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Chapter One
 
The old wizard brushed aside the curtains of the entrance and found himself facing a familiar stonework chamber, though a place he had not visited in years. As he entered, he spied three faces beneath the torches hanging from the walls of the round room. These three he also had not visited in some while.
“Thank you for coming, Master Markwood.” The middle-aged speaker’s bronzed chest plate glinted in the firelight as he motioned the wizard forward.
Markwood glanced at the other two. Romule, another wizard from the College of Magic, lounged on a sofa to the left, his girth jiggling beneath violet robes and multiple chins. To the right sat a thin fellow with a thin mustache, Lalo the Finder, who appeared at ease. Perhaps a little too at ease.
Markwood stared directly ahead again, at the man in the heavy wooden seat the size and shape of a throne. “First Councilor Menoch, I did not realize there were others invited.”
The leader of West Ursia glanced from the mage to the two men seated at his sides. “My apologies, Master Markwood, but this is a matter of utmost importance. Master Romule is here in his duties as chief magic adviser to the Council. Sir Lalo ... has ties to the situation.”
Markwood nodded. “Very well, then.” He snapped his fingers and another chair appeared, a simple iron seat cushioned with a silk pillow. The wizard sat, facing the First Councilor.
Romule sneered out of one corner of his mouth. The other corner held a crooked smile.
Markwood ignored the gesture from the other mage. “I am to understand I am here to clarify the situation in Kobalos.”
“Yes.” Menoch held up a flat hand, a sign for Markwood to hold his tongue momentarily. “Also, I am concerned you did not report the identity of this healer when he was present here in Bond.”
“Tendbones,” Lalo added.
“Yes, Randall Tendbones.” The First Councilor nodded his thanks to the Finder, then looked back to Markwood. “You were aware he was a prince of Kobalos. In fact, the last prince of Kobalos.”
Markwood remained silent, his eyes never leaving Menoch’s own.
The First Councilor shifted on his chair, the wizard’s quiet obviously unnerving. “Do you have no response?”
“Randall is no threat,” the mage said. “He seeks a simple life, away from the politics and war and family that torments him.”
“Then why is he returning to Kobalos?” Romule asked. “It would seem to me he would want to stay as far from there as possible, if what you say is true.”
Markwood’s gaze turned the gray of steel as he looked to the other mage. “He did try to stay away from Kobalos. Unfortunately, his father found him anyway. Instead of running further, and putting others at risk, he decided to face Lord Verkain, to deal with whatever the consequences would be.”
“It would seem those consequences are quite substantial,” Menoch spoke.
All eyes turned to the Western personage.
“War is brewing,” the First Councilor continued. “Our intelligence networks have evidence Verkain has made some sort of pact with the Eastern pope, as outlandish as that seems.”
Markwood nodded again. “These are different days than those of the great war, and this is a different pope. I have to assume Joyous III is seeking alliances with whomever will attach themselves to him.”
“An alliance that could lead to another war,” Menoch said. “There have been disturbances in the Prisonlands, exiles with weapons. We believe Verkain is responsible. If the Prisonlands were unstable ...”
“It is,” Romule put in. “My spells have revealed it so. The border wardens are running in circles, like beheaded chickens.”
Markwood grimaced. “The border wardens are doing what they can.”
“This would give Verkain the excuse he needs,” Menoch put in. “No ruler could stand by while anarchy strains the Prisonlands on his borders. He will step in, send his armies south, perhaps entering the fray himself.”
“Yes.” Markwood rubbed at the thick stream of hair hanging from his chin. “Which would give Pope Joyous the right to intercede, also.”
All heads in the room nodded agreement.
“Which would force our hand,” Menoch said. “If Eastern and Kobalan troops invade the Prisonlands, I would have no choice but to send in our own troops.”
Markwood shuddered. “It would be as horrible as the last war.”
Menoch nodded. “Yes. Perhaps worse for us. If the East is allied with Kobalos, the pope will have the magical might he needs to confront us.”
Romule sneered once more. “An alliance of Joyous and Verkain won’t last.”
“It’s not meant to last,” Markwood said. “If the pontiff doesn’t realize this, then he’s a fool. Verkain is loyal to no one but himself.”
A new voice was added to the group. “And there are the spiritual concerns.”
The seated four shifted to stare at the entrance. A middle-aged figure with cropped gray hair stood with the curtain parted around him. His white and yellow robes bellowed out around his short but healthy form.
“Your holiness.” The First Councilor stood and motioned for the Western pope to join them.
Pedrague VI moved into the room with a limping but steady gait, a short cane of red wood enabling him to keep his balance.
Markwood also stood and snapped his fingers once more. A seat nearly the size of that of Menoch’s appeared next to the First Councilor, this seat padded heavily.
“Thank you, Master Markwood,” the pontiff said as crossed the room to the chair. He turned to the man at his side. “First Councilor Menoch, apologies for my tardiness.”
The Western leader waved off the words. No apologies were necessary.
The pope turned his eyes on the rest of the gathering. “It would seem none of you are taking into consideration the religious aspects of this situation.”
All attention was on the speaker.
“Verkain appears to believe himself to be the Dark King of the North,” Pedrague VI said, “the figure prophesied in the Book of Ashal to bring doom and death at the end of days. My guess is Pope Joyous III also believes Verkain is this figure.”
The face of Romule screwed up, partly showing anger and disgust but also curiosity. “But why? Wouldn’t Joyous wish to oppose such a person?”
The pope shook his head. “Not if he believes the days of darkness will also bring about the return of Ashal, which is as the prophecies state.”
“Madness.” Lalo’s lips barely moved. “Religious zealotry taken to extremes. My master will have no part in it.”
Markwood’s eyes shot to the slender figure. “Your master has already played a part.”
Menoch thrust out a hand between the wizard and the Finder. “This is not the time for arguments. We are here to help West Ursia decide a course. I must know what to do, what direction to take our nation if all-out war is looming once more.”
“I suggest you prepare your armies,” Romule said.
“But silently,” Markwood suggested. “West Ursia must not be seen to move too swiftly, or Verkain and Joyous will only speed up their plans.”
Menoch nodded his agreement. “We must not be seen to interfere, not at this early stage. Only when Eastern and Kobalan troops are advancing upon the Prisonlands can we make a move.”
“If it is not too late by then,” Lalo said.
The First Councilor turned to Markwood. “Maslin, you must go to Kobalos.”
“Me?”
“You’ve already traveled to your friends at least twice of which I know,” Menoch said.
Markwood’s heavy gaze glared at Romule again.
“You must tell them what is happening,” Menoch went on. “You must warn the healer and his companions that the game they are playing goes beyond their personal situation. This is a game of life and death, for thousands.”
“For the world,” the pope added.
Markwood stared at the four men, their serious eyes upon him. They sought a reply, an acknowledgment that he would do as they prodded, or that he would refuse.
The old wizard would not refuse. If he did not travel to Randall, then Romule would be called forth, and Markwood feared the bumblings of that greedy mage more than he did the current dangers Randall and Kron Darkbow faced.
Markwood stood. “I will leave within the hour.” He nodded to the First Councilor and to the Western pontiff. Then he turned and exited the room. He had rituals to perform, a spell to send him on his way into the heart of Kobalos.
 
***
 
The sorcerer was giddy as she stared into the small mirror in her hands. A girlish giggle escaped her lips as she jumped up from the moss-covered stone that had been her seat next to a group of horses lashed to a tree.
“Belgad!” she yelled across the campsite.
The muscular bald man in a wolf-skin coat looked up from a circle of men sitting around a cooking fire. Four men in chain shirts and a tall, thin fellow in foppish silks watched as the large man made his way to the woman.
“What have you found, Karitha?” Belgad asked.
“I’ve found her,” the wizard said, holding up the mirror.
The dark eyes above Belgad’s thick, white mustache gazed down at the glass in the woman’s hands. Despite the darkness of the night, he could clearly see an image of a young female riding a horse through thick woods.
“Where is she?”
“Not far,” Karitha said. “A day or two’s ride west of here.”
“Where are the others?”
“She’s not with them. That’s how I found her. She’s not under the protection of Randall’s spells. She’s been riding with another group of men.”
“What do these men look like?” Belgad asked.
“Fighting men in leathers,” Karitha said. “Most carry a sword and bow.”
“Border wardens,” Belgad said.
The tall, thin man stood at the fire and moved to join Belgad and the wizard. “Are we that close to the Prisonlands?”
“We’ve been riding its eastern border for a week,” Belgad explained. “I’m surprised we haven’t run across any wardens before now.”
“Should we go after her?” the tall man asked.
“She is the least of our concerns,” Belgad said. “It’s the other two we want.”
“It’s the other two you want,” Karitha corrected, then nodded at the tall man in silks. “Fortisquo and I have issues to settle with Adara Corvus.”
“Revenge will profit you nothing,” Belgad said.
“Then why don’t we go home?” Fortisquo asked. “Verkain already believes the healer is coming to him, and now you tell us to forget Adara? Have you forgotten Kron Darkbow?”
“He is not a matter of revenge,” Belgad said. “He is a … business reckoning.”
Fortisquo snickered. “Tell that to someone who believes you.”
Belgad’s eyes grew narrow. “Regardless, there’s no reason to go after Adara,”
“She had a hand in my brother’s death,” Karitha said.
“And she caused me a wound.” Fortisquo rubbed a finger across the black felt patch tied over his right eye.
Belgad fumed in silence.
“Darkbow and the healer might be heading to Kobalos,” Fortisquo said, “but Randall isn’t going to turn himself over to his father.”
“Riding up to Verkain’s castle with the healer tied over your horse would appear impressive,” Karitha added.
Belgad turned away from the two to stare into the dark forest outside the light of the camp. “Do we know how many wardens are with her?”
“At least a dozen,” Karitha said, “but we can deal with them.”
“With help from your magic.” Belgad turned to look at the wizard.
Karitha nodded, her long red hair shaking around her violet robes.
“Tomorrow, then,” Belgad said. “We’ll go searching for her in the morning.”
Karitha and Fortisquo grinned at one another.
“Never thought I’d return to the Prisonlands willingly,” Belgad said as he tromped away.
 
