have nowhere to go! Be careful! Stay together!”


    Almost as if in response, two demons sprinted toward Cedric, their claws digging into the stone floor as they leapt like lions while three others pushed Henry’s side. Cedric smashed one of his attackers, expecting someone else to engage the second one, but Allison had pulled away to help Henry Claymore. Cedric found himself alone as he grappled with a creature that scorched his breastplate and flailed against his hammer.


    And then a hammer went through the creature’s head, and Cedric smiled, expecting the familiar hiss and the shatter into fragments of fire. But it never came. The hammer disintegrated, and Cedric heard a yelp in a familiar tone.


    There was no time to react. The demon acted too quickly. Cedric watched as his son Jonas was lifted into the air, still gaping at the melted hammer shaft and head. He must have thought he was saving his father. The six-foot, smaller demon ran his hand through the soft leather armor that protected his son’s chest. Cedric yelled in despair as his son gasped above him. The noises the pack leader made sounded like laughter.


    And then, the whole room went white. Cedric’s hammer reacted to his anger in such a way that it burned brighter than a star. He smashed the naurun murderer of his son with a mighty blow to its torso. His son fell to the floor through the flakes of fire. The room got so bright that Cedric’s eyes watered. He screamed as he ran at the largest demon in the room, the ten-foot tall one who had been laughing at his son’s last moments. The creature panicked as Cedric closed the gap. He slammed his hammer against the creature’s breastplate over and over and over again, yelling louder every time he did it. It fell backwards, and Cedric was atop it immediately. He hammered into its head again and again, long after it had disintegrated and the armor had rattled and clanged onto the floor.


    Cedric looked at his fallen son. His breath became shallow as he gawked at Jonas’ wounds. He forgot about the three demons who stood, dumbfounded, not thirty paces away. He watched his wife run over to Jonas’ body, and when he heard her wails, he broke down completely. His knees weakened and he cried as his hammer hit the floor.


    In Cedric’s periphery, Henry took down a demon. Another fell to Corwin. Allen lit up the third, and then the room went silent except for Allison and Cedric’s cries.


    Henry came over and put his hand on Cedric’s shoulder. “You have to be strong now. We all know your pain, but this is a battlefield, my friend.”


    Cedric nodded and caught his breath. “I know.”


    “We have to keep moving forward,” Henry said. “These are not the last demons to come through this cavern. Not unless we do something about it. Right?”


    Cedric nodded. “I just need a moment.”


    “Of course,” Henry said. “I’ll lead the men into the next chamber.”


    Cedric nodded again, unable to really speak about strategy or anything else.


    “Remember who we fight,” Henry said. “Orcus, Lord of the Undead… We have to prepare all of the bodies…”


    Cedric continued to nod as fresh tears spilled down his cheeks. He understood Henry’s implication. Jonas might return from the dead to attack him, but he still needed to look at his son for a moment. If Jonas came back, Cedric would handle it. No one else.


    Allison cradled Jonas in her arms. Sylas and Sarah knelt beside her, their faces hidden in darkness. Cedric ran his fingers through Jonas’s light brown hair, the texture and color of his wife’s.


    “Take our boy and get him out of here,” Cedric said to Allison. “I have to finish this.”


    Allison nodded wordlessly.


    “Have each of our fallen removed,” Cedric commanded to Henry, “and make sure they’re taken care of.”


    Allison looked up at him, tears flowing down her face and off her chin. She shook her head, seeming to understand the implication—that her son must be burned to prevent his resurrection under Orcus.


    “Just go,” Cedric commanded. “All of you. Bring our dead outside. Honor them. I’ll join you when the cave is sealed.”


    He kissed Allison, and she grabbed her son from his arms. He watched her and his two remaining children pull Jonas from the hall. When he turned back toward the chamber, he found Jayden standing there with the box.


    “My deepest condolences,” Jayden said.


    Cedric nodded once. He reached out toward the elf, and Jayden accepted his hand. Then they embraced in a strong hug.


    “My first losses to the demons,” Jayden said in a low, wounded voice, “were my father and then my fiancé. The losses… never got easier. Every day, my heart feels like its own Abyss, and I fall into that chasm the moment I wake up. But I still see them in my dreams… you’ll find your son there too.”


    “Thank you,” Cedric said. They admired each other with profound respect and empathy.


    Jayden nodded. He squeezed Khelekhoon and a new shard emerged. “Let’s finish this.”


    This new chamber was darker. There were no demons in hiding. There was no more resistance. Any other demons that had been lying in ambush must have spread the word about the paladin with the angry Light that filled the room and blinded their lieutenant. Distant echoes of screeching could be heard, none of which must have understood the implications of what was being done here.


    “We’ll have a few minutes to clear out,” Jayden said. “It has a timer.”


    “We’ll hold the corridors, just in case,” Cedric said.


    Henry Claymore took guard at one of the three corridors coming in. The twins took one and Allen took the last.


    The light from each of their weapons was just enough to illuminate a puzzle on one side of the silver box. Jayden pressed his fingers into a circular hole, which pushed aside an interlocking metal plate, revealing another button. He pushed and turned the box to open another hole. The elf turned the box without pushing this one and found another rune to press. Again and again, he expertly handled the box. After a dozen such movements, the dark lines on the box turned bright blue.


    “It’s time to go,” Jayden said as he put the box down on the ground.


    Cedric whistled loudly and made a circular motion above his head to indicate it was time to retreat.


    Each of the paladins reversed their path out of the room, still facing the potential threats. Jayden and Cedric backed out as well. A faint red light could be seen in the central corridor. Apparently one of the demons had become brave enough to venture close to the chamber. The device emitted a faint blue glow as it hummed and readied the transportation mechanism that linked it to the center of some cold world, somewhere off in the cosmos, just like Jayden’s Khelekhoon weapon did.


    Allison and his children were no longer in the second chamber. The fallen paladins had also been removed. Cedric jogged alongside Jayden until they reached the first chamber. The elf put his hand on Cedric to stop him, and Cedric turned around.


    “This should be fine,” Jayden said. “Now, we wait to make sure it’s not a dud.”


    A roar came down the corridors leading to the next chamber. It sounded much like the shard entering Khelekhoon but vastly louder. A wall of water came at him like a torrent but as it made its way down the corridors, it slowed and eventually stopped completely. Where open room had been moments ago, there was only ice. Cedric reached out and touched its cold surface. When he was convinced it was as solid as it looked, he turned to Jayden.


    “So, it’s done?” Cedric asked. “The demons are contained?”


    “For now,” Jayden replied.
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    The King Loses an Eye
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    Ashton followed Mekadesh as she arranged her hair into a tight up-do and navigated the halls of the castle as if she had walked through it a thousand times. Frederick followed not far behind. She stopped when they came to a massive, opulently decorated room, 400-feet-wide and lined in white stone. He gawked at the purple and black curtains, drapes and furs along the walls. Then the foot-tall, black-metal sconces every ten to twelve feet. The balcony with the detailed masonry and decor that led out into the night where the moon lit the distant, abandoned city of Ul Tyrion. The purple carpeting that led up to the great marble throne and the two figures conversing there. Each held and earned his gaze. It was the richest, most important room Ashton had ever seen.


    He recognized King Aethis immediately. Ashton had seen posters of him since he was a boy but being in the man’s presence in real life was awe-inspiring. Aethis wore fine furs and jewelry, including a long golden chain with a large, round locket dangling to his chest. He was deep in conversation with an older man next to him, a man Ashton also recognized as the chief adviser to the realm—a balding man by the name of Jurgen.


    When Ashton finally turned to look at Mekadesh again, her skimpy dress had morphed into a modest but tight dark dress that covered her body from neck to ankles. A high white collar framed her face, and fashionable slits cut through the top of her dress. She looked like a noble aristocrat in mourning.


    “Where is my spymaster?” Aethis asked.


    Jurgen read a piece of parchment in his hands. “He followed the Necromancer as far as an inn in Hell’s Edge, but something drew him south. A fleet, it seems.”


    “The Visanth envoy?” Aethis asked.


    Jurgen cleared his throat as he noticed the presence of Ashton and the other intruders.


    “I don’t know how you gained access here,” Jurgen said, “but the King prepares for war. Guards, remove these persons!”


    The guards rustled toward the party of three that had entered the throne room.


    “If the King prepares for war with undead and demons,” Mekadesh said, “then my being here is most appropriate.”


    Aethis raised a hand and his guards stopped in their tracks. Each held their pommels and appeared imposing along the carpet.


    “Who are you?” Aethis asked, looking up from his contemplation on the throne.


    “It’s my understanding that Valedar introduced me as Queen,” Mekadesh said. “So, for now, that’ll do.”


    “You are not Queen Jayla,” King Aethis said dismissively. “You’re not even an elf.”


    “Introduce yourselves,” Jurgen stated, “or be removed from the throne room.”


    “Very well,” Mekadesh said, a smirk spreading across her face. “In your kingdom, I am most often referred to as the Holy One, the patron saint and benefactor of the paladins.”


    “The Holy One?” Jurgen asked. “Is this some kind of joke?”


    “And the man in all of the plate armor behind me,” Mekadesh said, pointing with her thumb, “is none other than Frederick Ross, the champion of Surdel.”


    “This is a joke,” the adviser said. “Frederick Ross died weeks ago in combat.”


    “If this is a joke,” Aethis said, “it is far from humorous.”


    “You are quite correct,” Mekadesh said. “Frederick Ross died some time ago, felled by a young lord south of Perketh—”


    “The champion of Surdel,” Aethis said, “was killed by bandits of the Red Army.”


    “Frederick,” she said, “the King here says you were killed by bandits. Is that true?”


    Frederick shook his head slowly. Dark vapors leaked from his visor and joints in his armor.


    “Strange,” Mekadesh said.


    “This is preposterous!” Jurgen exclaimed.


    “Perhaps I have the wrong man,” Mekadesh said, feigning shock. She turned and pointed to Frederick. “Take off your helmet, good knight.”


    The demon obeyed. Frederick’s skin was pale and white, but his face was known by every citizen who had ever attended a tournament. The twelve guards in purple-and-black ceremonial armor gasped. The King’s hand went to his jaw and his adviser’s mouth fell open, his gaze shifting from Mekadesh to Frederick and back.


    “It can’t be!” Aethis said.


    “How is this possible?” Jurgen asked.


