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Chapter
One

 


The old wizard
brushed aside the curtains of the entrance and found himself facing
a familiar stonework chamber, though a place he had not visited in
years. As he entered, he spied three faces beneath the torches
hanging from the walls of the round room. These three he also had
not visited in some while.

“Thank you for
coming, Master Markwood.” The middle-aged
speaker’s bronzed chest plate glinted in
the firelight as he motioned the wizard forward.

Markwood glanced at
the other two. Romule, another wizard from the College of Magic,
lounged on a sofa to the left, his girth jiggling beneath violet
robes and multiple chins. To the right sat a thin fellow with a
thin mustache, Lalo the Finder, who appeared at ease. Perhaps a
little too at ease.

Markwood stared
directly ahead again, at the man in the heavy wooden seat the size
and shape of a throne. “First Councilor
Menoch, I did not realize there were others invited.”

The leader of West
Ursia glanced from the mage to the two men seated at his sides.
“My apologies, Master Markwood, but this
is a matter of utmost importance. Master Romule is here in his
duties as chief magic adviser to the Council. Sir Lalo ... has ties
to the situation.”

Markwood nodded.
“Very well, then.” He snapped his fingers and another chair appeared,
a simple iron seat cushioned with a silk pillow. The wizard sat,
facing the First Councilor.

Romule sneered out of
one corner of his mouth. The other corner held a crooked
smile.

Markwood ignored the
gesture from the other mage. “I am to
understand I am here to clarify the situation in
Kobalos.”

“Yes.”
Menoch held up a flat hand, a sign for Markwood
to hold his tongue momentarily. “Also, I
am concerned you did not report the identity of this healer when he
was present here in Bond.”

“Tendbones,” Lalo
added.

“Yes, Randall
Tendbones.” The First Councilor nodded
his thanks to the Finder, then looked back to Markwood.
“You were aware he was a prince of Kobalos. In
fact, the last
prince of Kobalos.”

Markwood remained
silent, his eyes never leaving Menoch’s
own.

The First Councilor
shifted on his chair, the wizard’s quiet
obviously unnerving. “Do you have no
response?”

“Randall is no
threat,” the mage said.
“He seeks a simple life, away from the politics
and war and family that torments him.”

“Then why is he
returning to Kobalos?” Romule
asked. “It would seem to me he would want
to stay as far from there as possible, if what you say is
true.”

Markwood’s gaze turned the gray of steel as he looked to the
other mage. “He did try to stay away from
Kobalos. Unfortunately, his father found him anyway. Instead of
running further, and putting others at risk, he decided to face
Lord Verkain, to deal with whatever the consequences would
be.”

“It would seem
those consequences are quite substantial,” Menoch spoke.

All eyes turned to
the Western personage.

“War is
brewing,” the First Councilor
continued. “Our intelligence networks
have evidence Verkain has made some sort of pact with the Eastern
pope, as outlandish as that seems.”

Markwood nodded
again. “These are different days than
those of the great war, and this is a different pope. I have to
assume Joyous III is seeking alliances with whomever will attach
themselves to him.”

“An alliance
that could lead to another war,” Menoch
said. “There have been disturbances in
the Prisonlands, exiles with weapons. We believe Verkain is
responsible. If the Prisonlands were unstable
...”

“It is,”
Romule put in. “My
spells have revealed it so. The border wardens are running in
circles, like beheaded chickens.”

Markwood grimaced.
“The border wardens are doing what they
can.”

“This would
give Verkain the excuse he needs,” Menoch
put in. “No ruler could stand by while
anarchy strains the Prisonlands on his borders. He will step in,
send his armies south, perhaps entering the fray
himself.”

“Yes.”
Markwood rubbed at the thick stream of hair
hanging from his chin. “Which would give
Pope Joyous the right to intercede, also.”

All heads in the room
nodded agreement.

“Which would
force our hand,” Menoch said.
“If Eastern and Kobalan troops invade the
Prisonlands, I would have no choice but to send in our own
troops.”

Markwood shuddered.
“It would be as horrible as the last
war.”

Menoch nodded.
“Yes. Perhaps worse for us. If the East
is allied with Kobalos, the pope will have the magical might he
needs to confront us.”

Romule sneered once
more. “An alliance of Joyous and Verkain
won’t last.”

“It’s not meant to last,”
Markwood said. “If the
pontiff doesn’t realize this, then
he’s a fool. Verkain is loyal to no one
but himself.”

A new voice was added
to the group. “And there are the
spiritual concerns.”

The seated four
shifted to stare at the entrance. A middle-aged figure with cropped
gray hair stood with the curtain parted around him. His white and
yellow robes bellowed out around his short but healthy
form.

“Your
holiness.” The First Councilor stood and
motioned for the Western pope to join them.

Pedrague VI moved
into the room with a limping but steady gait, a short cane of red
wood enabling him to keep his balance.

Markwood also stood
and snapped his fingers once more. A seat nearly the size of that
of Menoch’s appeared next to the First
Councilor, this seat padded heavily.

“Thank you,
Master Markwood,” the pontiff said as
crossed the room to the chair. He turned to the man at his
side. “First Councilor Menoch, apologies
for my tardiness.”

The Western leader
waved off the words. No apologies were necessary.

The pope turned his
eyes on the rest of the gathering. “It
would seem none of you are taking into consideration the religious
aspects of this situation.”

All attention was on
the speaker.

“Verkain
appears to believe himself to be the Dark King of the
North,” Pedrague VI said,
“the figure prophesied in the Book of Ashal to
bring doom and death at the end of days. My guess is Pope Joyous
III also believes Verkain is this figure.”

The face of Romule
screwed up, partly showing anger and disgust but also curiosity.
“But why? Wouldn’t Joyous wish to oppose such a person?”

The pope shook his
head. “Not if he believes the days of
darkness will also bring about the return of Ashal, which is as the
prophecies state.”

“Madness.” Lalo’s lips barely moved.
“Religious zealotry taken to extremes. My master
will have no part in it.”

Markwood’s eyes shot to the slender figure. “Your master has already played a part.”

Menoch thrust out a
hand between the wizard and the Finder. “This is not the time for arguments. We are here to
help West Ursia decide a course. I must know what to do, what
direction to take our nation if all-out war is looming once
more.”

“I suggest you
prepare your armies,” Romule
said.

“But
silently,” Markwood suggested.
“West Ursia must not be seen to move too
swiftly, or Verkain and Joyous will only speed up their
plans.”

Menoch nodded his
agreement. “We must not be seen to
interfere, not at this early stage. Only when Eastern and Kobalan
troops are advancing upon the Prisonlands can we make a
move.”

“If it is not
too late by then,” Lalo
said.

The First Councilor
turned to Markwood. “Maslin, you must go
to Kobalos.”

“Me?”

“You’ve already traveled to your
friends at least twice of which I know,” Menoch said.

Markwood’s heavy gaze glared at Romule again.

“You must tell
them what is happening,” Menoch went
on. “You must warn the healer and his
companions that the game they are playing goes beyond their
personal situation. This is a game of life and death, for
thousands.”

“For the
world,” the pope added.

Markwood stared at
the four men, their serious eyes upon him. They sought a reply, an
acknowledgment that he would do as they prodded, or that he would
refuse.

The old wizard would
not refuse. If he did not travel to Randall, then Romule would be
called forth, and Markwood feared the bumblings of that greedy mage
more than he did the current dangers Randall and Kron Darkbow
faced.

Markwood stood.
“I will leave within the hour.” He nodded to the First Councilor and to the
Western pontiff. Then he turned and exited the room. He had rituals
to perform, a spell to send him on his way into the heart of
Kobalos.

 


***

 


The sorcerer was
giddy as she stared into the small mirror in her hands. A girlish
giggle escaped her lips as she jumped up from the moss-covered
stone that had been her seat next to a group of horses lashed to a
tree.

“Belgad!” she yelled across the
campsite.

The muscular bald man
in a wolf-skin coat looked up from a circle of men sitting around a
cooking fire. Four men in chain shirts and a tall, thin fellow in
foppish silks watched as the large man made his way to the
woman.

“What have you
found, Karitha?” Belgad
asked.

“I’ve found her,”
the wizard said, holding up the
mirror.

The dark eyes above
Belgad’s thick, white mustache gazed down
at the glass in the woman’s hands.
Despite the darkness of the night, he could clearly see an image of
a young female riding a horse through thick woods.

“Where is
she?”

“Not
far,” Karitha said. “A day or two’s ride west of
here.”

“Where are the
others?”

“She’s not with them.
That’s how I found her.
She’s not under the protection of
Randall’s spells. She’s been riding with another group of men.”

“What do these
men look like?” Belgad
asked.

“Fighting men
in leathers,” Karitha said.
“Most carry a sword and bow.”

“Border
wardens,” Belgad said.

The tall, thin man
stood at the fire and moved to join Belgad and the wizard.
“Are we that close to the
Prisonlands?”

“We’ve been riding its eastern
border for a week,” Belgad
explained. “I’m
surprised we haven’t run across any
wardens before now.”

“Should we go
after her?” the tall man
asked.

“She is the
least of our concerns,” Belgad
said. “It’s the
other two we want.”

“It’s the other two
you want,” Karitha corrected, then
nodded at the tall man in silks. “Fortisquo and I have issues to settle with Adara
Corvus.”

“Revenge will
profit you nothing,” Belgad
said.

“Then why
don’t we go home?” Fortisquo asked. “Verkain already
believes the healer is coming to him, and now you tell us to forget
Adara? Have you
forgotten Kron Darkbow?”

“He is not a
matter of revenge,” Belgad said.
“He is a … business
reckoning.”

Fortisquo snickered.
“Tell that to someone who believes
you.”

Belgad’s eyes grew narrow. “Regardless, there’s no
reason to go after Adara,”

“She had a hand
in my brother’s death,”
Karitha said.

“And she caused
me a wound.” Fortisquo rubbed a finger
across the black felt patch tied over his right
eye.

Belgad fumed in
silence.

“Darkbow and
the healer might be heading to Kobalos,” Fortisquo said, “but Randall
isn’t going to turn himself over to his
father.”

“Riding up to
Verkain’s castle with the healer tied
over your horse would appear impressive,” Karitha added.

Belgad turned away
from the two to stare into the dark forest outside the light of the
camp. “Do we know how many wardens are
with her?”