***
 
Far to the south behind the two horseback riders loomed the white tops of the mountain range known as the Needles, a river from that direction running to the east of Kron Darkbow and Randall Tendbones. The pair appeared as opposites, Kron in black leathers and carrying a sword and bow on his back, while Randall rode in simple white robes and was armed with only a small blade on his belt. Kron looked ready for war. Randall looked ready for peace, his pale garb revealing his trade as a healer.
Ahead of them lay a land more drab than Kron had experienced. Leafless gray trees dotted the bleak land that supported little other life than pale grass and sporadic dead scrub. The dismal, colorless country spread out before them to the horizon like an enormous cemetery.
Randall was home. After three years of hiding from his father, the prince of Kobalos had returned, but it brought no smile to his features.
“Cheerful country,” Kron said as they trotted alongside the river, breaking the silence that had existed between them for hours.
Randall’s glance at his fellow traveler suggested the young healer had been enjoying the quiet. It had been a week since their reunion after Kron’s escape from a family of cannibals in the Prisonlands and the two had spoken little since. Until that morning they had been traveling with a group of well-armed border wardens, men charged with guarding the Prisonlands, thus they had not had much opportunity to share words. Kron normally was not one much for talk, but after a week of keeping to himself Randall decided he liked the silence. It meant he did not have to think about what lay before him.
But now Kron had spoken, and his two sarcastic words had opened an emotional floodgate for Randall. Yes, the healer knew his nation was not much to look upon, but it was still home.
“Where are the border patrols?” Kron glanced around, bringing Randall out of his thoughts.
“There are none. Who in their right mind wants to enter Kobalos?”
The words made Kron grin, a rare sight Randall had not seen in weeks, since Adara had left them to join the border wardens.
Randall often thought about the sword-fighting woman; the last he had seen of her had been at the wardens’ camp in the southern Prisonlands. She had decided to stay with the wardens instead of riding further with Kron and himself. Darkbow had proven too dark a companion, let alone a potential lover, for the woman. The healer understood. Sometimes Kron’s steely gaze was unnerving, like that of a wolf on the hunt.
Since leaving Adara, Randall had had plenty of time to think about his journey. He was traveling to his homeland, Kobalos, to confront his father. He had hidden from Lord Verkain for three years, but his father had discovered he was hiding in the city of Bond. Randall had fled with Kron and Adara, but Kron had talked him into fleeing no longer. The man in black had strongly suggested Randall needed to face his father. After much talk, Randall had decided Kron was right. He had run, he had hidden and he had been found out. And people had died because of it, including a twelve-year-old boy named Wyck who had been Kron’s friend.
Randall didn’t know what would happen, whether he would be killed or if he could talk sense into his mad father’s mind, but he knew he had to finish what had started three years ago when he had last seen his homeland. He couldn’t hide forever, and he wanted no one else to suffer because of him.
Randall had to face his father. There was no other way around it. If it became a kill-or-be-killed situation, he didn’t know if he could slay his father, but he knew Kron would have no qualms about slaying Lord Kaywan Verkain.
“We’re going to need supplies,” Kron commented as they rode. “I’ve seen no villages. Where can we buy food?”
“You can’t buy anything in Kobalos,” Randall explained. “Lord Verkain owns everything. The only coin legal in the country is what he has in his coffers.”
“Makes for a poor economy.”
“Yes, it does,” Randall agreed. “The only ones who have any coin are the military, and they don’t need it because everything is free for their taking. The rest of the nation struggles with a bartering system.”
“Primitive.”
“It keeps the populace in check,” Randall said. “Without gold or silver, they can’t afford weapons or mercenaries.”
“Sounds as if your father expects a rebellion.”
“My father always expects a rebellion.”
“Should I hunt for our meals?”
Randall shook his head. “We’re too near the Prisonlands for any population, but in another day or two we should run across some serf homes. They will feed us. They’re used to doing what they’re told, and you look too Kobalan not to be a military officer.”
Kron glanced down at his black attire. “I do strike a Kobalan flare, don’t I?”
“But can you pass as Kobalan?” Randall asked. “Do you know the language?”
“I learned several languages in the Prisonlands,” Kron said with a fluent Kobalan brogue.
An unseen crackle in the air, like invisible lightning, sounded in front of them and caused Randall’s horse to stall. Kron looked up and pulled his steed to a stop in time to keep from running over an old man in long robes and a course traveling cloak, the hood pulled up to cover most of his lengthy, gray hair.
“Maslin Markwood.” Randall smiled as he dismounted and approached the old friend.
“Well met, my boy,” the mage said, taking Randall’s hand, shaking it firmly, then grasping the boy at the shoulders for a stout hug.
Kron dropped from his horse and approached, holding the reins of his own steed and taking those of Randall’s.
Markwood turned toward the man in black, hesitated a moment, then put out a hand.
Kron too paused, then shook the hand, with a slight smile.
Markwood returned the grin. “My apologies about that business in the Prisonlands,” he said. “ I don’t know everything that happened there, but I see the young lady is no longer with you.”
Kron and Randall exchanged uneasy glances.
“I saw her last riding with the border patrol in the Lands,” Markwood said.
“You’re aware of what’s going on there?” Randall asked.
“It’s brought me much concern, and has drawn the attention of more than a few of my associates,” the mage said.
Kron raised an eyebrow. “Other wizards?”
“Governments, too,” Markwood said. “The exiles receiving weapons is a serious matter, one that could have worldly consequences.”
“Do you know where the weapons came from?” Kron asked.
“I have suspicions,” Markwood said.
“Who?” Kron asked.
“I believe it is Lord Verkain,” Markwood said.
Randall appeared stunned at the mention of his father.
“He could be using the Prisonlands as a diversion,” Markwood said, “and more than a few of the exiles have been brought into his fold.”
“But why?” Randall asked.
“The prophecy,” Markwood said. “You’re drawing near to him, which is why his war demons have not pestered you in some time. He sees no reason to waste resources when you are coming of your own accord.”
“He’s keeping the wardens and other nations focused on the Prisonlands while he draws together his army,” Kron conjectured.
“Exactly right,” the wizard said. “He already has armies stationed near his capital.”
Randall shook his head. “This can’t be. Not this soon. Kobalos isn’t that big of a country. Even with the East and West preoccupied, he couldn’t raise an army large enough to defeat either of them, let alone both.”
“You yourself have said the man is insane,” Kron said. “He believes in this prophecy of the end of days, and how he’s the Dark King of the North.”
“And the next step for him is to slay you.” Markwood glared at Randall.
“We’re walking into the dragon’s mouth,” Randall said with a blank look.
“Yes, you most certainly are.” Markwood grinned as he gripped the youth by a shoulder. “But that’s why I am here. To stay this time.”
“It’s about time.” Kron smirked. “We could use a solid mage.”
Markwood chuckled. “I’m little more than an old codger.”
“What of other mages watching?” Randall asked. “Will they be of help?
“There are few wizards in Bond with any real combat experience,” Markwood said, “and the political situation is delicate. No, they will only watch, unless the situation turns grim and the Chief Councilor orders them to intervene. I’m afraid I’m the best you’ve got.”
“You will be more than enough,” Kron said.
“I am relatively light and could ride with Randall if he has no qualms about it,” Markwood said, “but I could use a rest after transferring myself here from Bond. Or is it too early to break for food?”
“Quite,” Kron said. “We’ve plenty of daylight left.”
“I don’t think it would hurt to slow down for a while, would it?” Randall asked.
Kron’s look said he disagreed, but he realized the issue was not worth arguing about. He shrugged.
“It’s settled then.” Markwood removed a leather bag with a strap from inside his robes and opened the top flap to reveal a sizable cooked bird wrapped in long, green leaves and numerous bread rolls, steam still rising from them. “From Ezra’s shop in the bazaar,” the old wizard explained with a smile.
“Thank Ashal for decent food,” Randall said, his mouth watering.



