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DESCRIPTION

A story ten years in the making,
here at last is the triumphant third book of the "Demonsouled"
series.

Mazael, now Lord of Castle
Cravenlock, faces his darkest challenge yet. A horde of inhuman
fiends has descended upon the Grim Marches, slaying and killing.
The priests of the serpent god lurk in the shadows, scheming
vengeance upon Mazael...and upon his family. 

But both the fiends and the priests
of the serpent god serve another master, one who plots to seize the
throne of the heavens itself, a foe that even Mazael's skill and
valor may not be able to defeat...
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"For thou hast said in thine heart,
I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars
of God...I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will be
like the most High."

-Isaiah 14:13-14






"Lies, endless lies I spoke to
serve my purpose.

Now I gainsay them all and feel no
shame.

Long years I planned. Now it is
done."

-Aeschylus, Clytemnestra

 


Chapter 1 -
Warband






Mazael Cravenlock awoke from a dream
of a great black wolf.

For a moment the wolf's howls echoed
in his ears.

He sat up in bed,
blinking.

Yet the howls continued.

Those weren't howls, he realized,
but a blast from the horns carried by the night guards upon the
castle’s walls.

Castle Cravenlock was under
attack. 

Mazael surged to his feet, and his
bedroom door burst open. A boy of twelve years stood in the
doorway, clad in the black-and-silvery livery of the Cravenlocks.
Usually the boy wore an expression of chilly arrogance, but now his
eyes bulged with fear.

"My lord," said Rufus Highgate, "my
lord, the sentries..."

"I know," said Mazael. "Find one of
the pages, send him to Sir Hagen. Tell Hagen to rouse the garrison.
Then get back here and assist with my armor. Go!" 

Rufus sprinted off. Mazael paced
around his bed, bare feet sinking into the carpet. His rooms atop
the King's Tower held only a bed, a desk for writing, a wardrobe
for his clothing, and racks for his armor and weapons. A thick
carpet to guard against the winter chill was the only concession to
comfort. 

That, and the rooms had a superb
view of the castle and the surrounding countryside.

Mazael hurried onto the balcony,
seventy feet above the courtyard. The night guards stood upon the
curtain wall, crossbows in their hands. Torchlight blazed in the
courtyard as men raced back and forth. Sergeants bellowed commands
to armsmen, while knights ran for the stables, followed by their
squires. Good - Sir Hagen had already roused the garrison. Yet
where was the attack?

Beyond the curtain wall, light
flashed in the darkness. Cravenlock Town, an overgrown village of
four thousand people, stood a half-mile in that direction. Mazael
saw firelight from the town, and heard the distant sound of steel
on steel, the shouts and screams of men and women. 

The town was under
attack.

His hands curled into fists. These
were his people, his lands. And someone dared to attack them? He
would make these attackers pay, he would make them
suffer...

Mazael closed his eyes, forced
himself to calm.

Fury was not a luxury that a child
of the Old Demon could afford.

For a moment he remembered a
blue-eyed woman lying on a cold stone floor, black hair pooled
around her head.

He knew where the rage of the
Demonsouled ended.

Rufus sprinted into the room,
breathing hard.

"My lord," he said, "I've sent the
message..."

"Good," said. "Help me with my
armor."  

He'd worn the same armor for years,
but it had been destroyed last year during the great battle below
the walls of Tumblestone. So Lord Malden had made Mazael a gift of
a new set. A chain mail hauberk with a steel cuirass, and gauntlets
backed with steel plates and armored boots, all crafted by
Knightcastle’s finest smiths. Mazael pulled on the armor with
Rufus's help. The boy was nervous, but he worked quickly and
without error. That was good. He would make a capable
knight.

Assuming he lived through this
attack.

Mazael tugged on a black surcoat
adored with the sigil of three crossed swords, the symbol of the
Cravenlocks. Rufus fetched his sword belt, and Mazael buckled it
around his waist. A dagger hung on his left hip, and a longsword on
his right. The longsword's pommel was a golden’s lion head,
glittering rubies in its eyes. Lion, Mazael called the sword, and
it was worth more than his castle and everything in it.

Older than his castle,
too. 

He took one last thing. A silver
coin, the size of his thumb joint, threaded with a fine chain.
Mazael tucked it into his belt. 

"Come," said Mazael, and he left his
rooms, Rufus following, and hurried from the King’s Tower. Chaos
still reined in the courtyard, but it was an ordered chaos.
Mazael's knights sat atop their horses, lances and shields in hand,
armor flashing in the torchlight. His armsmen had also been
mounted, sword and mace ready at their belts.

Two hundred men. Mazael hoped it was
enough.

"My lord!"

A grim-faced man with the shoulders
and chest of an ox strode to Mazael's side. He wore a Cravenlock
surcoat and a mail hauberk, eyes glinting over a close-cropped
black beard. One hand rested on his sword hilt, and the other bore
a shield adorned with the sigil of a burning
bridge. 

"Sir Hagen," said Mazael. "What
news?" 

"Someone lit the alarm beacon in the
town’s church tower," said Sir Hagen Bridgebane, Mazael's
armsmaster. "The night guards saw it and summoned me." He scowled,
shaking his head. "It's too dark. We can't see anything. But I
think the town militia is holding. For now." 

"Who is attacking?" said Mazael.
"Bandits?" It would indeed take a daring band of bandits to attack
a walled town. But who else? The Elderborn tribes? One of Mazael's
vassals? Some of Mazael's knights and vassals hated him, but none
were bold enough to stage such a raid. 

Lord Richard Mandragon, perhaps?
Mazael remained in his liege lord's good graces. But Lord Richard
the Dragonslayer was feared with reason. If he decided that Mazael
was an enemy, he would not hesitate to strike. 

"I don't know, my lord," said Hagen.
"But they've no horses, I'm sure of that. We're ready to ride when
you give the command." He grimaced. "But the wizards want to speak
with you first." 

"Good work," said Mazael. "We'll
ride when I give the word. Leave the squires here. I don't want any
of them killed fighting in the dark."

Hagen hurried to his horse, shouting
commands. 

Rufus brought out Mazael's war
horse, a vicious-tempered destrier named Challenger. The huge horse
looked as eager for blood as any knight. Mazael swung into the
saddle and accepted a lance and a shield marked with the Cravenlock
sigil from Rufus.

"I should accompany you, my lord,"
said Rufus. "It is only honorable." 

"No," said Mazael. "Stay here with
the other squires. I'll not explain to your father why I got you
killed in a night battle." 

Rufus scowled, but obeyed. Mazael
urged Challenger to a walk, steering the beast with his knees. Sir
Hagen waited near the barbican, along with three other men. The
first was old and tough as an ancient oak tree, clad in mail and
leather. The hilt of a greatsword jutted over his shoulder, and a
mace and war axe waited at his belt. Sir Nathan Greatheart claimed
to have retired, but the old knight still fought with the prowess
of a much younger man. 

The other two men wore black cloaks
and long black coats adorned with metal badges. The older of the
two was nearing forty, with tousled hair and a pointed brown beard.
The second was barely over twenty, face shadowed beneath his cowl.
A black metal staff rested across his saddle's pommel.

None of Mazael's men went close to
the two wizards. Especially the younger one. 

"Lord Mazael," said Timothy deBlanc,
the older wizard. "My war spells are at your
command." 

The younger wizard looked up, black
eyes glittering in the depths of his cowl. 

"And you'll need them," said Lucan
Mandragon. He was younger than Timothy, but far more powerful. Men
called him the Dragon's Shadow, and dared not meet his eye as he
passed. "My wards were triggered. At least one of the attackers is
using magic. Possibly more." 

"Can you take them?" said
Mazael.

"We shall do our best, my lord,"
said Timothy. 

Lucan's contemptuous sneer expressed
more confidence than words. 

"Good," said Mazael. "Sir
Hagen!"

The armsmaster spurred his destrier
forward, lance and shield ready. "My lord?" 

"Tell the armsmen to keep watch,"
said Mazael. "They're to close the gate after we leave, and leave
it closed until we return. The knights and mounted armsmen will
stay in formation. Any fool rides off on his own, I'll have his
hide." Hagen nodded and bellowed the orders to the sergeants. "Sir
Nathan!"

The old knight turned his horse.
"Lord?"

"Take command of the knights," said
Mazael.

Nathan frowned. "I am no longer
armsmaster of Castle Cravenlock, and I..."

"Yes, yes, I know," said Mazael. "Do
it anyway." 

A flicker of a smile went over
Nathan's seamed face. "As you bid, my lord." 

"Sir Hagen!" said Mazael. "We
ride."

Hagen gave the orders. Chains
rattled, and the portcullis slid open with a metallic groan. Mazael
kicked Challenger to a trot and rode through the gate, the knights
and armsmen falling in around him. Sir Aulus Hirdan, Mazael's
herald, rose at his side, the Cravenlock banner fluttering from his
lance. Though Mazael doubted anyone could see it in the
dark. 

The road to Cravenlock Town sloped
alongside the side of the castle’s crag. The sounds of fighting
grew closer, accompanied by strange, bestial roars. Had the
attackers brought war dogs? Timothy shifted in his saddle, fumbling
with a fist-sized chunk of wired-wrapped crystal. Mazael had seen
him use that spell before. It bestowed a sort of limited
clairvoyance, letting Timothy sense the presence of enemies.
Timothy held up his hand, and the crystal flashed with a pale white
light.

“Timothy!” said Mazael. “How
many?” 

“I…I do not know, my lord,” said
Timothy, shouting over the drumming of the hooves. His eyes darted
back and forth, tracking things unseen. “At least…two hundred.
Probably three hundred. They’re at the town gates for now. But…my
lord…”

“What is it?” said Mazael. “Are they
in the town already?” Gods, he hoped not. House to house fighting
would negate the advantage of his horsemen. 

“No,” said Timothy. “But…I’ve never
sensed anything like them before. It’s as if…it’s as if they’re not
human…”

Lucan gave Timothy a sharp look,
hand tightening around his black staff. 

“The San-keth?” said Mazael. “Or the
changelings?”

“No,” said Timothy. “No, I know how
they feel to my arcane senses. This is…different. Darker,
considerably.” 

Demonsouled, then? The thought of
three hundred Demonsouled gathered made Mazael’s blood run cold.
But Mazael doubted that any number of Demonsouled could cooperate
for any length of time. 

He knew very well the sort of
homicidal madness carried by Demonsouled blood.

“Whatever they are,” said Mazael,
“they’re still flesh and blood, and we’ll sweep them away. They’re
massed near the town gates?”

Timothy gave a sharp nod, eyes still
twitching. 

“Then we’ll hit them there,” said
Mazael. “Sir Hagen! Get the men in line. Once the enemy is in
sight, we’ll charge and ride them down.” With luck, the gate held
the attackers' attention, and they would not spot Mazael’s horsemen
until it was too late.

Hagen and Nathan bellowed orders,
the knights and armsmen forming a wide line. The horses moved
forward at a trot, ready to leap into a gallop. Cravenlock Town
came into sight, the rooftops rising above the thick stone wall
surrounding the town. Lord Mitor, Mazael's predecessor and elder
brother, had let the wall fall into disrepair. Mazael had ordered
it rebuilt, despite the expense. He also insisted that the town
men's form a militia, training regularly, despite their
grumbling. 

He doubted anyone would grumble
after this.

Torches blazed atop the stone wall.
Militiamen fought from the ramparts, wielding crossbows and spears.
A dozen ladders rested against the wall, and Mazael saw
dark-armored shapes scrambling up the rungs, spears and axes in
hand.

The invaders.

Mazael took a look at them, a good
look, and blinked in disbelief.

The invaders were not bandits. Nor
were they were Mazael's vassals, or Lord Richard's men.

They weren't even
human. 

Mazael had never seen creatures like
them before. 

They looked almost like men, albeit
men with leathery gray skin and long, pointed ears. Their eyes were
colorless, milky white, yet they seemed to have no difficulty
seeing. The creatures wore greasy leathers, ragged furs, and black
chain mail. Dozens of them lay dead below the gate, covered in
black blood. Yet the creatures showed neither fear nor pain, and
flung themselves at the defenders with abandon, roaring and howling
like beasts. 

Lucan swore, very
softly. 

"What are they?" said
Mazael.

"I had never thought to see them,"
said Lucan.

"Damn it, what are they?" said
Mazael.

Lucan looked at Mazael, his eyes
reflecting the firelight. "Malrags."

"Malrags?" said Mazael. "Malrags are
a legend, like..."

"Like the Elderborn?" said Lucan.
"Like the San-keth?"

Mazael growled. "Legend or not, they
are still flesh and blood. Sir Hagen! Sir Aulus! Sound the
charge..."

The air crackled, and a bolt of
green lighting screamed out of the cloudless sky, so bright that it
filled the plains with ghostly light. It struck the arch over the
gates with terrific force, blasting stone and wood to glowing
shreds. Smoking debris rained over the Malrags and the town militia
alike, knocking them to the ground, and the horses whinnied and
stamped in terror.

For a moment the battlefield
remained motionless, the echoes from the lightning blast rumbling
into silence.

Then the Malrags raced for the
ruined gate. 

"The charge!" said Mazael, raising
his lance. "Now!"

Sir Aulus lifted a horn to his lips
and loosed a long blast, a thunder of a different sort rolling over
the plain. Mazael put his boots to Challenger's sides, and the big
horse surged forward with an excited snort. Behind him the knights'
and armsmen's horses exploded into motion, the earth rumbling
beneath steel-shod hooves. 

The Malrags near the gate turned,
forming a line of spears, but it was too late. Mazael caught a
brief glimpse of a Malrag at the forefront of the mob. The hands
gripping the spear had six fingers, black veins throbbing and
pulsing beneath the leathery gray skin. Then the Malrag disappeared
beneath Challenger's hooves in a flash of black blood, even as
Mazael drove his war lance through the face of another Malrag. He
ripped the lance free and struck again as Challenger thundered
forward, the horsemen crashing into the Malrags. Horses screamed
and stamped, men shouted, and the Malrags bellowed their battle
cries. 

Mazael stabbed his lance into a
Malrag, the heavy blade crunching past armor and sinking into the
creature's neck. Yet the Malrag showed no fear, no sign of pain,
even pulling itself up the shaft to claw at Mazael's arm. Mazael
plunged the lance into the creature's chest again, and the Malrag
toppled, wrenching the weapon from Mazael's hand. 

Challenger galloped through the
Malrag mob, breaking free on the other side. Mazael wheeled the big
horse around, drawing Lion from its scabbard with a metallic hiss.
The ancient steel blade glimmered in the torchlight, seeming to
flash and flicker. 

And then Lion jolted in Mazael's
hand. Power flowed up Mazael's arm, and the light reflecting in the
sword's blade turned blue. A halo of sapphire radiance crackled
around the sword, and then the blade burst into raging azure flame.
Lion had been forged long ago by the great wizard-smiths of ancient
Tristafel, created to destroy things of dark magic.

It seemed that the Malrags, whatever
else they were, were also creatures of dark magic. 

Mazael shouted, kicked Challenger
into motion, and rode back into the fray, striking right and left.
The Malrags had shown no fear of steel weapons, even of wounds and
death, yet they flinched away from Lion’s raging blue flame. Mazael
struck the arm from one Malrag, and the head from another, Lion
blazing like an inferno in his fist. The Malrags reeled back, and
Mazael's knights and armsmen fell upon them. 

The enemy broke and ran. The
creatures did care about pain or injury, but they feared Lion's
flame, and Mazael's men were more numerous and better armed. Dozens
of Malrags sprinted into the darkness around the town. But others
raced through the ruined gate, vanishing into the streets of the
town.

Damnation. They could go from house
to house, killing. Or hide themselves in the cellars and attics to
attack later. For that matter, the ones fleeing from the town could
band together and raid some of the smaller
villages. 

"Sir Hagen!" said Mazael. Hagen rode
to Mazael's side, his sword and armor splattered with black Malrag
blood. "Take seventy men. Hunt down as many of those devils as you
can. I'll deal with things here." Hagen nodded. "Sir Nathan!" The
old knight turned, greatsword in one hand. How he managed to use
such a massive sword so effectively from horseback, Mazael had no
idea. "Get the rest of the men together. We'll have to go from
street to street, finish off the Malrags." 

Sir Nathan shouted the commands, and
Lucan rode to Mazael's side, that strange black staff laid across
his saddle. 

"My lord," said Lucan. "Listen to
me. I’ve read the ancient records. Every Malrag warband has two
leaders. A shaman, a spell caster. Probably the one that cast that
lightning bolt upon the gate. And a chieftain, a war leader...a
'balekhan', in the Malrag tongue. The Malrags will not give up
until both of them are dead." 