“At least a
dozen,” Karitha said, “but we can deal with them.”

“With help from
your magic.” Belgad turned to look at the
wizard.

Karitha nodded, her
long red hair shaking around her violet robes.

“Tomorrow,
then,” Belgad said. “We’ll go searching for her in the
morning.”

Karitha and Fortisquo
grinned at one another.

“Never thought
I’d return to the Prisonlands
willingly,” Belgad said as he tromped
away.

 


***

 


Far to the south
behind the two horseback riders loomed the white tops of the
mountain range known as the Needles, a river from that direction
running to the east of Kron Darkbow and Randall Tendbones. The pair
appeared as opposites, Kron in black leathers and carrying a sword
and bow on his back, while Randall rode in simple white robes and
was armed with only a small blade on his belt. Kron looked ready
for war. Randall looked ready for peace, his pale garb revealing
his trade as a healer.

Ahead of them lay a
land more drab than Kron had experienced. Leafless gray trees
dotted the bleak land that supported little other life than pale
grass and sporadic dead scrub. The dismal, colorless country spread
out before them to the horizon like an enormous
cemetery.

Randall was home.
After three years of hiding from his father, the prince of Kobalos
had returned, but it brought no smile to his features.

“Cheerful
country,” Kron said as they trotted
alongside the river, breaking the silence that had existed between
them for hours.

Randall’s glance at his fellow traveler suggested the young
healer had been enjoying the quiet. It had been a week since their
reunion after Kron’s escape from a family
of cannibals in the Prisonlands and the two had spoken little
since. Until that morning they had been traveling with a group of
well-armed border wardens, men charged with guarding the
Prisonlands, thus they had not had much opportunity to share words.
Kron normally was not one much for talk, but after a week of
keeping to himself Randall decided he liked the silence. It meant
he did not have to think about what lay before him.

But now Kron had
spoken, and his two sarcastic words had opened an emotional
floodgate for Randall. Yes, the healer knew his nation was not much
to look upon, but it was still home.

“Where are the
border patrols?” Kron glanced around,
bringing Randall out of his thoughts.

“There are
none. Who in their right mind wants to enter Kobalos?”

The words made Kron
grin, a rare sight Randall had not seen in weeks, since Adara had
left them to join the border wardens.

Randall often thought
about the sword-fighting woman; the last he had seen of her had
been at the wardens’ camp in the southern
Prisonlands. She had decided to stay with the wardens instead of
riding further with Kron and himself. Darkbow had proven too dark a
companion, let alone a potential lover, for the woman. The healer
understood. Sometimes Kron’s steely gaze
was unnerving, like that of a wolf on the hunt.

Since leaving Adara,
Randall had had plenty of time to think about his journey. He was
traveling to his homeland, Kobalos, to confront his father. He had
hidden from Lord Verkain for three years, but his father had
discovered he was hiding in the city of Bond. Randall had fled with
Kron and Adara, but Kron had talked him into fleeing no longer. The
man in black had strongly suggested Randall needed to face his
father. After much talk, Randall had decided Kron was right. He had
run, he had hidden and he had been found out. And people had died
because of it, including a twelve-year-old boy named Wyck who had
been Kron’s friend.

Randall
didn’t know what would happen, whether he
would be killed or if he could talk sense into his mad
father’s mind, but he knew he had to
finish what had started three years ago when he had last seen his
homeland. He couldn’t hide forever, and
he wanted no one else to suffer because of him.

Randall had to face
his father. There was no other way around it. If it became a
kill-or-be-killed situation, he didn’t
know if he could slay his father, but he knew Kron would have no
qualms about slaying Lord Kaywan Verkain.

“We’re going to need
supplies,” Kron commented as they
rode. “I’ve
seen no villages. Where can we buy food?”

“You
can’t buy anything in Kobalos,”
Randall explained. “Lord Verkain owns everything. The only coin legal in the
country is what he has in his coffers.”

“Makes for a
poor economy.”

“Yes, it
does,” Randall agreed.
“The only ones who have any coin are the
military, and they don’t need it because
everything is free for their taking. The rest of the nation
struggles with a bartering system.”

“Primitive.”

“It keeps the
populace in check,” Randall said.
“Without gold or silver, they
can’t afford weapons or
mercenaries.”

“Sounds as if
your father expects a rebellion.”

“My
father always
expects a rebellion.”

“Should I hunt
for our meals?”

Randall shook his
head. “We’re
too near the Prisonlands for any population, but in another day or
two we should run across some serf homes. They will feed us.
They’re used to doing what
they’re told, and you look too Kobalan
not to be a military officer.”

Kron glanced down at
his black attire. “I do strike a Kobalan
flare, don’t I?”

“But can you
pass as Kobalan?” Randall asked.
“Do you know the language?”

“I learned
several languages in the Prisonlands,” Kron said with a fluent Kobalan brogue.

An unseen crackle in
the air, like invisible lightning, sounded in front of them and
caused Randall’s horse to stall. Kron
looked up and pulled his steed to a stop in time to keep from
running over an old man in long robes and a course traveling cloak,
the hood pulled up to cover most of his lengthy, gray
hair.

“Maslin
Markwood.” Randall smiled as he
dismounted and approached the old friend.

“Well met, my
boy,” the mage said, taking
Randall’s hand, shaking it firmly, then
grasping the boy at the shoulders for a stout
hug.

Kron dropped from his
horse and approached, holding the reins of his own steed and taking
those of Randall’s.

Markwood turned
toward the man in black, hesitated a moment, then put out a
hand.

Kron too paused, then
shook the hand, with a slight smile.

Markwood returned the
grin. “My apologies about that business
in the Prisonlands,” he said. “ I don’t know everything
that happened there, but I see the young lady is no longer with
you.”

Kron and Randall
exchanged uneasy glances.

“I saw her last
riding with the border patrol in the Lands,” Markwood said.

“You’re aware of
what’s going on there?”
Randall asked.

“It’s brought me much concern,
and has drawn the attention of more than a few of my
associates,” the mage
said.

Kron raised an
eyebrow. “Other wizards?”

“Governments,
too,” Markwood said. “The exiles receiving weapons is a serious matter, one that
could have worldly consequences.”

“Do you know
where the weapons came from?” Kron
asked.

“I have
suspicions,” Markwood
said.

“Who?”
Kron asked.

“I believe it
is Lord Verkain,” Markwood
said.

Randall appeared
stunned at the mention of his father.

“He could be
using the Prisonlands as a diversion,” Markwood said, “and more than a
few of the exiles have been brought into his
fold.”

“But
why?” Randall asked.

“The
prophecy,” Markwood said.
“You’re drawing near
to him, which is why his war demons have not pestered you in some
time. He sees no reason to waste resources when you are coming of
your own accord.”

“He’s keeping the wardens and
other nations focused on the Prisonlands while he draws together
his army,” Kron
conjectured.

“Exactly
right,” the wizard said.
“He already has armies stationed near his
capital.”

Randall shook his
head. “This can’t be. Not this soon. Kobalos isn’t that big of a country. Even with the East and
West preoccupied, he couldn’t raise an
army large enough to defeat either of them, let alone
both.”

“You yourself
have said the man is insane,” Kron
said. “He believes in this prophecy of
the end of days, and how he’s the Dark
King of the North.”

“And the next
step for him is to slay you.” Markwood glared at Randall.

“We’re walking into the
dragon’s mouth,” Randall said with a blank look.

“Yes, you most
certainly are.” Markwood grinned as he
gripped the youth by a shoulder. “But
that’s why I am here. To stay this
time.”

“It’s about time.”
Kron smirked. “We
could use a solid mage.”

Markwood chuckled.
“I’m little
more than an old codger.”

“What of other
mages watching?” Randall asked.
“Will they be of help?

“There are few
wizards in Bond with any real combat experience,”
Markwood said, “and
the political situation is delicate. No, they will only watch,
unless the situation turns grim and the Chief Councilor orders them
to intervene. I’m afraid
I’m the best you’ve got.”

“You will be
more than enough,” Kron
said.

“I am
relatively light and could ride with Randall if he has no qualms
about it,” Markwood said,
“but I could use a rest after transferring
myself here from Bond. Or is it too early to break for
food?”

“Quite,”
Kron said. “We’ve plenty of daylight
left.”

“I
don’t think it would hurt to slow down
for a while, would it?” Randall
asked.

Kron’s look said he disagreed, but he realized the issue
was not worth arguing about. He shrugged.

“It’s settled then.”
Markwood removed a leather bag with a strap from
inside his robes and opened the top flap to reveal a sizable cooked
bird wrapped in long, green leaves and numerous bread rolls, steam
still rising from them. “From
Ezra’s shop in the bazaar,”
the old wizard explained with a
smile.

“Thank Ashal
for decent food,” Randall said, his mouth
watering.


Chapter
Two

 


That evening the
three shared the best meal Randall and Kron had eaten in more than
a month. During the night each man took a shift as watchman for
their camp. It had been many years since the old wizard had
traveled in secret with danger surrounding him, but he took to it
like a tried-and-true adventurer. In the morning Markwood even had
a breakfast of fried eggs awaiting his companions. From where the
wizard had pulled the eggs and an iron skillet was a mystery, but
Kron and Randall were not about to balk at such a meal. Markwood
also offered to place protective wards over them, saving Randall
from expending his own energy for such a spell.

By the time the sun
was above the tops of the treeline and the mountains far to the
east, they were already on their way north through the gray,
desolate land with Markwood and Randall sharing a steed, the old
wizard riding behind the younger.

The conversation of
the morning quickly turned to their options.

“We could try
stealthing our way into Mogus Potere,” Kron suggested. “Surely you know
of secret pathways and such, Randall.”

“I do,”
the healer said, “but
we don’t know for sure if my father will
be in the city.”

“I could likely
find Verkain and get us to him, but what then?” Markwood said. “He might attack
immediately, calling down all his powers and whatever military
forces he has available, and that would be the end of that. Either
we would enter combat, and likely die, or we would have to flee.
Either way, nothing would be accomplished.”

“I could just
go to him,” Randall
said.

Markwood and Kron
glared at the young man.

“It might sound
insane,” Randall said,
“but he’s not going to
have me killed the second I’m found.
He’ll want to do it
himself.”