 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
That evening the three shared the best meal Randall and Kron had eaten in more than a month. During the night each man took a shift as watchman for their camp. It had been many years since the old wizard had traveled in secret with danger surrounding him, but he took to it like a tried-and-true adventurer. In the morning Markwood even had a breakfast of fried eggs awaiting his companions. From where the wizard had pulled the eggs and an iron skillet was a mystery, but Kron and Randall were not about to balk at such a meal. Markwood also offered to place protective wards over them, saving Randall from expending his own energy for such a spell.
By the time the sun was above the tops of the treeline and the mountains far to the east, they were already on their way north through the gray, desolate land with Markwood and Randall sharing a steed, the old wizard riding behind the younger.
The conversation of the morning quickly turned to their options.
“We could try stealthing our way into Mogus Potere,” Kron suggested. “Surely you know of secret pathways and such, Randall.”
“I do,” the healer said, “but we don’t know for sure if my father will be in the city.”
“I could likely find Verkain and get us to him, but what then?” Markwood said. “He might attack immediately, calling down all his powers and whatever military forces he has available, and that would be the end of that. Either we would enter combat, and likely die, or we would have to flee. Either way, nothing would be accomplished.”
“I could just go to him,” Randall said.
Markwood and Kron glared at the young man.
“It might sound insane,” Randall said, “but he’s not going to have me killed the second I’m found. He’ll want to do it himself.”
“That’s out of the question,” Markwood said. “It would mean your death sentence, and Verkain is powerful enough to keep me at bay, at least for a while. Kron and I would not be able to protect you.”
Randall glanced over his shoulder at the wizard. “If we go skulking around the countryside, sooner or later we’re going to be found any way.”
“That’s true,” Markwood said, “but before we are in front of Verkain, we should have some sort of plan. Randall, we need to know your full intentions.”
“I don’t know.” The healer appeared dejected. “I just want to end all this madness. I’m tired of my life being in jeopardy all the time, and I’m tired of fearing for those around me.”
“Talking to your father will likely not bring about the results you seek,” Markwood said.
“Are we suggesting some sort of parley with Verkain?” Kron looked as if he did not believe what he was hearing.
“Not exactly,” Markwood answered, “or, at least, not unless we can do so from a position of strength.”
“How could we do that?” Randall asked as they continued to ride along. “The rebellion was quashed three years ago.”
“We could try finding any surviving rebels,” Markwood suggested. “They might be able to help us. At the least it could give us a foothold in Kobalos.”
“I wouldn’t know where to begin looking for them,” Randall said.
“Did your brother have a base, a headquarters of sorts, during the revolt?” Kron asked the healer.
“There was an old keep in the Grave Lands,” Randall said. “That’s where we were stationed when my father attacked and killed Corvin.”
“It might be worth a look.” Markwood’s face appeared hopeful.
“How far are we from these Grave Lands?” Kron asked.
“It’s about a day to the northwest,” Randall said.
Kron steered his riding animal to the left. “Then that is where we shall begin.”
 
***
 
Adara knelt, staring at the ground, one hand gripping her steed’s reins while the other hand rubbed across a hump of raised mud.
“Frog!” the woman yelled over her shoulder.
The bald border warden with the shaggy beard came running, halting behind her to stare over her shoulder. “What’ve you found, lass?”
“Someone’s been through here,” she said, “and it’s not been one of us. Looks like soldiers with hobnailed boots and shod horses.”
“How many?”
“Six. Maybe seven.”
“How long ago?”
Adara stuck a finger into a hoof print. “Last hour or two.”
Frog turned and waved the other wardens forward. The ten men in leathers, seeing they were beckoned, rode their horses out of the brush.
“Could the pope’s troops already be here?” Adara asked.
“Not this far in,” Frog said as one of the other men handed him the reins to his horse. “Even if we hadn’t run into them, the Captain would have warned us with the blowing of horns.”
Adara stood, her eyes shifting to watch their surroundings.
Frog climbed aboard his steed. “Most likely some exiles have gotten themselves some boots. We should get back to Captain Weaver. He’ll want to know about this.”
“I’m afraid we can’t allow that,” a voice said.
All heads turned to their left and spotted a tall, lanky fellow stepping out from behind a thick pine. A thin sword rested in his right hand, the blade aimed at Adara.
“Fortisquo!” the woman shouted.
“And friends,” another voice spoke.
The wardens and Adara looked to their right. A gigantic man with a bald head moved from dark shade into the open, four burly men with swords behind him.
“Formation!” Frog yelled.
The wardens began to move their horses, but they suddenly halted, staring at white flecks trickling down from the sky.
“I’ve brought along an old friend of yours, Adara,” Belgad the Liar said as Karitha slipped from a shadow and into view.
“Magic!” Adara yelled to warn her companions.
It was too late. The wardens were unmoving, a slender layer of ice having already formed over them. Frog sat fixed in his saddle, his sword held high but still.
“You bastards!” Adara dropped her horse’s reins and jumped away from the animal, drawing her sword and dagger.
“Fighting will only make this more sporting,” Fortisquo said as he moved toward the woman, his rapier still pointed at her.
“No.” Belgad moved forward, nearly between the two rapirists. “She is not to be killed.”
“She murdered my brother!” Karitha yelled.
“Your brother killed himself!” Adara shot back.
“Because you left him!” from Karitha.
Adara paused, taking breaths slowly. “And whom do you think I left Jarnac for?”
Karitha stared at the woman in silence.
Adara’s sword twisted in her hand to be leveled on Fortisquo.
The wizard turned her rage on the swordsman. “The man was a friend of yours!”
“How was I to know?” Fortisquo said. “Your brother traded women like he was a slave master.”
“But he was in love with her!” Karitha pointed at Adara.
Belgad stepped into the middle of the argument. “This can be settled at a future time. We are here for Adara.”
“She’s to blame for my brother’s death,” Karitha said, then pointed at Fortisquo, “as is he!”
Belgad nodded. “And all of that can be dealt with later. We have what we came for.”
“Who says I’m leaving with you?” Adara took a step back, shifting her weapons to point at the hulking Dartague.
The big man smirked. “Be sensible.”
“If you so much as come near me, I’ll run you through,” Adara said.
Belgad looked to his wizard. “Karitha?”
“Sleep.”
Adara’s weapons slipped from her fingers as her eyes suddenly grew heavy. She stood as if in a daze for a moment, her vision glazed, then her eyes shut and she dropped to the ground.
Belgad stood over the woman. “No harm comes to her,” he ordered. “We turn her over to Verkain. There is potential for profit here.”
No one said a word.
“Do I make myself clear?” Belgad eyed Fortisquo and Karitha.
The swordsman and wizard shot each other dark glances, but they nodded.
“What of the wardens, my lord?” one of Belgad’s men asked.
Belgad glanced at the frozen soldiers. “Leave them. They may thaw eventually. Or not.”