    “Ah,” Mekadesh said with exaggerated pomp, “that brings me to the third man in my company, the one in the gray hood, the cloak and simple clothes. His name is Ashton Jeraldson… and he is the Necromancer.”


    “To the King!” Adviser Jurgen exclaimed in alarm.


    The guards obeyed, forming a line quickly in front of the throne.


    “What is the meaning of this?” the King demanded of Mekadesh.


    “Must I repeat myself?” Mekadesh asked.


    Her hair turned blonde, and her dress morphed into the same tight fitting high-collared dress she had on but pure white. The guards became visibly restless, pulling their swords from their sheaths.


    “Your Highness,” a captain said, “this is magic. We must move you to safety!”


    “I’m not abandoning my throne room to a magician,” the King declared.


    “I’m called the Holy One,” Mekadesh said. “I come to you in your direst hour, despite the insults your ancestors have hurled at me by banishing my order. I come to you, as the undead rise from their graves and the demons pour out of Xhonia, with hope for your world.”


    “What do you want?” Aethis asked.


    “I want what you want,” Mekadesh said. “The destruction of the demon lords who invade your lands from the underworld. The permanent banishment of the naurun—the very demons who killed your son outside of Mallory Keep.”


    The King appeared to stop breathing when his son Magnus had been mentioned. Ashton felt a pain in his heart at the knowledge that he had a hand in unleashing the demon that waylaid the prince and killed Lord Janus Mallory.


    “You can do that?” Aethis asked.


    “I can help,” Mekadesh said. “I seek to empower your world—to give it the tools it needs to fight the demon apocalypse.”


    “The demon apocalypse?” the adviser asked skeptically. “We know only of a second incursion of undead.”


    “An incursion?” Mekadesh scoffed. “The demon lord Orcus is roaming your kingdom. He has taken Foxbro. His legions are invading as far south as Perketh.”


    “Perketh is a dead town,” Jurgen said, crossing his arms.


    “No,” Ashton said. “It’s an undead town filled with loyal subjects to the crown.”


    “Loyal subjects who attacked Mallory Keep?” the adviser rebuffed.


    “Loyal to the King,” Ashton said, “as I am. But not loyal to Lord Mallory, who abandoned his people and allowed a bandit army to murder them. I raised them so that they might seek justice.”


    “Perhaps this undead army at Foxbro seeks the same justice,” Aethis said.


    “No,” Mekadesh said. “The army of Orcus seeks only his dominion over this world, to link it to his realms through the Abyss so that souls may be harvested and used for wars elsewhere. The naurun race is a plague that must be stopped.”


    “And how do we do that?” the King asked.


    “By helping me acquire the artifacts that might save your world,” she said. “I need the Eye of Maddox.”


    Jurgen and Aethis looked at each other and then conversed in whispers. The King shook his head.


    “We’re not familiar with this item,” Jurgen said, exasperated. “What is it?”


    “The Eye of Maddox,” she replied, “is a powerful artifact—capable of seeing through lies and manipulation. Long ago, many millions of years actually, my general wielded it against Demogorgon, the Prince of Demons. It gave Maddox the vision needed to best that demon lord in every major battle.”


    “If it can beat a demon lord,” Aethis said, “then it’s worth pursuing.”


    “The Eye’s true power,” she said, “lies not in physical combat but in its augmentations and its ability to guide its wielder toward other precious things.”


    “You think we need valuable trinkets in a war against demons?” Jurgen asked. “We need weapons, not baubles. Are you only here to waste the King’s time? His Majesty must plan for the conflict with the undead!”


    “If you do not value such trinkets,” Mekadesh said, “then give them to me. I will find use for them.”


    “We’ve already told you,” Jurgen said from behind the line of knights. “We do not have this item.”


    “Ah, but you do,” Mekadesh said. “It’s around the King’s neck.”


    Aethis and Jurgen both looked surprised. The King lifted the locket at the end of his gold chain.


    “This is not the Eye of Maddox,” he said, “This is the Eye of the King. It has been within my family since before our earliest records.”


    “A curious name for a locket,” Mekadesh said, “and so similar to the named item I seek.”


    “A coincidence and nothing more,” Jurgen said.


    “The Eye of Maddox is mine,” she said. “I gave it to my greatest general. He was killed, and his body ripped into pieces and flung across the heavens. His skull landed in Surdel over a million years ago, in the very place that Mount Godun rose from. The Monks of Godun felt its power shortly after I arrived on this world 10,000 years ago, because the skull reacted to my arrival. Within 500 years, they had located it in the heart of the mountain. They passed it to your ancestors, and now you will pass it to me.”


    “I cannot part with this,” Aethis said. “It is priceless to me and my family.”


    “A new general must be created,” she said, “or your world will fall.”


    Ashton coughed into his hand. “Perhaps, the King can use it.”


    She looked at the middle-aged man on the throne. She shook her head slowly.


    “Give me the Eye,” she said menacingly, “or die.”


    “Wait!” Ashton said.


    “There is no time,” Mekadesh said, pointing toward the south. “The undead are almost here.”


    “We can kill them with fire,” Ashton said. “The paladins can smite them.”


    “The paladins are too few,” Mekadesh said, “because of this man and his forefathers. More importantly, my next general is not the only person who will benefit from me acquiring the Eye. The paladins and any force under my command will also be augmented.”


    “Guards,” Jurgen commanded. “The King has been threatened. Cut them down!”


    “Your Highness,” the captain of the guard again protested to Aethis, “she’s a magician. My priority is to get you to safety. Please, Your Highness!”


    “Orcus is almost here,” Mekadesh said, “and we haven’t even found the Sword of Maddox yet. You’re not leaving this room, and I’m not leaving this room until I have the Eye.”


    “Kill them,” King Aethis ordered.


    “Wait!” Ashton pleaded again.


    The guards grimly advanced, swords and spears in hand. Any hesitation was gone.


    Mekadesh turned toward Frederick. “Retrieve the Eye.”


    The shadow demon controlling Frederick crouched and leapt forward like a cat on hind legs. It slashed through the throat of the Captain of the Guard but left no visible marks on his neck, as if a ghost had passed harmlessly through him. The man fell to the carpeted floor, dead. The King gasped and Jurgen’s eyes grew wider.


    It had happened so fast that the other guards didn’t have a chance to register the supernatural agent they faced. They lowered their spears and swords and advanced towards it. In a fluid motion, the creature tossed aside its own sword and leapt atop the closest man. Purple and black ethereal flames broke through segment boundaries of its armor, licking at the victim’s face and shooting through his breastplate. This second man fell to the floor as well, his eyes and mouth wide open, frozen in a state of terror.


    The next man thrust a spear at Frederick, but it glanced off the plate armor—not that it would have made any difference anyway. The creature grabbed the spear and pulled the man to it, blackness again invading the brave soldier’s body and leaving a lifeless corpse.


    “No!” Ashton begged. “Stop this madness!”


    But the creature had its orders and so did the guards. A third fell and a fourth, within seconds of each other. The durun cracked its plated glove against a fifth’s helmet, knocking it from his head, and then sucking the man’s soul into its mouth.


    “Gods, be merciful!” Jurgen shrieked.


    “Not today!” Mekadesh said pitilessly.


    The creature’s black soul ate through soldier after soldier in quick succession.


    “Please go, Your Majesty!” a guard shouted in panic as he backed toward the throne.


    The creature devoured his soul with a dark kiss, and then ran its fingers down Jurgen’s face and torso. If viewed from afar, the act might have seemed innocent, had Jurgen not limply fallen to the floor as his eyes rolled to the back of his head.


    “No,” the King said, lifting his hands between Frederick and himself. “No, no, no, no!”


    “Bring it to me!” Mekadesh demanded.


    The creature grabbed the golden amulet and pulled as it pivoted to return to Mekadesh. To Ashton’s horror, the head of King Aethis came with it. A stream of blood spurted from the slumping torso clad in a purple and black tunic lined by white furs. The blood streamed down the beautiful white throne and across and down the marbled stairs.


    The creature shook the amulet, and Aethis’ head fell to the floor. It rolled beside the durun for several seconds before it came to a rest, looking downward at the floor. Ashton stared at his king in disbelief.


    “I can’t—”


    The demon handed the Eye of Maddox to Mekadesh, and she smiled wickedly as she looked down at the locket. She knelt down to the floor and slammed the golden amulet against the stonework. Within a few violent strikes, the metal container had broken and a yellow stone rolled out.


    “Oh, Maddox,” she purred. “You are needed once more…”


    She looked at Ashton.


    “Pick it up,” she said.


    Ashton shook his head. He pulled his hood up and turned his back on her.


    “This item is no ordinary jewel,” Mekadesh said. “It is my original power, given to me as a Watcher by the Creators themselves. This power enabled me to see past evil and lies—to see inside the hearts of men and demons. I gave it to Maddox as I give it to you now. Take it. Use it.”


    Two women entered the throne room from a side door, and Ashton turned toward them. One was a middle-aged woman with dark, straight hair. She dressed finely in the same kinds of fabric and fur as Aethis. She looked at the throne, only partially comprehending the ghastly stream of blood down the steps. Ashton recognized the Queen of Surdel from her portraits. The other woman was younger and wore a pair of finely-crafted reading glasses beneath a shock of curly red hair. She held three or four books across her forearm with a scroll or two wedged between them. She wore a simple light-blue dress that might have been fit for royalty once, but it had been neglected. She gawked in confusion between her mother, the throne, and the party of three with Ashton.


    Frederick picked up his sword, looked at Mekadesh and then marched toward the two new women.


    “Wait,” Ashton begged again.


    Queen Shea fell to the floor grabbing her chest.


    “Mother!” the younger woman said, rushing to the Queen.


    Shea writhed on the floor, reaching toward her husband’s headless corpse. The young princess scooped her mother up and scowled at the approaching demon.


    “Wait!” Mekadesh commanded the demon, and it stopped.


    “Ashton,” she said. “Look at her.”


    Ashton looked at the young woman who glared at him with intense venom. Tears streamed down the young woman’s face.


    “I see her,” Ashton said. “She’s angry. I’m angry too. You just killed the King!”


    “Through the Eye!” Mekadesh said, pointing at the yellow stone now soaked in a pool of blood that was still pouring down the steps.


    Ashton timidly picked up the Eye of Maddox, trying not to look at the princess. He wiped the blood off on his cloak and fumbled with the stone.