“That’s out of the
question,” Markwood said.
“It would mean your death sentence, and Verkain
is powerful enough to keep me at bay, at least for a while. Kron
and I would not be able to protect you.”

Randall glanced over
his shoulder at the wizard. “If we go
skulking around the countryside, sooner or later we’re going to be found any way.”

“That’s true,” Markwood said, “but before we are
in front of Verkain, we should have some sort of plan. Randall, we
need to know your full intentions.”

“I
don’t know.” The healer appeared dejected. “I
just want to end all this madness. I’m
tired of my life being in jeopardy all the time, and
I’m tired of fearing for those around
me.”

“Talking to
your father will likely not bring about the results you
seek,” Markwood said.

“Are we
suggesting some sort of parley with Verkain?” Kron looked as if he did not believe what he was
hearing.

“Not
exactly,” Markwood answered,
“or, at least, not unless we can do so from a
position of strength.”

“How could we
do that?” Randall asked as they continued
to ride along. “The rebellion was quashed
three years ago.”

“We could try
finding any surviving rebels,” Markwood
suggested. “They might be able to help
us. At the least it could give us a foothold in
Kobalos.”

“I
wouldn’t know where to begin looking for
them,” Randall said.

“Did your
brother have a base, a headquarters of sorts, during the
revolt?” Kron asked the
healer.

“There was an
old keep in the Grave Lands,” Randall
said. “That’s
where we were stationed when my father attacked and killed
Corvin.”

“It might be
worth a look.” Markwood’s face appeared
hopeful.

“How far are we
from these Grave Lands?” Kron
asked.

“It’s about a day to the
northwest,” Randall
said.

Kron steered his
riding animal to the left. “Then that is
where we shall begin.”

 


***

 


Adara knelt, staring
at the ground, one hand gripping her steed’s reins while the other hand rubbed across a hump
of raised mud.

“Frog!”
the woman yelled over her
shoulder.

The bald border
warden with the shaggy beard came running, halting behind her to
stare over her shoulder. “What’ve you found, lass?”

“Someone’s been through
here,” she said, “and it’s not been one of us.
Looks like soldiers with hobnailed boots and shod
horses.”

“How
many?”

“Six. Maybe
seven.”

“How long
ago?”

Adara stuck a finger
into a hoof print. “Last hour or
two.”

Frog turned and waved
the other wardens forward. The ten men in leathers, seeing they
were beckoned, rode their horses out of the brush.

“Could the
pope’s troops already be here?”
Adara asked.

“Not this far
in,” Frog said as one of the other men
handed him the reins to his horse. “Even
if we hadn’t run into them, the Captain
would have warned us with the blowing of horns.”

Adara stood, her eyes
shifting to watch their surroundings.

Frog climbed aboard
his steed. “Most likely some exiles have
gotten themselves some boots. We should get back to Captain Weaver.
He’ll want to know about this.”

“I’m afraid we
can’t allow that,” a voice said.

All heads turned to
their left and spotted a tall, lanky fellow stepping out from
behind a thick pine. A thin sword rested in his right hand, the
blade aimed at Adara.

“Fortisquo!” the woman
shouted.

“And
friends,” another voice
spoke.

The wardens and Adara
looked to their right. A gigantic man with a bald head moved from
dark shade into the open, four burly men with swords behind
him.

“Formation!” Frog
yelled.

The wardens began to
move their horses, but they suddenly halted, staring at white
flecks trickling down from the sky.

“I’ve brought along an old friend
of yours, Adara,” Belgad the Liar said as
Karitha slipped from a shadow and into view.

“Magic!”
Adara yelled to warn her
companions.

It was too late. The
wardens were unmoving, a slender layer of ice having already formed
over them. Frog sat fixed in his saddle, his sword held high but
still.

“You
bastards!” Adara dropped her
horse’s reins and jumped away from the
animal, drawing her sword and dagger.

“Fighting will
only make this more sporting,” Fortisquo
said as he moved toward the woman, his rapier still pointed at
her.

“No.”
Belgad moved forward, nearly between the two
rapirists. “She is not to be
killed.”

“She murdered
my brother!” Karitha
yelled.

“Your brother
killed himself!” Adara shot
back.

“Because you
left him!” from
Karitha.

Adara paused, taking
breaths slowly. “And whom do you think I
left Jarnac for?”

Karitha stared at the
woman in silence.

Adara’s sword twisted in her hand to be leveled on
Fortisquo.

The wizard turned her
rage on the swordsman. “The man was a
friend of yours!”

“How was I to
know?” Fortisquo said.
“Your brother traded women like he was a slave
master.”

“But he was
in love with her!” Karitha pointed at
Adara.

Belgad stepped into
the middle of the argument. “This can be
settled at a future time. We are here for Adara.”

“She’s to blame for my
brother’s death,” Karitha said, then pointed at Fortisquo,
“as is he!”

Belgad nodded.
“And all of that can be dealt with later.
We have what we came for.”

“Who says
I’m leaving with you?” Adara took a step back, shifting her weapons to point at
the hulking Dartague.

The big man smirked.
“Be sensible.”

“If you so much
as come near me, I’ll run you
through,” Adara said.

Belgad looked to his
wizard. “Karitha?”

“Sleep.”

Adara’s weapons slipped from her fingers as her eyes
suddenly grew heavy. She stood as if in a daze for a moment, her
vision glazed, then her eyes shut and she dropped to the
ground.

Belgad stood over the
woman. “No harm comes to her,” he ordered. “We turn her
over to Verkain. There is potential for profit here.”

No one said a
word.

“Do I make
myself clear?” Belgad eyed Fortisquo and
Karitha.

The swordsman and
wizard shot each other dark glances, but they nodded.

“What of the
wardens, my lord?” one of
Belgad’s men asked.

Belgad glanced at the
frozen soldiers. “Leave them. They may
thaw eventually. Or not.”


Chapter
Three

 


The day was long and
cheerless with gray clouds blocking much of the sun. Kron kept his
eyes sharp for signs of life in the forbidding land, but all he
found were the tracks of a fox and an old wagon trail. For the
first time in many years, the well-traveled Kron Darkbow was on
unfamiliar ground, and it made him all the more edgy because it was
Kobalos, a land known for its harshness in all manners.

“What are the
Grave Lands?” the man in black asked as
he rode next to his two companions.

“A battle was
fought there long ago,” Randall
explained, “and the bodies were left on
the field. That’s why
it’s called the Grave Lands. After a
heavy rain you can still see the bones and armor in the
mud.”

Markwood’s eyes scanned the dismal ground around them.
“Seems hardly worth fighting
for.”

“The coastline
has some greenery.” Randall glanced about
at what little gray grass could be seen. “It’s even pretty in the summer.
And the hills north of here are known to be full of diamonds.
It’s how my father keeps his economy
going.”

“Allow me a
guess,” Kron said, “slave labor.”

Randall nodded with a
sorrowful look.

They were quiet again
as the sun began to go down, and soon they were setting up camp for
the night. Two of the three went to sleep without talking further,
the gray land surrounding them seeming to draw the life from them,
while Kron took first watch.

In the morning they
had a quick breakfast, Markwood providing strips of bacon and hot
biscuits with blueberry jam from some hidden source, and they were
back on their way.

Within a few hours
they came to a series of squat hills that crossed their view from
east to the west.

“Inside lies
the Grave Lands,” Randall spoke, the
first words shared between the three since the day
before.

With Kron motioning
for them to continue, they rode into the hills following an ancient
trail.

By noon they found
themselves staring from on high into a dark valley below, a region
even more desolate than that through which they had been riding. A
dull mist hung over the vale though there were no obvious signs for
a source of the moisture.

“The Grave
Lands,” Randall said, pointing
down.

Soon they were
trotting along a dry ravine that ran from the short hills into the
dank valley. Their line of sight quickly became limited by the fog,
offering only a shallow view around their immediate
vicinity.

Still, they worked
through the dead trees and odd, man-sized stones that stuck out of
the earth every so often. Kron kept a solid watch on the ground for
tracks, and he saw many, but they were old. He also noted a number
of broken and cracked bones poking out of the gray soil as well as
the occasional rusted plate or blade.

They had been
parading through the mist for some time when Maslin tapped Randall
on the shoulder. “We are being
watched.”

Kron yanked on his
horse’s reins, bringing the animal to a
halt while he stood in the stirrups and scanned their limited
view.

Randall also pulled
his animal to a stop, then twisted in his saddle to eye the mage
behind him. “What makes you say
that?”

“Magic knows
magic,” the old wizard replied.
“You would have detected it yourself if you had
been looking.”

“Do you know
from which direction?” Kron
asked.

Markwood pointed
directly ahead.

“Do you know
who or what?” from
Kron.

The wizard shook his
head, then pushed himself off the back of Randall’s horse. “I suggest we
walk from here, to be ready for battle.”

Kron traded a glance
with Randall, then both men climbed out of their saddles. Kron made
sure to hand his bridle strap to the healer, knowing Randall was no
natural fighter and safest out of any confrontation. The youth took
the reins and tied them to his own animal.

The dark warrior drew
his sword and stared at Markwood as if expecting further direction
from the mage.

“I only know
it’s ahead of us,” the wizard said.

“It’s hard to tell in this haze,
but I believe the keep lies that direction.” Randall motioned a hand the way they were
heading.

Within a few minutes
the healer was proven correct. The lone remaining tower of the
squat stone building loomed over them suddenly out of the fog.
There had been another tower once, but it had crumbled with time
and its remains sat like a stone dwarf at the base of the
structure’s eastern wall. A lowered iron
portcullis partially blocked the keep’s
main entrance, but much of it was rusted and a portion was bent
back as if by a mighty force long ago.

Kron’s eyes darted around the place. “Could what you sensed be coming from
here?” he asked Markwood.

The wizard nodded.
“This is most definitely the
place.”

Kron extended a flat
hand toward the other two, a sign to stay where they were, while he
cautiously moved ahead with his sword leading the way. Within
seconds the man in black disappeared into the fog around a corner
of the ancient keep’s dark outer
walls.

“He enjoys
this, doesn’t he?” Markwood whispered.

Randall smirked.
“Loves it.”

A few minutes later
Kron slunk from around the other side of the building. His sword
was now sheathed, but his bow had been drawn and an arrow
strung.

“I heard
something,” Darkbow said as he approached
the wizard and healer. “A rumbling
beneath my feet.”