"Then we'll simply have to kill them
both," said Mazael. "You and Timothy can deal with the shaman, I
trust?" 

Lucan sneered. "Please."

Mazael turned Challenger toward the
ruined gates. He rode into the town, his men following after. Some
of the militiamen hurried from the walls, while Mazael ordered
others to stand guard over the ruined gates. Hooves rang against
the cobblestones, but Mazael saw no sign of any Malrags. Where had
they all gone? At least a hundred had made their way into the
town.

He heard the sounds of fighting
coming from the town square. The square held two large buildings.
The Three Swords Inn, four stories of mortared stone and trimmed
beams. And the town's church, a massive domed structure, dating
from the old kingdom of Dracaryl. When the town was under attack,
the women and children fled to the church...

The women and children.

The sounds of fighting grew
louder.

Mazael cursed and kicked Challenger
to a gallop, his knights and armsmen following.






 


Chapter 2 -
Balekhan






Five Malrags lunged out of a narrow
alley, brandishing their weapons. Lion's flame burst to fresh life,
and Mazael swung, the blade ripping into a Malrag's neck. Around
him the other horsemen crashed into the Malrags, trampling them to
the ground. 

Then the street was clear of
enemies, and Mazael's men flooded into the town
square. 

Forty or fifty of the town's militia
stood in ranks before the church's doors, forming a line of spears
and shields. Perhaps a hundred Malrags charged at them, howling and
roaring, black axes and spears in hand. Yet the militiamen held,
and did not run, even as the Malrags ripped into them. They were
fighting to defend their wives, their children, their
homes. 

They were Mazael's people, and he
would make the Malrags regret ever having set foot in the Grim
Marches.

"At them!" he bellowed, lifting Lion
high as he kicked Challenger to a gallop. The horsemen thundered
forward, and a cheer went up from the beleaguered militia. The
Malrags spun, turning to face the new threat, but too late. The
horsemen ripped into them, Malrags dying beneath stamping hooves
and flashing weapons. Mazael brought Lion down in a massive
overhead blow, splitting a Malrag skull,. He spun Challenger in a
circle, looking for any sign of the shaman or the
balekhan. 

The air tingled. It was Mazael's
only warning before a bolt of emerald lightning screamed from the
sky, painting the church and the struggling men with ghostly light.
The bolt exploded into the square's center, throwing chunks of
molten stone into the air, the blast knocking men and horses to the
ground. Challenger whinnied in alarm, rearing up on his hind legs.
The big horse had been trained withstand the sight of blood and
violence, but not lightning bolts raining from the sky. Mazael lost
his balance and fell, his armor clattering against the
cobblestones. 

He scrambled back to his feet,
ignoring the ache, and looked around for the source of the lighting
bolt. 

He spotted the Malrag shaman. The
creature perched on the rooftop of the inn. It was thinner and
smaller than the other Malrags, almost spindly. It wore a ragged
robe of black leather, sparks of green light crackling around its
clawed fingertips.

And unlike the other Malrags, a
third eye, blazing with cold emerald light, rested in the center of
its forehead. 

"Lucan!" shouted Mazael, running
towards the inn.






###






Lucan Mandragon flung out a hand,
muttering an incantation under his breath. Power welled up within
him, and his magical senses reached out, searching for the source
of the spell that had summoned the lightning. 

He found the source atop the inn,
crouching over the battle, ragged robes blowing in the nighttime
wind.

So. A Malrag shaman. Such a creature
had not been seen in the Grim Marches for over a century. Lucan
wondered why the Malrag warband had attacked Cravenlock Town, of
all places. The Malrags must have crossed Great Mountains to enter
the Grim Marches, and Castle Cravenlock was six days' march from
the nearest foothills.

Which suggested the unpleasant
possibility that other Malrag warbands had crossed the mountains,
and roamed the Grim Marches even now. 

But Lucan could worry about that
later, after he had crushed the Malrag shaman. 

He knew quite a few spells to
destroy things. Places. People.

It wasn't by choice. His master,
Marstan, had been a respected master wizard. He'd also been a
necromancer, and tried to use his spells to steal Lucan's body for
his own. Lucan had fought him off, killing him in the process...but
not before he had received Marstan's powers. His
knowledge. 

His memories, full of blood and
death and torture and misery. 

Well. Lucan would put that knowledge
to good use now.

He lifted a hand, gathering more
power, and muttered a spell. Magical force gathered, and Lucan
clenched his fist, loosing a psychokinetic blast that would hurl
the Malrag shaman from the rooftop and smash it against the street
below. 

The shaman spun, the glowing third
eye in its forehead narrowing, and worked a spell of its own,
clawed hands flickering through intricate gestures. The air around
the creature shimmed, and Lucan's spell shattered against the power
of the creature's ward.

His eyes widened in astonishment.
That spell should have killed the shaman. There were master wizards
who lacked the power to block Lucan's strike. 

And even as Lucan drew in power for
another spell, the shaman gestured. Green lightning fell from the
sky, swallowing Lucan. 






###






Mazael sprinted towards the inn’s
door, Lion in hand. He had to kill the Malrag shaman, before the
creature could rain more spells upon his men. Could Lucan defeat
the shaman? But even if Lucan distracted the creature, that might
be enough for Mazael to reach the roof and plunge Lion into the
shaman’s back. 

The shaman gestured, its third eye
narrowed, and another bolt of lightning thundered out of the black
sky. Lucan and his horse vanished in the green flash, and the
shockwave knocked Mazael off balance. He staggered several steps
and crashed into a Malrag. The creature snarled, exposing jagged
yellow fangs beneath its gray lips, and drew back its spear for a
stab. 

Mazael was faster. He bashed the
Malrag across its face with his shield. Black blood and yellowed
fangs flew from its jaw. He twisted, and ripped Lion through the
Malrag's throat with a single powerful blow. The Malrag fell,
choking on its own blood. Mazael stepped past the falling corpse,
looking around.

There was no sign of Lucan
Mandragon. 

Mazael struck down another Malrag
and started for the inn.

And then he froze.

A Malrag was staring at
him. 

But this Malrag was different than
the others, different from the shaman. It stood eight feet tall.
Instead of black chain mail, it wore elaborate black plate, the
armor adorned with scenes of dismembered men and women. White eyes
glimmered behind its masked helm, and it carried massive serrated
sword in its left hand.

The first Malrag he had seen, Mazael
realized, carrying a sword. 

Which meant that this was the Malrag
war leader, their chieftain.

The balekhan raised its sword in a
black blur and sprang at Mazael, roaring. 






###






Lucan staggered to one knee, leaning
hard upon the black metal staff in his left hand. 

His wards, his defensive spells, had
turned the worst of the Malrag shaman's lightning strike. They had
not saved his horse, which lay in pile of smoldering char a few
feet away. Around him the fight raged, militiamen and knights
struggling against Malrag warriors. One of the Malrags looked at
Lucan and grinned, hefting a black axe. 

Lucan snarled, muttered a spell, and
made a hooking motion with his right hand. A patch of gray mist
swirled before him, and a creature sprang out of nothingness. It
looked like a deformed hybrid of a tiger and an octopus, and was
even more hideous than the Malrag. It was a predator of the spirit
world, bound and summed by Lucan's will. 

The Malrag hesitated for just a
moment, which was long enough for the deformed thing to loose a
hideous shriek and spring upon the Malrag, fangs and talons
tearing. The Malrag collapsed, the spirit creature's barbed
tentacles glistening with black blood.

"Guard me," commanded Lucan,
climbing back to his feet. 

He turned his attention back to the
Malrag shaman, gathering his magical strength for another
strike.

And no sooner had he done so than
another blast of lighting ripped out of the sky. Lucan changed his
spell, casting a ward instead, and flung out his hands. The
lightning bolt snarled around him, sparking and spitting, and leapt
back to strike the shaman. 

But the Malrag shaman cast a spell
of its own. The lightning bolt rebounded from its outstretched
hands and ripped into the inn, blasting away half of the roof in a
spray of burning splinters. Lucan made a slashing motion, and
loosed invisible force to hammer at the shaman. Some of the
remaining shingles shattered into dust, but the Malrag shaman cast
another ward, absorbing the Lucan's attack. 

And the shaman loosed still another
lightning bolt. Again Lucan raised a ward, the lightning shattering
against his spell to splinter against the ground in crawling
emerald fingers. This time Lucan lacked the strength fling back the
bolt at the shaman. 

Yet the lightning was just as strong
as the first strike. If anything, it was stronger. 

Lucan reeled, dizziness washing
through him, head spinning with the effort. The shaman was
stronger, he realized. Thanks to Marstan's memories, Lucan had the
greater skill. But a man with a scalpel would not win in a fight
against a man with a hammer, and Lucan's subtle skill simply could
not stand against the shaman's raw power. 

Not for very long,
anyway. 

The shaman flung another lightning
bolt, and this time it took all of Lucan's skill and strength to
stop it from devouring him.






###






The balekhan leapt at Mazael, the
black sword falling like an avalanche.

Mazael got his shield up just in
time. 

He almost died anyway. The blow
struck with terrible force, tearing a chunk from the shield, and
Mazael stumbled back several steps. The balekhan leapt forward with
catlike grace , sword looping for Mazael's head. He ducked the
blow, sidestepped, and brought Lion around in a backhanded swing,
the blade crunching into the armor plates across the balekhan's
side. The balekhan snarled and jerked away, black sword coming up
in guard. 

Mazael lifted his shield and took a
cautious step forward, Lion ready in his fist.

The balekhan regarded him for a
moment, and then began to speak, the first Malrag Mazael had heard
use words. The creature's voice was a snarling growl, its language
strange to his ears. 

And yet...and yet the meaning of the
words echoed in his mind. As if the creature spoke directly to his
thoughts.

-So you are the one-

Mazael circled to the side, the
balekhan following his movement. Again the creature
spoke.

-We have heard of you. Child of the
Great Demon. I see the power blazing in your soul. Had you claimed
your birthright, I would kneel before you and name you the
Destroyer, as is only proper. But instead you have made yourself
weak and pitiful-

"I have heard such boastings before,
creature," said Mazael, "and from the lips of those more powerful
than you. Weak or not, you dared to attack my lands, and you will
die for it." 

The balekhan laughed.

-Mortal fool! A worthy warrior you
are, but still a fool. I have died many times before, and I shall
die again, ere the Great Demon is reborn. But you shall not be
there to see it-

The balekhan surged forward, black
sword leading. Mazael dodged the attack and swung Lion, the burning
blade connecting with the Malrag’s armored shoulder. The balekhan
roared in fury and brought its fist around in a massive backhand
for Mazael’s face. He got his shield up in time but the punch
rocked him, splinters flying from the shield. The balekhan whipped
the massive sword around, and this time the strike ripped the top
third from Mazael’s shield.

He paced back several steps, moving
out of the balekhan’s range. The creature was strong – stronger
than any man he had ever fought, stronger than Mazael
himself.

And Mazael was Demonsouled. His arm
and shoulder ached from the pounding they had taken, but he already
felt the pain lessen as the demon power in his soul healed his
wounds, restoring his bruised flesh. 

But he doubted even his Demonsouled
nature could heal him if the balekhan cut him in half.

The Malrag leader roared, sword
whipping over its head, even as more green lightning fell from the
sky. 






###






Lucan’s cloak and coat smoldered,
wisps of smoke rising from their edges. He had only just turned the
last lightning strike aside. Two or three more, he realized, and he
would be finished. 

And yet the Malrag shaman showed no
signs of tiring. Crude its skill might have been, but the creature
had a vast reservoir of magical power. 

Power that Lucan could not
match.

The summoned spirit creature kept
the lesser Malrags at bay. For an moment he thought about summoning
more creatures to attack the shaman, but dismissed the idea. He
barely had enough to magic left to maintain the binding over the
first creature, let alone to summon additional
ones. 

His hand tightened around the black
staff, its sigils digging into his palm. Did he dare to…

Then he saw Timothy.

The older wizard sat atop his horse,
hands flying through a spell. Timothy could not match Lucan's skill
and power, but the other wizard did not lack for courage. Timothy
flung out a hand, and a fist-sized blue spark leapt from his
fingers to smash against the shaman’s defensive wards. The wards
turned the spell aside with ease, and the shaman spun to face
Timothy, claws flashing with green lighting. 

But Timothy kicked his horse into
motion, and the lightning blast missed him by a dozen yards. His
horse whinnied and screamed, but Timothy kept the beast under
control, and even managed to fling another blue spark at the
shaman.

It gave Lucan all the opening he
needed.

He drew in his remaining strength,
muttering a spell, and loosed a blast of invisible force at the
Malrag shaman. Its defensive wards screamed beneath the strain, and
for a moment Lucan thought he had the creature.

But the wards held. Barely, but they
held. The shaman turned to face Lucan, beginning the spell to
summon lightning once more.

And Lucan was left with no other
choice. 

He poured his will into the black
staff , bending all his thought upon it. The staff shivered beneath
his skin, like something alive, and grew cold against his fingers.
Crimson light flickered in the depths of the carved sigils, as if
the staff had been filled with burning blood. 

And then power flooded into Lucan,
power beyond anything he had ever used on his own, sweet and
intoxicating. His weariness and pain fell away, as if his veins had
filled with fire.

Was this, he wondered, what Mazael
Cravenlock felt all the time?

Lucan had learned about Mazael’s
Demonsouled heritage a year ago. The blood of the Demonsouled held
great power, but the blood of a child of the Old Demon held even
greater might. Lucan had stolen a vial of that blood, and only its
strength, its power, had allowed him to survive the brutal fight
with Morebeth Galbraith in the Kings’ Chapel of
Knightcastle.

But the power of that blood had
burned away in moments.

So Lucan had created this staff with
a vial of Mazael’s blood, stolen as the Lord of Castle Cravenlock
slept. Then Lucan forged the staff in his secret workshop below
Castle Cravenlock, imbuing it with the power of Mazael’s
Demonsouled blood. 

Power that Lucan could now draw upon
at will. He had not told Mazael. Mazael recognized the need to
fight dark powers, but not the necessity to use any tool available
in that fight. 

Lucan screamed out a spell and
thrust the staff, the carved sigils ablaze with crimson light. His
spell struck the Malrag shaman and hammered through its wards with
overpowering force. The top off the inn exploded, the remaining
tiles and most of the roof beams shattering. Lucan’s will seized
the Malrag shaman, flung it from the roof, and hurled it against
the cobblestones of the square like an insect beneath a
boot.

Bones shattered, black blood
splattering against the inn’s walls, and the light of the shaman’s
third eye went out. 

Lucan bellowed in triumph and
turned, the staff blazing in his hand. He would crush the Malrags,
first, destroy them one by one. None of them could stand against
his power! And then he would kill Lord Mazael and his men, seize
control of Castle Cravenlock. And from there, Lucan would destroy
his father and his brother, make them pay for all they had done to
him. The Grim Marches were his! The world was his! He
would…

The crimson light winked out, smoke
rising from the staff’s carvings.

And the power drained away from
Lucan, along with the madness inspired by Demonsouled
magic.

He fell to his knees as pain wracked
him. His stomach twisted, and Lucan empted his guts onto the
cobblestones. It got worse, every time. Every time he drew upon the
staff’s power, the madness grew more violent, the aftereffects more
painful. 

Using the staff could kill him,
Lucan knew.

Yet he could not stop using it,
could not stop craving it. It was just as well the staff only
sustained short bursts of power. If it did not, he would use the
Demonsouled power until it drove him insane and he killed everyone
in sight. Or until the Cravenlock armsmen overwhelmed him and
killed him.

Not for the first time, Lucan
wondered how Mazael managed to live with such dark power in his
mind. 






###






Mazael and the balekhan spun in
their mad dance. 

He held Lion’s hilt in both hands.
The balekhan’s great black sword had long since smashed Mazael’s
shield to kindling, the torn leather straps still dangling from his
armored forearm. The balekhan was far stronger than Mazael, far
stronger than any human, but Mazael was faster, even in his armor.
He danced around the balekhan’s armored form, Lion stabbing and
thrusting at the weak points in the black plate . He scored three
hits on the balekhan, minor wounds that sizzled beneath Lion’s
azure flame, wounds that had slowed the huge Malrag.

Yet the creature remained as strong
as ever. 

The battle rage filled Mazael,
making him stronger, faster. But he dared not give into it. He knew
that if he surrendered to the Demonsouled rage, it would consume
him, make him into a monster. A woman he loved had died to save him
from his darker half.