    “You’re all sick!” the princess yelled. “I’ll kill every last one of you!”


    “Hold it up,” Mekadesh said, beckoning for Frederick to come to her and then lifting her hand up to her own eye to indicate what she meant to Ashton.


    He mimed her movements, bringing the Eye of Maddox between his eyes and the princess.


    Through the lens of the stone, the insides of this young woman were a swirling energy—like a red fire that pulsated.


    “You are angry, my child—” Mekadesh said.


    “I will end you!” the princess promised.


    “Good,” Mekadesh said. “Harness that hatred. Let it burn you inside-out, and then unleash it on the demon lords who seek to end your world and its people. The best of King Aethis lives on, Princess Cassandra—inside of you.”


    Princess Cassandra seemed torn between hatred of Mekadesh and confusion at her words. Ashton rushed across the floor toward the Princess and the Queen. Cassandra dropped her books and pulled a three-inch knife from a pocket in her well-worn dress and pointed it at Ashton.


    He slowed down before he reached her. He attempted to placate her with his hands in non-threatening downward motions.


    “I think she’s having a heart attack,” Ashton said. “Is there anything we can do?”


    At the main entrance to the throne room, Mekadesh waved Frederick into the hallway and looked at Ashton queerly. She turned to leave, and Ashton noticed a small smile at the corners of her mouth.


    “She’s a wicked woman,” Ashton said.


    “And what are you?” Cassandra asked, practically spitting out every syllable. “You, who have taken both my father and mother away from all of us in our time of need!”


    “A demon killed your father,” Ashton said.


    “And I will kill you,” she vowed.


    He looked back at her decapitated father. There was no hope for him. He could wait for the Queen to die and try to bring her back, but he expected the sight of her husband dead like this might send her into another episode. The only thing left to do was empathize.


    Ashton sat on his haunches and shook his head. He teared up as he watched the Queen convulsing. Cassandra began to rock Shea on her lap and dropped the knife to the ground. She cooed to her mother, trying to hush her and stop the convulsions.


    “Princess,” Ashton said, “I have no idea what I’m doing. Everywhere I go, there is chaos. An army of undead and demons march toward us, killing every man, woman and child in their path. And I don’t know how to stop them. Do you?”


    Cassandra continued to whisper and coo to her mother, telling her she would be alright. Ashton looked at her books and scrolls scattered across the floor.


    “I’m not a smart man,” Ashton said, “not like you with your books. Perhaps, you know how to stop them.”


    “I do not!” Cassandra said, crying.


    “Fire seems to kill the undead,” Ashton said, and Cassandra perked up and quieted at the statement, “and I’ve seen a paladin named Cedric smash a demon to pieces. I don’t know how to conjure fire, and I’m not a holy warrior. But you… I see a fire in you…”


    He held the yellow, teardrop-shaped gem to his eye and watched the swirls inside of her.


    “I go with this devil woman,” Ashton said, “in hope that I might find a way to save your kingdom. For it is your kingdom. You are the future.”


    Cassandra did not speak. She simply continued to rock her mother and stare at the blood-stained throne.


    “I know there’s nothing I can say to make this right,” Ashton said. “Words are hollow. That’s what my friend Clayton always said. He taught me that actions speak louder than words. My only hope is that when I find a way to kill these demon lords, you will be able to hear and understand how truly sorry I am for your losses.”


    He bowed his head as he backed away and then turned to walk away. The Princess continued to hold her mother. He looked back at her briefly before he left the throne room.


    Mekadesh and Frederick waited for him on the purple carpeting in the hallway. Frederick had put his helmet back on and watched Ashton with animal-like mannerisms—tilting his head and watching Ashton through unblinking eyes. Mekadesh smiled as she crossed her arms in her white dress.


    “Stop smiling at me,” Ashton demanded.


    “I’m not,” Mekadesh said. “It’s just remarkable. The situation.”


    Ashton stomped his foot in frustration as he walked toward her. “You just killed the King and Queen of Surdel.”


    The demon in plate armor piped up in a deep resonating voice. “I honestly thought the chain would break before his neck did.”


    “You ripped his head off!” Ashton said.


    The demon whimpered and looked to Mekadesh for support. She patted him on the pauldrons, and Ashton clearly saw the possessed man smiling through his visor. Still, it hunched its shoulders as if it were a dog expecting to be smacked upside its head.


    “Let us walk,” Mekadesh said, beckoning Ashton to link arms with her.


    He grumbled but did anyway. They walked together away from the throne room, while the demon inside Frederick ambled behind.


    “That was my king and queen, Mekadesh,” Ashton said. “Don’t you understand? I agreed to your terms to save Surdel—not to destroy it.”


    “My child,” Mekadesh said, “I didn’t want their deaths any more than you did. We don’t have time for a stubborn man refusing us the very weapons that might save this world.”


    “We don’t have time?” Ashton asked. “We’re walking down a hallway. We seem to have all the time in the world.”


    “When it comes to calming a potential mutiny with my future general,” she said, “there is time enough. We make the time. But if you think this war with Orcus and Demogorgon will come at no cost, then you must be corrected in these false beliefs. You think you are going to take that small gem, march across the battlefield, brush aside hordes of undead and plunge that fistful of power into the chest of a demon lord? No, you are not.”


    “Then what am I supposed to do?” Ashton asked.


    “Listen first,” Mekadesh said, her warmth radiating throughout Ashton’s body.


    He found it hard to stay cross with her when she was so near. Her scent tickled his senses. He found himself appreciating her touch.


    “This artifact empowers you,” she said. “It gives you gifts, but it also restores a part of me. With you so close, it augments me and my creations. Here, hold it out.”


    Ashton offered it without hesitation. His open palm held the small stone—rounded like an eye.


    “When you touch this,” she said, “you gain a strength. You can feel it. A light in the darkness. Always revealing—for better or worse. Sometimes, you might want to drop it. You’ll find your friends lying to you, sometimes small things that don’t matter. If you look long enough through it, your connection to the very world might change. You’ll watch a butterfly flapping its wings, and it might reveal to you how to design a remarkable flying contraption for you to use—or a terrible weapon that will turn the tide of wars.”


    “It sounds like a lot of power,” he said.


    “Yes,” she said, “for it is knowledge, and knowledge is power, and power corrupts. I’m living proof of that!”


    She laughed heartily as they made their way down the corridor.


    “And I have brought you to this knowledge,” she said, “so that you might possess it—the boy who cares for his people but who leaps before he looks. You are too trusting. This artifact will change that, in time. But do not grow too complacent in its gift. It can be fooled. Such was the case with Maddox, and with his fall, I fell hard too.”


    Ashton nodded in understanding. He forgot about the bodies in the throne room, and he listened.


    “Why don’t you wield it?” Ashton asked. “If it was a part of you, wouldn’t you be better served by it? Why give it to me?”


    She looked at the golden eye in his hand. For a moment, a look of longing crossed her face, but it was gone seconds later.


    “Long ago,” she said, “it was a part of me. Now, I’m different. If I were to take this back into myself, it would change me. I would lose part of what makes me who I am today. The world is more mysterious. People can lie to me. I prefer this ignorance. I prefer to not see my own faults and failures.”


    “But it’s a weapon!” Ashton said.


    She let loose a full-throated laugh. She pointed at Frederick and then at a nearby wall. The demon appeared to understand the command and ran its plated fist through the solid stone, ripping out huge blocks of the wall as it pulled its fist free.


    Mekadesh then pointed toward her hand, and Ashton noticed a thin black sword that must have been five-feet long. He didn’t know how he had missed it before. She dragged it along the ground for a time as they continued to stroll arm-in-arm. The grating sound of metal on stone had a chilling effect.


    “I have weapons,” she said. “Weapons are easy to come by. People I can trust to wield those weapons, those are much harder to find. And so, I bequeath a part of myself, my infinite sight, to you. Do you accept my gift?”


    “Do I have a choice?” Ashton asked.


    “Always,” she said. “Such is life.”


    “And if I reject?” Ashton asked.


    “Perhaps I leave you alone,” Mekadesh said. “Perhaps Frederick kills you. Who knows? It would depend on my mood at the time.”


    “And how are you feeling right now?” Ashton asked. He smiled, despite himself—despite where he was and what had just happened in the throne room.


    She chuckled lightly. “Say yes. It is a gift unlike any other.”


    “And when I say yes,” he said, “what happens?”


    “You and I lift this gem together,” she said, “and the world of Nirendia gains a new Light. The demon lords will see you for what you are—a great and powerful weapon. Champions of Light and Dark will flock to you. Death will be all around you, as it always has been. But a path will also be in front of you—a winding road that leads you and your allies toward more knowledge and more power. Until one day, you turn to face Orcus and Demogorgon, and they will quake at your coming. And if they don’t, if they are foolish enough to stand before you, then they will fall and be sent back to the Abyss—back to their planes of safety. But if you decide to pursue them, when you have the right weapons, there will be no safe place—not on any world. Not in any place—not even the Abyss.”


    He raised the eye to his own and looked at her. Half-golden. Half-dark. Her two-faced grin came back to him, but the dark-side had a tinge of fear in it. He smiled, knowing that the eye revealed the truth. Mekadesh was taking a risk giving him this item, and they both knew it. She wasn’t lying—not about the power he might have.


    He cupped the Eye so it would not fall, and then he extended it toward her with his hand, as she had told him to do. She reached up with the half of her body that had been golden through the Eye. When her skin touched it, a bell sounded in Ashton’s mind. He felt its reverberations and echoes push outward, vibrating the castle down to its foundations.


    “What just happened?” he asked.


    “You’ve announced yourself to Orcus and Demogorgon,” she said.


    He stopped breathing for a moment, and the hair on the back of his neck and forearms stood on-end.


    “And you’ve empowered me with a part of myself that was lost,” she said. “Those who serve me have felt me change. That bell was the sound of power transferring. To the East, my people stir—ready for war and empowered with new Light. You’ve done this. You’ve given Nirendia hope.”


    Ashton held the Eye firmly at his side.


    “You’ll want to find a secure place for that now,” she said. “What was mine became Maddox’s, and what was his has become yours. The Eye of Ashton.”


    “The Eye of Ashton?” he asked, taken aback. “Well… how do I secure it? How did Maddox?”


    “He had his eye removed from its socket,” she said, “and replaced it with that.”