“That’s not good,”
Markwood said.

Kron’s head spun toward the old mage. He was about to
ask a question when he felt a tugging at his left boot.

The man in black
looked down.

A skeletal hand
reached up from a crack in the hard dirt, clutching at
Kron’s leg. The archer jumped away, but
the bones continued to flail.

Then all three men
heard a faint groaning beneath the dirt and their legs began to
shake along with the ground.

“On the
horses!” Kron slipped away his weapons
while hustling toward his steed.

Randall asked no
questions and turned to pull himself into his saddle. The animal
whinnied and shied away, nearly dragging the healer along before he
let go of the reins. Then Randall spotted what had spooked the
beast.

Through the dull haze
that filled the Grave Lands, a line of skeletons in rusted armor
and carrying black weapons marched upon them.

Randall almost
screamed. Then he remembered his old friend next to him and turned
in Markwood’s direction.

The ground erupted at
the mage’s feet, skeletons clad in dry
and decaying flesh tearing up from below to reach for the wizard.
Markwood stood with his eyes closed and his hands clasped in front
of him as if in prayer. His lips moved silently,
chanting.

Kron erupted as well,
swinging his sword from side to side and chopping into hollow
skulls with all his might. A good number of the slow-moving bone
figures fell apart or were hacked aside, but more and more
continued to pour in from the surrounding fog.

Claw-like fingers
reached for the three as the mass of skeletons closed in on them.
Kron continued to swing his sword, taking out one or two of their
dead foes at a time, while Randall could do no more than lean back
against his horse with an ever-growing look of terror on his face;
the healer would have helped, would have come to Kron’s aid, but he believed his little short sword would
be of no service and most of his magical abilities could in no way
harm the walking dead as far as he knew.

A bright light sprang
forth from the center of the three men, driving back the fog and
bringing the dead soldiers to a halt wherever they stood or
crawled.

Kron and Randall
turned to see the illumination flowing from one of
Markwood’s outstretched hands, a tiny
yellow flame in the wizard’s palm sending
forth the great luminescence.

“Get on your
horses,” Markwood said barely above a
whisper.

Kron climbed aboard
his animal, then saw Randall had not moved.

“You’re coming with us,”
the healer said to his old
friend.

“Get on your
horse, lad,” Markwood said.
“This light will not last
forever.”

Randall lifted the
leather straps of his animal but showed no sign of climbing onto
the beast. “We can’t leave you here.”

“If I move, the
flame will go out,” Markwood said.
“Ride on and I will deal with these
devils.”

Randall
couldn’t do it. He had only recently lost
one friend, Adara Corvus, and he had just become reacquainted with
Markwood. He wasn’t about to allow
another friendship to slip away. Maslin meant too much to him to
allow the wizard to go down fighting things that weren’t even alive, that served no purpose other than to
kill.

“Do it!”
Markwood yelled.

Randall let his
horse’s reins fall from his
hands.

Kron dropped out of
his saddle, and with sword still in hand he took a stand next to
the young healer. “We go down
fighting.”

Markwood did not
appear happy.

“Close your
eyes,” the wizard ordered as the ranks of
the dead swayed on boney legs.

Kron and Randall did
as they were told.

Markwood jabbed a
hand at the gray sky, flinging the tiny flame to soar
overhead.

The spark shot
upward, then exploded high over their heads, spreading forth golden
arms that slowly began to curve back to the ground.

The dead things
around them continued to stand unmoving with several skulls hissing
screeches in the remains of their throats. Seconds later, as the
embers from the flame lazily drifted nearer the ground, the foggy
mist began to dissipate as if burnt away.

Still, the skeletons
did not move, and Kron and Randall were beginning to believe their
situation might be taking a turn for the better.

Those thoughts
vanished as a familiar booming noise filled the air atop the
keep’s remaining tower. The monstrous
black form of a war demon perched on the tower’s crenellation, a gigantic sword gripped in the
creature’s metallic claws.

The monster tossed
back its helmeted head and roared, shaking the ground
further.

Kron slipped his
sword into its sheath on his back and again took forth his bow and
an arrow.

Randall whispered
several words of magical protection, casting shielding spells over
himself and his companions.

Markwood opened his
eyes. He glared at the metal-plated form of the demon and pointed a
crooked finger at it. “You should know
better than to face me!” the old mage
shouted. “I have already dealt with one
of your kind!”

The demon roared
again and shook itself, its black armor rattling.

At that the glow from
Markwood’s flame spell started to die and
the skeletal warriors began their advance anew.

Kron launched an
arrow into the nearest skeleton’s head,
shattering the skull and dropping the dead thing.

Randall lashed out
with his sword and managed to slice away an arm of dried flesh, but
his foe did not feel pain and its remaining arm raised a long,
rusting ax over its head. The healer took the blow on a shoulder,
but his protection spell held true and the ax glanced away without
bringing harm.

“Old man, we
could use your aid!” Kron launched
another arrow into a skull, busting it apart and sending down
another skeleton before he let his bow fall to withdraw his heavy
sword once more.

The mage paid no
attention to the straits of his companions, but continued to aim a
finger at the dark form of the monster above.

The war demon
launched itself from the keep, its great black wings spreading out
and catching the wind to allow the monster to drift nearer the
ground.

“Now I have
you.” Markwood changed his pointing hand
into a tight fist.

A look of surprise
dawned on the demon’s face as its wings
buckled and retracted. The monster was no longer gliding but
plummeting. It crashed to the ground with another roar and a
disruption of dirt, spraying nearby skeletons with soil.

Kron and Randall were
busy waving their swords frantically from side to side. Fortunately
for them their opponents were slow on the attack and made for easy
targets. But the skeletons’ strength was
in their numbers, and more and more continued to pull themselves
from the ground, clawing or limping their way toward the three
men.

“Maslin!” Randall yelled as he
was grabbed by cold fingers from two sides, a duo of the walking
dead grasping him and wrapping their arms around him. The undead
teeth chattered, snapping for the healer’s throat.

Kron spun toward
Randall but saw there were too many of the dead things between
himself and the healer. Screaming at the futility of saving his
friend, Kron chopped his heavy blade through a rib cage, turning
another beast into a pile of bones

“Enough!” Markwood pulled his
fist in to his chest while raising his other hand to the sky.
Another miniature flame rocketed from his extended arm and burst
above the melee, glowing sparks of yellow falling around them to
the ground.

This time the affect
of the wizard’s spell was more lethal to
their skeletal foes. One by one the dead things collapsed, their
bones rattling apart to cover the earth and dead grass of the
valley.

Now the three turned
their attention on the war demon. The creature was kneeling near
the keep’s remains, its wings pulled in
tight behind it and its arms hugging its body as if it were bound
by an invisible chain. The monster did not move other than a
shivering of its body, and it glared with scarlet glowing eyes at
the wizard who had seized it.

“Now we see who
we have.” The old wizard approached the
demon, stopping just out of its reach. “Who are you?” Markwood asked as
Randall and Kron stared over his shoulders at the
monster.

“Why should I
answer to you?” the thing
hissed.

Markwood jerked his
fist to one side. The demon’s upper body
was tugged by an invisible force that apparently caused it anguish
as its teeth ground together and its face appeared
strained.

“I do not enjoy
spreading pain,” Markwood told the
demon, “but you are a creature of hell. I
have no qualms about causing you to suffer the same as you have
done to others.”

The wizard lowered
his hand then but kept it balled into a fist. The demon’s body went straight again as if a giant rope
tugging on it had been released.

“What is your
name?” Markwood asked.

“I am called
Ybalik,” the monster said with gritted
teeth and glowering eyes.

“You are the
general of Verkain’s war demons?”
Randall said.

The creature
nodded.

“Verkain called
off the search for his son,” Markwood
said. “Why are you
here?”

The demon hesitated
to answer, as if fearing to give a response, but its black lips
began moving again as soon as the wizard raised his fist.
“I am here of my own accord. The sooner
Prince Kerwin is returned to his father, the sooner I am released
from Lord Verkain’s service.”

“Rather
irresponsible of you to attack on your own,” Markwood said. “I suppose Lord
Verkain will not be pleased once he discovers your
impudence.”

The demon stared with
hate.

“Can he tell us
about any surviving rebels?” Kron
asked.

Markwood looked to
Ybalik, his gaze seeking an answer.

“Why should I
provide my enemy information?” the demon
asked.

“Because if you
do not, I will twist my hand further and disembowel you where you
kneel,” Markwood stated without
malice. “And I would think such a
procedure would be quite painful, especially for a creature that
cannot die.”

Ybalik’s response was a low growl.

The old wizard
tightened his fist and turned the hand outward.

The war demon
screamed and arched its back. White smoke rose from its
armor.

After a few seconds,
Markwood turned his hand palm down again and the demon hunched
forward as if weakened, its bulky head hanging before its
chest.

“The
rebels,” Markwood said.
“Speak or know anguish.”

Ybalik’s snarling face slowly raised to glare at the
wizard. “A few escaped to Dartague or
Jorsica, but most were hunted down and slain.”

“What of
Verkain?” Kron asked. “Where is he?”

Ybalik spat blood
into the dust before him and gritted his teeth all the harder as if
trying to break the invisible bonds placed upon him. Still, the
monster gave an answer. “He is in his
keep in Mogus Potere. He awaits the prince.”

“Very well,
Lord Ybalik,” Markwood said,
“you have been helpful to my companions and
myself, thus I release you from your
ensorcellment.”

The old wizard opened
his hand.

“Are you
insane?” Kron shouted at the
mage.

The demon’s fangs showed in its evil smile as it stretched
its mighty wings and heavy arms.

Markwood snapped his
fingers and a sudden look of confusion came over the
monster’s face.

“What have you
done?” Ybalik asked. “I cannot see. I cannot see!”

“And you will
not until you return to your home.” The
mage snapped his fingers again.

There was a
disruption of dark green smoke at the demon’s feet, and the creature began to howl as the smoke
began to work ups its body like a climbing snake.

“I order you to
hell.” Markwood pointed a finger at
Ybalik.

The demon continued
to scream as it shook its head, wings and arms from side to side.
Then another unseen explosion boomed and the monster vanished along
with the smoke.


Chapter
Four

 


Beneath the heavy
limbs of trees, Belgad marched away from the others and approached
Adara, a pewter plate in his hands.