He would not let her death be in
vain. Not now, not ever. 

But he would take down this damned
Malrag for daring to attack his people and his
lands. 

Mazael caught the descending black
sword in a high parry, arms trembling with the strain. There was no
way he could hold a parry against the balekhan’s strength. So he
rolled his wrists and sidestepped, Lion’s blade licking at the gap
in the balekhan’s shoulder plates. The huge Malrag reeled in pain,
yellowed fangs bared in a snarl. It might have been stronger, but
Lion’s azure flame seemed to hurt the balekhan far more than the
physical wounds. He thrust at the balekhan’s face before it could
react, and the Malrag flinched back, eyes narrowed against the
sword’s fire. If Mazael could get close enough, he could drive Lion
through the helm’s eye slit and end the fight.

And then the inn
exploded.

The thunderclap rang over the
square. For a brief instant the battle paused as the struggling
knights, militiamen, and Malrags looked at the Three Swords Inn.
Mazael glimpsed Lucan, standing in a halo of blood-colored light, a
burning staff clenched in his fists. He saw the inn's roof rip
apart, as if torn by invisible hands, saw the Malrag shaman driven
to the ground with terrific, bone-crushing force. 

That blood-colored light shining
from Lucan’s staff. Something about it called to Mazael, made his
tainted blood rise, as if in recognition…

The balekhan recognized Mazael’s
distraction and surged forward. 

Mazael just got Lion up in time to
beat aside the thrust aimed for his heart, but the sword banged off
his shoulder, denting the armor. Mazael rocked back on his heels as
the balekhan came at him, its sword a storm of flickering black
metal. Mazael retreated, working Lion left and right to beat aside
the attacks. 

Then the balekhan’s sword came
around in a massive sideways cut, and Mazael could not dodge in
time. The blow bounced off his cuirass with a scream of tortured
metal, and the force sent Mazael falling hard to the ground. He
scrambled backwards, trying to get out of reach, but the balekhan
loomed over him, sword raised for the killing blow.

A dark shape sprang past Mazael,
snarling. 

The balekhan hesitated, turning to
meet the new threat, and the dark shape leapt upon the Malrag
leader. Mazael had a brief glimpse of black fur, of flashing white
fangs and teeth. The balekhan fell to one knee with a cry of rage,
greatsword blurring, but the dark shape twisted to the side, and
avoided the blow.

It was Mazael’s
opening. 

He surged to his feet, ignoring the
ache in his chest, all his strength and weight behind Lion’s point.
The blade drove through the slit in the masked helm, plunging deep
into the Malrag’s left eye. Fire exploded from Lion, erupting out
the balekhan’s nostrils and fanged mouth. 

The balekhan fell at Mazael’s feet
with a clatter of black armor. He wrenched Lion free from the
smoking helm and looked for the dark shape that had assisted
him.

A great black wolf stood a few paces
away, watching him. It was the biggest wolf Mazael had ever seen,
almost the size of a small horse. Its claws and fangs were like
ivory daggers, and its jaws looked as if they could bite through
steel plate. The wolf's eyes were blue, like polished sapphire
mirrors.

And in every way, the wolf was
identical to the one Mazael had seen in his dream. 

He gazed at the wolf in
astonishment. Was he hallucinating? Had he gone mad? But no - some
of the nearby militiamen gazed at the wolf with
unease. 

Mazael took a step towards the
wolf. 

It turned and fled, moving with
terrific speed, and vanished into the darkness.


Chapter 3 - The Wolves
Gather






The battle was over by
dawn. 

With the balekhan and shaman slain,
the Malrags lost both their leadership and the advantage of the
shaman's magical power. Caught between the militiamen and the
knights, the Malrags fell one by one. Some groups of Malrags broke
and ran, escaping down the town's streets or vanishing through the
ruined gate. 

Bands of militia hunted the Malrags
in the streets, while those who escaped through the gate found Sir
Hagen and his knights. 

As the sun rose over the carnage in
the town square, Mazael stood on the church steps. Sir Hagen, Sir
Nathan, and Timothy stood with him, along with a short, lean man in
leather armor splattered with Malrag blood. Neville was the mayor
of the town, and the captain of the militia. 

There was no sign of
Lucan. 

"How many?" said
Mazael. 

He heard singing coming from within
the church, as the priests gave thanks for their deliverance. And
weeping, as well.

Not everyone had been
delivered. 

"The lads are counting," said
Neville. "Three hundred Malrags, we think. Maybe three hundred and
twenty-five."

"How the devil did three hundred
damned Malrags get so close to the town without anyone noticing?"
said Hagen, scowling. He had come through the fight unscathed, his
sword and armor dark with Malrag blood. "We send out patrols every
day."

"Odds are those men are dead," said
Nathan, voice quiet. "The Malrags may look like beasts or devils,
but they are cunning. Undoubtedly they slew the scouts to mask
their approach." He shook his head. "Some of the Malrags had heads
dangling from their belts. Our scouts, I fear." 

"The legends say Malrags live in
mountain holes," said Hagen. "We're six days' march from the Great
Mountains, my lord. If three hundred Malrags made it all the way to
Cravenlock Town...there are undoubtedly other warbands loose on the
plains." 

"An invasion, then," said
Timothy.

"One problem at a time," said
Mazael. "How many men did we lose?"

"Nine knights," said Hagen.
"Seventeen of the armsmen."

"Thirty-five of my militiamen," said
Neville. He shook his head and looked at the bodies laid out before
the church steps, their faces covered by cloaks. "We've a lot of
widows, this morning."

"Forty-five men wounded," said
Timothy. He looked exhausted, his coat and face smudged with blood,
both Malrag and human. "Perhaps thirty of them will see another
sunrise." 

"Damnation," said Mazael.

"It could have been much worse,"
said Nathan. "Sixty-one of our men slain, for three hundred of the
Malrags? Devils these things might be, but one mounted man is still
worth seven men, or devils, on foot."

"Aye," said Neville. "I was certain
we could not hold, my lord. It is well you arrived when you
did."

Mazael looked at the shrouded
corpses. "Not soon enough."

"But we were victorious," said
Hagen.

"For now," said Mazael. "There are
undoubtedly more of those things on the plains. We'll need to
prepare, at once." 

"Your commands, then?" said
Nathan. 

"First, get the gate rebuilt," said
Mazael. "If more Malrags show up, I want to be ready for them. Once
the gate is done, dig a ditch around the wall. We don't have any
water to flood it, but anything that slows the Malrags down will be
useful."

"It shall be done, my lord," said
Neville. 

"Keep the militia ready," said
Mazael. "Daily drill. The town must be guarded at all times. I want
no more Malrags to set foot in Cravenlock Town. And if these
Malrags were part of a larger host, we may need to take the field
against them. The militia must be ready for that."

Neville swallowed, but bowed. "My
lord." 

"Sir Hagen," said Mazael. "Send
patrols. Knights and mounted armsmen, well-armed and equipped.
They're to scout the countryside for two days' ride in all
directions and report back. I want no more surprise
attacks."

"As you say," said Hagen, looking
over the town with a grim eye. "If any Malrags come within five
leagues of castle or town, they shall regret it
sorely." 

"Good," said Mazael. "Timothy, see
to the wounded. You set a warding alarm over the castle against
undead and San-keth." An alarm that had saved their lives last
year, when the San-keth cleric Blackfang had attacked. "Can you
ward the town and castle against the Malrags?"

"I can, though it shall take time,"
said Timothy. "And I will need Malrag blood for the spell," he
looked over the square, "though it seems plenty is it hand. And I
shall certainly need Lucan's assistance."

"Where the devil is Lucan, anyway?"
said Mazael. "Did that shaman strike him down?" 

"I don't know," said Timothy.
"He...almost lost the fight, I think. But I was able to distract
the shaman, draw its attention long enough for Lucan to strike
back."

"Which he did with vigor," said
Mazael, looking at the ruined top floor of the Three Swords
Inn. 

"He was still alive then," said
Timothy. "After that, he disappeared." He hesitated. "Perhaps one
of the Malrag warriors slew him."

"I doubt that," said Mazael. It
would take more than a mere Malrag warrior to strike down Lucan
Mandragon, the Dragon's Shadow. "When he is found, tell him to
attend to me at once. Meanwhile, we all have a great deal of work
to do."

They went about their tasks. Mazael
found Challenger and rode from one end of the town to the other,
from the ruined gate to the church steps and back again. He praised
the militiamen, knights, and armsmen who had shown conspicuous
valor during the battle. He bade the workmen laboring at the gate
and moat to work hard, reminding them that the lives of their wives
and children depended upon their efforts. He spoke with the women
who had lost husbands and sons during the fight, promising that
they would receive their share of charity from the church, and that
anyone who tried to prey upon the widows and orphans of Cravenlock
Town would feel his displeasure.

In truth, he had little work to do.
But Mazael had led armies in battle before, and he knew that above
all else, armies needed leadership. The men needed to know that
their lord would look after their safety, that he appreciated and
relied upon their efforts, that he had a plan for crushing their
enemies. 

So he rode through the town,
speaking to his people. 

Sometimes, when he spoke to the
widows, he fingered the silver coin hanging from its chain at his
belt. Romaria had carried that coin, had used it as a focus for the
minor spells she knew. At least, she had carried until that
terrible day when the Old Demon killed her before the altar of
Castle Cravenlock's chapel. 

Ah, but he wished she were here now.
The people of Castle Cravenlock and its town were Mazael's - his to
defend, his to protect. 

His, and his alone. A burden he
could share with no one. 

Later that morning, the squires
arrived from the castle, summoned by Sir Hagen to tend to their
knights. Rufus Highgate looked at the carnage with shocked eyes.
The boy had seen bloodshed before - almost all noble-born children
had - but never on such scale.

And certainly he had never seen a
dead Malrag before. 

Yet the boy summoned his resolve,
and tended to Mazael's armor and weapons. Mazael bade him to fetch
some food, and Rufus returned with a skin of wine and half a loaf
of dark bread. The wounded had been laid out in the church, and the
Three Swords' common room had been taken over by Neville and Sir
Hagen, so Mazael circled around to the back of the church, to the
graveyard, to sit and eat. 

And to rest. Just for a
moment. 

Most of the town's dead were buried
outside the walls, and so the graveyard was ancient, its monuments
and crypts centuries old. Mazael sat against the low stone wall
encircling the graveyard.

Just a moment to eat and
rest. 

He fell asleep before taking a
bite. 






###






And as he slept, Mazael
dreamed:

He stood alone in the Grim Marches,
Lion in his hand. The empty grasslands stretched away in all
directions. A cold wind blew past Mazael, tugging at his cloak and
setting the grasses to rustling. Storm clouds writhed and danced
overhead, flashing with lightning. 

Green lighting. Like the lightning
the Malrag shaman had called down.

Mazael looked to the east. Far in
the distance he saw the dark mass of the Great Mountains, the
division between the lands of the kingdom and the barbarian realms
beyond. He had seen those mountains dozens, hundreds of times, in
his life. Yet now they crawled with dark shapes, misshapen figures
beyond count.

Malrags, tens of thousands of
Malrags. 

They were coming. A great host of
Malrags, bent upon destroying and burning everything in their path.
He gritted his teeth and set himself, raising Lion. Let them come!
He would carve his way through them, make them pay in blood for
every step they took upon his lands...

The Malrag horde moved.

But they did not go west, towards
Castle Cravenlock and the Grim Marches.

Instead they went south.

Mazael blinked. South? Why go
south? There was nothing to the south. Only the Great Southern
Forest, inhabited by the Elderborn tribes. And Deepforest Keep,
somewhere in the Forest's vast heart. But why would Malrags go
there, when the Grim Marches lay close at hand? 

Mazael turned, watching the Malrag
horde, and saw the great black wolf staring at
him. 

The wolf's blue eyes blazed like
Lion's blade, its black fur ruffling in the wind. 

"Who are you?" said
Mazael. 

The wolf made no
answer. 

"You aided me," said Mazael, taking
a step towards the wolf, "against the balekhan."

The wolf backed away, fur
bristling, white fangs bared in rage.

And in fear. 

"I mean you no harm," said Mazael.
"Who are you?"

A voice thundered down from the
sky. 

"Lord Mazael! Lord
Mazael!"






###






Mazael awoke to Rufus's voice, the
squire shaking his shoulder. 

"Lord Mazael," said
Rufus.

Mazael grunted, looked up at
Rufus.

"Sir Nathan sends word, my lord,"
said Rufus. "He needs to speak with you at the inn. Letters have
arrived from my father." 

Mazael nodded, got to his feet with
a grunt. "Aye. Go to tell Sir Nathan I'll be along
presently." 

Rufus nodded. His face had returned
to its usual haughty mask, but there was fear in his
eyes.

"Your father," said Mazael. "His
letters...they hold ill news?" Castle Highgate guarded the sole
pass through the Great Mountains to the lands beyond. If the
Malrags had attacked, had broken into the Grim
Marches...

Rufus shrugged. "My father must
still be alive, to have written the letters. But these Malrags, my
lord...I've never seen anything so terrible."

"I have," said Mazael. "I have seen
both San-keth and Demonsouled, and faced them. Yet I am still here,
am I not?" 

That seemed to reassure the
boy.

"Go," said Mazael, turning, "go
and..."

He saw Lucan Mandragon.

The wizard stood a short distance
away, shrouded in his black cloak, cowl pulled up. He leaned
heavily upon the sigil-carved staff, both hands wrapped around it.
He almost looked like a monument himself, a grave marker carved of
black marble. 

"My lord?" said Rufus. "Is something
amiss?" 

The squire couldn't see Lucan. Which
meant Lucan was using his mindclouding spell, a kind of magic that
let him move unnoticed among crowds. 

Which meant he had something
unpleasant to tell Mazael.

"Go," said Mazael. "I need a moment
to collect myself. Tell Sir Nathan I will attend him
presently." 

Rufus bowed and ran
off. 

"That boy," said Lucan, drawing back
his cowl, "reminds me of his father. Lord Robert is an arrogant
bore, and the boy seems keen to follow in his
footsteps." 

"He'll make a capable knight one
day," said Mazael. "Are you well?"

Because Lucan did not look at all
well. Dark rings encircled his black eyes, and his gaunt face was
paler than usual. Sweat glittered on his jaw and forehead, pasting
black locks of hair to his brow. He looked like a man in the early
stages of a terminal fever.

"Not particularly," said Lucan. He
closed his eyes, took a deep breath, his fingers tightening against
the black staff. "Defeating the Malrag shaman took...rather more
that I expected. But I'm not dead yet." 

"I had a dream," said
Mazael.

Lucan blinked. "The Old Demon?"
Mazael had told Lucan about his father's dreams, how the Old Demon
sometimes sent nightmares to torment Mazael.

"No," said Mazael. "When I fought
the balekhan, it almost had me. Yet a great black wolf attacked the
balekhan, distracted it, gave me the opening I needed to slay
it."

Lucan frowned. "A wolf?"

"I dreamed of that wolf," said
Mazael. "Last night, ere the horns woke me. And again just
now."

Lucan's frown deepened. "This
wolf...did it seem like a dream of the Old Demon?"

"No," said Mazael. "The Old Demon's
dreams were different. Full of dread and blood and death. This was
different. The wolf simply...watched me. Nothing more. It was angry
with me, and afraid of me. It ran when I approached it. And that
was the entirety of the dream." 

Lucan sighed. "I wished I had more
of an explanation for you. At least you may be sure the wolf does
not wish you harm. Otherwise it would not have helped you against
the balekhan. Which was an impressive feat, by the way. Few have
managed to slay a Malrag balekhan in single
combat." 

"So you know more of these Malrags,
then?" said Mazael.

"Aye," said Lucan. His mouth
twisted. "Or, rather, Marstan did. Which amounts to the same
thing."

"Then tell me what you know," said
Mazael. "My dreams mean little, compared with the danger the
Malrags bring to my people." 

"Little is known about their
origins," said Lucan. "There are differing stories. One says that
the Great Demon created them, to replace mortal men after he slew
them all. Another says the Old Demon bred them, to use them as
soldiers to overthrow Tristafel. Still another says they are the
consequence of man's sins, wickedness given physical form to punish
us." His lip curled. "I think that one unlikely,
myself."

"So my father created these things?"
said Mazael. The Old Demon had not forgotten about him, he knew.
Had the Old Demon sent the Malrags to the Grim Marches in
vengeance?

"Possibly," said Lucan. "Or possibly
not. The truth isn't known. But what is known is that Malrags will
follow a Demonsouled of sufficient strength. They are
almost...compelled to do so. The Malrags, you see, are not mortal,
not in the way we understand the term." 