    “Oh…,” Ashton said.


    “Did you…?” she asked, pointing helpfully to Frederick who took off his greaves to show the black-and-purple flames that emanated there. The implication being that the demon would happily remove his eye from the socket.


    “No, I think I’m good for now,” Ashton said, shaking his head and trying not to imagine a demon tearing his eyeball out. “I’ll just keep it in a pouch around my neck or something.”


    Mekadesh laughed genuinely and handed him a simple leather necklace with a perfectly-sized pouch.


    “For now,” she said, smiling widely, “until you change your mind.”


    “Right,” Ashton said, taking the pouch and placing the Eye into it. “What now? Do I fight Orcus?”


    “No,” she said. “Another piece of Maddox fell to this world. That’s why I’m here, and that’s why you must follow its trail from where it impacted the ground to the northeast of Mount Godun—at the center of a large lake at the edge of Nomintaur Forest.”


    “I’m not a good swimmer,” he admitted. “Not really.”


    She chuckled. “I’d worry more about avoiding Orcus for the moment. You can raise the dead, but I’m not sure you’re ready to raise yourself.”


    He nodded in agreement as they turned into a doorway that led to a stairwell.
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    Jeremy Vossen followed his father toward the throne room. He felt refreshed and hopeful after baring his soul and not being judged for Freddie’s murder. The hot bath and beard grooming made him feel even more human.


    Due to the advancing undead, the King had summoned all lords present at Kingarth to attend a planning session. The two northern high lords had already returned back to their castles to conscript and gather their forces. The Lord General had stopped manhandling the Necromancer for long enough to supervise the main castle’s defenses and would not be present for council meetings. The new High Lord Mallory had already left along the western road to attempt to reach his estate in the southeast.


    This left House Vossen in a unique position. The way to King Aethis was open. Only Adviser Jurgen and a handful of lesser lords remained in the castle, and the King wanted immediate counsel. This meant that two of three lords being called in were Vossens.


    His father Edward kept a brisk pace, but it was nothing Jeremy couldn’t match. They turned into the main corridor that led to the throne room, and both he and his father took a deep breath. A woman in a formal, black dress walked toward them. She had stylish slits that must have taken servants days to get right with her form. This was a wealthy noble woman, but Jeremy had never seen her before.


    “We’re late,” Edward said. “Someone else has the King’s ear.”


    “Who is that?” Jeremy asked, admiring her.


    “I don’t know,” Edward said, pausing with his son, “but she has a common retainer and a knight.”


    It was then that Jeremy noticed the simple garb of the blond-haired man beside the woman. Jeremy still did not recognize her, but he knew the man. It was the Necromancer Ashton Jeraldson, his former prisoner. The clanking of the knight’s armor behind the pair became more ominous as they drew close. Despite the fact that the imprisonment and even execution of the Necromancer had been sanctioned by the King, Ashton walking free next to a noble woman made Jeremy very anxious.


    “Father,” Jeremy said. “It’s him.”


    “I’ll be damned,” Edward said. “How is this possible? He’s supposed to be dead.”


    “What?” Jeremy asked in confusion.


    “Madame,” Edward greeted her, bowing and keeping an eye on Ashton. His father bent slightly as well.


    “Good sirs,” she said, nodding her head as she approached.


    Ashton’s eyes met Jeremy’s and grew very wide. The Necromancer nudged the woman in black, and she stooped to hear him as she slowed down. He whispered something to her, and she chuckled lightly.


    “Madame,” Jeremy said, “whatever he’s told you…”


    “Frederick?” Edward asked. “I can’t believe this. Freddie, is that you?”


    “Ah, you two are acquainted,” she said. “How lovely!”


    The woman grinned mischievously, as if a new game was a foot. She beckoned her group to follow her. The Necromancer kept walking, but the knight stopped cold. He seemed to glow in the darkness—not like a light but as a deeper blackness in the dark, chilly hallway. Jeremy’s knees grew weak. He leaned against the stone wall.


    “It can’t be,” Jeremy said. “You’re dead.”


    The knight turned toward Jeremy. His visor was down, and Jeremy couldn’t see his eyes. The Necromancer had raised his friend. The Lord General had been right.


    “You did it,” Jeremy said. “You did it, Ashton.”


    The Necromancer stopped and turned toward him. “This isn’t my man, Lord Vossen. Nothing he’s done is my doing. This is hers.”


    The woman laughed.


    “You’re too modest,” the woman said. “Come, you two. These men have business with the King. I’m sure it will be a quick meeting.”


    She laughed at a joke that Jeremy was not in on.


    “What have you told Aethis?” Edward asked. “Surely, my son will be given a chance to explain…”


    “I assure you,” the woman said, smiling quite wickedly, “my conversation with the King had little to do with either of you. I mentioned your son, only in passing.”


    “Did Freddie speak to him?” Jeremy asked.


    “In a way,” she replied, still grinning.


    “Come, boy,” Edward said, pulling at his son’s arm. “We can still fix this.”


    “Freddie,” Jeremy said. “I’m so sorry. I wish—”


    The knight’s armor rattled. Freddie appeared to struggle with what to do next. He was not within striking distance, but that didn’t matter. Jeremy was unarmored and vulnerable. He preferred it that way. If Freddie wanted to strike him with a plate fist, he knew he deserved it. All that mattered was that he was back.


    “Come along, Freddie,” the woman said, emphasizing the name with apparent sarcasm. “These men have business with the King, and we’re needed elsewhere.”


    Freddie stepped toward Jeremy, but Edward moved between them.


    “Please,” Edward said, “let’s not do this here. Let’s meet in private, where we can make recompense.”


    Edward placed a hand on Jeremy’s best friend, and then his father hissed as he recoiled from the touch.


    “Your breastplate,” Edward said. “It’s freezing!”


    Jeremy pulled his father toward him as he realized something was very wrong. He saw the dark lines emanating from his friend’s armor, and then he noticed the glowing black hand. Freddie was not himself. He was dark magic.


    “Freddie,” Jeremy said. “What have they done to you?”


    “What have they done to me?” Freddie growled.


    He viciously slammed his dark hand into and through Edward’s neck. Jeremy’s father went limp in his hands, and Freddie assaulted Edward over and over again.


    “Freddie, stop!” Jeremy begged.


    His father rolled against his shoulder. Edward’s neck was black, and Freddie wasn’t done. He kept plunging his hand into Edward’s chest, leaving marks that looked singed but with frostbite.


    “Stop!” Jeremy said. “Freddie, I did this you! Not him!”


    “Are you quite done?” the woman asked indignantly. “Do you want to be sent back to the Abyss?”


    Freddie backed away from Jeremy and his limp father. He continued to stare at Jeremy as the woman and Necromancer disappeared into a nearby stairwell. He turned after a time, as Jeremy gaped at him, crying. Jeremy watched his best friend stop at the opening to the stairs. Freddie didn’t follow the woman until the screams came from the throne room.


    “The King and Queen are dead!” a woman yelled. “Guards!”


    Jeremy slouched against the wall, holding his father and closing Edward’s eyes. He leaned his head back and cried. He had begged Frederick to stop—not because his father didn’t deserve this death, but because Jeremy felt he deserved it more.


    Sure, his father had created the Red Army, and he had sent Jeremy and the bandits on their path of destruction. But Jeremy had been the one to plunge the knife into his best friend’s neck. He had watched the light leave Freddie’s eyes. He had lived with the act for these many weeks, and he had thought, for a moment, that justice was finally going to be done. He could have accepted that.


    But now, Freddie was gone and so was his father, and there would be no correction to the injustice. His younger siblings Elliot and Sandra had lost a loving father, and Jeremy was no substitute. He felt hollow, useless and lost.


    An undead army marched on the capital. A demon and a necromancer were loose in the castle, and the King and Queen were dead. The more he thought about it, the clearer it became that he should have been the one to die in the hallway. He had killed Freddie. He had helped the Lord General kidnap the Necromancer and bring him to the capital, and both Ashton and his friend Freddie had something to do with murdering the royal monarchs in the throne room.


    But the more Jeremy reflected, the more he realized: dying would have been too easy. Freddie knew what he was doing by leaving Jeremy alive. Justice and vengeance were allowing Jeremy to live with the consequences. Justice was holding his dead father while shocked commoners cried over the corpses of the royal family, all people who Jeremy had not only failed to protect and serve—he had an active role in creating the situations that killed them. He was the source of all this death. He hung his head in the hallway, amidst the screams of the servants, and sobbed.
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    For Whom the Bell Tolls
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    Cedric Arrington stared into a pyre outside of Xhonia. He held his black helmet under his left arm. His wife Allison held onto his other arm, her face pressed against his plate rerebrace. Sylas, his oldest, stood beside him, and Sarah beside her mother.


    Nine other fires burned behind the pyre, but this one was the most personal to the Arringtons. His son Jonas lay on his back with his hands crossed over his chest. His un-scuffed leather armor crisped, splintered and buckled atop the logs. Cedric wept silently. Due to the heat and proximity of the fire, his tears evaporated before they reached his chin.


    Somewhere in the dark night, another Jonas probably wandered. Cedric’s father-in-law had fought a demon lord to save Cedric’s wife, sons and daughter. Jonas the Elder had sacrificed himself. He deserved his own pyre. The thought of Orcus raising his father-in-law, the man who had taken Cedric in when he had lost his father to demons, made Cedric hot as the fire before him.


    He looked to the woods for the reflection of eyes—the tell-tale signs of the undead. He wanted to smite something, but nothing blinked back. The enemy had fled from the paladins after they emerged from the caverns beneath Xhonia. Even while the men cut down trees and cleared brush and kindling for the pyres, the paladins had been undisturbed and unmolested.


    Perhaps the undead respected the wishes of the paladins to honor their dead. Or maybe the undead feared the men who had entered Xhonia with a silver box, killed one of their demon lieutenants and cut off any reinforcements from the underworld. Whatever the reason, Cedric appreciated the respite and the chance to honor his son—even if he had to kill every last one of them after the funerals were done.


    After he had taken the oath to the Holy One when he was eighteen, Cedric’s feelings toward the men around him had been mixed. He loved them, but they had all betrayed him. Each of them sat by while he took an oath that they knew would damn his soul. His parents. His friends and family. The Monks of Godun. The Holy One herself.