“How
gracious.” She reached out with her tied
wrists to grasp the offering.

Belgad knelt next to
the woman sitting on the ground and tugged at the cords around her
ankles.

“Think
I’m going somewhere?” she asked before stuffing a small biscuit into her
mouth.

“Taking
precautions.” He sat next to
her.

Adara spat, sending
the chunk of biscuit flying back toward the others. “Tell Karitha she can’t
cook.”

“My apologies
for the lack of service.”

Adara darted a look
at the man. “Don’t.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Don’t treat me with sympathy. I
know what you’re
planning.”

“What am I
planning?” he asked.

“You’re being kind to me in hopes
I will talk.”

Belgad glanced back
at the others, watched his soldiers help Fortisquo and Karitha
clean up camp, then turned back to Adara. “I have to keep my wits about me or Fortisquo and
the wizard will flay you alive.”

“You’re such a noble
character.”

Belgad grinned.
“I am a knight of the Western
Church.”

“A lot of good
that does the church,” Adara said.
“In the East—”

“The Eastern
Church had its chance with me,” Belgad
said. “They could have strung me up.
Instead, they tossed me into the Prisonlands.”

“You were an
exile?”

“If I were
thirty, maybe twenty years younger, I would have killed those
wardens the other day,” Belgad
said, “but as is, they likely thawed in a
few hours, none the worse for wear.”

“Your
generosity amazes me,” Adara said, the
sarcasm strong in her voice.

Belgad chuckled.
“My reputation goes before me like a dog
on the hunt, but I am not the man I once was.”

“You just want
me to tell you where Randall and Kron are.”

“No,”
Belgad said with a shake of his head.
“Outside of turning you over to Fortisquo for
torture, I don’t think you would tell me.
I have other uses for you.”

Adara stared at him
in silence.

“Randall likely
won’t hand himself over to his
father,” Belgad said, “at least not without a fight from
Darkbow.”

“I’m to be bait.”
Adara’s eyes grew wide
from the knowledge.

“Verkain will
use you to lure his son to him. Darkbow will follow like the
protective hound he is, and then I will have them
both.”

“Why do you
want Randall?” Adara asked.
“He’s never hurt
anyone!”

“He’s merely a bargaining tool.
There are no formal ties between West Ursia and Kobalos. I seek
trading privileges.”

“Have you been
to Kobalos?” Adara asked.
“I passed through it once years ago.
There’s nothing there but soldiers and
slaves!”

“There are
diamonds,” Belgad said,
“and while slavery is illegal in the West, there
is a healthy trade in the East and south. A trade alliance with
Verkain could profit me much.”

“And here I
thought you traveled all this way from Bond just to kill
Kron.”

Belgad nodded.
“I did. The trading rights are extra
incentive. Otherwise I would have turned home after we lost you
north of Wester’s Edge.”

Adara dropped the
pewter plate she had been holding and stared at it as if it told
her future.

“I
won’t allow Fortisquo or Karitha to harm
you,” Belgad said.

“A lot of good
that will do me since you’re giving me to
Verkain.”

“He will use
you to capture Randall, then he will let you go.”

“You think so?
I don’t.”

Belgad stood.
“Regardless, your fate lies in Mogus
Potere. If you continue to behave, I might put in a word with
Verkain, to save you.”

“For
what?” Adara asked. “To be your
slave.”

“I
don’t own slaves,” Belgad said. “It’s disgusting, owning
another.”

Adara shook her head.
“You don’t see
what’s going on around you, do
you?”

Belgad stared at
her.

“Exiles were
given weapons! Don’t you know from those
weapons they came?”

The barbarian shook
his head.

“It had to be
Verkain or the East,” Adara said.
“Either way, it spells troubled times ahead.
This is bigger than me and you and Kron and Randall. Something is
going on in Mogus Potere. Haven’t you
asked yourself why Verkain wants to kill his own
son?”

“There was a
rebellion a few years ago,” Belgad
said. “Randall took part in it against
his father.”

“You simple,
narrow-minded man.”

Belgad
snarled.

“Verkain is
insane. He thinks it’s the end of the
world,” she said. “He believes by killing Randall he fulfills
Ashal’s prophecy of the end of times. He
thinks he’s the Dark King of the North,
come to bring suffering to the world”

Belgad
blinked.

“Are you
starting to understand?” Adara
asked. “Killing Randall is just the
beginning. With the Prisonlands in revolt, the Eastern pontiff has
an excuse to invade, which will only draw in the
West.”

“It would be
the last war all over again.”

“That’s right,”
Adara said. “The
pope’s mighty army against the
West’s magic. I don’t know what Verkain has planned, but I can
guess.”

“He will sweep
in after a few years, after both nations have been weakened to the
point of instability,” Belgad
said. “It’s
what I would do.”

“You
shouldn’t be fighting against Kron and
Randall,” Adara said. “You should be helping them. Even if Verkain fails, the
death and destruction he will unleash will —”

“It will bring
chaos unimagined,” Belgad
interrupted. “It will be the end of
times, or as bad as. In my own people’s
stories, the king from the north will be
triumphant.”

“The Eastern
Church teaches otherwise,” Adara
said, “but I don’t know. We’ve both seen
Verkain’s war demons, and we both know
how touch and go the political situation has been between the East
and West these sixty years. It’s
kindling, ready to burn and spread like a
wildfire.”

Belgad shook his
head. “All of this is speculation,
difficult to believe.”

“Verkain is
crazy,” Adara said, “but you can help stop him.”

“You have no
evidence of any of this.”

“I have
Randall’s word,” the woman said. “I spent more
than a month on the road with him. I’ve
heard his story.”

Belgad’s eyes turned to slits. “You are very clever, trying to talk me into helping
you.”

Adara kicked at the
dirt with her tied feet. “Damn it! Listen
to me!”

Belgad laughed and
motioned for two of his soldiers to approach.

“Gag this
one,” he ordered, pointing at
Adara. “She has a slippery
tongue.”

 


***

 


Markwood’s eyes drooped as he swayed on his feet.

“Maslin?” Randall asked, concern
on his face.

The wizard crumpled,
a quick hand from Kron keeping him from falling into the gray dust
at their feet.

“Blanket.” Darkbow nodded toward
his horse.

Randall retrieved a
course blanket from Kron’s saddle bags
and stretched the cloth on the ground.

Kron eased the wizard
down onto the makeshift cot.

The young healer
knelt next to his friend. “He needs rest.
Powerful magic is the most sapping. I should not have put him in
such a situation.”

“You
didn’t put me into any situation.”
Markwood’s eyes opened
and he stared up at the two men over him.

Randall smiled.
“Thank Ashal.”

Even Kron allowed a
slight grin.

“I’ll be fine once I
rest,” Markwood said.

“You should be
home at the university, not gallivanting around Kobalos fighting
demons,” Randall said.

“Can you heal
him?” Kron asked
Randall.

Markwood answered.
“That would only weaken him, leaving
Randall in my condition. I’m not in any
danger, simply exhausted.”

“You’re no longer young,”
Randall pointed out to his
friend.

“I’m a wizard,”
Markwood said with fire in his weak
voice. “My body is used to this. I
didn’t get to eighty years of age without
a strong constitution.”

Kron glanced around
as if to be sure their foes had been vanquished. His eyes lingered
over piles of bones and armor. “We
can’t stay here. I know enough about
magic to realize Markwood’s spells might
draw attention.”

“Verkain will
have noticed,” the wizard said, closing
his eyes again.

“Do you know
anywhere safe?” Kron asked
Randall.

“Piker’s Bay is a couple days
away.” The healer gazed down at his
drained friend.

“What is
it?” Kron asked.

“A small
coastal town to the northwest. There’s an
inn, but there’s also a troop regiment
stationed there.”

“That
won’t do. What about peasant farms, maybe
with a barn?”

“There
won’t be any here near the Grave
Lands,” Randall said.

Kron sighed.
“We’ll have to
do the best we can. We’ll move a few
miles and set up camp. With a night’s
rest, maybe Markwood will be in better condition to
travel.”

Both men leaned over
to hoist the wizard from the ground.

The old man did not
fight them.


Chapter
Five

 


Kron lay on the dirt
floor of the barn with his head against a saddle. He
slept.

Markwood also
reposed, he on a bed of old, soiled hay covered with a horse
blanket.

Randall sat on a
creaking wood crate in the open door of the barn made of stones. He
stared at his two friends while the morning sun beat at his back,
warming his white cloak and the skin beneath.

They had ridden north
most of the night, Kron leading them out of the Grave Lands and
into dull farmland that seemed ill suited for growing crops. Still,
they had found several farm houses and barns, with Kron finally
settling on the stone barn because it appeared to be on land that
had been fallow for some time.

Randall supposed that
was his father’s doing. If a farmer had a
bad season, or became ill and could not work, then the farmer and
his family could expect a short life. From Verkain’s perspective, there were always more serfs or
slaves available to till the land and plant the seed.

The healer shivered,
thinking about his father. Verkain was why Randall had fled
Kobalos, and now Verkain was the reason he had returned.

A whistling noise
from outside drew Randall’s attention,
but it was only an owl hooting in a near gray tree, the bird
probably upset because three men had overtaken its home.

The young man turned
to look back at the sleeping Markwood.

The ride through the
night had given Randall plenty of time to think. Traveling with
Kron and Adara, Randall had not known what he would do when he
arrived in Kobalos. But now that he was here, and after what had
happened in the Grave Lands, Randall knew what had to be
done.

He had to go to his
father. He had to go alone.

He would probably
die, but he was tired of hiding. It would be better to finish with
this business, to find whatever afterlife would come to him, than
to spend the rest of his years moving from town to town with fear
gnawing at his mind. There were also others to consider. Markwood
had weakened himself by fighting the demon, and others had been
hurt, even killed, because of their relation to Randall.

The healer
couldn’t cope with it any more. It was
time to finish the deathly game he had started three years earlier
when he had watched his brother Corvin massacred by his father and
the last of the Kobalan rebellion wiped out.

The healer stood,
still shivering. Fear gripped the young man.

His father would kill
him, but Randall would not deny Verkain one last chance at
redemption. The man was the only blood he had. Whatever madness
Verkain had committed, and there had been many atrocities, Randall
wanted to give his father one last chance.

The healer wrapped
his arms around himself and gritted his teeth. “Get a hold of yourself.”