"Not mortal?" said Mazael. "They
died easily enough upon my sword."

"But they will be reborn," said
Lucan. "The Malrags are neither men nor women. They do not give
birth, or lie together to make children. They are demon spirits,
bound in flesh. The Malrags grow in great hives, hidden in deep
caverns. When a Malrag is…born, for lack of a better word, one of
these demon spirits is bound into the body. The balekhan you slew
and the shaman I defeated have probably been killed dozens of times
before. Should they be reborn within our lifetimes, no doubt they
will try to take vengeance upon us.” 

“So if they are immortal, if they
can be reborn again and again,” said Mazael, “how can I defeat
them?”

“They are immortal, in a sense, but
not invincible,” said Lucan. “As you saw yourself. A Malrag might
wait decades to be born. And, it is true, they are all exceedingly
cunning and clever. Living life after life is an excellent way to
acquire new knowledge and skills. And yet, for all their knowledge,
for all their skills, the Malrags are…limited.”

“Limited?” said Mazael.
“How?”

“They have no free will.”

Mazael frowned. “Then they are
like…animals? Or mindless slaves?”

“Not at all,” said Lucan. “You
misunderstand me. Mortal men can choose to do good or evil. Even
the stupidest and weakest man can choose between good and evil…as
can the strongest and cleverest. The Malrags cannot. They are
incapable of choosing good. A Malrag only understands pain – the
pleasure of inflicting it, and the fear of enduring it. Nothing
else.”

“Then how are they able to
function?” said Mazael.

“Usually, they do not,” said Lucan.
“The Malrags form into warbands under the strongest balekhans, and
fight amongst themselves, dying and being reborn over and over. Or
the balekhan is slain and replaced by one of the other warriors.
There is a reason the Malrags have not been seen in the Grim
Marches for over a century. The only thing that can unify them is
something stronger than themselves.”

“A Demonsouled,” said Mazael,
closing his eyes.

“Aye,” said Lucan. “Usually it is a
powerful Demonsouled that forces the Malrag warbands to come
together in an army. Not always, though. Sometimes the San-keth
have done it, or even a wizard of surpassing magical power. Though
it is a dangerous course. If the Malrags sense the slightest trace
of weakness in their leader, they will tear him apart.”

“A Demonsouled of surpassing power,”
said Mazael. “So someone like Amalric Galbraith is commanding the
Malrags.”

“Or Morebeth Galbraith,” said Lucan.
His hand twitched towards his stomach, where Mazael’s Demonsouled
half-sister had impaled him. Mazael still had no idea how Lucan had
managed to survive such a dire wound. “She was, I think, more
powerful than Amalric. But, yes. Almost certainly a Demonsouled of
great power is commanding the Malrags. Quite possibly another child
of the Old Demon.”

“A dire prospect,” said Mazael, hand
closing into a fist. Amalric had almost killed him, and Morebeth
had almost corrupted him. He did not relish the prospect of facing
another child of the Old Demon in battle. 

“But one that offers hope,” said
Lucan. “If we find and kill this Demonsouled, the Malrag army will
disintegrate. The Malrag warbands shall turn upon each other, and
we can hunt them down one by one.”

“Assuming this really is an army,”
said Mazael, “and not just a lone Malrag warband.”

Lucan raised an eyebrow. “A lone
Malrag warband that managed to penetrate six days’ ride into the
Grim Marches, kill all your scouts, and attack Cravenlock Town?
That is unlikely. I rather doubt those letters from Lord Robert
contain good news.”

“I know,” said Mazael, rising to his
feet and adjusting his sword belt. “And I had best attend to them.”
 

He headed towards the graveyard’s
gate, stopped.

“Lucan,” he said. “Could I command
the Malrags?”

“Undoubtedly,” said Lucan. “But only
if you let your Demonsouled essence consume you. I would not
recommend it. The use of Demonsouled power carries a…steep price.”
His hands tightened around the black staff. “As I’m sure you know
better than I.” 

"Yes," said Mazael. "There is a line
that I will not cross."

"You still carry that?" said
Lucan.

Mazael looked down. His hand was
curled around the silver coin on its chain. 

"Yes," he said. "So I remember what
my Demonsouled blood cost me." 

"You don't," said Lucan, "seem
likely to forget." 

"Nor will I," said Mazael, turning
towards the graveyard gate. "Now, come. Let us see what is in Lord
Robert's letters."






###






The news, as it turned out, was all
bad.

Lord Robert's stronghold, Castle
Highgate, occupied the high pass leading from the Grim Marches to
the barbarian lands beyond. Three weeks ago a force of ten thousand
Malrags had appeared, burning the mountain villages and killing
everything in their path. Lord Robert and his forces fell back to
the castle, preparing for a siege. 

And while they did, Malrags entered
the pass. Thousands of them, tens of thousands. More than Robert's
men had been able to count. They streamed through the high pass,
descending to the Grim Marches like a storm of black-armored
locusts, breaking into smaller warbands to spread more chaos. Lucan
had been right. This was no mere raid, no band of Malrags looking
for blood and plunder.

This was an
invasion. 

"The militia will remain in service,
every last one of them," said Mazael to Neville and Sir Hagen after
reading the letter. "Also, I want every man and boy over the age of
fifteen and able to hold a weapon enrolled in the militia. Even if
they cannot march in the field, we can use them to keep watch over
the town." 

"But what of the planting, my lord?"
said Neville. "Spring is almost upon us. These Malrag devils may
have no need to eat, but we do. If we do not get crops into the
ground, we'll be boiling our boots for soup come
winter." 

"We have more arable land than hands
to work it," said Mazael. "If necessary, we will put the women to
work in the fields. Or we will rotate the militia in
shifts."

But as it happened, such plans were
unnecessary.






###






The refugees began arriving the next
day. 

A first a trickle, only a few small
bands. Then dozens of them, in larger and larger groups. Terrified
children, weeping in fear, or silent with shock. Hollow-eyed women,
faces tight with fear and strain. Ragged men, many wounded, faces
streaked with dirt and blood. Their stories were all the same. The
Malrags had struck in the night. Black-armored devils had forced
the walls of their village, or burned their barns and houses. The
Malrags had shown no mercy, cutting down men and women and children
alike. One weeping man told a story of how a Malrag balekhan had
run through his pregnant wife, laughing all the while. Mazael
accepted some in the castle, giving them places to sleep in the
halls and courtyard, while he lodged others in the town, ordering
the townsmen to open their homes to the refugees. He put the
refugees to work digging the moat, improving the town wall, and
preparing for the sowing. 

Some of the villages had held, and
sent messengers to Mazael begging for aid. He dispatched what men
he could spare, with orders to fortify the villages and raise
militias. 

And from some villages, no word came
at all, whether refugees or messengers. Mazael suspected the
Malrags had wiped out those villages, killing every last man,
woman, and child.

He vowed to make them pay for that
blood. 






###






The Malrags did not give
up.

Over the next week, Mazael’s
scouting parties spotted no fewer than four warbands, all of them
heading towards Cravenlock Town. Each time he gathered his knights
and mounted armsmen, leaving the castle and town garrisoned with
militia, and rode out to face them. Every time he was victorious.
The Malrags, for all their ferocity in battle, had no cavalry.
Which was not surprising, given how horses hated and loathed the
creatures. A Malrag warband, caught in the open upon the plains,
was vulnerable to a mounted force a third, even a quarter, of its
size. 

It was Mazael's only advantage. Each
Malrag warband easily outnumbered Mazael’s horsemen. If the
creatures gathered together, he would have no choice but to
withdraw to Castle Cravenlock and endure a siege. 






###






More letters arrived, from other
lords.

Every lord whose lands bordered on
the Great Mountains faced Malrag attacks. Lord Astor Hawking
reported that a force of three thousand Malrags had attacked his
castle of Hawk’s Reach and been repulsed. Lord Jonaril Mandrake had
faced two thousand with his mounted men and broken them, though he
had taken heavy losses.

“We have no choice,” said Sir Nathan
to Mazael after the last letter arrived. “The Grim Marches are
under attack. You must send word to Lord Richard.”

Lucan scowled at the mention of his
father. Lord Richard the Dragonslayer and Lucan the Dragon’s Shadow
were not on good terms. 

“Aye,” said Mazael. “He’s right,
Lucan."

Lord Richard Mandragon kept order
among his vassals with a mixture of open-handed generosity and
utter ruthlessness. He showered his loyal men with gifts of land
and gold…and crushed anyone who betrayed him. Or anyone who might
betray him. Mazael had won Lord Richard’s consent to marry his
sister Rachel to Gerald Roland last year. But the warning had been
clear. If Mazael ever thought of siding with Gerald’s father, Lord
Malden Roland, Lord Richard would crush him
utterly. 

And if Lord Richard ever learned
that Mazael was Demonsouled…

“I will write the letter myself,”
said Mazael. "And I may need to send word to Lord Malden, as
well."

Lucan raised an eyebrow. "And I know
my father will not approve of that." Lord Richard Mandragon and
Lord Malden Roland were mortal enemies. Lord Malden had never
forgiven Lord Richard for the death of Belifane Roland seventeen
years past, and Mazael doubted that the old man's hatred had
waned. 

"It may not matter," said Mazael.
"If the Malrags come at us in sufficient numbers, we will need
every man able to ride a horse and hold a blade. And Gerald Roland
married my sister. The Rolands are tied to me by blood. Lord Malden
will send some aid, if I ask."

"Assuming, of course," said Lucan,
"that my father and Lord Malden simply do not go to war, the
Malrags be damned."

Later that day a messenger in the
livery of the Mandragons, black with a crimson dragon across the
chest, arrived at Castle Cravenlock. Lord Richard sent word to all
his vassals. The Malrags had brought sword and fire to the Grim
Marches, and he commanded every lord and knight to raise every
able-bodied man and assemble at Castle Cravenlock. From there the
armies of the Grim Marches would march under Lord Richard’s banner
to destroy the Malrags. 

The Grim Marches were at
war. 


Chapter 4 - The Lady and
the Knight






Rachel, once of House Cravenlock,
now of House Roland, began the morning by making love to her
husband.

It had been two months since their
son had been born, and it was time. Gerald had been so patient with
her – he was always patient, always kind – but he still had a man’s
needs. And Rachel was ready. She was twenty-five, and they had been
married for only a year. Most noblewomen Rachel’s age had been
married since the age of sixteen or seventeen, and had three or
four children, if not more. 

She loved her son, she loved her
husband, and she wanted to make more children with him.

Afterward she lay against him, her
head resting on his chest.

“That was…unexpected,” said
Gerald. 

She smiled. “You didn’t
complain.”

“Certainly not,” said Gerald. He was
a year younger than she was, tall and strong with pale blue eyes
and blond hair. Their son had inherited his eyes and her black
hair. "Won't Aldane be awake soon?"

She sighed and pressed tighter
against him. "Not quite yet. Another half-hour, perhaps. And if he
wakes up, Sarah can tend to him until I join her." 

"I'm still surprised you didn't take
a wet nurse," said Gerald. "Most noblewomen do."

Rachel levered up on one elbow,
looked him in the eyes. "Aldane is my son. I will nurse him.
I...waited so long for him, Gerald. For him, and for
you." 

Gerald smiled, kissed her. "Whatever
pleases you, my dear."

"You should spend the day with me,"
said Rachel. "With me, and Aldane. That would please me. Very
much."

"If only I could," said Gerald.
"I'll need to meet with Father and Tobias and the Justiciar
Commander this morning. They'll want to discuss the situation in
Mastaria, of course." 

"Why isn't the war over by now?"
said Rachel. A year ago, her brother Mazael had smashed the
assembled forces of the Dominiar Order below the gates of
Tumblestone. With their leadership destroyed and their army broken,
the Dominiar Order collapsed, and Lord Malden Roland's vassals
claimed the Dominiars' lands for their own. Mastaria swore fealty
to Knightcastle now. A few Dominiar remnants had tried to carry on
the fight, but they had been destroyed one by one, or fled to the
east and the north. "Surely the Dominiars cannot have the strength
left to fight?"

"They don't," said Gerald. "In fact,
the Dominiar Order, save for a few renegades, no longer exists. The
church has even withdrawn its support for the Order. And the
Dominiars were cruel lords - it seems the Mastarians much prefer my
father's lordship. No, it's not the Dominiars. Some of our younger
lords and knights are flush with conquest, and want to invade the
Old Kingdoms."

"But that's foolish," said
Rachel.

"It is," said Gerald. "The Old
Kingdoms suffered cruelly under the Dominiars. Now that they've
regained their freedom, they'll not give it up again with a sharp
fight. Invading the Old Kingdoms would be folly, but some of our
rasher vassals desire new lands, and the Justiciars want to wipe
out the pagan faiths and bring them to the Amathavian
church."

"Men," said Rachel. "No matter how
much money and land you have, it's never enough. You always need
more." 

"Well, I can hardly fault their
ambition," said Gerald. "A man needs lands and incomes to win a
wife." His hand slid down her bare back. "And if the prize is so
lovely as you...why, who can fault their daring?" 

"Flatterer," said Rachel, closing
her eyes. "And I am no prize." 

She wasn't, whatever Gerald might
think. She had done things in her past, things she did not like to
remember. In the depths of her despair, she had prayed to
Sepharivaim, the cruel god of the San-keth serpent people. She had
pledged herself to marry Skhath, a San-keth cleric, and promised to
let him father half human, half San-keth changelings upon her. But
Mazael had saved her from all that.

Mazael, and Gerald. 

"Normally I would not worry," said
Gerald, "but Tobias is enamored of the idea. And Tobias has great
influence with Father, ever since Father sank into
his...depression. Tobias is hotheaded, true, but he can listen to
reason. I will talk sense into him and the Justiciar Commander, and
that will be that." 

"Good," said Rachel, not opening her
eyes. 

They lay in silence for a
moment. 

"Do you remember Romaria?" said
Rachel. 

"Yes," said Gerald. "The woman from
Deepforest Keep, the one Simonian of Briault killed. I think she
was the only woman your brother ever loved,
Rachel." 

"She was," said Rachel.

"Why do you ask?" said
Gerald.

"You mentioned the Old Kingdoms,"
said Rachel. "It...put something in my mind. I remembered Romaria
talking to Mazael about the Old Kingdoms, how she hated what the
Dominiars had done there. So keeping Tobias from invading the Old
Kingdoms would have made her happy. And that will have made Mazael
happy. Which will make me happy." 

“That is all it takes to make you
happy?” said Gerald. “Who knew it was so easy?”

She laughed and gave him a gentle
punch on the shoulder. “It would make me happier if you could spend
the day with us.”

“I cannot, if I am to talk Tobias
out of invading the Old Kingdoms,” said Gerald. “But…after that,
yes. After the midday meal. We will spend the rest of the day
together. And we’ll take dinner together. Just you, me, and Aldane.
And the servants, of course. A daughter of House Roland cannot be
expected to cook, after all.” 

“Of course not,” said Rachel. “I am
a noblewoman. I would make a dreadful cook.” 

“There is one other thing I need to
discuss with Tobias and Father,” said Gerald. “These rumors from
the Grim Marches.” 

“Rumors?” Rachel lifted her head.
“What rumors?”

“You haven’t heard?” said Gerald.
“If you haven’t…I don’t wish to disturb your mind.”

“Tell me,” said
Rachel. 

“We received word from Tristgard and
the other towns along the border,” said Gerald. “Some refugees have
been arriving from the Grim Marches.” 

“Fleeing what?” said
Rachel.

“We don’t know,” said Gerald. “There
have been rumors. A plague, for one. Or that the lords of the High
Plain or the Stormvales have attacked Richard Mandragon. Or that
devils have taken physical form and stalk the Grim
Marches.”

Rachel snorted. “Who would be
foolish enough to invade the Grim Marches? Mazael would destroy
them. He defeated the Dominiars twice, after all.” 

A piercing cry cut into her words.
She had moved Aldane’s crib to the anteroom last night, under
Sarah’s watchful eye, so she could make love to Gerald in peace.
But even the bedroom door, thick iron-banded oak, did little to
block the baby’s voice. 

“Ah,” said Gerald. “He sounds
hungry.”

“Your son,” said Rachel, “will take
after his father and uncle, and command armies in battle. You could
hear his voice even over the clamor of a battlefield, I’m
sure.” 






###






After Gerald left, Rachel dressed in
a robe and fed Aldane. 

It was almost spring, so Rachel sat
on the balcony outside her bedroom. The rooms she shared with
Gerald were in Ideliza's Tower, which rose from Knightcastle's
highest tier. According to the story, the tower had been named for
the doomed lover of a long-dead Roland knight, back in ancient
times when the Rolands had still ruled as kings, rather than lords,
over Knightcastle. 