 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
The day was long and cheerless with gray clouds blocking much of the sun. Kron kept his eyes sharp for signs of life in the forbidding land, but all he found were the tracks of a fox and an old wagon trail. For the first time in many years, the well-traveled Kron Darkbow was on unfamiliar ground, and it made him all the more edgy because it was Kobalos, a land known for its harshness in all manners. 
“What are the Grave Lands?” the man in black asked as he rode next to his two companions.
“A battle was fought there long ago,” Randall explained, “and the bodies were left on the field. That’s why it’s called the Grave Lands. After a heavy rain you can still see the bones and armor in the mud.”
Markwood’s eyes scanned the dismal ground around them. “Seems hardly worth fighting for.”
“The coastline has some greenery.” Randall glanced about at what little gray grass could be seen. “It’s even pretty in the summer. And the hills north of here are known to be full of diamonds. It’s how my father keeps his economy going.”
“Allow me a guess,” Kron said, “slave labor.”
Randall nodded with a sorrowful look.
They were quiet again as the sun began to go down, and soon they were setting up camp for the night. Two of the three went to sleep without talking further, the gray land surrounding them seeming to draw the life from them, while Kron took first watch.
In the morning they had a quick breakfast, Markwood providing strips of bacon and hot biscuits with blueberry jam from some hidden source, and they were back on their way.
Within a few hours they came to a series of squat hills that crossed their view from east to the west.
“Inside lies the Grave Lands,” Randall spoke, the first words shared between the three since the day before.
With Kron motioning for them to continue, they rode into the hills following an ancient trail.
By noon they found themselves staring from on high into a dark valley below, a region even more desolate than that through which they had been riding. A dull mist hung over the vale though there were no obvious signs for a source of the moisture.
“The Grave Lands,” Randall said, pointing down.
Soon they were trotting along a dry ravine that ran from the short hills into the dank valley. Their line of sight quickly became limited by the fog, offering only a shallow view around their immediate vicinity.
Still, they worked through the dead trees and odd, man-sized stones that stuck out of the earth every so often. Kron kept a solid watch on the ground for tracks, and he saw many, but they were old. He also noted a number of broken and cracked bones poking out of the gray soil as well as the occasional rusted plate or blade.
They had been parading through the mist for some time when Maslin tapped Randall on the shoulder. “We are being watched.”
Kron yanked on his horse’s reins, bringing the animal to a halt while he stood in the stirrups and scanned their limited view.
Randall also pulled his animal to a stop, then twisted in his saddle to eye the mage behind him. “What makes you say that?”
“Magic knows magic,” the old wizard replied. “You would have detected it yourself if you had been looking.”
“Do you know from which direction?” Kron asked.
Markwood pointed directly ahead.
“Do you know who or what?” from Kron.
The wizard shook his head, then pushed himself off the back of Randall’s horse. “I suggest we walk from here, to be ready for battle.”
Kron traded a glance with Randall, then both men climbed out of their saddles. Kron made sure to hand his bridle strap to the healer, knowing Randall was no natural fighter and safest out of any confrontation. The youth took the reins and tied them to his own animal.
The dark warrior drew his sword and stared at Markwood as if expecting further direction from the mage.
“I only know it’s ahead of us,” the wizard said.
“It’s hard to tell in this haze, but I believe the keep lies that direction.” Randall  motioned a hand the way they were heading.
Within a few minutes the healer was proven correct. The lone remaining tower of the squat stone building loomed over them suddenly out of the fog. There had been another tower once, but it had crumbled with time and its remains sat like a stone dwarf at the base of the structure’s eastern wall. A lowered iron portcullis partially blocked the keep’s main entrance, but much of it was rusted and a portion was bent back as if by a mighty force long ago.
Kron’s eyes darted around the place. “Could what you sensed be coming from here?” he asked Markwood.
The wizard nodded. “This is most definitely the place.”
Kron extended a flat hand toward the other two, a sign to stay where they were, while he cautiously moved ahead with his sword leading the way. Within seconds the man in black disappeared into the fog around a corner of the ancient keep’s dark outer walls.
“He enjoys this, doesn’t he?” Markwood whispered.
Randall smirked. “Loves it.”
A few minutes later Kron slunk from around the other side of the building. His sword was now sheathed, but his bow had been drawn and an arrow strung.
“I heard something,” Darkbow said as he approached the wizard and healer. “A rumbling beneath my feet.”
“That’s not good,” Markwood said.
Kron’s head spun toward the old mage. He was about to ask a question when he felt a tugging at his left boot.
The man in black looked down.
A skeletal hand reached up from a crack in the hard dirt, clutching at Kron’s leg. The archer jumped away, but the bones continued to flail.
Then all three men heard a faint groaning beneath the dirt and their legs began to shake along with the ground.
“On the horses!” Kron slipped away his weapons while hustling toward his steed.
Randall asked no questions and turned to pull himself into his saddle. The animal whinnied and shied away, nearly dragging the healer along before he let go of the reins. Then Randall spotted what had spooked the beast.
Through the dull haze that filled the Grave Lands, a line of skeletons in rusted armor and carrying black weapons marched upon them.
Randall almost screamed. Then he remembered his old friend next to him and turned in Markwood’s direction.
The ground erupted at the mage’s feet, skeletons clad in dry and decaying flesh tearing up from below to reach for the wizard. Markwood stood with his eyes closed and his hands clasped in front of him as if in prayer. His lips moved silently, chanting.
Kron erupted as well, swinging his sword from side to side and chopping into hollow skulls with all his might. A good number of the slow-moving bone figures fell apart or were hacked aside, but more and more continued to pour in from the surrounding fog.
Claw-like fingers reached for the three as the mass of skeletons closed in on them. Kron continued to swing his sword, taking out one or two of their dead foes at a time, while Randall could do no more than lean back against his horse with an ever-growing look of terror on his face; the healer would have helped, would have come to Kron’s aid, but he believed his little short sword would be of no service and most of his magical abilities could in no way harm the walking dead as far as he knew.
A bright light sprang forth from the center of the three men, driving back the fog and bringing the dead soldiers to a halt wherever they stood or crawled.
Kron and Randall turned to see the illumination flowing from one of Markwood’s outstretched hands, a tiny yellow flame in the wizard’s palm sending forth the great luminescence.
“Get on your horses,” Markwood said barely above a whisper.
Kron climbed aboard his animal, then saw Randall had not moved.
“You’re coming with us,” the healer said to his old friend.
“Get on your horse, lad,” Markwood said. “This light will not last forever.”
Randall lifted the leather straps of his animal but showed no sign of climbing onto the beast. “We can’t leave you here.”
“If I move, the flame will go out,” Markwood said. “Ride on and I will deal with these devils.”
Randall couldn’t do it. He had only recently lost one friend, Adara Corvus, and he had just become reacquainted with Markwood. He wasn’t about to allow another friendship to slip away. Maslin meant too much to him to allow the wizard to go down fighting things that weren’t even alive, that served no purpose other than to kill.
“Do it!” Markwood yelled.
Randall let his horse’s reins fall from his hands.
Kron dropped out of his saddle, and with sword still in hand he took a stand next to the young healer. “We go down fighting.”
Markwood did not appear happy.
“Close your eyes,” the wizard ordered as the ranks of the dead swayed on boney legs.
Kron and Randall did as they were told.
Markwood jabbed a hand at the gray sky, flinging the tiny flame to soar overhead.
The spark shot upward, then exploded high over their heads, spreading forth golden arms that slowly began to curve back to the ground.
The dead things around them continued to stand unmoving with several skulls hissing screeches in the remains of their throats. Seconds later, as the embers from the flame lazily drifted nearer the ground, the foggy mist began to dissipate as if burnt away.
 Still, the skeletons did not move, and Kron and Randall were beginning to believe their situation might be taking a turn for the better.
Those thoughts vanished as a familiar booming noise filled the air atop the keep’s remaining tower. The monstrous black form of a war demon perched on the tower’s crenellation, a gigantic sword gripped in the creature’s metallic claws.
The monster tossed back its helmeted head and roared, shaking the ground further.
Kron slipped his sword into its sheath on his back and again took forth his bow and an arrow.
Randall whispered several words of magical protection, casting shielding spells over himself and his companions.
Markwood opened his eyes. He glared at the metal-plated form of the demon and pointed a crooked finger at it. “You should know better than to face me!” the old mage shouted. “I have already dealt with one of your kind!”
The demon roared again and shook itself, its black armor rattling.
At that the glow from Markwood’s flame spell started to die and the skeletal warriors began their advance anew.
Kron launched an arrow into the nearest skeleton’s head, shattering the skull and dropping the dead thing.
Randall lashed out with his sword and managed to slice away an arm of dried flesh, but his foe did not feel pain and its remaining arm raised a long, rusting ax over its head. The healer took the blow on a shoulder, but his protection spell held true and the ax glanced away without bringing harm.
“Old man, we could use your aid!” Kron launched another arrow into a skull, busting it apart and sending down another skeleton before he let his bow fall to withdraw his heavy sword once more.
The mage paid no attention to the straits of his companions, but continued to aim a finger at the dark form of the monster above.
The war demon launched itself from the keep, its great black wings spreading out and catching the wind to allow the monster to drift nearer the ground.
“Now I have you.” Markwood changed his pointing hand into a tight fist.
A look of surprise dawned on the demon’s face as its wings buckled and retracted. The monster was no longer gliding but plummeting. It crashed to the ground with another roar and a disruption of dirt, spraying nearby skeletons with soil.
Kron and Randall were busy waving their swords frantically from side to side. Fortunately for them their opponents were slow on the attack and made for easy targets. But the skeletons’ strength was in their numbers, and more and more continued to pull themselves from the ground, clawing or limping their way toward the three men.
“Maslin!” Randall yelled as he was grabbed by cold fingers from two sides, a duo of the walking dead grasping him and wrapping their arms around him. The undead teeth chattered, snapping for the healer’s throat.
Kron spun toward Randall but saw there were too many of the dead things between himself and the healer. Screaming at the futility of saving his friend, Kron chopped his heavy blade through a rib cage, turning another beast into a pile of bones
“Enough!” Markwood pulled his fist in to his chest while raising his other hand to the sky. Another miniature flame rocketed from his extended arm and burst above the melee, glowing sparks of yellow falling around them to the ground.
This time the affect of the wizard’s spell was more lethal to their skeletal foes. One by one the dead things collapsed, their bones rattling apart to cover the earth and dead grass of the valley.
Now the three turned their attention on the war demon. The creature was kneeling near the keep’s remains, its wings pulled in tight behind it and its arms hugging its body as if it were bound by an invisible chain. The monster did not move other than a shivering of its body, and it glared with scarlet glowing eyes at the wizard who had seized it.
“Now we see who we have.” The old wizard approached the demon, stopping just out of its reach. “Who are you?” Markwood asked as Randall and Kron stared over his shoulders at the monster.
“Why should I answer to you?” the thing hissed.
Markwood jerked his fist to one side. The demon’s upper body was tugged by an invisible force that apparently caused it anguish as its teeth ground together and its face appeared strained.
“I do not enjoy spreading pain,” Markwood told the demon, “but you are a creature of hell. I have no qualms about causing you to suffer the same as you have done to others.”
The wizard lowered his hand then but kept it balled into a fist. The demon’s body went straight again as if a giant rope tugging on it had been released.
“What is your name?” Markwood asked.
“I am called Ybalik,” the monster said with gritted teeth and glowering eyes.
“You are the general of Verkain’s war demons?” Randall said.
The creature nodded.
“Verkain called off the search for his son,” Markwood said. “Why are you here?”
The demon hesitated to answer, as if fearing to give a response, but its black lips began moving again as soon as the wizard raised his fist. “I am here of my own accord. The sooner Prince Kerwin is returned to his father, the sooner I am released from Lord Verkain’s service.”
“Rather irresponsible of you to attack on your own,” Markwood said. “I suppose Lord Verkain will not be pleased once he discovers your impudence.”
The demon stared with hate.
“Can he tell us about any surviving rebels?” Kron asked.
Markwood looked to Ybalik, his gaze seeking an answer.
“Why should I provide my enemy information?” the demon asked.
“Because if you do not, I will twist my hand further and disembowel you where you kneel,” Markwood stated without malice. “And I would think such a procedure would be quite painful, especially for a creature that cannot die.”
Ybalik’s response was a low growl.
The old wizard tightened his fist and turned the hand outward.
The war demon screamed and arched its back. White smoke rose from its armor.
After a few seconds, Markwood turned his hand palm down again and the demon hunched forward as if weakened, its bulky head hanging before its chest.
“The rebels,” Markwood said. “Speak or know anguish.”
Ybalik’s snarling face slowly raised to glare at the wizard. “A few escaped to Dartague or Jorsica, but most were hunted down and slain.”
“What of Verkain?” Kron asked. “Where is he?”
Ybalik spat blood into the dust before him and gritted his teeth all the harder as if trying to break the invisible bonds placed upon him. Still, the monster gave an answer. “He is in his keep in Mogus Potere. He awaits the prince.”
“Very well, Lord Ybalik,” Markwood said, “you have been helpful to my companions and myself, thus I release you from your ensorcellment.”
The old wizard opened his hand.
“Are you insane?” Kron shouted at the mage.
The demon’s fangs showed in its evil smile as it stretched its mighty wings and heavy arms.
Markwood snapped his fingers and a sudden look of confusion came over the monster’s face.
“What have you done?” Ybalik asked. “I cannot see. I cannot see!”
“And you will not until you return to your home.” The mage snapped his fingers again.
There was a disruption of dark green smoke at the demon’s feet, and the creature began to howl as the smoke began to work ups its body like a climbing snake.
“I order you to hell.” Markwood pointed a finger at Ybalik.
The demon continued to scream as it shook its head, wings and arms from side to side. Then another unseen explosion boomed and the monster vanished along with the smoke.