He closed his eyes,
then slowly opened them, still focused on Markwood.

Yes, Randall would
have to leave Maslin and Kron behind. It was too dangerous for them
to come with him. They would follow, he was sure, but he had ways
to slow their progress. Even healers could use other forms of
magic.

Randall shifted his
attention to Kron and slowly, silently moved to stand near the man.
Waving a hand over the sleeping warrior, Randall muttered ancient
words to ensure the man would remain asleep for some
time.

The young man gave
one last sorrowful look to his wizard friend, then moved to the two
horses tied together in the back of the barn.

Within minutes
Randall had saddled his steed and tossed a sack of food onto the
back of the beast. Once outside he glanced around in the morning
light, making sure there were no farmers with watchful eyes, then
he trotted his animal away from the barn. Soon he was on a dirt
road heading northwest.

Randall raised his
left hand and stared at the gold ring he wore there. He hated the
ring. It had killed before. Now he would have to use it again. The
healer only hoped it would not bring more death.

 


***

 


“He’s gone.”

The old wizard awoke
at the words. He sat up shaking his head and rubbing his eyes.
“What are you talking about?”

“Randall is
gone,” Kron said, kneeling next to the
mage. “He took his horse. The tracks lead
away from the barn.”

By the angle of the
sun’s light shining through the
barn’s open wood door, Markwood could
tell it was late in the day, only a few hours until
nightfall.

“How long
ago?” the wizard asked.

“This morning.
At least ten hours ago.”

Markwood smacked his
knee with a hand.

“You need more
rest,” Kron said.

“Just let me
sit for a moment to clear my head. I’ve
had more sleep than I expected. I’m still
weak, but not too weak to go after the boy.”

“You think he
left of his own accord?”

“Of course I
do,” Markwood said. “I’ve been half expecting this.
It’s one of the reasons
I’ve been traveling with you.
He’ll try going to his father on his own.
I should have known he would wait until I had been casting and was
weakened.”

“I should have
heard him,” Kron admonished
himself. “I should have woken instead of
sleeping all day.”

“Don’t blame yourself.”
Markwood slowly pushed himself to
standing. “Putting someone to sleep is
one of the first skills a healer learns.”

“I’ve studied ways to overcome
some magics,” Kron said with a
scowl. “Awareness and preparedness stop
most illusions and personal spells.”

“But you never
thought Randall would cast on you.” The
wizard saw their remaining horse was saddled and their meager gear
stowed on the animal. “You
weren’t prepared for him.
That’s why his spell worked on
you.”

“Can you find
him?” Kron asked.

Markwood shook his
head. “Randall will have covered his
trail with protective wards. If I were in my private sanctum at the
university, it would be a simple task, but not here.”

Kron headed toward
their riding beasts. “I’ll find him,”

“You’re not going alone,”
the old wizard said.

“Are you sure
you are up to this?” Kron asked.
“No offense is meant, but I can travel faster
alone.”

“Whatever
physical trail he may leave,” Markwood
said, “eventually he will use magic to
cover his path. You will need me then.”

 


***

 


It was nearly night
when Randall found himself atop a hill overlooking the town of
Piker’s Bay.

The healer’s eyes followed the dusty road that ran east to
west on the southern side of the town at the bottom of the hill. A
small stone keep rested next to the road and a swampy pond. Below
the castle was a leaning barn, rows of ugly corn and a footpath
that meandered downhill to the village proper. Piker’s Bay was little more than two dozen wooden
structures with slate roofs, though a few stone buildings dotted
the scenery. Beyond the village, further north, was the port itself
which opened into the dark blues of the Northern Sea stretching to
the horizon. Ships and boats of all sizes bobbed up and down in the
harbor along a wooden quay.

“This is as far
as you go, my friend,” Randall said,
leaning forward to rub a hand along the neck of his
horse.

With a last look at
the town below, he slipped out of the saddle and dropped to the
ground. The next few minutes were spent unloading saddle bags,
unbuckling gear and removing all tack and harness from his
animal.

Once the horse was
free of its accouterments, Randall slapped the animal on its rear
and watched it canter away into the growing darkness. “You’ll be safer in the
wilds than where I’m going.”

As soon as the horse
was out of sight, Randall picked up his saddle bags and tossed them
over a shoulder. He didn’t think he would
need what little he had left in the bags, but thought it best to
take it with him and not leave for Kron and Maslin to
discover.

He turned back the
way he had come and waved a hand over the ground, his
horse’s prints in the dirt and grass
disappearing.

As the last of the
sun’s rays hid behind distant mountains
far to the west, the healer began striding toward Piker’s Bay. The moon lighting his way, he walked down
the hill to the dusty road and followed it to the keep.

He paused at the iron
door that gave entrance to the small castle on the edge of the
village. Several black-garbed soldiers played a game of bones at a
far corner of the building beneath a lantern hanging atop an iron
pole.

A few of the men
glanced in Randall’s direction but none
came forward.

The healer looked
into the village proper, noticing there were few people on the
streets and those that were kept their heads down and shuffled
along without a glance or a word. Randall recognized his homeland
more than ever in those grim, hardened faces.

The creaking of the
iron door behind him was followed by a gruff voice. “What do you want?”

Randall spun on his
feet to face a monster of a man in black plate, a gigantic helm
shaped like the head of an eagle covering his features. On the
man’s back was a two-headed ax, its
blades glistening beneath the light of the torches from inside the
keep.

Randall dropped his
bags at his feet and glanced at the guards playing dice.
“I wanted to apologize.”

The big man took a
step back, as if sensing danger from the small man in white
robes.

“I wanted to
apologize for what I am about to do,” Randall said, lifting his ring hand to his chest and making
a fist. “I do not wish to harm anyone,
but my ring needs the power of others, and I could not harm my
friends.”

The big man grabbed
at his ax over his shoulder, slinging it around in a two-handed
grip.

The swift movement
drew the attention of the dice players. They abandoned their game
and stood, one by one, four men in all, and unsheathed swords from
their hips.

“You had better
talk fast if you want to keep your head, little man,”
the big fellow with the ax
said.

“Goodbye.” Randall gripped his
hand tighter.

An explosion of noise
rocked the air, sending the warriors in black reeling. Several of
them fell to their knees, a couple clutched their chests. All but
one then fainted, passing out on the road and falling into the
dirt.

The last soldier
standing was the big man with the ax. He stood dazed in the open
doorway to the keep, his overly large weapon barely hanging from
one hand. Before him, Randall Tendbones stood no more. It was as if
the small man in white had never been there.


Chapter
Six

 


Randall stood in the
middle of his father’s throne
room.

Finding himself
alone, the young man stared about the chamber that had been
familiar to him during his childhood. The room looked the same,
humongous, and longer than it was wide. He smiled, remembering how
as a boy he believed a thousand soldiers could fit into the room;
now, seeing the place with the eyes of a man, he realized he could
have doubled that number and been right. He glanced down at the
floor of polished black marble, pale sapphire veins running through
the stone, and saw himself as if staring into a mirror. Broad
columns of similar stone lined the sides of the chamber, tall but
narrow windows between the columns allowing the moon’s pale shimmer on the floor. Randall looked up and
noted the black iron candelabras hanging on long chains, the flames
full and fluttering.

His eyes followed a
dark indigo carpet that ran the length of the room. It started at a
pair of enormous iron doors and stretched across the expanse to end
at three white steps. Atop the short stairs stood a massive throne
of dull, black rock, the seat large enough to hold a giant of a
man.

Randall had never
thought he would be happy to see home again, but a part of him was
glad. As awful as his upbringing had been, this was still Kobalos
and he was still a prince of the land. It felt as if he
belonged.

“I see you
finally arrived,” an eerily familiar
voice spoke from the air.

Randall spun on his
feet, staring about, looking into dark corners.

“The ring
brought you, of course,” the voice
said.

Randall faced the
throne. “We need to talk,
father.”

“No,”
the voice of Verkain said. “You have given yourself to me as a lamb to a wolf. The lamb
may bleat, but it’s cries go
unheeded.”

Randall held up his
ring hand. “I am still a member of the
royal family. I claim rights of address.”

A snicker sounded
throughout the chamber.

“This is not
some petty kingdom, my son. This is Kobalos, and the law is what I
will it. You have no rights except those I
allow.”

“I do not wish
to fight you, father.” Randall glanced
around again but saw nothing.

“Then do not
fight,” Verkain said. “It will be easier that way.”

The rushing sound of
wings brought Randall’s head up. Above
him, lunging from the shadows, were three of Verkain’s war demons. The creatures swooped down with claws
reaching.

Randall held his ring
hand higher. “Be gone!”

Two of the monsters
vanished in a puffing of black smoke. The last of the three
continued to fall, but no longer in control of its decent. The
thing clutched at its chest with fists, then slammed into the
marble floor with a harsh crunching noise, pieces of its black
armor skittering away across the slick floor. A bent arm reached up
from the crumpled mass of broken creature, but the limb fell almost
as quickly. Flames of green sprang up from inside the
monster’s helmet, followed by a
horrendous shriek.

Randall took several
steps back, watching with unblinking fright the black thing that
burned away with screams of torture.

It took a long
minute, but eventually the demon was quiet and no longer
moved.

“Did you
believe I would allow you a weapon that could defeat me?”
Verkain’s voice was
directly behind.

The healer
spun.

It was too late. A
thunk from an iron mace cracked the youth across the forehead,
sending Randall to his knees.

“You
aren’t even aware of your own
strength.” Verkain’s shadow fell over his son.

Blood trickling down
his face, Randall looked up with dazed, questioning
eyes.

The mace came down
again, and the healer knew pain and darkness.

 


***

 


“His tracks
end.” Kron knelt to stare at the grassy
ground where the hoof prints of Randall’s
horse disappeared. “It’s as if his animal flew away.”

“That’s why you needed
me,” Markwood said from atop
Kron’s steed. “I can still follow his trail.”

The man in black
stood on the hill and watched the sun begin its slow climb in the
morning sky. “He must have gone down to
the village,” he said, pointing below
them at the town at the bottom of the hill. “He called it Piker’s
Bay.”

“His journey
did not end there.”

“Where is he
going?” Kron asked.

“To Mogus
Potere. He’s going to his
father.”

Kron
cursed.

“Exactly,” Markwood
said.