She sat on a bench, cradling Aldane
as he nursed.

From the balcony she had a grand
view of Knightcastle, its towers and parapets and walls, the three
concentric curtain walls ringing the vast stone maze of the castle.
Beyond she saw the silver ribbon of the Rivesteel, shining in its
valley, and the rooftops and towers of Castle Town. Barges moved
along the river, carrying cargo from Knightport, and shipping goods
down the river.

It was a beautiful view. Rachel
loved Knightcastle, loved its grandeur and beauty, loved the
stories and legends attached to it. It was so different from the
bleak walls and towers of Castle Cravenlock, looming on its crag.
Rachel had grown up at Castle Cravenlock, but the castle had too
many dark memories for her. Her cold father. Mitor's brutality.
Skhath and the San-keth temple below the castle.

No, she didn't want to remember
that. 

Knightcastle was her home now.
Gerald and Aldane were her family. 

She looked at Aldane's red face, his
eyes closed as he suckled, and smiled.

Though she did miss Mazael. Perhaps
she could travel to Castle Cravenlock for a visit, once Aldane was
old enough. Still, she hoped to be pregnant again soon, and the
roads were no place for a pregnant woman. Perhaps she would ask
Gerald to invite Mazael to visit Knightcastle. Aldane was his
nephew, after all. 

"My lady?"

Her maid Sarah stepped into the
balcony, holding a plate. She was a young woman, younger than
Rachel, with a gaunt face and black hair cut into ragged spikes.
The hair and the dress hanging on her thin frame made her look
slovenly, but Rachel had no cause for complaint. She had hired
Sarah in the sixth month of her pregnancy, and the maid had given
loyal service ever since.

"Your tea, my lady," said Sarah,
setting the plate on the stone bench by Rachel's hand. "And some
cheese and fruit. You should eat more. You need to keep up your
strength, my lady. Nursing a baby is...hungry
work." 

Rachel laughed. "You worry too much,
Sarah."

"Only for your son, my lady," said
Sarah, lowering her eyes. "He is...he is such a handsome boy. I
worry for him so." 

"That is kind of you," said
Rachel. 

Sarah bowed. "I will leave you to
your breakfast, my lady."

"No, don't go," said Rachel. "It
would be nice to talk."

Sarah hesitated. "That...may not be
proper, my lady. And will not Lady Rhea be visiting you this
morning?"

Rachel sniffed and adjusted her hold
on Aldane. "I shall speak with whom I wish." At Castle Cravenlock,
Mitor had forbidden her from speaking with the servants. Now she
delighted in flaunting that rule. "Besides, Lady Rhea is a
most...formidable woman." Gerald's mother knew her mind, and as the
chief noblewoman of Knightcastle, was not afraid to speak it. "It
is difficult to simply talk to her, one woman to
another."

For a moment Sarah hesitated, gazing
at Aldane, her face going blank. 

Then she smiled. "As you wish, my
lady." She bowed once more and sat besides Rachel on the
bench. 

"It is a fine day, isn't it?" said
Rachel.

"It is," said Sarah, looking again
at Aldane. "And he is indeed a handsome boy. I...had several
brothers who did not live to their first year. Aldane is so much
stronger than them."

"Do you have a large family?" said
Rachel.

"Oh, yes, very large," said Sarah.
"I have many brothers and sisters. And many half-brothers and
half-sisters." Her smile grew distant. "My father was
somewhat...indiscreet, my lady." 

"Perhaps you'll have many children
of your own, someday," said Rachel.

Sarah sighed. "No, I fear not. I had
a...pox, as a child. It left me barren."

"Oh! I didn't know. I'm so sorry to
have mentioned it."

"It is all right," said Sarah,
looking at Aldane again. "I made my peace with it long ago. I shall
have to live to serve others, I suppose. And it will make me happy
to see your son grow up strong." 

"He will," said Rachel. "I'm sure of
it."

"Yes," said Sarah, smiling again.
"He will." 






###






Later that day Rachel sat in the
courtyard outside Ideliza's Tower, enjoying the sun. Aldane lay
sleeping in a basket at her feet, while Sarah stood nearby, humming
a tune to herself. Rachel sewed, working on one of Gerald's
surcoats. Mitor had encouraged her to sew, believing it ladylike,
but Rachel enjoyed it anyway. It kept her fingers busy, her mind
from dwelling upon the darkness of the past.

She smiled to
herself. 

Boots clicked against the
flagstones, and Rachel looked up. Gerald walked past the barren
gardens, clad all in blue, his cloak held in place with a silver
brooch shaped like the greathelm sigil of the
Rolands. 

His was face grave.

"What is it?" said Rachel, rising
and taking his hands. "Did Tobias go to war against the Old
Kingdoms?"

"Tobias?" said Gerald. "No, no. It
was easy to talk him and the Justiciar Commander out of the idea.
We had other news by that point."

"Other news?" said Rachel. "Gerald,
what happened?"

He took a deep breath. "We received
a letter from Mazael."

"Mazael?" said Rachel. "Is...he
safe? Is anything wrong?" 

"He is well," said Gerald. "At least
for now. Rachel, the stories were true. The Grim Marches are at
war."

"With who?" said Rachel. "The lords
of the High Plain? Or did Lord Richard turn on Mazael?" That
thought filled her with fear. She knew well the ruthlessness of
Richard Mandragon. If he had decided Mazael was an
enemy...

"No," said Gerald. "Worse.
Malrags."

Sarah looked up, frowning, and then
looked away again. 

For a moment Rachel did not
recognize the word.

"Malrags?" she said at last. "No,
no, that's...impossible. Malrags are only a story, a myth,
like..."

"Like the San-keth?" said Gerald,
and Rachel fell silent. "Mazael writes that Malrag warbands have
been raiding the Grim Marches. One even tried to attack Cravenlock
Town, though he destroyed them."

"Of course he did," said Rachel, her
mind numb. Malrags? First the San-keth, and then the Demonsouled
wizard Simonian of Briault. Hadn't Castle Cravenlock already
suffered enough? "It will take more than Malrag devils to defeat
Mazael Cravenlock." 

"Undoubtedly," said Gerald. "But
Mazael asks for aid. The Malrags have come down from the mountains
in great numbers, and he and all the lords of the Grim Marches are
hard-pressed. I am of a mind to take a thousand men and ride to his
aid, if Father and Tobias approve." He sighed. "If they
approve."

"Why would they not?" said Rachel.
"Mazael is their kinsman by marriage now. Theirs, and
yours." 

"True," said Gerald. "But he is also
the vassal of Richard Mandragon. Father has never forgiven Lord
Richard for Belifane's death, even after all these years. I fear
Father would rather watch the Grim Marches burn than to lift a
finger to aid Richard Mandragon."

"How can he think that?" said Rachel
with a sudden flare of temper. "He wouldn't be aiding Lord Richard,
he would be aiding Mazael. Mazael, who defeated the Dominiars and
conquered Tumblestone in your father's name. Mazael, who won the
great tournament before our wedding, And Mazael defeated Amalric
Galbraith, destroyed the Dominiars, and saved Knightcastle! How
could Lord Malden refuse to aid him?"

"Father is...rather firm in his
views, I fear," said Gerald. "He greatly respects Mazael, but he
hates Lord Richard even more. And Lord Richard is utterly ruthless,
as you know better than I, my love. If I ride to Mazael's aid with
a thousand men, Lord Richard might decide that I am a threat, or
that Mazael is siding with Lord Malden against him. And if he does,
he will turn against Mazael and do his utmost to kill me. Richard
Mandragon is not a man to provoke." 

"But Mazael needs our help," said
Rachel. "He is my brother! To stand by and do nothing while he and
his lands are in peril...it would be shameful,
Gerald." 

"I know," said Gerald. "I will speak
with Father and Tobias again tomorrow. We will find a way to send
aid to Mazael, I promise you. Even if I must hire mercenaries out
of my own pocket and sent them to the Grim Marches, Mazael will
have our help." 

"Do you promise?" said Rachel, and
regretted it at once. It was the plea of a querulous child, and she
was a married woman with a son. 

"I promise," said Gerald. "Mazael is
your brother, but I was his squire. He trained me at the sword and
lance and horse. I will not refuse him aid, not now, not ever." He
smiled. "Besides, you said it yourself. Who better to fight the
Malrags than Mazael? By the time we send him aid, he may well have
defeated the Malrags utterly."

"I hope you are right," said
Rachel.

But the fear gnawed at her
nonetheless. 


Chapter 5 -
Calibah






"Sir Gerald and I will retire for
the night," said Lady Rachel, turning towards the door of the
bedroom she shared with Lord Malden's youngest son. "Please fetch
me when Aldane wakes up. He'll be hungry."

The woman who called herself Sarah
of Castle Town gripped her skirts and did a quick
curtsy.

For Sarah of Castle Town was not her
real name. Her true name was Sykhana, of Karag Tormeth, the high
temple of the great god Sepharivaim, lord of the San-keth race. One
of the San-keth archpriests had given her that name, on the day she
had survived the brutal training given to all calibah, to the
changelings. How proud she had been then, how filled with zeal for
Sepharivaim, how eager to win glory and power for the master race
of the San-keth.

But the fire of her zeal had long
ago turned to ash, and Sykhana cared nothing for Sepharivaim or the
San-keth race.

"Of course, my lady," said Sykhana.
"It shall be as you say."

Rachel smiled and gave Sykhana a
quick hug. "You have been a great help to me, Sarah, since Aldane
was born. And before, too. Why, I don't know what I should have
done without you."

"You honor me, my lady," said
Sykhana.

That was a lie. Sykhana detested the
woman. Not because Rachel Roland was an apostate from the true
faith of Sepharivaim, though that should have been the reason. No,
Lady Rachel was weak and stupid and useless. A pretty flower, kept
safe by the strength of her husband and father-in-law, a flower
that would wilt at the first hint of frost. The first hint of pain
and suffering.

Sykhana had known little else during
her life. 

And Lady Rachel did not recognize
the gift, the wonderful gift, she had in Aldane Roland. In the
ability to bear children. 

Sykhana despised Rachel Roland, but
she did not care about the woman. 

Rachel chattered on matters of
little consequence, and Sykhana feigned interest. To judge from the
flush in her cheeks and her dilated pupils, Rachel no doubt planned
to lie with her husband once again before she fell asleep, and
Sykhana felt a surge of jealous rage. Not over Gerald Roland - she
had no use for him. But if his seed quickened in his wife's womb,
she could grow great with child once more. She could give birth to
another son, strong and beautiful.

Something Sykhana would never
know. 

At last Rachel ran out of words and
vanished into the bedroom to join her husband. Sykhana stalked
across the sitting room and onto the balcony. All around her she
saw Knightcastle in its ancient splendor, towers and parapets and
spires, and the Riversteel's valley and the bustling docks of
Castle Town, busy even at night.

She did not care about that, either.
Let Knightcastle burn. Let the world burn. It mattered little to
her. 

Very little mattered to Sykhana any
longer.

She looked into the sitting room, at
the crib near the bedroom door. She stared at the small sleeping
form, and some of the tightness drained from her jaw, her hands
unclenching. 

Aldane Roland mattered to
her.

Before she realized it, she stood
over the crib, gazing at the baby. His breathing was slow and
steady, his face slack with sleep. From time to time one of his
little hands twitched, or one of his feet kicked, pushing the
blanket from him. Sykhana reached down and tugged the blanket back
into place. 

He was perfect. Beautiful, the most
beautiful thing she had ever seen. Rachel and Gerald did not
deserve him. They would raise him to be yet another knight, yet
another brainless fool with a sword and a horse. Sykhana could give
him so much more. Aldane would know power and glory beyond anything
any mortal had ever known. He would live in splendor and bliss
forever. His name would resound throughout the ages, and
generations yet unborn would fall to their knees and worship him as
a god...

"Sykhana," said a voice.

She whirled, arms and legs moving
into the unarmed fighting stances taught by the priests of Karag
Tormeth. Her fangs sprouted over her lips as she moved, ready to
pump poison into any foe. Her inner eyelid, which gave her eyes
their human appearance, slid back, and the pale moonlight suddenly
became as bright as the sun.

And she saw the...shape standing in
the corner of the sitting room. 

It looked like a man cloaked in
hooded robes, albeit a man made of darkness and pale silver light.
The moonlight shone through the window, but the hooded man cast no
shadow against the wall. Which made sense, since the man wasn't
really there at all. It was nothing more than an image, a
projection sent by a man standing hundreds of miles
away.

By the wizard standing hundreds of
miles away.

"Malavost," said
Sykhana. 

A lip lined in silver light and
shadow twitched in amusement. Most men and women regarded Malavost
with fear, called him "Master", lest his wrath fall upon them. But
Sykhana did not care about Malavost, or his magic, or all the dark
stories that swirled around the renegade wizard. 

But she did care about what Malavost
had promised her. She cared about that very much.

"Sykhana," said Malavost. His voice
sounded tinny, as if coming through a long metal tube. "You're
looking well. The dress a servant suits you better than I
expected." 

"How droll," said Sykhana. "You have
business with me, I assume? Projecting an image over such a
distance must tax a wizard of even your power." 

"Less than you might think," said
Malavost. "My reserves are considerable. But I'm not making this
effort merely to amuse myself. The hour has come."

Sykhana blinked. "You
mean..."

"Yes." A smile flickered over his
shadowed face. "It is time." 

Sykhana's hands started to tremble,
and she forced them to remain still. "At last?"

"Need I repeat myself?" said
Malavost. "It has begun,. Everything is ready. We need only one
more thing. Do what you came to Knightcastle to do, and meet us in
the Grim Marches as soon as possible."

"The Grim Marches?" said Sykhana.
"Why there?"

Again a smile crossed Malavost's
face. "Our plans have come to fruition. Meet us at a village called
Gray Pillar, a day's ride east of Castle Cravenlock. Do you know
it?" 

"Aye," said Sykhana. She had
traveled through the Grim Marches a year past, after Mazael killed
Mitor Cravenlock and became Lord of Castle Cravenlock. Mitor had
been a proselyte, a loyal follower of Sepharivaim, while
Mazael...

Needless to say, the San-keth
archpriests wanted Mazael dead, badly, and had promised a great
reward to any follower of Sepharivaim who slew him. No one had yet
succeeded. 

But Sykhana did not care about
Mazael Cravenlock, or the wishes of the archpriests. They could not
give her what she wanted.

Malavost could. 

"Good," said Malavost. "Remember.
The village of Gray Pillar, in the Grim Marches. Do what I have
asked of you, and meet us there."

"And you'll keep your promise?" said
Sykhana. "You will do what you said?"

"I shall," said Malavost. He smiled,
his image rippling and flickering. " Just as I have
promised."

The image flickered once more and
vanished into nothingness. 

Sykhana left the anteroom, her heart
racing with excitement. She forced herself to calm, and it came
easily. She had trained in the gloomy dungeons of Karag Tormeth,
under the most brutal teachers, to kill with ease, to move
silently. Tonight, of course, she hoped to kill no one.

But if anyone tried to stop her, she
would leave them dead upon the floor.

She had a small room behind the
kitchen of Ideliza's Tower, furnished with a narrow bed, a
wardrobe, and a wooden chest. Sykhana stripped out of her dress,
knelt, and opened the chest, throwing aside the clothes it
contained, and pressed a hand to the bottom of the
chest. 

The false bottom opened, and she
lifted it aside to reveal her weapons. 

She dressed in the garb favored by
the changeling assassins of the San-keth, the Fangs of Sepharivaim.
Armor of close-fitting, overlapping black leather plates, designed
to emulate a serpent's scales. A lightweight black cloak, to
obscure her outline and help her hide in the shadows. A pair of
gauntlets, equipped with razor-edged climbing claws. A weapons
belt, sheathed daggers at the ready. 

She prepared her weapons. One by one
she lifted them to her lips and extended her fangs, letting the
poison drip upon the steel. The poison of a half-breed, a
changeling, was not so lethal as the kiss of a full San-keth. But
even so, one scratch of her poison daggers would kill in a matter
of moments. 

She poisoned the last blade and set
it in place. 

At last, she was
ready. 

Sykhana left her room, not bothering
to close the door, and made for the anteroom.

And Aldane's crib.






###






Rachel awoke in the
darkness. 

She looked at the ceiling of the
bedroom, working moisture into her mouth. Gerald lay against her,
eyes closed, breathing slow and steady. Some moonlight leaked
through the window, staining the room silver. Everything was still
and silent.