 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
Beneath the heavy limbs of trees, Belgad marched away from the others and approached Adara, a pewter plate in his hands.
“How gracious.” She reached out with her tied wrists to grasp the offering.
Belgad knelt next to the woman sitting on the ground and tugged at the cords around her ankles.
“Think I’m going somewhere?” she asked before stuffing a small biscuit into her mouth.
“Taking precautions.” He sat next to her.
Adara spat, sending the chunk of biscuit flying back toward the others. “Tell Karitha she can’t cook.”
“My apologies for the lack of service.”
Adara darted a look at the man. “Don’t.”
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t treat me with sympathy. I know what you’re planning.”
“What am I planning?” he asked.
“You’re being kind to me in hopes I will talk.”
Belgad glanced back at the others, watched his soldiers help Fortisquo and Karitha clean up camp, then turned back to Adara. “I have to keep my wits about me or Fortisquo and the wizard will flay you alive.”
“You’re such a noble character.”
Belgad grinned. “I am a knight of the Western Church.”
“A lot of good that does the church,” Adara said. “In the East—”
“The Eastern Church had its chance with me,” Belgad said. “They could have strung me up. Instead, they tossed me into the Prisonlands.”
“You were an exile?”
“If I were thirty, maybe twenty years younger, I would have killed those wardens the other day,” Belgad said, “but as is, they likely thawed in a few hours, none the worse for wear.”
“Your generosity amazes me,” Adara said, the sarcasm strong in her voice.
Belgad chuckled. “My reputation goes before me like a dog on the hunt, but I am not the man I once was.”
“You just want me to tell you where Randall and Kron are.”
“No,” Belgad said with a shake of his head. “Outside of turning you over to Fortisquo for torture, I don’t think you would tell me. I have other uses for you.”
Adara stared at him in silence.
“Randall likely won’t hand himself over to his father,” Belgad said, “at least not without a fight from Darkbow.”
“I’m to be bait.” Adara’s eyes grew wide from the knowledge.
“Verkain will use you to lure his son to him. Darkbow will follow like the protective hound he is, and then I will have them both.”
“Why do you want Randall?” Adara asked. “He’s never hurt anyone!”
“He’s merely a bargaining tool. There are no formal ties between West Ursia and Kobalos. I seek trading privileges.”
“Have you been to Kobalos?” Adara asked. “I passed through it once years ago. There’s nothing there but soldiers and slaves!”
“There are diamonds,” Belgad said, “and while slavery is illegal in the West, there is a healthy trade in the East and south. A trade alliance with Verkain could profit me much.”
“And here I thought you traveled all this way from Bond just to kill Kron.”
Belgad nodded. “I did. The trading rights are extra incentive. Otherwise I would have turned home after we lost you north of Wester’s Edge.”
Adara dropped the pewter plate she had been holding and stared at it as if it told her future.
“I won’t allow Fortisquo or Karitha to harm you,” Belgad said.
“A lot of good that will do me since you’re giving me to Verkain.”
“He will use you to capture Randall, then he will let you go.”
“You think so? I don’t.”
Belgad stood. “Regardless, your fate lies in Mogus Potere. If you continue to behave, I might put in a word with Verkain, to save you.”
“For what?” Adara asked. “To be your slave.”
“I don’t own slaves,” Belgad said. “It’s disgusting, owning another.”
Adara shook her head. “You don’t see what’s going on around you, do you?”
Belgad stared at her.
“Exiles were given weapons! Don’t you know from those weapons they came?”
The barbarian shook his head.
“It had to be Verkain or the East,” Adara said. “Either way, it spells troubled times ahead. This is bigger than me and you and Kron and Randall. Something is going on in Mogus Potere. Haven’t you asked yourself why Verkain wants to kill his own son?”
“There was a rebellion a few years ago,” Belgad said. “Randall took part in it against his father.”
“You simple, narrow-minded man.”
Belgad snarled.
“Verkain is insane. He thinks it’s the end of the world,” she said. “He believes by killing Randall he fulfills Ashal’s prophecy of the end of times. He thinks he’s the Dark King of the North, come to bring suffering to the world”
Belgad blinked.
“Are you starting to understand?” Adara asked. “Killing Randall is just the beginning. With the Prisonlands in revolt, the Eastern pontiff has an excuse to invade, which will only draw in the West.”
“It would be the last war all over again.”
“That’s right,” Adara said. “The pope’s mighty army against the West’s magic. I don’t know what Verkain has planned, but I can guess.”
“He will sweep in after a few years, after both nations have been weakened to the point of instability,” Belgad said. “It’s what I would do.”
“You shouldn’t be fighting against Kron and Randall,” Adara said. “You should be helping them. Even if Verkain fails, the death and destruction he will unleash will —”
“It will bring chaos unimagined,” Belgad interrupted. “It will be the end of times, or as bad as. In my own people’s stories, the king from the north will be triumphant.”
“The Eastern Church teaches otherwise,” Adara said, “but I don’t know. We’ve both seen Verkain’s war demons, and we both know how touch and go the political situation has been between the East and West these sixty years. It’s kindling, ready to burn and spread like a wildfire.”
Belgad shook his head. “All of this is speculation, difficult to believe.”
“Verkain is crazy,” Adara said, “but you can help stop him.”
“You have no evidence of any of this.”
“I have Randall’s word,” the woman said. “I spent more than a month on the road with him. I’ve heard his story.”
Belgad’s eyes turned to slits. “You are very clever, trying to talk me into helping you.”
Adara kicked at the dirt with her tied feet. “Damn it! Listen to me!”
Belgad laughed and motioned for two of his soldiers to approach.
“Gag this one,” he ordered, pointing at Adara. “She has a slippery tongue.”
 
***
 
Markwood’s eyes drooped as he swayed on his feet.
“Maslin?” Randall asked, concern on his face.
The wizard crumpled, a quick hand from Kron keeping him from falling into the gray dust at their feet.
“Blanket.” Darkbow nodded toward his horse.
Randall retrieved a course blanket from Kron’s saddle bags and stretched the cloth on the ground.
Kron eased the wizard down onto the makeshift cot.
The young healer knelt next to his friend. “He needs rest. Powerful magic is the most sapping. I should not have put him in such a situation.”
“You didn’t put me into any situation.” Markwood’s eyes opened and he stared up at the two men over him.
Randall smiled. “Thank Ashal.”
Even Kron allowed a slight grin.
“I’ll be fine once I rest,” Markwood said.
“You should be home at the university, not gallivanting around Kobalos fighting demons,” Randall said.
“Can you heal him?” Kron asked Randall.
Markwood answered. “That would only weaken him, leaving Randall in my condition. I’m not in any danger, simply exhausted.”
“You’re no longer young,” Randall pointed out to his friend.
“I’m a wizard,” Markwood said with fire in his weak voice. “My body is used to this. I didn’t get to eighty years of age without a strong constitution.”
Kron glanced around as if to be sure their foes had been vanquished. His eyes lingered over piles of bones and armor. “We can’t stay here. I know enough about magic to realize Markwood’s spells might draw attention.”
“Verkain will have noticed,” the wizard said, closing his eyes again.
“Do you know anywhere safe?” Kron asked Randall.
“Piker’s Bay is a couple days away.” The healer gazed down at his drained friend.
“What is it?” Kron asked.
“A small coastal town to the northwest. There’s an inn, but there’s also a troop regiment stationed there.”
“That won’t do. What about peasant farms, maybe with a barn?”
“There won’t be any here near the Grave Lands,” Randall said.
Kron sighed. “We’ll have to do the best we can. We’ll move a few miles and set up camp. With a night’s rest, maybe Markwood will be in better condition to travel.”
Both men leaned over to hoist the wizard from the ground.
The old man did not fight them.