“I’m not familiar with these
lands.” Kron climbed aboard his steed in
front of the mage. “How far are we from
the city?”

Markwood pointed to
the east, then north. “About three days.
I could get us there in an instant, but —
”

“You would be
drained.”

“My
apologies,” the wizard
said.

“I’ll need you if we face
Verkain,” Kron said, “so we can’t have you using heavy
magics. We’ll have to
ride.”

“I only hope we
can arrive in time to help poor Randall.”

“Can’t you call upon other
wizards?” Kron asked.

“The distance
is too great,” Markwood said.
“It too would sap my
strength.”

Kron cursed again and
spurred his animal away from Piker’s
Bay.

 


***

 


Consciousness sprang
upon Randall with pain shooting through his body and a scream from
his throat.

He opened his eyes
and found himself stretched face down on a table of oily, hard
wood. A muddy floor of rock a couple of feet away greeted his face.
He tried to move, but found his ankles and wrists bound by leather
thongs.

The only light was a
flickering on the wall, as if from a torch behind him. The healer
guessed he was somewhere far underground in one of his
father’s many dungeons.

“I see you have
come around,” Verkain’s voice said.

Randall tried to
twist his head to see his father, but an iron brace looped around
his neck would not allow it.

A shuffling of
leather on stone was followed by a dark figure appearing on
Randall’s left at the edge of his vision.
Right away Randall could tell this wasn’t
his father; the person was too wide and smelled of horse manure and
ale.

“Looks as if
he’s been eating well since last we saw
him, my lord,” the burly figure said with
a chuckle. Randall recognized the voice as that of Captain Lendo,
the chief of his father’s personal
guard.

“The fool was
still carrying his ring,” Verkain
said.

Randall gripped his
left hand into a fist and no longer felt his gold band. For that
matter, the healer realized he was wearing nothing. He was nude and
at the mercy of his father and Lendo.

“The ring is
nothing,” Verkain said.
“It didn’t bring him
to me. The only magic in the ring is a tracing
hex.”

Lendo
chuckled.

“I’ve known where you have been
the entire time,” Verkain
said.

A rare rage suddenly
spread through Randall. He squirmed, tugging at the leather
bindings.

“This one
thinks he can escape, my lord.” Lendo
laughed again.

Randall ceased his
struggles. The wind had been taken out of him for his
struggles.

“Teach
him,” Verkain said. “Teach him what happens to one who disobeys
me.”

Lendo disappeared
from the healer’s view, followed by
leathery noises, as if something of hide were being opened or
folded.

A wet coldness
suddenly dolloped onto Randall’s back,
rolling along like icy raindrops, curving along his sides and
around to his ribs.

“What are you
doing to me?” Randall
asked.

“One of my
favorite toys,” Verkain said.
“One I should have introduced to you years
ago.”

“Bore
worms.” Lendo cackled.

Randall jerked. He
knew what the worms could do. His father had used them as tools of
torture for years. The tiny, yellow critters would slime their way
along his skin, eventually tearing through the flesh and burrowing
deep inside. The things sought the heart, and they took a long time
getting to it. Deaths by the worms were agonizing and lasted hours,
sometimes days depending upon the strength of the person
tortured.

The healer suddenly
decided that if he had to die, it would not be like this, crying
and tearing at his own skin, eventually vomiting blood and waiting,
waiting, waiting for the worms to eat through his chest.

Randall jerked on his
bindings again. He strained, pulling at the cords. Again, after
several seconds, his body was too tired to fight.

But Randall had other
choices. He whispered several words, calling upon his own inner
strength to will the cords away from his body.

Nothing
happened.

Randall spoke the
words again, this time louder.

Verkain joined
Captain Lendo in laughter.

“Ever the fool,
Kerwin,” Verkain said to his son.
“Did you think it would be so easy to escape?
Did you think I would not have protections against your
magic?”

Randall realized what
a fool he was being. One of his father’s
most profound spells was one that nullified all magic, even
Verkain’s own, in a radius around the
lord of Kobalos. Randall remembered when he was a boy Verkain had
often used the spell to protect himself from other powerful
mages.

Randall went limp.
“Father, please, we have to
talk.”

“I’d rather hear you
scream,” Verkain said.

A sharp pain in
Randall’s left side caused him to flinch,
jerking himself and chaffing the skin around his wrists from the
straps binding them.

“The worms are
beginning their work, my lord,” Lendo
said.

“Do not worry,
my son,” Verkain’s voice said, so close to Randall’s left ear the healer could feel the breath from the
words. “I won’t
allow the worms to finish. I have plans for you. You have a few
days.”

“Kill me now,
if you must.” Randall nearly bit his own
tongue at the foolishly brave words he spoke. “Finish this madness.”

“You
don’t even realize your own
power,” Verkain said. “You are no mere natural mage. You could save
yourself.”

“Please,
father, end this one way or another,” Randall said.

“No,”
Verkain said. “Your
death must be seen by the masses. The public must
know you
are dead, not hear
you are dead. Then the prophecy will be
fulfilled, and my true destiny awaits.”

“Father.” Randall tried one last
vain attempt to save himself. “No matter
what you’ve done, I want you to know I
love you.”

Eventually, after
long seconds, Verkain spoke, “You were
always a good son, Kerwin. I think that’s
why I hated you most.”


Chapter
Seven

 


The journey along the
western edge of Dartague was both perilous and nostalgic for Belgad
the Liar. The muscular, bald northerner with the crooked nose and
white mustache was Dartague himself, but it had been two decades
since he had visited his homeland. It was true he had only touched
on the edges of that homeland, sticking near the mountain range
known as the Needles that formed a natural barrier between Dartague
in the east and Kobalos in the west, but those few days’ view of the snowy-capped highlands and the dark
green valleys had brought a thrill to his heart.

He had never thought
he would see this country again, but his current travels had
dictated avoiding much of the Prisonlands by going east and north
into the mountains, through Dartague and then west again deeper
into the mountains and eventually Kobalos.

The barbarian could
have turned away from Dartague, but Kobalos was nearer than Bond,
and Belgad wanted to finish what he had started. He wanted Kron
Darkbow’s head on a pike, and he wanted
whatever reward would be coming from Verkain.

As the large
northerner rode west on a dirt road to Mogus Potere, the capital of
Kobalos, he wore a broad smile, something not familiar to his
traveling companions.

What those around him
could not comprehend was that Belgad had become bored with his busy
and pampered life in Bond. He was not a foppish dandy who wanted
soft couches for talking and talking and talking to nobles or
merchants. The big man often regretted that his life had taken him
in that direction. The prestige was nothing to him. The sense of
adventure, something he had lost for years, brought him joy. He no
longer felt a prisoner in his own world, a world he had helped
create.

Those feelings of
contentment came to a crashing halt as Belgad and his band rode
into Kobalos. The road they followed was an old trading route.
Their path of dirt was wide and solid but offered little to the
view other than mountains and dry, gray grass. Only a few miles
into the country and a new site emerged. Black iron pikes that
appeared once to have been long military spears were spaced every
ten or so yards. The sight of those tall weapons would have been
enough to shake many a stout heart, but more disturbing were the
bodies. About halfway down the length of each pike hung an impaled
figure. Most were men, but some were women or children. Most of the
bodies were little more than skeletons with tatters of flesh and
clothing holding them together, but some appeared recent, screams
of agony still frozen on their faces.

“We’re definitely in
Kobalos,” Belgad said, his smile
faltering.

The faces of the
Dartague’s companions were as grim as his
own. One of Belgad’s soldiers, a stout
fellow with an unconscious Adara Corvus tied behind his saddle,
leaned over the side of his horse to disgorge his
breakfast.

“How far are we
from the city?” Karitha asked, trotting
up next to her employer.

“Two days at
this rate,” the northerner
answered, “but one if we ride
hard.”

Thus they rode hard,
passing a few other travelers and reaching the capital city a
little before noon of the next day. Once near Mogus Potere they
were overcome by its dark splendor. The high, black walls of the
city rose above them like a bleak storm rolling across a prairie,
blocking their vision of the land and sea beyond. Inside the walls
were multiple dark towers looming like a beacon of evil to the
surrounding gray countryside. One tower stood taller than the rest,
a crenelated structure with multiple windows that made one feel as
if being surveyed by the many eyes of a giant spider. Surrounding
the capital were thousands of tents with hundreds of black smoke
pillars curling up; stationed there were Verkain’s troops, his multitudes of mighty warriors in
black armor.

Karitha Jarnac
shuddered as she rode forward.

“Such a
pleasant, chipper establishment,” Fortisquo remarked as the group approached an encampment of
soldiers.

“Shut
up,” Belgad ordered as a dozen Kobalans
on horseback approached.

The dark-garbed
horsemen pulled their animals to a stop mere feet from the saddled
Belgad, who brought his steed to a standstill as had his fellow
travelers.

“Name and
purpose,” one of the Kobalans
grunted.

“Tell your
master Belgad Thunderclan and comrades have arrived and desire a
word with him,” the Dartague
stated.

The Kobalans smirked
at the big man. One of the officers turned his horse back toward
the tents. “I’ll see if I can’t find
one of the captains to speak with you.”

“No,”
Belgad said. “I
haven’t come all this way to speak with a
stooge. Tell Lord Verkain I would have words, and I have a present
for him.”

The burly soldiers
glanced at one another. It seemed it took a bold individual to ride
up to their army and demand to speak with their king.

“I’ll see what I can do,”
a soldier said, and rode off toward the
city.

“You do
that,” Belgad said.

 


***

 


Entrance into Mogus
Potere took little time, Belgad and his pack being escorted by
cavalry through gigantic iron doors into the city, then along
winding streets around buildings of dark stone. Their travel was
helped along by the people who walked the streets, most of them
pale and gray peasantry or large soldiers in armor who immediately
jumped out of the way when they saw horses trotting in their
direction.

Eventually Belgad and
band came to the monstrous tower in the center of the town. The
dizzying building turned out to be part of a larger complex, an
enormous castle within the walled Mogus Potere.

A new bunch of
soldiers waited there, a score of men in black plate armor with
white tabards bearing the mark of Kobalos, a black fist with spikes
between the knuckles. These men carried long pole axes, the metal
heads of the weapons as dark as oil.

“We leave you
here, sir,” one of the escorts said, then
he and his fellows rode away.