    He had experienced the crushing realization that his own sons would be doomed to the same fate. He had promised himself that he would never marry, that he would never have sons, and he would finally break the cycle and free the Arringtons from an ancient curse.


    But that same night after his initiation, Allison sought him out, burdened by her own guilt and doom. They had laid together. Cried together. Watched over her father Jonas, who had been so overwhelmed by his daughter’s oath that he had suffered a stroke. Allison blamed herself, and Cedric wordlessly agreed. He had cried again when his sons were born. He had failed them—cursed them into the very life he had grown to detest.


    He cried now, standing beside the pyre of his son, for a different reason. He wept because he finally realized the sacrifice he had made was necessary—even the sacrifice of his father, father-in-law, and son. He cried not because his son would never know the love of a woman or have his own children, but because Jonas would never know what it felt like to smite a demon. And yet, his son had tried. He had tried to save Cedric’s life, even if it wasn’t necessary—even if Cedric could have handled himself. The act was important. His son’s sacrifice was important. In his own way, against all hope, his son had tried to save the world.


    Cedric finally understood.


    And just as he felt this profound relief, a massive soundwave rushed over him, pushing him and Allison backwards until he dropped to a knee. A beautiful noise, alive and powerful, like a 90-foot church bell ringing beside him. It vibrated him so hard that his plate armor rattled against each other, and the war hammer on his back jostled out of its holster and onto the ground. He reached back for it and found it white-hot. Arcs of lightning leapt from the hammerhead. Allison grabbed the Twin Sisters that crisscrossed her back and held them before her. The same electrical pulses traveled along her blades and cascaded up and down the length of Cedric’s weapon.


    His son Sylas and daughter Sarah looked alarmed. They had not been pushed back. They did not vibrate with power. They thought something bad had happened to their parents.


    “What’s wrong, Father?” Sylas asked.


    The spear he had leaned against a tree vibrated and lit nearby kindling with its sparks of lightning.


    Cedric dragged the hammer across the ground, and a small explosion of light nearly knocked him over.


    “What was that?” Allison asked.


    Cedric lifted the hammer from the ground, careful not to touch the hammerhead against the ground again.


    “I think,” Cedric said, “we’ve been empowered.”


    “An upgrade?”


    The place on the ground that his war hammer had touched was covered in black soot, as if a fire had scorched it.


    “Stand back!” Cedric commanded.


    He waited for his wife to take a few steps away. Sarah and Sylas also moved a few paces outward. Cedric held his hammer of Light high above his head and watched as the arcs of white, holy lightning licked his pauldrons, vambraces, and gloves.


    He gripped his hammer tightly with both hands and let out a mighty yell. He slammed the hammer against the ground before him and heard the torrent of power unleashed against the surface. Brightness blinded him briefly, and he thought he saw the Holy One in the aura that lingered in the aftermath. His daughter and son tumbled away in the rush of wind. His wife braced herself behind her swords.


    The ground took the brunt of his brief assault. A six-inch deep, dark crater appeared in the earth where there hadn’t been one before. Around the crater were burn marks that splintered off for several yards, but the burns were not dark like the center—they were glowing and white. The pattern on the ground reminded him of a sun. It reminded him of the paladin emblem—a sun rising from the earth.


    “What does this mean?” Henry Claymore asked as he approached from the pyre of Francis Jericho.


    “Something has happened,” Cedric said. “The Holy One has acquired something, and we are vastly augmented. Lift your hammers with me, friends! Smite the ground! Swing your swords! Let the undead and demons of this world hear the roar of the mighty paladins!”


    Henry Claymore yelled defiantly to the night as he lifted his huge two-handed sword and brought it down mightily. The ground cracked as the blade hit, and white light erupted in a ten-foot line before him.


    Henry laughed and raised his sword. Allen Bigsby brought his hammer down as well, creating an impact crater and pushing other paladins aside.


    Allison looked at her swords curiously. They were short swords, too compact to swing at the packed dirt without crouching. She walked a few dozen paces away to a tree and readied a strike. Cedric watched her closely. Even amongst paladins who each wielded Light-filled weapons, her swords were legendary. The Holy One had created her second blade out of thin air to match the number of weapons Cedric carried, somehow knowing or possibly just decreeing that Allison and Cedric would couple. Where Cedric’s weapons were simply anointed with divine power—one of hers was an actual miracle pulled from the very ether.


    Twenty paladins stopped swinging their weapons to watch her cut and stab at a thirty-foot-wide oak. Each swing tore into the wood, igniting the bark with sparks from her blade. It was impressive to watch, but not exactly what anyone was hoping for.


    “What’s going on?” Henry asked in a hushed tone from beside Cedric.


    “I don’t know.”


    She swung dozens of times, hacking away at the bark and doing considerable damage to the old tree. She grunted in frustration before throwing one of her blades tip first into the dirt. Cedric winced, expecting her sword to make the same rushing sound and crater, but it didn’t. The sword wobbled back and forth as Allison paced around it.


    “We’ll figure it out,” Cedric said.


    Allison shot him a warning look that clearly told him to shut up.


    He nodded in understanding and put his arms around Sarah and Sylas, both watching their mother curse at her blades. Like them, he watched patiently for this new talent to take effect. It was only a matter of time before Allison figured it out.


    “Maybe put them in the ground together,” Henry suggested.


    She tried it, but nothing happened. She grunted in frustration.


    “Maybe try striking the tree with both swords at the same time,” Allen said.


    Again a try and again a fail. Each of the paladin weapons began to dim, and the lightning arcs no longer formed when the weapons were holstered or out-of-hand. Cedric watched his war hammer light-up when he put his hands along the grip and then dim again when he let it go. Similarly, if he dropped his hammer, nothing happened. It was only when he struck the ground while gripping it, that it did the real damage.


    Allison roared in frustration. “Come on!”


    She looked to the heavens, both swords down and then raised them up with her gaze. “What do you want from me? All you do is take, take, take! What more do you want from me? You want my soul now?”


    The paladins collectively gasped. To talk about the price of being a paladin was expressly forbidden. The Holy One had clearly spelled it out. If you revealed the Holy One was a demon lord, if you told your children what the price of admission to the Order was, your children would die.


    “You’ve taken my father!” Allison continued to defy the heavens. “You’ve taken my son! And still, I fight! I’m not asking for much. Give me something! Give me anything!”


    She twirled around, facing the other paladins and then the forest. In the darkness, a pair of eyes reflected back at her. Henry and Allen saw them too. They both started moving toward the undead creature.


    “No!” Cedric commanded, holding them back. “This may be what she needs. Perhaps, the Holy One is sending her a message.”


    He shook the thought away, and Henry and Allen both looked at him queerly. He understood why. They had thought themselves damned too—that the Holy One wanted only their souls. But now, Cedric felt differently. He felt the change inside of him. He wasn’t depressed anymore. He didn’t feel useless or cursed. He felt hopeful. He felt like he finally had a purpose—that there might even be some greater plan. He felt like he might actually be a part of something real and not just some demon’s plaything.


    The undead creature stumbled forward on two legs. As the light from the illuminated weapon revealed its body coming through the brush and growth, Cedric recognized it was a man. He wore a soiled gown. His light brown hair was a mess, and he was freshly undead.


    Cedric was not the first to recognize him or the hammer the creature dragged behind it.


    “Papa?” Sylas asked.


    The creature turned its head toward Sylas and groaned noises through its jaw. Cedric’s father-in-law Jonas had been stabbed multiple times in the chest with something that left black scorches. Red stains coated his nightgown.


    “No,” Allison cried. “Papa… no.”


    She held her swords ready but weakly as her father approached, limping and dragging his hammer. The weapon was not lit. His power had apparently gone with his soul to the Abyss.


    “Stay back!” Cedric said. “My wife will handle this!”


    “No,” Allison mumbled again. “No, no, no-no, no…”


    “You can do this, honey,” Cedric said. “You must have known Orcus would bring him back. Better now at your hands, before he has killed someone else that we love. For Sylas and Sarah, you must do this…”


    “Mom?” Sylas asked. He turned to Cedric. “She’s not going to kill him. That’s Papa Jonas!”


    “That’s an undead minion of Orcus,” Cedric replied, “and we must show them no mercy. The demon lords are not here to govern. They are here to kill us, control our bodies, and enslave our souls. We must fight them, no matter their face. No matter the cost!”


    Henry, Allen and the other paladins lifted their Light-filled weapons to the sky and gave a hearty cheer of encouragement to Allison.


    “We’re here for you,” Cedric said. “We’re all here for you.”


    Allison whimpered as she shuffled her feet backwards, her swords standing less-and-less straight and drifting towards each other as her will to fight her father left her.


    “Come on, honey!” Cedric encouraged her. “You can do this!”


    Her father came within fifteen yards, and her swords drooped within inches of each other. Lightning arcs leapt across the space between them. Jonas the Elder began to move faster toward her, and as he approached faster, Cedric saw more and more wounds on his body. The creature limped so awfully because his leg muscles had been hacked at many times. Dozens of wounds leaked fluids from his body.


    Allison wept openly as her father closed the space.


    “No, Father!” she cried. “Please don’t!”


    The creature became more excited as its hammer bounced against the earth. It increased speed and readied a strike.


    “Allison!” Cedric yelled.


    He ran forward, completely alarmed at how defenseless Allison seemed. She shook free from her terror for a brief moment—just long enough to raise both of her swords together for a locking guard to block the heavy overhand swing.


    The Twin Sisters touched briefly just as the hammer hit. Arcs of white light flew off the short swords and a bright bubble formed for the briefest of seconds. The undead creature shot backwards, dropping its hammer and writhing on the ground as it reached for its weapon again.


    A roar of sound pushed Cedric backward. He stumbled before recovering and halting his charge to her rescue. The other paladins backed off similarly.


    “Wait…” Henry said.


    “Did she just—?” Allen asked.


    “Yes!” Cedric shouted triumphantly as he realized what had happened. Her swords touching had caused the same bell tone in his ears that his own hammer made when he struck the ground.


    “That’s their power!” Cedric shouted to her. “Lock them together!”


    He motioned to her with his hands in a cross gesture. She nodded but didn’t follow through. She walked over to the creature and put her foot on its hammer. It reached for her leg, and she kicked its hands away. She knelt down, trying to look at it, but it kept grabbing at her.


    She kicked the war hammer away in frustration and leapt backwards.