 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
Kron lay on the dirt floor of the barn with his head against a saddle. He slept.
Markwood also reposed, he on a bed of old, soiled hay covered with a horse blanket.
Randall sat on a creaking wood crate in the open door of the barn made of stones. He stared at his two friends while the morning sun beat at his back, warming his white cloak and the skin beneath.
They had ridden north most of the night, Kron leading them out of the Grave Lands and into dull farmland that seemed ill suited for growing crops. Still, they had found several farm houses and barns, with Kron finally settling on the stone barn because it appeared to be on land that had been fallow for some time.
Randall supposed that was his father’s doing. If a farmer had a bad season, or became ill and could not work, then the farmer and his family could expect a short life. From Verkain’s perspective, there were always more serfs or slaves available to till the land and plant the seed.
The healer shivered, thinking about his father. Verkain was why Randall had fled Kobalos, and now Verkain was the reason he had returned.
A whistling noise from outside drew Randall’s attention, but it was only an owl hooting in a near gray tree, the bird probably upset because three men had overtaken its home.
The young man turned to look back at the sleeping Markwood.
The ride through the night had given Randall plenty of time to think. Traveling with Kron and Adara, Randall had not known what he would do when he arrived in Kobalos. But now that he was here, and after what had happened in the Grave Lands, Randall knew what had to be done.
He had to go to his father. He had to go alone.
He would probably die, but he was tired of hiding. It would be better to finish with this business, to find whatever afterlife would come to him, than to spend the rest of his years moving from town to town with fear gnawing at his mind. There were also others to consider. Markwood had weakened himself by fighting the demon, and others had been hurt, even killed, because of their relation to Randall.
The healer couldn’t cope with it any more. It was time to finish the deathly game he had started three years earlier when he had watched his brother Corvin massacred by his father and the last of the Kobalan rebellion wiped out.
The healer stood, still shivering. Fear gripped the young man.
His father would kill him, but Randall would not deny Verkain one last chance at redemption. The man was the only blood he had. Whatever madness Verkain had committed, and there had been many atrocities, Randall wanted to give his father one last chance.
The healer wrapped his arms around himself and gritted his teeth. “Get a hold of yourself.”
He closed his eyes, then slowly opened them, still focused on Markwood.
Yes, Randall would have to leave Maslin and Kron behind. It was too dangerous for them to come with him. They would follow, he was sure, but he had ways to slow their progress. Even healers could use other forms of magic.
Randall shifted his attention to Kron and slowly, silently moved to stand near the man. Waving a hand over the sleeping warrior, Randall muttered ancient words to ensure the man would remain asleep for some time.
The young man gave one last sorrowful look to his wizard friend, then moved to the two horses tied together in the back of the barn.
Within minutes Randall had saddled his steed and tossed a sack of food onto the back of the beast. Once outside he glanced around in the morning light, making sure there were no farmers with watchful eyes, then he trotted his animal away from the barn. Soon he was on a dirt road heading northwest.
Randall raised his left hand and stared at the gold ring he wore there. He hated the ring. It had killed before. Now he would have to use it again. The healer only hoped it would not bring more death.
 
***
 
“He’s gone.”
The old wizard awoke at the words. He sat up shaking his head and rubbing his eyes. “What are you talking about?”
“Randall is gone,” Kron said, kneeling next to the mage. “He took his horse. The tracks lead away from the barn.”
By the angle of the sun’s light shining through the barn’s open wood door, Markwood could tell it was late in the day, only a few hours until nightfall.
“How long ago?” the wizard asked.
“This morning. At least ten hours ago.”
Markwood smacked his knee with a hand.
“You need more rest,” Kron said.
“Just let me sit for a moment to clear my head. I’ve had more sleep than I expected. I’m still weak, but not too weak to go after the boy.”
“You think he left of his own accord?”
“Of course I do,” Markwood said. “I’ve been half expecting this. It’s one of the reasons I’ve been traveling with you. He’ll try going to his father on his own. I should have known he would wait until I had been casting and was weakened.”
“I should have heard him,” Kron admonished himself. “I should have woken instead of sleeping all day.”
“Don’t blame yourself.” Markwood slowly pushed himself to standing. “Putting someone to sleep is one of the first skills a healer learns.”
“I’ve studied ways to overcome some magics,” Kron said with a scowl. “Awareness and preparedness stop most illusions and personal spells.”
“But you never thought Randall would cast on you.” The wizard saw their remaining horse was saddled and their meager gear stowed on the animal. “You weren’t prepared for him. That’s why his spell worked on you.”
“Can you find him?” Kron asked.
Markwood shook his head. “Randall will have covered his trail with protective wards. If I were in my private sanctum at the university, it would be a simple task, but not here.”
Kron headed toward their riding beasts. “I’ll find him,”
“You’re not going alone,” the old wizard said.
“Are you sure you are up to this?” Kron asked. “No offense is meant, but I can travel faster alone.”
“Whatever physical trail he may leave,” Markwood said, “eventually he will use magic to cover his path. You will need me then.”
 
***
 
It was nearly night when Randall found himself atop a hill overlooking the town of Piker’s Bay.
The healer’s eyes followed the dusty road that ran east to west on the southern side of the town at the bottom of the hill. A small stone keep rested next to the road and a swampy pond. Below the castle was a leaning barn, rows of ugly corn and a footpath that meandered downhill to the village proper. Piker’s Bay was little more than two dozen wooden structures with slate roofs, though a few stone buildings dotted the scenery. Beyond the village, further north, was the port itself which opened into the dark blues of the Northern Sea stretching to the horizon. Ships and boats of all sizes bobbed up and down in the harbor along a wooden quay.
“This is as far as you go, my friend,” Randall said, leaning forward to rub a hand along the neck of his horse.
With a last look at the town below, he slipped out of the saddle and dropped to the ground. The next few minutes were spent unloading saddle bags, unbuckling gear and removing all tack and harness from his animal.
Once the horse was free of its accouterments, Randall slapped the animal on its rear and watched it canter away into the growing darkness. “You’ll be safer in the wilds than where I’m going.”
As soon as the horse was out of sight, Randall picked up his saddle bags and tossed them over a shoulder. He didn’t think he would need what little he had left in the bags, but thought it best to take it with him and not leave for Kron and Maslin to discover.
He turned back the way he had come and waved a hand over the ground, his horse’s prints in the dirt and grass disappearing.
As the last of the sun’s rays hid behind distant mountains far to the west, the healer began striding toward Piker’s Bay. The moon lighting his way, he walked down the hill to the dusty road and followed it to the keep.
He paused at the iron door that gave entrance to the small castle on the edge of the village. Several black-garbed soldiers played a game of bones at a far corner of the building beneath a lantern hanging atop an iron pole.
A few of the men glanced in Randall’s direction but none came forward.
The healer looked into the village proper, noticing there were few people on the streets and those that were kept their heads down and shuffled along without a glance or a word. Randall recognized his homeland more than ever in those grim, hardened faces.
The creaking of the iron door behind him was followed by a gruff voice. “What do you want?”
Randall spun on his feet to face a monster of a man in black plate, a gigantic helm shaped like the head of an eagle covering his features. On the man’s back was a two-headed ax, its blades glistening beneath the light of the torches from inside the keep.
Randall dropped his bags at his feet and glanced at the guards playing dice. “I wanted to apologize.”
The big man took a step back, as if sensing danger from the small man in white robes.
“I wanted to apologize for what I am about to do,” Randall said, lifting his ring hand to his chest and making a fist. “I do not wish to harm anyone, but my ring needs the power of others, and I could not harm my friends.”
The big man grabbed at his ax over his shoulder, slinging it around in a two-handed grip.
The swift movement drew the attention of the dice players. They abandoned their game and stood, one by one, four men in all, and unsheathed swords from their hips.
“You had better talk fast if you want to keep your head, little man,” the big fellow with the ax said.
“Goodbye.” Randall gripped his hand tighter.
An explosion of noise rocked the air, sending the warriors in black reeling. Several of them fell to their knees, a couple clutched their chests. All but one then fainted, passing out on the road and falling into the dirt.
The last soldier standing was the big man with the ax. He stood dazed in the open doorway to the keep, his overly large weapon barely hanging from one hand. Before him, Randall Tendbones stood no more. It was as if the small man in white had never been there.



 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
Randall stood in the middle of his father’s throne room.
Finding himself alone, the young man stared about the chamber that had been familiar to him during his childhood. The room looked the same, humongous, and longer than it was wide. He smiled, remembering how as a boy he believed a thousand soldiers could fit into the room; now, seeing the place with the eyes of a man, he realized he could have doubled that number and been right. He glanced down at the floor of polished black marble, pale sapphire veins running through the stone, and saw himself as if staring into a mirror. Broad columns of similar stone lined the sides of the chamber, tall but narrow windows between the columns allowing the moon’s pale shimmer on the floor. Randall looked up and noted the black iron candelabras hanging on long chains, the flames full and fluttering.
His eyes followed a dark indigo carpet that ran the length of the room. It started at a pair of enormous iron doors and stretched across the expanse to end at three white steps. Atop the short stairs stood a massive throne of dull, black rock, the seat large enough to hold a giant of a man.
Randall had never thought he would be happy to see home again, but a part of him was glad. As awful as his upbringing had been, this was still Kobalos and he was still a prince of the land. It felt as if he belonged.
“I see you finally arrived,” an eerily familiar voice spoke from the air.
Randall spun on his feet, staring about, looking into dark corners.
“The ring brought you, of course,” the voice said.
Randall faced the throne. “We need to talk, father.”
“No,” the voice of Verkain said. “You have given yourself to me as a lamb to a wolf. The lamb may bleat, but it’s cries go unheeded.”
Randall held up his ring hand. “I am still a member of the royal family. I claim rights of address.”
A snicker sounded throughout the chamber.
“This is not some petty kingdom, my son. This is Kobalos, and the law is what I will it. You have no rights except those I allow.”
“I do not wish to fight you, father.” Randall glanced around again but saw nothing.
“Then do not fight,” Verkain said. “It will be easier that way.”
The rushing sound of wings brought Randall’s head up. Above him, lunging from the shadows, were three of Verkain’s war demons. The creatures swooped down with claws reaching.
Randall held his ring hand higher. “Be gone!”
Two of the monsters vanished in a puffing of black smoke. The last of the three continued to fall, but no longer in control of its decent. The thing clutched at its chest with fists, then slammed into the marble floor with a harsh crunching noise, pieces of its black armor skittering away across the slick floor. A bent arm reached up from the crumpled mass of broken creature, but the limb fell almost as quickly. Flames of green sprang up from inside the monster’s helmet, followed by a horrendous shriek.
Randall took several steps back, watching with unblinking fright the black thing that burned away with screams of torture.
It took a long minute, but eventually the demon was quiet and no longer moved.
“Did you believe I would allow you a weapon that could defeat me?” Verkain’s voice was directly behind.
The healer spun.
It was too late. A thunk from an iron mace cracked the youth across the forehead, sending Randall to his knees.
“You aren’t even aware of your own strength.” Verkain’s shadow fell over his son.
Blood trickling down his face, Randall looked up with dazed, questioning eyes.
The mace came down again, and the healer knew pain and darkness.
 