So why did she feel so
troubled?

Aldane, that was it. She didn't hear
him crying. He usually woke up hungry this time of
night.

She stared at the bedroom
door. 

This was absurd. So Aldane hadn't
woken up hungry - that was surely no cause for concern. She ought
to take the opportunity to get some sleep. The gods knew she hadn't
slept the night through since Aldane had been
born. 

But he always woke up hungry this
time of night. 

Rachel slipped naked out of bed,
shivering at the cool night air against her skin, and tugged on a
robe. She would check on Aldane, she decided. Just to make sure
that he was all right. Then she could go back to
bed. 

She opened the door, taking care to
keep silent, lest she wake Gerald, and stepped into the
anteroom. 

And stopped in her
tracks.

A dark shape stood over the crib,
gazing down at Aldane. The figure looked up, and Rachel caught a
glimpse of a pale face, of yellow eyes gleaming beneath a
hood.

Of San-keth eyes.

Rachel opened her mouth to
scream.

The dark figure moved in a blur,
steel gleaming. Rachel threw herself to the side, but not before a
throwing knife nicked her jaw. She gasped in pain, numbness
spreading from the cut.

Her legs began to
tremble.

Poison, she realized. The throwing
knife had been poisoned. 

The cloaked figure sprang forward,
arm curling around Rachel's waist. Rachel tried to scream, tried to
fight, but her limbs trembled, and she could not seem to form
words. Her head rocked back, muscles twitching, and she stared into
the dark hood.

Sarah's face gazed down at her. Only
Sarah had ivory fangs curling over her lips, and her eyes had
turned yellow, with vertical black pupils. Sarah was a calibah, a
changeling, the product of a San-keth father and a human mother.
Rachel would have given birth to calibah herself, had Mazael and
Gerald not saved her from such a fate. 

But that meant Sarah had been a
changeling all along. A San-keth changeling had been in her rooms
for months. A San-keth changeling had been watching her, spying on
her.

A San-keth changeling had touched
her son. 

Rachel tried to scream, but Sarah's
gloved hand clamped over her mouth. 

"You stupid weakling," hissed Sarah.
"You don't deserve him. I will make him immortal and strong, and he
will reign in splendor over the earth forever." She leaned close,
and Rachel smelled the harsh tang of calibah poison on Sarah's
breath. "He won't even remember you." 

She shoved, and Rachel fell to the
floor, still twitching. Rachel clawed at her robe, pawing at her
pocket. Sarah crossed the room, reached into the crib, and picked
up Aldane. The baby lay silent and motionless in the calibah's
arms, and Rachel realized that he had been drugged for
silence. 

Rage exploded through her, and she
tried to sit up, tried to scream for help, but her muscles kept
jerking. 

Sarah looked at her once more, lip
curled with contempt, and then vanished through the
doorway. 

Rachel slumped against the wall, her
heart hammering, her head throbbing. She knew the changeling poison
wasn't nearly as deadly as the venom of a full-blooded San-keth.
Yet it was still lethal enough, and she had only moments to
live. 

She clawed at her robe's pockets,
and pulled out a handful of dried yellow leaves. She lifted her
trembling hand to her lips and forced the leaves into her mouth,
making herself chew and swallow. She bit her tongue, blood filling
her mouth, but still forced herself to chew. Once she had been
betrothed to Skhath, a San-keth cleric of Sepharivaim, and she had
learned many of the secrets of the San-keth.

Including the antidotes for their
poison. Ever since Mazael had killed Skhath, she had lived in
terror of the retribution of the San-keth, and had carried dried
succorleaf with her wherever she went. 

Thank the gods for that.

But Aldane. Gods, oh, gods, she had
taken Aldane...

Bit by bit the cold numbness of the
succorleaf spread through her veins, easing the pain, her limbs
stilling. Rachel worked moisture into her mouth, trying to ignore
the taste of blood.

"Gerald," she whispered, when at
last she could speak again. "Gerald. Gerald." She lashed out with
her foot, kicking the door. Her bare sole did not make much noise
against the heavy oak. "Gerald, gods, Gerald. Gerald. Gerald.
Gerald!"

Her voice came out in a ragged,
rusty shriek. 

The door burst open, and Gerald
sprang into the anteroom, naked but for the sword in his right
hand. His eyes widened when he saw her, and he knelt by her side,
sword still ready. 

"Rachel!" he said. "Gods, what
happened, are..."

"Aldane!" said Rachel. "Sarah's a
changeling, she took Aldane. Stop her. Stop her!"

Gerald rose to his feet, hesitated,
looked back at her.

"You're bleed..."

"I'm fine!" shouted Rachel, clawing
at the wall as she tried to stand. "Get Aldane. Get
Aldane!"

Gerald raced from the room, not even
bothering to cover himself, and shouted for the
guards. 

Rachel levered herself to her knees,
panic filling. Sarah had taken Aldane. Sarah had taken her
son.

A San-keth changeling had taken her
son!

A moment later she heard the horns
ring over Knightcastle.






###






On the second tier of Knightcastle,
Sykhana froze in place, listening to the horns ring over the
towers. 

"Damn," she muttered.

She had erred. In her excitement,
she had left at once, trusting in her poison to finish off Rachel
Roland. Sykhana should have simply cut the woman's throat. No doubt
Sir Gerald had awakened to find his son missing and his wife dying
upon the floor.

He would be wroth. Again the horns
rang out, summoning Knightcastle's guards and knights to arms. They
would seal the castle, hunt her down, and kill
her. 

And Aldane would lose his chance for
eternal power and bliss.

Sykhana cursed and broke into a run.
Around her she heard the clatter of arms and armor rising from
Knightcastle's courtyards, the shouts of sergeants and knights
bellowing orders, the tramp of boots against flagstones. She had
spent months observing Gerald Roland firsthand, and though he was
trusting and naive, he was no fool in matters of arms. He would
order Knightcastle sealed, send search parties to slay her and
reclaim Aldane. 

But there was more than one way out
of Knightcastle.

Knightcastle was ancient, expanded
and rebuilt and expanded again throughout its long history. One
long-dead Roland king had wished to visit his mistresses in secret,
so he had constructed the Trysting Ways, a network of secret
passages connecting his chamber to his mistresses' rooms. Later
Roland kings and lords had expanded the Trysting Ways, until a maze
of hidden passages threaded through Knightcastle like veins in
living flesh. Not even the Rolands themselves knew all the hidden
twists and turns of the Trysting Ways.

But the San-keth knew of them. Last
year, the archpriest Straganis had used the Trysting Ways to attack
Lord Malden. Mazael Cravenlock and the Dragon's Shadow had baffled
the attack, driving Straganis and the calibah back into the
Trysting Ways. No doubt Lord Malden and Sir Tobias had since
ordered the entrances guarded. 

But there were many entrances into
the Ways, and if Sykhana could reach them before the guards
did...

She heard men running, heard someone
shout. Had they spotted her? She slid through the door at the base
of a tower, and into a dusty round chamber, once used as an armory,
to judge from the racks on the walls. The fireplace had a secret
entrance into the Trysting Ways. Three more steps,
and...

The door on the far wall swung open,
and four armsmen in Roland tabards stepped into the
room.

"Aye, I don't see the point," said
the first man, "but orders are..."

He fell silent.

Sykhana hissed, lips drawing back
from her fangs.

"Gods, that's a changeling!" said
one of the men.

"Kill it!" said another
man.

All four armsmen drew their
swords.

Sykhana stooped, set Aldane on the
floor, and straightened up. The first of the armsmen, with the
silver trim of a sergeant on his helm, lunged at her, his sword
glittering in the dim moonlight. Sykhana spun past the thrust,
grabbed his wrist, and pulled herself close. 

Then she kissed him. The sergeant's
eyes widened in astonishment, and screamed as her fangs plunged
into his lip and chin. Rachel Roland had received only the smallest
drop of Sykhana's poison. The sergeant received a full dose. His
screams cut off as his face turned black and his windpipe closed
up. 

The remaining three men hesitated,
and Sykhana yanked a throwing knife from her belt, drew back her
arm, and flung it. The armsman on the left ducked, but the blade
nicked his jaw. 

He was dead. He just didn't know it
yet.

Sykhana danced back and yanked a
pair of daggers from her belt. The armsmen came at her, swords
stabbing and slashing. She dodged their attacks and lashed out with
her daggers. All three men were armored, and competent fighters,
and there was no way she could land a killing blow with one of her
daggers. 

But it was easy enough to land
scratches on their hands and faces. Sykhana dodged another swing,
and a sword thrust scraped along her side, her leather armor just
barely stopping the blow. Just another moment, just another moment
longer...

The man she had struck with the
throwing knife fell to his knees, eyes wide, breath wheezing. Then
the second man toppled, and then the third, overcome by the potency
of Sykhana's poison. A changeling's poison was not nearly as deadly
as that of a San-keth. 

But it was still deadly
enough. 

Sykhana stepped towards the men,
daggers in hand. 

She had left Rachel Roland
alive...but she would not make the same mistake twice.

After it was done, she cleaned her
blades on the dead men's tabards, picked up Aldane, and walked to
the fireplace. A moment's search, and she found the trigger, hidden
in a crack between two stones. She pressed it, and the back of the
fireplace swung open, revealing a narrow, darkened
passageway.

Sykhana vanished into the Trysting
Ways.






###






An hour later she hurried through
the streets of Castle Town, wrapped in a cloak, Aldane hidden
beneath its folds. 

She paused to hide in an alley as a
troop of the town's militia marched past, torches and spears in
hand. The horns from Knightcastle had roused the militia, though
the militia likely didn't know the reason for the alarms. No doubt
Gerald Roland thought that Sykhana was still in the castle, and
hadn't yet dispatched a messenger to warn the
town. 

By the time he did, Sykhana intended
to be long gone. 

She hurried through the alleys until
she came to the prosperous streets of Castle Town's northeastern
quarter. The house she chose was not a mansion, not quite, but
nonetheless stood four stories tall, faced with cut white stone and
polished wooden timbers. She slipped around to the side, to the
servants' entrance. It was locked, of course, but Sykhana picked it
with ease. Inside she crept down a corridor lined with wooden
paneling, and stopped before an open door, candlelight spilling
against the walls.

Paul Korren sat at his desk,
writing. A thin man with a well-trimmed goatee, he was a powerful
merchant and trader. His warehouses in Knightport bulged with good
from across the world, and he sold them at a tidy profit. He was
friends with Lord Malden, and on good terms with a dozen other
powerful lords in the kingdom.

He was also a proselyte, a human
follower of Sepharivaim, and had a shrine dedicated to Sepharivaim
hidden beneath his wine cellar. He had been clever enough to remain
hidden during Straganis's attack last year, but Sykhana felt
nothing but contempt for proselytes. The San-keth utterly loathed
humans, considered them vermin, and the archpriests could not
decide whether to kill them all or merely enslave them once
Sepharivaim returned in power. 

And yet some humans still chose to
follow the San-keth way? Pathetic. 

"Korren," said Sykhana, stepping
into the merchant's study.

Korren looked up from his desk,
scowling. "What is this? Who are the devil are you?
I..."

He fell silent as he saw Sykhana's
eyes. 

"You are a messenger, yes?" he said.
"From the archpriests? I have been faithful. I have remained
hidden, even after many calibah were slain in Knightcastle last
year. I retain the ear of Lord Malden, and neither he nor his sons
suspect my true loyalties."

"I require a horse," said Sykhana.
"At once."

Korren frowned. "A
horse?" 

"Aye," said Sykhana. "And, also, the
entrance to your tunnel."

Korren's face grew hard. "I have no
tunnel."

"Don't lie to me, fool," said
Sykhana, lips peeling back from her fangs. "I know you have a
secret tunnel out of the city walls, so you can smuggle goods in
and out with out paying Lord Malden's taxes. I also know that the
tunnel is large enough to handle horse-drawn carts. You will give
me a horse at once, and tell me the way to your smugglers'
tunnel."

"What is that you have there?" said
Korren, rising and stepping around the desk. "An infant? Whose?
What are kind of business is this?" He glared at her. "I received
no word from the archpriests. Before I give you anything, you will
tell..."

Sykhana snarled and leapt at him,
her arm snaking around his shoulders. She yanked him close, her
fangs stopping a half-inch from his throat.

Korren went very still, his face
white.

"You will," hissed Sykhana, " stop
wasting my time and do as I bid. Now."

Korren hastened to obey.






###






A few moments later Sykhana led one
of Korren's best horses across Castle Town's square, across from
the Inn of the Crowned Helm. She had changed her armor for the
dress of a serving maid, the slumbering Aldane hidden in her cloak.
Her transparent inner eyelids closed, giving her eyes a human
appearance. 

Four men stood on the front steps of
the Crowned Helm. The innkeeper, she suspected, and his porters,
come to watch the fuss.

"Aye, lass?" said the innkeeper.
"Why are you wandering the streets at night? Isn't
safe."

"My pardons, sir," said Sykhana.
"But my brother is in the militia, and my mother bade me to bring
him some bread." She lifted Aldane. The baby, wrapped as he was,
did almost look like a loaf of bread.

The innkeeper nodded, and Sykhana
had a sudden thought.

She hid a smile.

"I just saw the strangest thing,"
said Sykhana. "Do you know Paul Korren, the merchant?"

"Aye," said the innkeeper. "Pompous
windbag. Never pays his bills on time."

"I saw a woman hurrying into his
wine cellar," said Sykhana. "Dressed all in black, carrying a baby.
The strangest thing. Perhaps she was frightened by the
horns."

The innkeeper frowned. "That must be
it."

Sykhana smiled and led the horse
away, leaving the seed to take root in their
minds. 






###






An hour later she galloped to the
east, into the rising sun, along the road to the village of
Tristgard.

The road to the Grim
Marches.

Aldane started to wake, and Sykhana
touched his face.

"Don't cry, my precious one," she
murmured. "For soon you will be a god, and I will be your
mother."


Chapter 6 -
Pursuit






Rachel awoke with a pounding
headache and a vile taste in her mouth. 

She sat up, blinking. Cheery dawn
sunlight streamed through the windows. Blood stained her nightgown,
and a tight bandage rested against the left side of her
jaw. 

A wave of dizziness washed over her,
and she leaned back against the pillows, confused. How had she end
up here? And why did her mouth taste like succorleaf? The last
thing she remembered was getting up to check on Aldane, and
then...and then...

"Oh, gods," said Rachel, sitting
back up. "Aldane. Aldane!" 

Dizziness spun through her, stronger
than before, and Rachel clutched at the bed for
balance. 

"My lady!" said a girl's voice. "I
think she's awake!"

Rachel tried to get to her feet.
Aldane, she had to get to Aldane...

A strong hand took her elbow,
steadying her. 

"Careful," said Lady Rhea, Lord
Malden's wife and Gerald's mother. She was a tall, lean woman in
her middle fifties, with long gray-streaked brown hair and pale
blue eyes. "Circan says you were poisoned, that you saved yourself
with succorleaf. That was very clever." 

Compliments from Lady Rhea were
rarer than pearls, and another time Rachel would have been pleased.
But she could not think of anything other than Aldane. "Where's
Aldane? Where's Gerald? Did he find Aldane? And Sarah..." Her face
twisted in rage as she remembered the treacherous
maid. 

"Knightcastle is sealed," said Lady
Rhea. "The gates were barred and guarded moments after Gerald found
you. My sons and their men are searching the castle from top to
bottom. We will find this vile changeling and make her
pay." 

"I don't care about Sarah," said
Rachel. "I want Aldane back."

"So do we all, dear," said Rhea,
patting her hand. "But you need to rest..."

"No!" said Rachel, clawing to her
feet. Once she would never have dared to defy Gerald's mother. But
a San-keth changeling had taken her son. "I've got to find Aldane,
I've got to get him back..."

"You must lie down," said Rhea, her
voice firm.

"I cannot lie abed when my son is
gone," said Rachel. "Please, my lady. You...have lost sons." The
very thought of losing Aldane made her stomach twist. "Could you
lie waiting, if you knew...if you knew..."

Lady Rhea said nothing for a moment,
her face blank. For a moment Rachel feared that she had taken
offense. Rhea had lost three sons. Belifane, slain by Lord Richard
Mandragon. Mandor, killed by the Knights Dominiar. And Garain, cut
down last year, murdered by a San-keth changeling...

"Your maid," said Rhea, voice
distant. "She was a San-keth changeling? All this time?"

Rachel nodded.

"I lost a son to the changelings,"
said Rhea. "I hope you do not have to know that pain,
too." 

She looked towards the door, where
her maids, a half-dozen nervous young women, awaited her
command.