    “Damn you!” she said. “Let me look at your face before I have to kill you! Let me see my father alive for just one moment more.”


    Cedric and Henry mobilized toward her. They hurried over to restrain the undead.


    “We’ve got him!” Cedric said as he rushed forward and secured the creature’s right arm.


    “Got it!” Henry said as he grabbed the other. He looked at the creature as it snapped at him with its jaws. “Hello, old friend.”


    Allison walked over to her father. Cedric and Henry strained against Jonas as the creature kicked at the dirt and swiveled between attacking each of the three closest persons.


    “Papa,” she said, begging for attention like a child might.


    The creature continued to lash out.


    “Papa,” she repeated. “Look at me, Papa.”


    She held her two swords up and close together, inches from its face. The undead creature bent away from the Light. It hissed and snarled in pain.


    “Papa,” she said. “It’s over. Look at me. Can you see me? Are you in there?”


    The creature seemed mesmerized for a moment. Cedric couldn’t tell if it was looking at her or the blades.


    Allison brought the blades closer together and lightning jumped between the Twin Sisters.


    “It’ll all be over soon,” she said.


    The creature breathed shallowly and rapidly as she drove the blades against each other. Impossibly bright light filled the sky from the nexus of the swords, and Cedric braced himself against the onrush of sound and wind. Allison, through great effort, kept the swords together as a translucent bubble of light grew from her blades, enveloping the undead creature, Cedric and Henry.


    Cedric yelled involuntarily. He wasn’t in pain, but he thought he should be. The creature screamed briefly, and Cedric felt the heat from the Light contacting its body and moving through it. Smoke rose from the undead man’s eyes and face. It stopped struggling and went limp. Cedric and Henry allowed it to drop to the ground, and Allison let the blades come apart.


    Cedric’s eyes couldn’t adjust for several seconds.


    “Cronos, be merciful!” Henry said. “Is it dead?”


    The creature twitched on the ground.


    “Papa?” Allison asked. “Dad?”


    Cedric rolled the creature over so it faced up. A pair of eyes darted around. The lips quivered and so did its hands as it seemed to writhe in excruciating pain.


    “Alllllliisson,” it whispered. It reached up toward her briefly before going limp. Its head rolled toward Cedric, and then it quivered no more.


    “Oh, my God!” Allison yelped. “Oh, my God! Oh, my God, no! What have I done?!”


    Cedric rushed to her side and scooped her into his arms. She cried onto his breastplate.


    “Was he really alive?” she cried. “Did I just kill my father?”


    She looked up at Cedric. He shook his head.


    “Orcus killed your father,” Cedric said. “Your father fought him to save you and the kids, and Orcus trapped him in his body to force him to watch helplessly as this turned creature attacked his own daughter. This is not your fault.”


    “You released him,” Henry agreed, “and in the end, he recognized you. He fought to say goodbye.”


    Allison buried her face into Cedric’s breastplate. He removed his gloves and stroked her dirty hair. He kissed the top of her head.


    “The pyres still burn,” he said, looking at the fire that consumed Jonas the Younger. “There’s still time to honor one more hero.”


    She looked up again, tears glistening in the glow of so many paladin weapons around her. She nodded.


    “Yes,” she said. “He’d want that.”


    “He would,” Cedric replied.


    He got up and grabbed Jonas the Elder’s arm. Henry grabbed the other. Allison, Sylas and Sarah followed them as they carried the body of a former Council member to the funeral pyre of his grandson. Henry moved to Jonas’s feet as Cedric held onto his torso. They swung the body three times between them before having enough momentum to launch him onto the fire. Jonas landed awkwardly but solidly, an arm dangling down from his position atop what remained of Jonas the Younger.


    “Farewell, Papa,” Allison whispered.


    “Farewell, Father,” Cedric said, nodding.


    “Goodbye, Papa!” Sylas and Sarah said.


    The paladins each raised their weapons into the air, illuminating the entire valley beneath Xhonia.


    “Farewell, Jonas the Mighty!” Cedric said. “We will tell our children and their children’s children the story of your battle with Orcus at the foot of Mount Godun! We will sing a song in your honor, and we will meet you soon in the Abyss!”


    The paladins gave a hearty huzzah in unison.


    “And when we meet again in that dark void,” Cedric said, “may the demons tremble, for we will give them no quarter, not even in the afterlife!”


    The paladins around him nodded as they looked to the west, away from the pyres and the sealed mountain—toward the army of undead who wreaked havoc on Foxbro and marched on to Kingarth. The demons in the Abyss would have to wait. There was still work to do on Nirendia.
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    The Blood Lord
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    Julian Mallory rode in an open-air carriage along the stone-paved Western King’s Road just northeast of Fomsea. He and his beautiful half-sister Jayna sat in the back seat, her hand in his. Master Kraytos sat up front, next to the driver. His gallant knights followed on horseback, with Simon Casterby leading.


    The suspension on the carriage wasn’t made for the speed and uneven terrain they were navigating. Julian felt every bump in the road. His teeth chattered, and his rear end chafed from all the bouncing against the thin cushion of the seat and his thin, silken pants. Still, despite the discomfort, there was no time to stop or slow down. His entire estate, newly inherited from his father, was in peril. He needed to get back to his castle. Mallory Keep’s outer wall was still breached and in need of new masonry. The inner walls also needed maintenance. For a moment, he remembered why. In his mind’s eye, he watched his father fall from the ramparts.


    The Keep wasn’t completely defenseless. Hundreds of knights and thousands of archers remained, but they needed leadership. Ultimately, they also needed the fortifications rebuilt to maximize troop effectiveness. His land wouldn’t just defend itself.


    “Can we go any faster?” Julian asked the driver.


    “Only if you want the wheels to come off!” Kraytos said. “We’re going as fast as we can!”


    Jayna leaned against Julian and then rested her head on the soft furs and cloth against his chest. Despite the severe jostling from the poor suspension, she kept her face there. She reached her arms around him. He smiled as he tried to run his fingers through her hair and rub her scalp through the extreme jolts of the carriage along the well-worn road. She squeezed him so tightly that her body hardly jumped.


    “What the—?” Kraytos screamed.


    Julian looked up to find a man with a long, black beard and a tattered dark robe in the middle of the highway.


    “Out of the way!” the driver yelled. “High Lord Mallory! Make way!”


    But the man in the road remained steadfast. He slammed a black staff into the road to signify his stubbornness.


    Julian waved at him to move aside. He didn’t want to kill yet another man who found himself in the path of his carriages. But it wasn’t the man who changed course; it was the horses.


    The two stallions neighed and panicked before splitting cleanly in opposite directions from their separator pole. The tug and bearing buckles snapped and leather strips became whips, flailing the driver. The driver cursed in frustration, pain and panic.


    “Jayna!” Julian managed to yell as he wrapped his arms around her.


    She never looked up. The pole ran into a divot in the stone-paved road, and the carriage and its contents were flipped and flung afield. Julian went airborne, and Jayna came out of his arms.


    Everything happened so quickly that he didn’t get a chance to call out again. He rolled along the adjacent grass field for thirty feet, tumbling violently and painfully across packed earth, rocks and tree limbs.


    Everything hurt, and he struggled to breathe. He thought he might have punctured a lung.


    “Jayna!” he yelled, despite the pain in his chest. “Jayna!”


    He rolled to his side and scanned for her. The man in black was walking toward him. The carriage was shattered into three large pieces. The driver lay face-down in the street. Kraytos leaned forward nearby, but his legs were twisted in a grotesque way. Julian’s master, teacher of books and swords, gaped down at his own broken body.


    “Lord Julian,” he managed to say, blood coming out of his mouth and his face shaking as he struggled with what must have been intense and indescribable pain. He pointed toward a spot behind Julian before he gagged on his blood.


    Julian saw her white undergarments and the dark panther furs sprawled forty paces away. He crawled toward her.


    “Jayna!” Julian screamed again.


    She did not move or respond. He recognized that some of the folds of white underneath her weren’t part of her beautiful dress but a large flat rock. He climbed to his feet and fell over and over again as he forced his body to locomote—each leg a broken gear off its spoke. Where his legs failed him, his hands caught the ground. Halfway to his wounded sister, a dark figure barred his path. The man in the black, tattered cloak who had caused the accident looked down at him pitilessly.


    “Please!” Julian begged, pushing the man’s leg aside.


    A black staff cracked him hard across the shoulder and shoved his back to the ground.


    “She’s still alive!” Julian said. “Let me go!”


    “Lord Mallory?” the man said. “I believe that’s what your driver called you?”


    His skin was pale, and his beard and hair were dark as night. His robe looked ancient and torn, and his tunic was similarly shorn.


    “Yes!” Julian said. “My sister!”


    “Are you the same Mallory that the people of Perketh pledge loyalty to?” the man asked.


    Julian pushed aside the staff for a moment and began to crawl again toward Jayna. The man stopped him cold, rolling Julian onto his back once more.


    “Don’t worry about her,” the man said. “She’s not long for this world.”


    “No!” Julian screamed.


    Adrenaline pumped through his body, and he forgot his pain. He howled in rage as he threw the man’s staff head aside and pushed himself off the ground. He sprinted toward her, but a strong hand grabbed his arm.


    “Let go of me!” Julian demanded.


    “Listen to me, boy,” the man said, “and hear me well. I am Orcus, Lord of the Undead.”


    Julian’s eyes grew wide, and he stopped struggling. He looked over the man’s shoulder at his two-dozen knights, who had caught up to the carriage and tried to catch the two spooked horses. Simon Casterby rode forward to check on Jayna.


    “My Lord,” Simon said, “you must come quickly! Jayna’s hurt badly.”


    “They cannot save you,” Orcus whispered. “They cannot save her. Only I can do that.”


    “You said she was dying!” Julian said through gritted teeth.


    “Which is why I’m your only hope.”


    Julian looked at his lover and despaired.


    “You should kill me right now,” Julian said. “Without her, I’m a dead man already.”


    “I can save her,” Orcus said, squeezing his arm.


    “And make her one of your mindless minions?” Julian asked. He guffawed. “Kill me now. My life is over anyway.”


    Orcus growled and released his arm. Julian watched Simon remove his sword from his scabbard. He dropped his visor and pointed at the demon lord and waited for a command. Julian shook his head. He had a feeling that swords would be just as ineffective against this creature as they had been against the undead.