***
 
“His tracks end.” Kron knelt to stare at the grassy ground where the hoof prints of Randall’s horse disappeared. “It’s as if his animal flew away.”
“That’s why you needed me,” Markwood said from atop Kron’s steed. “I can still follow his trail.”
The man in black stood on the hill and watched the sun begin its slow climb in the morning sky. “He must have gone down to the village,” he said, pointing below them at the town at the bottom of the hill. “He called it Piker’s Bay.”
“His journey did not end there.”
“Where is he going?” Kron asked.
“To Mogus Potere. He’s going to his father.”
Kron cursed.
“Exactly,” Markwood said.
“I’m not familiar with these lands.” Kron climbed aboard his steed in front of the mage. “How far are we from the city?”
Markwood pointed to the east, then north. “About three days. I could get us there in an instant, but — ”
“You would be drained.”
“My apologies,” the wizard said.
“I’ll need you if we face Verkain,” Kron said, “so we can’t have you using heavy magics. We’ll have to ride.”
“I only hope we can arrive in time to help poor Randall.”
“Can’t you call upon other wizards?” Kron asked.
“The distance is too great,” Markwood said. “It too would sap my strength.”
Kron cursed again and spurred his animal away from Piker’s Bay.
 
***
 
Consciousness sprang upon Randall with pain shooting through his body and a scream from his throat.
He opened his eyes and found himself stretched face down on a table of oily, hard wood. A muddy floor of rock a couple of feet away greeted his face. He tried to move, but found his ankles and wrists bound by leather thongs.
The only light was a flickering on the wall, as if from a torch behind him. The healer guessed he was somewhere far underground in one of his father’s many dungeons.
“I see you have come around,” Verkain’s voice said.
Randall tried to twist his head to see his father, but an iron brace looped around his neck would not allow it.
A shuffling of leather on stone was followed by a dark figure appearing on Randall’s left at the edge of his vision. Right away Randall could tell this wasn’t his father; the person was too wide and smelled of horse manure and ale.
“Looks as if he’s been eating well since last we saw him, my lord,” the burly figure said with a chuckle. Randall recognized the voice as that of Captain Lendo, the chief of his father’s personal guard.
“The fool was still carrying his ring,” Verkain said.
Randall gripped his left hand into a fist and no longer felt his gold band. For that matter, the healer realized he was wearing nothing. He was nude and at the mercy of his father and Lendo.
“The ring is nothing,” Verkain said. “It didn’t bring him to me. The only magic in the ring is a tracing hex.”
Lendo chuckled.
“I’ve known where you have been the entire time,” Verkain said.
A rare rage suddenly spread through Randall. He squirmed, tugging at the leather bindings.
“This one thinks he can escape, my lord.” Lendo laughed again.
Randall ceased his struggles. The wind had been taken out of him for his struggles.
“Teach him,” Verkain said. “Teach him what happens to one who disobeys me.”
Lendo disappeared from the healer’s view, followed by leathery noises, as if something of hide were being opened or folded.
A wet coldness suddenly dolloped onto Randall’s back, rolling along like icy raindrops, curving along his sides and around to his ribs.
“What are you doing to me?” Randall asked.
“One of my favorite toys,” Verkain said. “One I should have introduced to you years ago.”
“Bore worms.” Lendo cackled.
Randall jerked. He knew what the worms could do. His father had used them as tools of torture for years. The tiny, yellow critters would slime their way along his skin, eventually tearing through the flesh and burrowing deep inside. The things sought the heart, and they took a long time getting to it. Deaths by the worms were agonizing and lasted hours, sometimes days depending upon the strength of the person tortured.
The healer suddenly decided that if he had to die, it would not be like this, crying and tearing at his own skin, eventually vomiting blood and waiting, waiting, waiting for the worms to eat through his chest.
Randall jerked on his bindings again. He strained, pulling at the cords. Again, after several seconds, his body was too tired to fight.
But Randall had other choices. He whispered several words, calling upon his own inner strength to will the cords away from his body.
Nothing happened.
Randall spoke the words again, this time louder.
Verkain joined Captain Lendo in laughter.
“Ever the fool, Kerwin,” Verkain said to his son. “Did you think it would be so easy to escape? Did you think I would not have protections against your magic?”
Randall realized what a fool he was being. One of his father’s most profound spells was one that nullified all magic, even Verkain’s own, in a radius around the lord of Kobalos. Randall remembered when he was a boy Verkain had often used the spell to protect himself from other powerful mages.
Randall went limp. “Father, please, we have to talk.”
“I’d rather hear you scream,” Verkain said.
A sharp pain in Randall’s left side caused him to flinch, jerking himself and chaffing the skin around his wrists from the straps binding them.
“The worms are beginning their work, my lord,” Lendo said.
“Do not worry, my son,” Verkain’s voice said, so close to Randall’s left ear the healer could feel the breath from the words. “I won’t allow the worms to finish. I have plans for you. You have a few days.”
“Kill me now, if you must.” Randall nearly bit his own tongue at the foolishly brave words he spoke. “Finish this madness.”
“You don’t even realize your own power,” Verkain said. “You are no mere natural mage. You could save yourself.”
“Please, father, end this one way or another,” Randall said.
“No,” Verkain said. “Your death must be seen by the masses. The public must know you are dead, not hear you are dead. Then the prophecy will be fulfilled, and my true destiny awaits.”
“Father.” Randall tried one last vain attempt to save himself. “No matter what you’ve done, I want you to know I love you.”
Eventually, after long seconds, Verkain spoke, “You were always a good son, Kerwin. I think that’s why I hated you most.”



 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
The journey along the western edge of Dartague was both perilous and nostalgic for Belgad the Liar. The muscular, bald northerner with the crooked nose and white mustache was Dartague himself, but it had been two decades since he had visited his homeland. It was true he had only touched on the edges of that homeland, sticking near the mountain range known as the Needles that formed a natural barrier between Dartague in the east and Kobalos in the west, but those few days’ view of the snowy-capped highlands and the dark green valleys had brought a thrill to his heart.
He had never thought he would see this country again, but his current travels had dictated avoiding much of the Prisonlands by going east and north into the mountains, through Dartague and then west again deeper into the mountains and eventually Kobalos.
The barbarian could have turned away from Dartague, but Kobalos was nearer than Bond, and Belgad wanted to finish what he had started. He wanted Kron Darkbow’s head on a pike, and he wanted whatever reward would be coming from Verkain.
As the large northerner rode west on a dirt road to Mogus Potere, the capital of Kobalos, he wore a broad smile, something not familiar to his traveling companions.
What those around him could not comprehend was that Belgad had become bored with his busy and pampered life in Bond. He was not a foppish dandy who wanted soft couches for talking and talking and talking to nobles or merchants. The big man often regretted that his life had taken him in that direction. The prestige was nothing to him. The sense of adventure, something he had lost for years, brought him joy. He no longer felt a prisoner in his own world, a world he had helped create.
Those feelings of contentment came to a crashing halt as Belgad and his band rode into Kobalos. The road they followed was an old trading route. Their path of dirt was wide and solid but offered little to the view other than mountains and dry, gray grass. Only a few miles into the country and a new site emerged. Black iron pikes that appeared once to have been long military spears were spaced every ten or so yards. The sight of those tall weapons would have been enough to shake many a stout heart, but more disturbing were the bodies. About halfway down the length of each pike hung an impaled figure. Most were men, but some were women or children. Most of the bodies were little more than skeletons with tatters of flesh and clothing holding them together, but some appeared recent, screams of agony still frozen on their faces.
“We’re definitely in Kobalos,” Belgad said, his smile faltering.
The faces of the Dartague’s companions were as grim as his own. One of Belgad’s soldiers, a stout fellow with an unconscious Adara Corvus tied behind his saddle, leaned over the side of his horse to disgorge his breakfast.
“How far are we from the city?” Karitha asked, trotting up next to her employer.
“Two days at this rate,” the northerner answered, “but one if we ride hard.”
Thus they rode hard, passing a few other travelers and reaching the capital city a little before noon of the next day. Once near Mogus Potere they were overcome by its dark splendor. The high, black walls of the city rose above them like a bleak storm rolling across a prairie, blocking their vision of the land and sea beyond. Inside the walls were multiple dark towers looming like a beacon of evil to the surrounding gray countryside. One tower stood taller than the rest, a crenelated structure with multiple windows that made one feel as if being surveyed by the many eyes of a giant spider. Surrounding the capital were thousands of tents with hundreds of black smoke pillars curling up; stationed there were Verkain’s troops, his multitudes of mighty warriors in black armor.
Karitha Jarnac shuddered as she rode forward.
“Such a pleasant, chipper establishment,” Fortisquo remarked as the group approached an encampment of soldiers.
“Shut up,” Belgad ordered as a dozen Kobalans on horseback approached.
The dark-garbed horsemen pulled their animals to a stop mere feet from the saddled Belgad, who brought his steed to a standstill as had his fellow travelers.
“Name and purpose,” one of the Kobalans grunted.
“Tell your master Belgad Thunderclan and comrades have arrived and desire a word with him,” the Dartague stated.
The Kobalans smirked at the big man. One of the officers turned his horse back toward the tents. “I’ll see if I can’t find one of the captains to speak with you.”
“No,” Belgad said. “I haven’t come all this way to speak with a stooge. Tell Lord Verkain I would have words, and I have a present for him.”
The burly soldiers glanced at one another. It seemed it took a bold individual to ride up to their army and demand to speak with their king.
“I’ll see what I can do,” a soldier said, and rode off toward the city.
“You do that,” Belgad said.
 