"Help her dress," said Rhea, the
maids surged forward. 






###






A short time later Rachel hurried
through the courtyards and arcades of Knightcastle, making for the
castle's lowest circle, Lady Rhea and her maids
following.

"Slow down, girl," said Lady Rhea.
"You are a noblewoman of Knightcastle, not a fishwife hurrying to
the docks on market day."

Again Rachel ignored
her. 

Ringed by towers and battlements,
Knightcastle's vast barbican was larger than many villages. Rachel
remembered standing here a year past, watching Mazael and Gerald
and Tobias ride out with Knightcastle's armies to face Amalric
Galbraith and the Dominiar Order. Now armsmen and squires ran back
and forth across the flagstones. Gerald paced before the gates,
wearing his armor, a blue cloak with the Roland sigil flaring
behind him. 

He stopped when he saw
her.

"Gerald," said Rachel. She yearned
to run to him, throw herself into his arms. But she did not want to
make him look weak in front of his men.
"Gerald...did..."

"Rachel," he said, stepping forward
and taking her hands.  "You're well? Thank the
gods."

"Aldane?" she said. "Have you found
Aldane?" 

He grimaced. "Not yet. We've sealed
the castle, and have men searching every room. Sarah will not long
elude us."

"If she's even still here," said
Rhea.

Gerald and his mother shared a
look.

"What?" said Rachel. "How could she
have escaped? You found me only a few moments after Sarah attacked
me. She couldn't have gotten to the gates before you sounded the
alarm."

"The Trysting Ways," said
Rhea.

Gerald scowled. "Those damned
Trysting Ways. I told Father to have them sealed up, all of them.
And after Straganis almost killed us last year, I think he would
have listened." 

"The Trysting Ways are part of
Knightcastle's traditions," said Rhea, "and your father respects
tradition."

Gerald shook his head. "You mean he
wants to visit his mistresses unseen."

"That's no way to talk about your
father in public," said Rhea, without rancor. How she accepted Lord
Malden's philandering so calmly, Rachel would never
know. 

"So she could have escaped through
the Trysting Ways?" said Rachel. 

Gerald sighed. "Yes. Father did at
least agree to seal any passages that led outside the castle. But
only Trocend knew them all, and the San-keth killed him. We could
have easily overlooked one or two. Or more."

"Oh, gods," said Rachel. "Then she
got away, she has our son and she..."

"We don't know that yet," said Rhea,
her voice like iron. 

Rachel clutched at Gerald's arm. "We
have to ride out, we have to catch her before she gets
away..."

"That would do no good," said
Gerald, "until we knew where she was going. And
why." 

"There is a sensible question," said
Rhea. "Why? Why did this changeling take my grandson?"

"Because the San-keth hate us!" said
Rachel. "Because Mazael defeated Skhath, and so they'll take
vengeance on him. On him, or any of his kin that they can
reach." 

And the San-keth hated her, too. For
she was an apostate, a traitor. She had been a proselyte, pledged
to Skhath, promised to bear his changeling offspring for the
greater glory of Sepharivaim and the San-keth. And she had turned
her back on them. They wanted revenge, she knew.

They might have taken Aldane in
vengeance. The very thought that she might have done this, that she
might have brought this upon her son, made her want to
weep.

"But why?" said Rhea. "Why not just
kill him? Why not just kill you, for that matter?"

Gerald blinked. "That's...a good
point, Mother. When the San-keth have come for us before, they've
always tried to kill Rachel. They've never tried to kidnap anyone
before." He looked at Rachel. "Sarah. Did she say
anything?"

"She did," said Rachel, shivering.
"She was so angry. I had no idea she hated me so much. She said
that she was going to make Aldane powerful and strong forever. What
does that mean?"

"I don't know," said Gerald.
"Speculation is pointless until we know more. And Sarah might very
well be trapped in the castle."

"If she escaped," said Rhea, "she
almost certainly would have made for Castle Town. No doubt she had
allies there, or at the very least a hidden store of supplies. You
should send men there at once."

"It's already done, Mother," said
Gerald, squinting through the portcullis. "Tobias went himself,
along with two score of reliable men. If there's a nest of San-keth
proselytes hiding in Castle Town, Tobias will deal with...wait." He
turned and shouted. "Open the portcullis. Tobias has
returned!"

A column of horsemen rode towards
the gate, and Rachel heard the thunder of steel-shod hooves against
the road. The massive portcullis groaned open, and a moment later
twenty horsemen galloped into the barbican, armor flashing in the
sunlight, the Roland banner flapping overhead. The lead rider
dropped from his saddle, armor clanking, and pulled off his
helmet. 

Sir Tobias Roland looked like a
shorter, more muscular version of Gerald. He had a broad, ruddy
face, made for laughing. But he had not laughed much, not since
Garain's murder and Lord Malden's increasing illness, and today he
looked even grimmer than usual.

"Gerald," said Tobias.

"Where are the rest of your men?"
said Gerald.

"Keeping the innkeeper of the
Crowned Helm under guard," said Tobias. 

"You've found something," said
Gerald.

"Aye," said Tobias. "There's news in
Castle Town. You'd best come at once." 

Gerald nodded. "Rachel, stay
with..."

"No!" said Rachel, her fingers
tightening against his arm. His armor felt cold and hard beneath
her hand. "She has our son. I...I cannot wait."

Gerald hesitated, then gave a short
nod. 






###






A short time later they reined up
before the Inn of the Crowned Helm. 

"Aye, sir knight," said the
innkeeper, a stout man in a pristine white apron. "We were all up,
my lads and I, when we heard the horns. Feared it was bandits or
raiders, but nothing happened. Then I saw a peasant lass taking
bread to her brother. She said she saw a woman in black carrying a
baby, and Sir Tobias said your son had been taken..."

Rachel's heart leapt against her
ribs.

"Where did she see the woman and the
baby?" said Gerald.

"At the house of Paul Korren," said
the innkeeper. He scowled. "Man's a scoundrel. Never pays his bills
on time. Wouldn't surprise me if he hoped to hold your son for
ransom, sir knight."

"If you've led me true," said
Gerald, turning his horse around, "then you will be rewarded. To
the house of Paul Korren! Quickly!" 






###






Korren lived in a fine house, four
stories tall, fronted with white stone and polished timbers. It
even had a good-sized garden in back, ringed by a low stone wall,
where Korren’s servants could grow vegetables. The double doors to
a wine cellar lay against the house, the handles chained and locked
shut.

Tobias grunted. “You, you, and you.
Circle to the sides. You and you. Watch the back door and the
windows. If there are any snakes here, they might try to slither
away before we can cut off their heads. Keep anyone from running
until Sir Gerald and I say they can go. The rest of you, follow me.
Turn the house inside out.”

“This Korren fellow might be
innocent,” said Gerald. 

“Innocent?” said Rachel. “You heard
what the innkeeper said!”

“Aye,” said Tobias. “It might have
been Sarah. Or it might have been Korren’s wife, or one of his
servants. Have no fear, sister. If Korren aided Sarah, I’ll run my
longsword up his arse.” 

He slid from his horse, Gerald and
Rachel following, the armsmen marching behind. Tobias strode up to
the door and pounded on it with his sword hilt, his pommel leaving
gouges in the polished wood. After a moment the door opened a
crack, and a nervous-looking serving girl peered
out. 

"Aye, sirs?" she said. "What is your
business here?"

"I am Sir Tobias Roland," announced
Tobias, "Marshal of Knightcastle, and this is my brother, Sir
Gerald Roland, armsmaster of Knightcastle. We will speak with Paul
Korren, now." 

The serving girl blinked. "But...but
the master said he should not be disturbed..."

Tobias smiled, pushed open the door,
picked up the serving girl, and set her to the side. She stared at
him with shocked eyes. "Oh, your master will want to see us, my
dear. Now be a good girl and stay out of the way." He turned,
beckoned to the waiting armsmen. "Lads! If either the changeling or
my nephew are in this house, find them." 

The armsmen trooped into the house
and fanned out, hands on their swords hilts. Rachel heard crashes
and bangs as they began searching, overturning furniture and
looking in cupboards. There was a commotion further down the hall,
and a thin man with a well-trimmed goatee stormed into sight, clad
in the fine velvets and rich furs of a prosperous
merchant.

"What is the meaning of this?" raged
the well-dressed man, glaring at them. "Do you not know who I am? I
am Paul Korren, Master of the Merchants' Guild and a close friend
of Lord Malden Roland, and he will hear of this outrage, I assure
you!" 

"Really?" said Tobias, still
smiling, though it did not reach his eyes. "I happen to dine with
Lord Malden several times a week, and he rarely mentions you. He
did talk about you once, though. He said you were a toad who would
sell his own mother for a copper coin. But perhaps my father's
standards for his close friends have slipped." 

"Your father?" said Korren, and then
his eyes widened with recognition. "Sir Tobias! Forgive me. I...I
did not recognize you." 

He was sweating, Rachel saw. The man
was terrified. 

"Quite all right," said Gerald. Like
Tobias, he was smiling, and it did not touch his blue eyes. "I'm
sure a master merchant is far too busy to speak with the sons of
his lawful lord. Perhaps I should mention that to my father, the
next time I see him."

Korren looked back and forth,
licking his lips. "But what is this about, my lords? I am a loyal
subject of Lord Malden. I have done nothing wrong."

"Merely a precaution, you see," said
Gerald. "If it turns out we have made a mistake, I will pay you
recompense myself."

"A mistake?" said Korren. "About
what?"

"My son was abducted from
Knightcastle early this morning," said Gerald, "by a San-keth
changeling. Some eyewitnesses saw a woman entering your wine
cellar, carrying a baby. I will have my son back, master merchant,
and if I have to search the house of every man in Knightcastle, I
will do it."

Korren's expression did not change,
did not even flicker, but his face went pale.

Rachel's hands curled into fists. He
knew something about Sarah, he knew where the changeling had taken
Aldane, and he had the temerity to lie about it...

"My wine cellar?" said Korren. "But,
my lords, I fear you are mistaken. My wine cellar is tiny. Surely
not large enough to hide a creature so vile as a San-keth
changeling and a stolen child. Let me speak with Lord Malden, and
surely I can convince him of my innocence..."

"Liar!" shrieked Rachel, stepping
past Gerald. Korren looked at her, shocked. "Liar! You know who
took him! You helped her! You helped her!" 

Her hands hooked into claws, and she
would have leapt upon him, but Gerald caught her
shoulder. 

"Who is this woman?" said Korren.
"Bad enough that you have accused me unjustly of this crime! Must I
endure the hysterics of some deranged wench?"

"Have a care, master merchant," said
Gerald, his tone cool, "how you speak of my wife." 

Korren flinched. "Your wife? You
mean she's the apostate that..."

He fill silent.

"You called her an apostate," said
Gerald, his voice even cooler. "The only ones to call her that are
San-keth proselytes. Those who betray the gods of the Amathavian
church, and turn to the worship of Sepharivaim, plotting murder and
torture and bloodshed."

"You think too much for me,
brother," said Tobias. "All I know is that San-keth proselytes are
dangerous scoundrels, and our father's lands are better off without
them."

Korren opened his mouth to answer,
but a shout from the garden interrupted him.

"My lords! You need to see the wine
cellar at once!"

Korren turned and ran for the
door.

Or he tried to, rather. Tobias's
meaty fist lashed out and smashed into Korren's jaw. The master
merchant struck the paneled wall and bounced off, staggering.
Tobias barked an order, and two armsmen hurried forward, pinning
Korren's arms behind his back. 

"Come, sir," said Tobias, still
smiling that cold smile. "Let's see what sort of vintages you stock
in your cellar, hmm?" 






###






Paul Korren’s wine cellar was small
and dusty. The armsmen shoved aside a pair of wine casks, revealing
a wooden trapdoor set on the stone floor.

The trapdoor opened onto a scene
Rachel remembered all too well from her nightmares.

A shrine to Sepharivaim, the serpent
god of the San-keth, lay hidden below the cellar. A bronze image of
a great coiled serpent lay upon a wooden altar. Bronze bowls and
daggers rested below the serpent idol, and the altar’s side bore
dark, crusted stains. 

Sepharivaim was a jealous and cruel
god, and demanded tribute in human blood from his servants. Was
that why Sarah had taken Aldane? To kill him upon Sepharivaim’s
bloodstained altars?

The thought made her want to throw
up. Or to rip out Korren’s eyes. Or both. 

“Oh, yes,” said Tobias, looking over
the gloomy shrine. “A loyal subject of my father,
indeed.”

Korren looked back and forth between
Tobias and Gerald. “I don’t…my lords, I swear it, I didn’t even
know this was here. The servants must pray to the serpent god here.
Or…or it must have been here when I bought the house, yes,
that’s…”

“Do you really think we are stupid
enough to believe your lies?” said Gerald.

Korren sputtered some more, and then
his expression hardened, contempt flashing in his eyes. “Fools. You
don’t know the might of Sepharivaim. He will crush you
utterly.”

“I have seen San-keth clerics
slain,” said Gerald, “along with countless changelings. Sepharivaim
must be a feeble god, if he has the loyalty of such pathetic
servants.” He looked at the altar. “And such incompetent
hirelings.” 

Korren spat. “Sepharivaim will make
you pay for such insolence, you…”

Tobias sighed and backhanded Korren
across the face. The merchant fell with a cry of pain, blood flying
from his lips. He slumped against the rough stone wall, and Tobias
kicked him in the gut with a heavy boot. Korren fell, and would
have toppled to the floor, but Tobias grabbed his collar with one
hand and lifted him, Korren’s feet hanging over the
floor.

“You should listen to me,” said
Tobias in a pleasant tone. “My brother enjoys talking, and
discussing theology and morality. I am a much simpler man, and so I
will state this plainly. You will tell me what I want to know, or I
will hurt you until you do.”

Korren spat in Tobias’s face. “I
will never betray Sepharivaim! Never!”

Tobias shrugged and threw Korren
against the wall. “Fair enough.” He glanced at Gerald. “You may
want to withdraw, brother. You always found this…distasteful, I
recall.”

“No,” said Gerald. “He knows what
happened to my son. I will watch. Rachel, wait outside for
us.” 

She hesitated. If Korren knew what
had happened to Aldane, she wanted to watch him suffer. But she
knew that look in Gerald’s eyes, so she took the ladder to the wine
cellar and climbed the stairs to Korren’s garden.

As soon as she stepped outside, she
heard the screaming, and waited.

And as it turned out, Tobias only
had to break four of Korren’s fingers before he started
talking.






###






“Korren didn’t know her name, or her
purpose,” said Gerald, voice grim.

Rachel watched him, her hands
opening and closing over and over again.

They stood in the solar of the Old
Keep, Knightcastle’s oldest tower. Here, Rachel knew, the ancient
Roland kings of Knightcastle had built their fortress, raising a
keep to defend their people against the Malrag hordes unleashed
after the fall of Tristafel. Now four men stood before the solar’s
high windows. Gerald, pacing as he described what Korren had
confessed. Tobias, scowling, his massive arms crossed over his
chest. 

The third man was tall and slender,
with hair so blond it was almost white, a marked contrast from his
long black coat, cloak, trousers, and boots. Circan of Stormriver
was Lord Malden’s new court wizard, sent after the San-keth had
murdered Trocend Castleson last year. Rachel did her very best not
to glare at him. She detested magic, and loathed
wizards.

Skhath, after all, had been an
accomplished necromancer.

The final man leaned heavily upon a
silver-headed cane, the folds of his rich cloak and robe hanging
loosely about his body. Malden Roland, Lord of Knightcastle and
Gerald’s father, had aged greatly in the year since Sir Garain’s
death. Rachel did not think it would be very long before Tobias
took his father’s place as Lord of Knightcastle. 

"She arrived in the middle of the
night," said Gerald, still pacing before the solar's high windows.
"She ordered him to give her a horse, and when he questioned her,
she threatened to kill him. So Korren gave her the horse, and led
her to his smugglers' tunnel. She took the horse and fled. I saw
the tracks in the tunnel myself." 

Lord Malden grunted. "Were you able
to track her?"

"She made for the main road leading
north from Castle Town," said Gerald. He shook his head. "From
there her tracks merged with a thousand others. She could have
taken any five roads from there." 

"Did you kill Korren?" said Lord
Malden. "Vile little rodent. All these years he is evaded my taxes
with that smugglers' tunnel, and he kidnaps my grandson to boot. He
deserves the blade. Or a dance at the end of a noose."

"Not yet, Father," said Tobias. "He
still might know something useful, so I've got him in a cell. If we
get Aldane back, we'll execute him then."