    Besides, Jayna was dead. He didn’t see the point. Moments ago, she had been in his arms. Not two minutes ago, his fingers were running through her hair, and her arms were around him.


    “My Lord?” Simon asked.


    “I came across some of your subjects today,” Orcus said. “The people in Perketh resisted me. When I told them who I was, they defied me—much like you’re doing right now. On other worlds, such defiance hasn’t happened. I put the people down, and they turned and served, just as any other living creature might. But these creatures here, in Perketh, they defy me still. Alive, they served you. Undead, they serve you still. I’m intrigued… and that’s what’s keeping you alive.”


    “My Lord?” Simon repeated again, looking for orders.


    “My opponent Mekadesh,” Orcus continued, “another demon lord, has changed the rules of the game on me. She has regained some of her strength. She has named a champion—a man, much like you I feel. Defiant… I can feel him gaining power and becoming a leader of her people. I have a proposition for you. I can make you different from others. Your bride, too.”


    “We’re not married,” Julian said mournfully as his eyes watered.


    Orcus motioned for Julian to join him for a walk. Julian looked past the demon lord at his faithful servant Kraytos, who writhed in pain as two knights dismounted and began making a litter for him. Others tried to right and piece together the carriage, but a wheel had broken from the axle. The knights soon gave up on the task.


    Orcus kept a slow and hobbled gait, leaning into his staff. Julian realized that the demon lord might be pretending to be disabled to make his knights less suspicious. His men moved on to the unresponsive driver. Others rode over to check on his sister on the rock. Julian growled in frustration at being forced to listen to this demon lord’s rambling instead of tending to his sister’s last moments.


    “When I was born,” Orcus said, “I became a lord of many things. My subjects were a bit different than yours, I’m sure. Corpses responded to me whenever I came near. They followed me around before I even knew what death was. But they were not the only things I commanded.”


    The adrenaline in Julian’s body started to peter out. The aches returned. He couldn’t walk normally. He noticed his gait and Orcus’ were not so different. Perhaps the demon lord was just mimicking him to put him more at ease.


    “I found that I could create a number of things,” Orcus said. “Some were small: diseases and pestilence. I exhaled and the very air responded to me, mutating and morphing to my presence. It took some time and practice to perfect that art. I killed quite by accident. I spoiled food and infected creatures that I cared for. But I practiced all of that too. I became a master of arts not performed anywhere else. I pushed the boundaries of what I and my subjects could do.”


    “What does that have to do with me?” Julian asked.


    “Mekadesh, the creature you call The Holy One, has created a powerful being,” he said, “a creature much like my brother Demogorgon and I have fought before. We killed her general once. We can kill it again. I’d like for you and your sister to be its doom.”


    “I’m not going to be one of your undead,” Julian said.


    Orcus laughed. “If I wanted you to be one of my undead, you’d be one. Would you like me to prove it to you with your lover?”


    Orcus turned quickly toward Jayna and raised his black, goat-headed staff at her.


    “No!” Julian said, pushing the staff back down.


    Orcus grunted and resumed his walk. Julian rejoined him.


    “What do you want?” Julian asked.


    “I want what you want,” Orcus said. “I want to give you the power to protect your people. I want you to be imbued with more strength, more speed, and more power than any man you will ever face. I want your future wife to return to you, stronger than ever. I want you to stand over the Necromancer with your boot on his throat.”


    “The Necromancer?” Julian asked.


    He remembered his father falling from the Keep. He saw the demon cheering triumphantly beside Janus’ lifeless body. The demon lord’s words struck a chord. Julian wanted more than just the return of his sister. He wanted his father’s murderer—the one who ultimately unleashed the demon.


    “What does the Necromancer have to do with this?” Julian asked.


    “The Holy One has chosen him to lead her armies,” Orcus said. “She has imbued him with immense power. I fear she will augment him further. To combat her and the Necromancer, I will give you and your betrothed a dark gift.”


    “What are you offering me?”


    “You will not die of old age,” Orcus said, still hobbling with Julian, “and neither will your sister. Your wounds will heal as fast as they appear. You will be faster than an arrow. Your enemies will fall before you like wheat to a scythe.”


    “And what is this gift going to cost me?”


    “Does it matter?” Orcus asked. “Is there any price you wouldn’t pay to get Jayna back? To avenge your father?”


    Julian turned to look at Jayna again. Simon followed behind Julian and the demon lord on his horse, just out of earshot but close enough to charge within seconds.


    “Would you give this dark gift to others?” Julian asked.


    “No,” Orcus said. “This is not a power I bestow lightly.”


    “What about my men?” Julian asked.


    Orcus smiled to himself as he continued to limp sympathetically beside Julian.


    “What about your men?” Orcus asked a few seconds later.


    “I want them to live. I want them to serve me.”


    Orcus laughed. “Yes. Of course. I will not harm them. If they die, it will not be by my hand. I leave their fates to you. While they live, they are yours. When they die, they are mine—as with all dead things.”


    Julian nodded to Simon, signaling that everything was ok. Simon circled around and trotted his horse back to the men.


    “OK,” Julian said, speaking more to himself than Orcus. “While they live, they are mine. When they are dead, they are yours.”


    “Agreed,” Orcus said.


    “What else?” Julian asked.


    “You’ll be changed,” Orcus said. “You’ll be more feral. You’ll always be hungry, and you’ll need to eat constantly. Your regeneration will depend on it. Your speed and power will increase and replenish as you feed. The more you consume, the stronger and faster you will become.”


    Julian shrugged. These costs didn’t seem too bad. He was a High Lord, after all, and food had always been plentiful in the south. Besides, what Surdel could not provide, he could always import from abroad through Fomsea.


    “I can live with that,” Julian said.


    Orcus grinned slightly. “Our time is running short. Your sister is nearing the point where she will rise of her own accord into undeath—another minion in my army. Like you, I want her by your side, but I cannot make your decision for you. Do you accept my dark gift? Do you want to save her?”


    Julian stared at her for a few moments but not too long.


    “Yes,” Julian said.


    “In exchange for bringing Jayna back,” Orcus said, “do you agree to fight by my side? Will you use my dark gift against my enemies?”


    Julian exhaled. He didn’t know if he really had a choice. Orcus had already threatened to kill him and raise his sister as an undead fiend. If Julian said no, he knew the demon lord would follow through. If he said yes, he knew Orcus would revive her. His father had always taught him to negotiate strongly and never accept an initial deal, but these were the only options on the table.


    “I accept your gift,” Julian said. “If you return my sister to me as you have promised, I will fight by your side. I will lead my people against your enemies. I will serve you.”


    Orcus smiled widely. “Good.”


    “Good,” Julian agreed. “It’s done?”


    “It’s done,” Orcus said.


    Julian turned to walk back toward Jayna. He waved at Simon, who returned the gesture from horseback.


    And then he felt a pressure against his throat that buckled his knees and forced him to the ground. He tried to turn his head, but a hand pushed against his jaw. The Lord of the Undead was biting his neck.


    “What are you doing?!” Julian screamed. “Stop!”


    Simon charged on his gray mount.


    “Wait!” Julian said. “Wait!”


    He tried to push Orcus away, but he did nothing but paw at the air. Orcus had already left him.


    Orcus dropped his staff and side-stepped Simon’s charge. He ran his shoulder into the horse and toppled it like it was a house of playing cards. Simon tumbled aside and retrieved his sword from the ground. He held it at the ready, advancing on Orcus.


    “You must feed,” Orcus told Julian.


    Julian’s muscles contracted and pain wracked his entire body. His bones hurt. His teeth became sensitive, and his canines grew a half-inch longer. He grunted as his bones became more elastic and his muscles tightened further. He wanted to rip his skin off from the pain.


    “My Lord!” Simon said. “Are you OK?”


    Julian felt at his neck, expecting to find teeth marks but there was only a raw area of skin. He felt himself healing—repairing the damage from the carriage crash. The smells around him became different. He could smell Simon’s body odor from twenty paces away. One of the runaway carriage horses defecated as it ran into a far-away tree line. He noticed aphids hiding under blades of grass. He smelled the underlying death and decay of Orcus, like a corpse freshly unearthed. The sunlight pounded down on Julian like he had a migraine. Every sense was overwhelmed.


    He pushed himself from the ground, feeling lighter than ever before.


    “I feel… changed.”


    Julian’s stomach growled. He put his hand over it. The smells around him became even more amplified. There was an aftertaste in his mouth. Metallic. Reminded Julian of iron. He licked his lips as his mouth and throat grew dry. He felt his fingernails hardening and lengthening.


    “You are changed,” Orcus said, “but the next few minutes are crucial. You are a new man—a new being, really.”


    Julian swallowed hard. He heard the men whisper vile things about him. Suspicious things. They saw him changing. Orcus approached him unnaturally fast, but Julian could track him. He watched Orcus reach for him and grab his arm. The Lord of the Undead leaned in until he was but a breath from Julian’s face.


    “There is a pestilence in your blood now,” Orcus whispered. “I gave it to you. It alters your very structure. It tests your limits. It mutates and couples with your body, producing antibodies and cells that will replicate. They record what your structure is right now. They memorize your maximum potential at this very moment. After two minutes, everything you will ever be will be finalized, and the pestilence will leave behind cells that can only ever recreate what my disease has witnessed in you, during this training phase of the disease.”


    “What are you talking about?” Julian asked. “Speak plainly.”


    “You must feed.”


    “Feed on what?”


    He became distracted by light and sound around him. Simon’s heartbeat thundered like a war drum. A deer in the nearby forest flicked its ear, and he could hear the capillaries expanding along its cranium.


    “Everything,” Orcus said. “Nothing. But a large animal drained of all of its blood right now would multiply your strength, regenerative powers and speed by a factor, depending on its body weight. Devour its heart, and you might double that increase. All of its organs, doubled again. And once these two or so minutes are done, you’ll have this strength for as long as you keep consuming.”


    Julian looked out. He heard the deer bat its eyes in the forest. A squirrel jumped from branch to branch, avoiding something foul. The undead approached. He heard and smelled them before he saw them come out of the woods in a line of thousands. The deer bounded away.


    “If you hurried now,” Orcus said, “you might catch it… but… one deer is not enough to protect your beloved. One deer will not allow you to regenerate your flesh as it is being burned off by one of Demogorgon’s fire demons. If you want to protect your people, sacrifices must be made. Power does not come cheaply, not in this universe. You must kill, and you must feed. You have only seconds.”