Belgad slipped out of
his saddle. “Which one of you is the
sergeant?” he gruffly asked the line of
warriors blocking his way to the only obvious entrance to the
tower.

The largest of the
soldiers stepped forward, a burly man with a heavy gray beard
protruding from beneath an open-face helmet. “I am Captain Lendo. If your manners don’t improve, you will go no further.”

Belgad was not used
to being spoken to in such a manner. The Dartague glanced at
Fortisquo, who only nodded, a sign to tread lightly.

“We have
traveled far, captain.” Belgad faced the
officer again. “We are here to see your
master.”

“I know who you
are, Belgad Thunderclan,” Lendo
said. “Lord Verkain will see you in his
own good time. Until then, quarters have been prepared for
you.”

“It’s about time,”
Fortisquo whispered, following Belgad and the
others through a heavy wooden door into the
tower.

A dried splash of
blood on the stone floor of the entrance hall made Karitha blanch.
Fortisquo had a chuckle at her expense, but it was a nervous laugh.
Belgad’s troupe had stepped into the
lion’s den.

 


***

 


The private chambers
within the giant castle turned out to be comfortable, but not full
of the luxuries often associated with the mighty and powerful. The
large main chamber had five doors off it, one door the exit to a
hallway and the others leading to bedrooms. The main room had cold,
dark walls of stone, but heavy tapestries kept the chill at bay as
did the large fireplace in the center of the back wall. Thick rugs
also kept the pine floor from cooling the feet.

“Not quite fit
for a king, but it will do.” Fortisquo
plopped himself and his bag of gear onto a cushion-laden
couch.

Belgad followed with
the others, all of their eyes darting about while a Kobalan soldier
remained in the hall and closed the door behind them. Three of
Belgad’s personal guards stayed at
attention near the exit while the other planted an unconscious
Adara on the ground in a corner.

“At least we
won’t be sleeping under the stars
tonight,” Fortisquo commented as he
planted his booted feet on a maroon divan.

The sorceress Karitha
turned Belgad. “What is your next
move?”

The large northerner
turned his hard eyes on the red-haired woman. “We wait, and we hope Verkain will see
us.”

“Why
shouldn’t he?” Fortisquo said from his spot on the couch.
“After all, we’ve been
allied with the man since we left Bond.”

Belgad took a
hardback, wooden chair near the fire. “No
one allies themselves with someone of Verkain’s power. You serve him.”

Fortisquo smirked.
“I serve no one but my own
pocketbook.”

“Then you are
likely to be the first he will kill,” Belgad said.

Fortisquo
scoffed.

“Belgad is
right,” Karitha said, taking a seat on
the end of a couch. “We have to be wary
of what we say and do. Verkain has no need to slay us, but that
doesn’t mean he won’t.”

“So far
we’ve proven somewhat useful to
him,” Belgad said, continuing
Karitha’s line of talk.
“If it stays that way, we will stay
alive.”

“I’m still not sure why we came
here in the first place,” Fortisquo
said. “It’s as
if you’ve given up hope of finding
Darkbow and the healer.”

“We were nearer
to here than to home,” Belgad
explained, “and I wasn’t about to return without the heads of our
enemies.”

“According to
the book of Ashal, pride is a sin,” commented Fortisquo.

“So is bashing
in your skull,” Belgad shot
back.

The one-eyed rapirist
gave a mock frown, as if disappointed more than afraid.

“Besides, we
can fulfill our mission by working for Verkain,” Belgad went on, “and it might
benefit us. He is insane, but that doesn’t mean he won’t reward those who
serve him well.”

“You
don’t even know why he wants this son of
his,” Fortisquo said.

“Adara told me
her theories, but it doesn’t
matter,” Belgad said. “I’m not sure I want him alive
either after what happened in Bond.”

A knock sounded at
the door and Belgad motioned for one of his guards to answer. When
the door opened, Captain Lendo and three of his men appeared in the
entrance.

“Lord Verkain
expects your presence on the morrow,” the
captain said. “Belgad Thunderclan and
whatever servants he desires will be sent for breakfast at nine
bells.”

“How
pleasant,” Fortisquo
said.

Captain Lendo closed
the door, leaving the travelers from Bond to themselves once
more.

“Of course,
I’m not sure we should eat
anything,” Fortisquo
remarked.

 


***

 


Adara’s eyes fluttered, then a brightness forced her lids
closed once more. Gradually she opened her orbs again, allowing her
surroundings to encroach upon her vision.

She was on a soft,
silky bed in a room, obviously one belonging to nobility. The light
bothering her eyes came from the sun shining through tall glass
windows, the heavy curtains having been tied back.

“You’re awake,”
a man said.

Adara turned her head
to her left, finding one of Belgad’s
chain-clad guards sitting in a cushioned chair next to an open
doorway. Otherwise the room was empty.

“Belgad and
Fortisquo and the wizard woman have gone to see Verkain,”
the man said.

Adara tested her
hands and found her wrists still tied together. She shifted her
feet to discover ropes also bound her ankles. “How long have I been out?”

“Several
days,” the warrior said.
“Belgad didn’t want to
chance you escaping before we got here. The wizard knows her sleep
spells.”

Adara gripped her
hands to her tight stomach. “No wonder
I’m so hungry.”

The burly man leaned
back in his chair and turned his head to glance into the open
doorway. “Mountain, get your tail in
here. The wench is up. Bring her food and drink.”

He eased down in the
seat to face Adara again. His smile was that of a snake.

“What’s going to happen to
me?” she asked, noticing the sword and
dagger on a thick belt around his waist.

“Don’t know,” the man said. “That’s probably what Lord
Belgad’s going to find out this
morning.”

Another big fellow,
also wearing a chain shirt, entered the room with a wood tray in
his hands. Atop the platter was a small bowl, an iron spoon and a
cup.

“Swing your
legs over and sit up,” the chaired
soldier said to Adara.

The woman did as she
was told and watched the other man place the tray on the bed next
to her. She stared at the meal, porridge and water, then held her
tied wrists up. “I can’t eat like this.”

“You’re going to have to,”
the standing guard said before exiting the
room.

Adara stared at the
porridge again, this time taking note of the steam rising off the
bowl’s contents. She glanced at the
sitting guard; he was watching, but relaxed.

Adara turned to one
side and reached for the bowl. She found the wooden vessel hot to
the touch as she lifted it.

“Do you want
some?” She held the bowl out for her
warden.

“Already
ate,” he said. “You go right ahead and —”

The steaming gruel
slapped him in the eyes. He screamed, his hands reaching to his
face. Adara pushed off the bed onto her knees next to him. He tried
to stand, but the woman slammed a doubled fist into his groin. He
shrieked, then fell back in the seat with a cry.

Adara yanked his
dagger from its sheath. Her fingers flipped the blade around, the
apex now in her direction, and sawed at the leather thongs binding
her hands.

“What in
Ashal?” a new voice
said.

Adara looked up to
see another of Belgad’s goons in the
doorway.

The bindings around
her wrists fell away.

The new guard
barreled in.

Her feet still tied,
Adara vaulted up and dropped back on the bed, kicking out to
connect with the charging man’s chin. He
went sprawling backward next to his moaning partner.

Adara sat up, slicing
at the straps on her ankles.

Rough hands grabbed
her by the hair and yanked.

Her head forced back,
her eyes locked on the angered face of the man she had
burnt.

He swung a fist
around, hammering Adara’s chin and
sending her rolling back on the bed.

She found her mind
fighting the jumble of pain and disorientation that throbbed
throughout her skull, but she forced herself to sit up, holding the
dagger out in front.

Another punch sent
her down again.

This time, Adara did
not come up.

 


***

 


Breakfast was served
in a garden open to the skies.

Despite the bleakness
of the granite walls in the center of the castle, Belgad admired
the surrounding greenery and the flowering plants that reminded him
of his own gardens in his mansion in Bond. He walked along a maroon
gravel path between the plants, sometimes pausing to stare at a
particular flower he found fascinating or reaching out to feel the
smooth texture of leaves.

Following the
Dartague were Fortisquo and Karitha.

The three were led by
a bald servant in a blue gown and two soldiers in black to the
center of the garden, a large circle made up of more gravel. In the
middle of the area was an oval iron table surrounded by four chairs
with pillows on the seats. In the center of the table sat a silver
tray covered with various sliced fruits, four glass goblets filled
with what looked to be a red wine or juice and a small bronze
platter stacked with sliced dark bread.

“A simple
meal,” Fortisquo commented before taking
one of the seats.

“Lord
Verkain?” Belgad asked of the
servant.

“He will be
along shortly, sir.” The man in the gown
waved a hand over the chairs. “If you
will be seated, my lord will arrive soon.”

Belgad did not appear
happy to wait, but he and Karitha sat.

“Please enjoy
your breakfast,” the servant said, then
left with the two Kobalan guards marching behind
him.

Fortisquo watched
them go. “He leaves no guards to watch
us.” He reached for a slice of
apple.

“What need
would he have?” Karitha said.
“It’s not as if we
could easily escape.”

“Escape
isn’t our goal,” Belgad said. “We are here to come
to an agreement.”

Fortisquo chewed on
his apple, then swallowed. “It seems to
me we have little with which to bargain.”
His fingers found another piece of fruit.

Belgad’s steady gaze fell on the swordsman. “It is not as if I am without power within West
Ursia. Think of this as a meeting between entrepreneurs. We could
open many doors for Kobalos in Bond.”

“That’s if we
aren’t killed first,” Karitha said.

Before Belgad could
berate the woman, the group’s attention
was drawn to a tall figure approaching along the gravel
path.

Belgad moved as if to
stand, but Lord Verkain cut him short. “Please, keep your seat.”

All eyes were upon
the Lord of Kobalos, and all were impressed with what they saw.
Verkain was pale and with nearly the bulk of Belgad, though he
stood a foot taller than the big Dartague. His eyes were a piercing
blue so sharp they seemed to glow, and it felt as if they bored
into the soul when one looked into them. Verkain’s dark gray hair was long and tied with a leather
cord in a tail behind his head; streaks of white flowed from his
temples to mix with the rest of his straight tresses. He wore long
black robes with a high collar that kept his chin supported. A
broad ring of gold bearing the mark of Verkain’s royalty, a black fist with points on the
knuckles, boldly encircled a finger on his left hand.
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