If? Rachel's hands trembled, and she
tried to force them to stillness. 

"What are we going to do?" said
Rachel. Her voice quavered, and she hated herself for it. She had
to stay strong. Aldane needed her to be strong. "We're not...we're
not just going to let Sarah go, are we?"

"Of course not," said Gerald. "We
will send word to every castle, town, village, and monastery in
Knightrealm, with a description of Sarah and Aldane, and a bounty
for his safe return and her head. I will organize the armsmen, to
ride in parties along each of the roads she might have taken. A
woman traveling alone with a baby will be unusual. She will almost
certainly draw notice. We will find her, sooner or
later." 

He was trying to sound confident,
she knew, for her sake. But she knew him too well by now. He
doubted they would ever find Aldane again. 

"There must," Rachel closed her
eyes, trying to keep from weeping, "there must...be something else
we can do. Something. Anything." 

"There is." 

Circan's voice was so soft Rachel
scarce heard it. 

"What?" said
Gerald. 

Circan's eyes were as pale as his
hair, and they showed not a hint of emotion as they settled upon
Rachel. "But you will not like it, my lady."

"What is it, man?" said Gerald. "My
son is missing. I will do whatever it takes to get him
back."

Circan hesitated, glanced at Lord
Malden. The old lord nodded. 

"When Aldane was born," said Circan,
"my lord Malden bade me to draw a vial of his blood."

"Blood? Blood!" said Rachel. For a
moment rage overrode her fear. She knew what kind of vile magic a
necromancer could work with a vial of a victim's blood. Skhath had
explained the spells, threatening to inflict them upon her should
she ever betray him. "You touched my son, wizard? You used my son's
blood for a spell. You scoundrel, I'll..."

"Father," said Gerald, "why did you
not tell me of this?"

"Enough, daughter!" said Lord
Malden. "And you as well, my son. Our house has made powerful
enemies in the San-keth. Mazael dealt them a harsh blow, but I knew
they would return someday. So I bade Circan to draw a vial of
Aldane's blood. And yours, my daughter, and yours as well, my
sons."

"But why?" said Rachel. "Why would
you do such a thing?"

"Because," said Circan. "A vial of
blood can be used to work terrible magic upon its owner. But it can
also be used in a tracking spell."

"A...tracking spell?" said Tobias,
frowning. "You mean, you can use your magic to...find
Aldane?"

"In a manner of speaking," said
Circan. "I cannot pinpoint the young lord's location with any
degree of accuracy. But the vial of blood can act as a...compass,
let us say. I can use it to follow him." He bowed in Rachel's
direction. "Forgive me, my lady, for not mentioning this earlier.
But I had to take caution. A skilled wizard can sense the presence
of the spell, and work a counterspell that will destroy the vial of
blood. But this Sarah of yours has no arcane skill. I can track
your son with impunity."

"Then what the devil are we waiting
for?" said Gerald. "I will ride at once to find Aldane, and you
will ride with me, wizard." 

"I shall come as well," said Tobias,
rubbing his sword hilt.

"No," said Lord Malden. "You will
remain here, Tobias." Tobias started to protest, but Lord Malden
kept talking. "I am an old man, and tired, and you are my heirs.
You must bear the burden of ruling Knightcastle when I die. And if
all my sons die before me...then Knightrealm will fall into chaos
after my death. I will not have it."

Tobias scowled, but gave a sharp
nod.

"Gerald," said Lord Malden, "you
will take Circan, and as many men as you need."

"No more than a hundred mounted
armsmen, I think," said Gerald. "We can move faster that way. One
woman and a baby on a horse can move very quickly."

"She will have to stop sooner or
later," said Lord Malden. His tone grew stern, formal. "Sir Gerald
of house Roland! My grandson has been kidnapped. I charge you to
find this changeling, slay her, and bring my grandson back to
Knightcastle." 

"It shall be done, my lord," said
Gerald. 

"And I will come as well," said
Rachel.

"No," said Gerald and Tobias and
their father in unison.

"But I must!" said Rachel. "I have
to get Aldane back. I will have no peace in my heart until he is
safe again."

There was a silence.

"She is your wife, Gerald," said
Lord Malden. "I leave the decision to you." 

"This will be a hard journey,
Rachel," said Gerald. "We shall to have ride fast. And Sarah might
have allies she can call upon, other changelings, or maybe San-keth
clerics. When we find her, there will be violence." His face
twisted. "You could be hurt, or even killed..."

"I don't care," said Rachel, and she
clutched his hands. "Do you know what it would be like to stay
here, waiting for news? Knowing that every rider might carry word
of Aldane's death, or yours? I cannot wait. She took him from me! I
have to get him back. I have to! If...if I wait here, I am sure
that I will go mad."

Gerald stared at her in silence for
a long moment, his fingers kneading the back of her hands, emotions
warring over his face.

At last he nodded.






###






An hour later a hundred mounted
armsmen left Knightcastle's barbican. Sir Gerald Roland rode at
their head, clad in his shining armor, a flowing blue cloak
billowing from his shoulders. Circan was at his side, holding a
crystal vial of blood in his right hand, muttering a spell under
his breath. 

Rachel rode in the midst of the
column, heart hammering.

She would get Aldane back, or she
would die.

There were no other
options.


Chapter 7 - The
Dragons






Mazael Cravenlock lay asleep and
dreamed:

He stood on a battlefield, Lion in
his hand, dead Malrags strewn at his feet. But some of his own men
lay among them, their armor dented and torn by Malrag spears and
axes. 

Lion burned in his fist, the blade
shining with blue flames.

Mazael turned as the Malrags rushed
him.

He leapt to meet them, Lion in both
hands. A cut took the hand from a Malrag’s arm, and Mazael spun,
ripping open the throat of another. Yet the still they came at him,
swinging black axes and stabbing black spears. Mazael killed Malrag
after Malrag, but more took their places, gray lips pulled back
from yellowed fangs, colorless eyes narrowed in fury.

Mazael killed and killed, Lion’s
blade smoking with Malrag blood, but still the creatures continued
their assault.

A snarl split the air, and a black
shape blurred past Mazael, crashing into the Malrags. Two of the
Malrags fell to the earth with roars of pain, their hamstrings
torn, and Mazael saw the great black wolf, ivory fangs flashing.
The wolf's savage fury drove the Malrags back, and Mazael flung
himself into the fray. Four Malrags fell to Lion in as many
heartbeats, and the black wolf leapt and pounced, fangs and claws
dealing death. 

Soon the remaining Malrags broke
and ran, fleeing to the south. Not east towards the Great
Mountains, not west towards Castle Cravenlock, and not towards Lord
Richard’s castle of Swordgrim in the north.

Always towards the south, towards
the Great Southern Forest.

Why?

Mazael turned, saw the black wolf
staring at him, blue eyes blazing like Lion’s blade. He stepped
towards the wolf, and it slunk back, fangs bared. For a moment he
thought the wolf would flee, or attack him, but it did
not.

It only stared at him, trembling as
if enraged, or terrified. 

But it did not run, and it did not
attack. Still those blue eyes stared at him, full of rage and fear
and...longing?

"Who are you?" said
Mazael.

The wolf snarled.  

"I know you mean me no threat,
whoever you are," said Mazael. "But...you must have some reason for
aiding me against the Malrags. Who are you? What do you wish of
me?"

The wolf growled, snapping in his
direction...






###






"My lord?"

Mazael blinked
awake. 

He lay on one of the benches in
Castle Cravenlock's lofty great hall, gazing up at the vaulted
ceiling. Light from the sunset streamed through the western
windows, filling the hall with bloody light. His shoulders and back
ached - he'd fallen asleep wearing his armor again.

Not that there had been much
opportunity to remove it, lately.

Rufus Highgate stood over him,
concern on his haughty face. Beneath his Cravenlock tabard, the boy
wore a coat of black Malrag mail that hung to his knees. He had
kept his head and killed two Malrags during the skirmish north of
White Rock, and claimed his dead foe's armor as spoils. Mazael let
his men claim weapons and armor from the slain Malrags as trophies.
It helped keep their spirits up, let them boast of their deeds to
their fellows.

Besides, the Malrag armor was very
often better than their own gear anyway.

"My lord, the sentinels have seen
Lord Richard's banners approaching," said Rufus. "You wanted to be
informed at once."

"I did," said Mazael, sitting up.
Around him workmen and servants labored in the great hall, carrying
benches and raising tables. Tonight he would feast Lord Richard and
his vassals, and the Dragonslayer would share his plans.

Tomorrow, they would march to battle
against the Malrags. 

"Go find Sir Hagen," said Mazael.
"Tell him to meet me at the barbican. I'll be along
shortly."

Rufus bowed and ran off, his black
Malrag mail rattling. 

Mazael rubbed his face, his beard
scratching beneath his palms, and let out a long breath.

That damnable dream.

What did it mean? At first Mazael
thought it had been a sending from the Old Demon. But the Old
Demon's dreams had always been visions blood and death and power,
meant to tempt Mazael's Demonsouled nature. Later he wondered if a
different wizard, perhaps one of the Malrag shamans, had sent the
dreams to damage his mind. But Lucan had cast a spell over him,
probing for the presence of magic, and found
nothing. 

Whatever the dreams were, they had
not been sent by the Old Demon or another wizard. 

But what, then? Was it his
Demonsouled essence, trying to take control? Or did it mean nothing
at all? Merely his mind forming symbols as he
slept? 

No. Mazael had seen the wolf with
his own eyes when it saved him from the balekhan in Cravenlock
Town's square. Whatever the black wolf was, it was no
symbol. 

He gave an angry shake of his head.
The frustration must have shown on his face, because the servants
scurried to get out of his way, and he forced himself to calm.
Mazael did not like mysteries, did not like lies. The Old Demon had
tried to turn him into a puppet. Skhath had masqueraded as a human
knight. Morebeth Galbraith had seduced him, hiding her Demonsouled
nature. 

Gods, but he was tired of being
manipulated. 

But he could not solve the mystery
of the black wolf now, and the Lord of Swordgrim had arrived. And
if Mazael was going to defend his lands and his people, he needed
Lord Richard's help. 

He left the great hall to greet the
liege lord of the Grim Marches.
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Lord Richard's vassals, the lords
and knights of the Grim Marches, gathered to feast in the great
hall of Castle Cravenlock.

Mazael knew them all. Many he had
known as a squire, in the years before Lord Adalon banished him
from the Grim Marches. The others he had met after he becoming Lord
of Castle Cravenlock. Many feared him. Even those who did not
believe he had killed Mitor to take the lordship of Castle
Cravenlock. 

But no matter what the lords and
knights of the Grim Marches thought of Mazael, they had one thing
in common. 

They all feared Lord Richard
Mandragon more than they feared Mazael. 

Mazael walked among the lords, his
fellow vassals, greeting them and exchanging polite words. Most of
the lords, like Mazael, wore armor. Many of them, like Rufus, wore
Malrag armor. The Malrags had attacked dozens of castles and towns.
Many of the lords had been victorious. 

Some had not. 

"Lord Robert Highgate," said
Mazael. 

Robert, Lord of Castle Highgate and
Rufus's father, gave him a thin smile. He had the same arrogant
expression as his son, albeit on a face that was twenty-five years
older and considerably fatter. Nevertheless, Robert knew how to
lead men in battle. 

The necklace of Malrag claws hanging
from his belt proved that. Some of the men had taken to wearing
them as trophies.

"Lord Mazael," said Robert. "My leg
has been hurting me, lately."

Mazael snorted. "Then you should
have guarded your left better, my lord." Years ago, he and Robert
had been squires together, and Mazael had broken Robert's leg in a
sparring match. "But we have grimmer things to discuss than the
fights of our boyhood."

Robert's expression sobered. "Aye.
Those damned Malrag devils hit us hard. If Castle Highgate was not
so well fortified, they would have swept us away in hours. Aye,
we're prepared well enough for war with men. But these unnatural
devils? Bah! Give me a man to fight, not some spawn out of the pits
of hell." He looked haunted. There was a hint of uncertainty, even
fear, in his arrogant expression.

"Devils or not," said Mazael, "the
Malrags are still flesh and blood. A sword can kill them. They can
be fought, just as any other foe. And if they can be killed and
fought, they can be defeated. Just like any other foe. Do you think
Lord Richard will let the Malrags roll over the Grim Marches
without offering a fight?"

Robert snorted. "Certainly not. Aye,
we stood against them at Castle Highgate, even if we paid dear for
it. And you, Lord Mazael. We have heard how you harried every
Malrag foolish enough to set foot upon your lands. With Lord
Richard to lead us, and you at his right hand, we will send these
devils scurrying back to their holes!" 

He clasped hands with Mazael, and
moved on. 

Mazael watched him go. Morale, he
realized. That was the key. A lord had to keep his men's spirits
up, to make them believe in victory. And apparently the lords
themselves needed encouragement. 

He turned, and saw a dark figure
leaning against one of the great hall's pillars, watching
him. 

Mazael took a deep
breath. 

Best to get this over with at
once.

He walked to the dark figure and
gave a shallow bow, one suitable for greeting an equal. "Lord
Toraine."

Toraine Mandragon returned an
identical bow, smirking. "Lord Mazael."

Toraine, Lord Richard's eldest son
and Lord of Hanging Tower, looked a great deal like his brother
Lucan. Even the smirk was almost identical. But Toraine was tall
where Lucan was short, and muscular where Lucan was slender. The
Black Dragon, men called Toraine, from the interlocking black
scales covering his armor, taken from a great dragon that Toraine
had slain with his own hand. 

That, and Toraine's utter lack of
mercy. Before Toraine had become its lord, the Hanging Tower had
been known as the Western Tower.

"You've done better than I expected
against the Malrags," said Toraine. "I expected to find Cravenlock
Town in ashes and Castle Cravenlock in ruins. Instead you have
driven the Malrags back and kept your lands secure. Perhaps your
reputation is not so overstated as I believed."

Mazael smiled. "And the tales of
your exploits match perfectly with your reputation, my lord
Toraine."

Toraine lifted an eyebrow.
"Oh?"

"Because the tales say you've
slaughtered every Malrag you've come across," said Mazael. "Perhaps
you confused them with peasants?" 

Toraine's black eyes narrowed. "Lord
Mazael. You are too soft-hearted. War is about killing, in the end.
You kill more of them than they kill of you." He shook his head.
"Even my father does not fully understand that."

"Oh?" said Mazael.

Toraine grinned. "After you killed
Mitor, there were only two members of House Cravenlock left. You
and Rachel Cravenlock. And for some reason, my father chose to
spare both of you. He should have killed you and your sister. Had
he done so, a potential enemy would have been removed, and the
lands of Castle Cravenlock would have passed into my family's
hands." 

"Into your hands, you mean?" said
Mazael, forcing himself to smile. Toraine, he knew, would respond
to weakness the way a wild dog would respond to the smell of blood.
"Lord Toraine of Castle Cravenlock?"

"Why not?" said Toraine. "I see how
you coddle the peasants and the townsfolk, letting them flee into
your lands. They are unnecessary mouths. You should have let the
Malrags slay them, to save yourself the effort of feeding them.
You're weak, Lord Mazael. You aren't strong enough to do what needs
to be done. When I am liege lord of the Grim Marches, I will not
tolerate such weakness in my vassals."

"You aren't liege lord yet," said
Mazael. "Your father is a healthy man, and hopefully the gods shall
grant him many long years."

"We may certainly hope," said
Toraine. "After all, my father has shown you a great deal of mercy.
Though he might change his mind, once he learns how you have been
plotting with Lord Malden against him." 

"Have I?" said Mazael. "Do enlighten
me. I haven't spoken to Lord Malden in over a year. How have I
plotted with him?"

Again that thin smile flashed across
Toraine's face. "By joining your blood to his."

"My sister married Gerald Roland
over a year ago," said Mazael. "Lord Richard has yet to express his
disapproval." 

"Perhaps my father will change his
mind," said Toraine, "once he learns that Lady Rachel has given
birth to a son."

Mazael blinked in surprise. "She
has? The last letter I had from Knightcastle was five months past.
She said she was pregnant, but I've heard no word
since."

"Not surprising," said Toraine. "The
Malrags have been killing anyone they can find. No doubt the
courier bearing the news rode right into a Malrag warband. The
boy's name is Aldane Roland. Which means your nephew is a son of
House Roland, the mortal enemies of the Mandragons. When war
between Mandragon and Roland comes - which it will - with whom
shall you side, Lord Mazael? Hmm? Will you keep your oaths, and
ride with my father? Or will you side your blood, and ride with
Lord Malden against my father?"
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