    Julian looked past his men, searching for the animals of the forest, but they were being scattered by the marching undead. His men formed a circle around the carriage. Kraytos crawled off the litter, across the field toward Jayna, dragging his broken legs. Simon retreated back to the men at the carriage but only to rally them against the approaching undead.


    “To Our Lord!” Simon called. “We will beat the undead hordes back!”


    They led their mounts toward Julian and Orcus. Each step produced a symphony of blood flow through their bodies. Julian watched the veins expand and contract along the neck of Simon’s dying steed, still on the ground with a broken leg after Orcus had shouldered it over.


    “You must feed,” Orcus said urgently. “You must eat to be strong! You must consume more of the living to stay strong. A weak lord is no use to me or your people. Get up!”


    Julian dove onto the dying mount, tearing through its exposed stomach and ripping out organs.


    “Yes!” Orcus said.


    The approaching men gasped and their horses neighed and bucked, refusing to come closer. Julian fed at an unnatural, blurred speed. He pulled organs that he didn’t even know existed into his mouth, consuming them voraciously.


    “Yes!” Orcus said. “Feed! You must protect the ones you love. Demons are coming. Paladins with their Light magic. Dragons come across the sea, breathing fire. Embrace what you are. Be what you were meant to be. You must stand against them.”


    Julian’s throat was still parched. He felt his body digesting the meal and absorbing it immediately. His stomach growled again, and the looks on the faces of his men were dangerous except for Simon. His lieutenant kneeled and drove his sword into the ground. His mouth was agape, and he seemed unable to process what had happened to his horse.


    Julian looked down at his blood-soaked furs, cloth and leathers. His hands were coated in thick, warm crimson.


    “Go, my champion!” Orcus said. “Feed! Feed so you can protect your lands! Feed so you can protect your beloved when she returns to you!”


    Julian sprinted to the closest horse, eviscerating it before its dismounted rider could drop its reins. Julian toppled the creature and devoured its innards. The man swung a sword at him, and Julian lost all control. He dodged the blade, ripped out the man’s throat and swallowed his voice box. He ripped off his breastplate and ran his strong fingers through the man’s breastbone. Julian pulled the man’s heart out and swallowed it whole. He felt his body digesting and absorbing its strength immediately. Another knight swung, and Julian reacted without thinking.


    This man fell, and then another. He ate some of their organs before their bodies hit the ground. They pawed at their intestines and cried to their mothers before screaming no more.


    Man after man attacked until no one but Simon remained. He fell back to his haunches, still staring at his horse.


    “This is a nightmare,” Simon said to no one in particular. “I’m still back in Kingarth. I’m dreaming.”


    Orcus chuckled.


    Julian rested a bloody hand on Simon’s clean pauldrons. A crimson stream flowed down the lieutenant’s breastplate, and his pupils dilated as fear swept over him.


    “I’m sorry,” Julian said.


    His hunger was insatiable, but after seeing Simon’s face, his mind had reined his urges in.


    “Lady Jayna!” Kraytos moaned, still crawling toward her. His pain and focus had been such that he must not have seen what Julian had done.


    The two knights who had gone to Jayna dropped their swords and ran down the road toward Shirun. Unlike Kraytos, they had been paying attention to what their lord had become.


    Orcus strolled toward Jayna. He beckoned Julian to follow. Julian forgot his strength and speed, and sprinted past Orcus so fast that he pushed the demon lord aside.


    Orcus laughed again.


    As Julian knelt down beside her, he felt and heard her weak pulse.


    “She’s still alive!” he said.


    “Yes,” Orcus agreed. “Otherwise, the pestilence wouldn’t work.”


    Orcus squatted and pulled her to his chest so she faced Julian. Her eyes were panicked, and tears streamed down her face. The smell of urine was powerful, and he noticed that her dress was damp and so was the stone she had landed on. She had lost control of her bodily functions.


    He could hear her blood flow. The hunger returned, and he forced it back down.


    “She’s paralyzed,” Orcus said. “Her back is broken, and she doesn’t have much time. Shall I give her the dark gift? Shall I share this pestilence?”


    Julian turned toward Simon, who stared into the woods as his mind tried to digest what had just happened.


    Julian nodded. “Do it! Save her! I’ll do anything!”


    Orcus bent down and bit into her neck. She shuddered and emitted a small whimper. Within seconds, she was convulsing.


    “It’s OK,” Julian said. “Honey, you’re going to be alright.”


    Orcus offered her to him, and Julian pulled her into his arms.


    “It’s going to be OK,” he repeated.


    He ran his fingers through her hair and moved strands to frame her red locks on either side. He rocked her in his lap.


    “Lady Jayna!” Kraytos called from a few dozen paces away.


    Jayna’s eyes flitted open and closed. Her hands squeezed hard against Julian’s arms and shoulders. Her breathing strengthened. He watched as her fangs formed, wondering if this is how others must have seen him.


    Finally, she opened her eyes and reached up to touch his jaw.


    “I was dying…” she said. “I felt… so helpless…”


    “My love,” he said.


    “You’ve saved me,” she said. “Haven’t you? I prayed for a miracle…”


    “And now you have it,” Orcus said, “but you must embrace what you are. There is no time.”


    The line of undead had stopped on the other side of the road. They stood there like an army of scarecrows.


    “She must feed,” Orcus said, still squatting near the rock. “The pestilence is testing her limits. In a couple minutes, she will be as strong and fast as she will ever be. She must go. Teach her what she must do. Be what you were both meant to be!”


    Julian looked down the road, searching for the fleeing knights. He heard the weak tinkling of metal-on-metal far away. Before the hunger, he asked to save his knights and people. Now, he looked at them as prey. Not just prey. Food. Medicine. Sustenance.


    Before his dark curse, he was a man who could die in a carriage accident. Now, he had the power to change his future—to make himself and his love immortal. There was no jugular too precious. There was no noble person too irreplaceable. Only Jayna and him, and the rest of the world who would mock their love would tremble at the thought of ever crossing the Mallories again.


    “There’s still time to catch them,” Orcus assured him.


    Julian turned instead toward the carriage. Jayna followed his gaze.


    “Master Kraytos!” Jayna expressed in shock.


    Kraytos had stopped crawling. He looked up from the grass in horror.


    “Julian…,” he said. “Jayna…”


    Jayna rose from the arms of Julian and walked to Kraytos. His mouth trembled. The pain must have been awful. Julian could smell the blood in his master’s mouth and streaking across the grass from his severe, compound leg fractures.


    “Can you?” Jayna asked Orcus while pointing toward their long-time servant.


    “I made a deal with your brother,” Orcus said. “You and him. No one else will receive my blessing.”


    “Can’t you make an exception?” Julian asked. “He’s in pain. His legs are broken.”


    “Then relieve him of his pain,” Orcus said. “That was part of the deal, if you remember. You demanded this. Your people are yours. I will not touch them. That’s what you asked. Besides, I’m needed elsewhere and so are you. A foreign prince has arrived to the south with dragons. They burn your villages and deprive you of men and food—which as you’ve noticed, both of you will need lots of. There are other battles to the north and west that I must see to. Take control of your territory. Fight all invaders. Be the lord and general that I and your people need. I will see you both soon.”


    Julian and Jayna watched Orcus walk through the ranks of the undead and then head northwest toward Perketh.


    “We have two minutes to feed you,” Julian said. “It’s not a lot of time. If you don’t eat, you’ll be weak forever, and I won’t be able to protect you. You could die in another accident, and that’s not something I will allow…”


    Jayna bent down and stroked the head of her whimpering teacher and confidant.


    “Lady Jayna,” Kraytos said, “you must… resist…”


    “Of course, we will resist,” Jayna said, patting his shoulder. “We are Mallories… The Bastions of the East. We will not fall—no matter the cost.”


    Kraytos closed his eyes and sobbed. She ran her fingers through his hair comfortingly and then snapped his neck.


    “Thank you for your service,” she said.


    She rolled him over and ripped him open like a deer carcass. Julian watched her devour the man who had trained him in swords, table etiquette, and politics. He thought he’d be more attached than he ultimately was. Instead, his hunger came back. He looked at this man like he might a perfectly-tender steak. But this was not his meal. This was not his time to grow stronger.


    He turned toward Simon, who watched Jayna’s grizzly work. For the briefest moment, he thought of flaying his lieutenant, but he restrained himself.


    “Come,” Julian told her, pulling her by the arm away from Simon and down the road toward the two knights who had deserted their charges. He could think of no more fitting punishment for desertion.


    She looked back over her shoulder at Simon as he pulled her away. She smiled mischievously, and Julian found himself getting aroused at how she had taken to their new condition. He kissed her, sharing in the wet, crimson meal on her lips.


    “My love,” she said.


    He kissed her again as they walked. He could hear the metal clanking of the two knights in the distance, and he picked up speed. She ran with him. They broke into an unnaturally fast sprint, giggling as they caught the plate-wearing deserters. They played with their food, pushing the frightened men between them. Julian ran his fingers through her hair as she devoured their hearts. One carnal act led to another, and their shared lust became a game with no end.


    “I will never lose you again,” he said. “You will grow strong, and we will build our walls a hundred feet taller if we have to. I’ll murder the whole world to keep you safe.”


    She leaned her head against his wet, bloody shoulder—for there was nowhere clean on his person. He held her hand and they played with each other’s sticky fingers.


    “What about this Dragon Prince?” she asked. “Orcus says he burns our villages. Do we let him?”


    Julian’s stomach growled and she cooed at him.


    “Poor baby…”


    “We need our subjects,” Julian said. “We’re their lords. They provide us with their blood, sweat and tears.”


    He licked his lips at the mention of blood, and she giggled at him.


    “Of course, we’ll come to their aid,” he said.


    “I wonder what dragon tastes like,” she said.


    “I wonder what a Visanthi prince tastes like,” he replied, smiling down at her.


    They slipped from their grotesque clothes and rubbed on each other’s naked bodies before searching for new victims. They moved from house-to-house in the Vossen lands, far away from their own people, silent as snakes, depopulating a whole province of men, women and children. And when they were full and could eat no more, they made love on a cliff overlooking the Small Sea—the kind of place Jayna had talked about building a house on and watching their children grow. She fell asleep in his arms, and he rested his bloody chin on her cheek. There would be time to deal with the invaders in the morning.
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