***
 
Entrance into Mogus Potere took little time, Belgad and his pack being escorted by cavalry through gigantic iron doors into the city, then along winding streets around buildings of dark stone. Their travel was helped along by the people who walked the streets, most of them pale and gray peasantry or large soldiers in armor who immediately jumped out of the way when they saw horses trotting in their direction.
Eventually Belgad and band came to the monstrous tower in the center of the town. The dizzying building turned out to be part of a larger complex, an enormous castle within the walled Mogus Potere.
A new bunch of soldiers waited there, a score of men in black plate armor with white tabards bearing the mark of Kobalos, a black fist with spikes between the knuckles. These men carried long pole axes, the metal heads of the weapons as dark as oil.
“We leave you here, sir,” one of the escorts said, then he and his fellows rode away.
Belgad slipped out of his saddle. “Which one of you is the sergeant?” he gruffly asked the line of warriors blocking his way to the only obvious entrance to the tower.
The largest of the soldiers stepped forward, a burly man with a heavy gray beard protruding from beneath an open-face helmet. “I am Captain Lendo. If your manners don’t improve, you will go no further.”
Belgad was not used to being spoken to in such a manner. The Dartague glanced at Fortisquo, who only nodded, a sign to tread lightly.
“We have traveled far, captain.” Belgad faced the officer again. “We are here to see your master.”
“I know who you are, Belgad Thunderclan,” Lendo said. “Lord Verkain will see you in his own good time. Until then, quarters have been prepared for you.”
“It’s about time,” Fortisquo whispered, following Belgad and the others through a heavy wooden door into the tower.
A dried splash of blood on the stone floor of the entrance hall made Karitha blanch. Fortisquo had a chuckle at her expense, but it was a nervous laugh. Belgad’s troupe had stepped into the lion’s den.
 
***
 
The private chambers within the giant castle turned out to be comfortable, but not full of the luxuries often associated with the mighty and powerful. The large main chamber had five doors off it, one door the exit to a hallway and the others leading to bedrooms. The main room had cold, dark walls of stone, but heavy tapestries kept the chill at bay as did the large fireplace in the center of the back wall. Thick rugs also kept the pine floor from cooling the feet.
“Not quite fit for a king, but it will do.” Fortisquo plopped himself and his bag of gear onto a cushion-laden couch.
Belgad followed with the others, all of their eyes darting about while a Kobalan soldier remained in the hall and closed the door behind them. Three of Belgad’s personal guards stayed at attention near the exit while the other planted an unconscious Adara on the ground in a corner.
“At least we won’t be sleeping under the stars tonight,” Fortisquo commented as he planted his booted feet on a maroon divan.
The sorceress Karitha turned Belgad. “What is your next move?”
The large northerner turned his hard eyes on the red-haired woman. “We wait, and we hope Verkain will see us.”
“Why shouldn’t he?” Fortisquo said from his spot on the couch. “After all, we’ve been allied with the man since we left Bond.”
Belgad took a hardback, wooden chair near the fire. “No one allies themselves with someone of Verkain’s power. You serve him.”
Fortisquo smirked. “I serve no one but my own pocketbook.”
“Then you are likely to be the first he will kill,” Belgad said.
Fortisquo scoffed.
“Belgad is right,” Karitha said, taking a seat on the end of a couch. “We have to be wary of what we say and do. Verkain has no need to slay us, but that doesn’t mean he won’t.”
“So far we’ve proven somewhat useful to him,” Belgad said, continuing Karitha’s line of talk. “If it stays that way, we will stay alive.”
“I’m still not sure why we came here in the first place,” Fortisquo said. “It’s as if you’ve given up hope of finding Darkbow and the healer.”
“We were nearer to here than to home,” Belgad explained, “and I wasn’t about to return without the heads of our enemies.”
“According to the book of Ashal, pride is a sin,” commented Fortisquo.
“So is bashing in your skull,” Belgad shot back.
The one-eyed rapirist gave a mock frown, as if disappointed more than afraid.
“Besides, we can fulfill our mission by working for Verkain,” Belgad went on, “and it might benefit us. He is insane, but that doesn’t mean he won’t reward those who serve him well.”
“You don’t even know why he wants this son of his,” Fortisquo said.
“Adara told me her theories, but it doesn’t matter,” Belgad said. “I’m not sure I want him alive either after what happened in Bond.”
A knock sounded at the door and Belgad motioned for one of his guards to answer. When the door opened, Captain Lendo and three of his men appeared in the entrance.
“Lord Verkain expects your presence on the morrow,” the captain said. “Belgad Thunderclan and whatever servants he desires will be sent for breakfast at nine bells.”
“How pleasant,” Fortisquo said.
Captain Lendo closed the door, leaving the travelers from Bond to themselves once more.
“Of course, I’m not sure we should eat anything,” Fortisquo remarked.
 
***
 
Adara’s eyes fluttered, then a brightness forced her lids closed once more. Gradually she opened her orbs again, allowing her surroundings to encroach upon her vision.
She was on a soft, silky bed in a room, obviously one belonging to nobility. The light bothering her eyes came from the sun shining through tall glass windows, the heavy curtains having been tied back.
“You’re awake,” a man said.
Adara turned her head to her left, finding one of Belgad’s chain-clad guards sitting in a cushioned chair next to an open doorway. Otherwise the room was empty.
“Belgad and Fortisquo and the wizard woman have gone to see Verkain,” the man said.
Adara tested her hands and found her wrists still tied together. She shifted her feet to discover ropes also bound her ankles. “How long have I been out?”
“Several days,” the warrior said. “Belgad didn’t want to chance you escaping before we got here. The wizard knows her sleep spells.”
Adara gripped her hands to her tight stomach. “No wonder I’m so hungry.”
The burly man leaned back in his chair and turned his head to glance into the open doorway. “Mountain, get your tail in here. The wench is up. Bring her food and drink.”
He eased down in the seat to face Adara again. His smile was that of a snake.
“What’s going to happen to me?” she asked, noticing the sword and dagger on a thick belt around his waist.
“Don’t know,” the man said. “That’s probably what Lord Belgad’s going to find out this morning.”
Another big fellow, also wearing a chain shirt, entered the room with a wood tray in his hands. Atop the platter was a small bowl, an iron spoon and a cup.
“Swing your legs over and sit up,” the chaired soldier said to Adara.
The woman did as she was told and watched the other man place the tray on the bed next to her. She stared at the meal, porridge and water, then held her tied wrists up. “I can’t eat like this.”
“You’re going to have to,” the standing guard said before exiting the room.
Adara stared at the porridge again, this time taking note of the steam rising off the bowl’s contents. She glanced at the sitting guard; he was watching, but relaxed.
Adara turned to one side and reached for the bowl. She found the wooden vessel hot to the touch as she lifted it.
“Do you want some?” She held the bowl out for her warden.
“Already ate,” he said. “You go right ahead and —”
The steaming gruel slapped him in the eyes. He screamed, his hands reaching to his face. Adara pushed off the bed onto her knees next to him. He tried to stand, but the woman slammed a doubled fist into his groin. He shrieked, then fell back in the seat with a cry.
Adara yanked his dagger from its sheath. Her fingers flipped the blade around, the apex now in her direction, and sawed at the leather thongs binding her hands.
“What in Ashal?” a new voice said.
Adara looked up to see another of Belgad’s goons in the doorway.
The bindings around her wrists fell away.
The new guard barreled in.
Her feet still tied, Adara vaulted up and dropped back on the bed, kicking out to connect with the charging man’s chin. He went sprawling backward next to his moaning partner.
Adara sat up, slicing at the straps on her ankles.
Rough hands grabbed her by the hair and yanked.
Her head forced back, her eyes locked on the angered face of the man she had burnt.
He swung a fist around, hammering Adara’s chin and sending her rolling back on the bed.
She found her mind fighting the jumble of pain and disorientation that throbbed throughout her skull, but she forced herself to sit up, holding the dagger out in front.
Another punch sent her down again.
This time, Adara did not come up.
 
***
 
Breakfast was served in a garden open to the skies.
Despite the bleakness of the granite walls in the center of the castle, Belgad admired the surrounding greenery and the flowering plants that reminded him of his own gardens in his mansion in Bond. He walked along a maroon gravel path between the plants, sometimes pausing to stare at a particular flower he found fascinating or reaching out to feel the smooth texture of leaves.
Following the Dartague were Fortisquo and Karitha.
The three were led by a bald servant in a blue gown and two soldiers in black to the center of the garden, a large circle made up of more gravel. In the middle of the area was an oval iron table surrounded by four chairs with pillows on the seats. In the center of the table sat a silver tray covered with various sliced fruits, four glass goblets filled with what looked to be a red wine or juice and a small bronze platter stacked with sliced dark bread.
“A simple meal,” Fortisquo commented before taking one of the seats.
“Lord Verkain?” Belgad asked of the servant.
“He will be along shortly, sir.” The man in the gown waved a hand over the chairs. “If you will be seated, my lord will arrive soon.”
Belgad did not appear happy to wait, but he and Karitha sat.
“Please enjoy your breakfast,” the servant said, then left with the two Kobalan guards marching behind him.
Fortisquo watched them go. “He leaves no guards to watch us.” He reached for a slice of apple.
“What need would he have?” Karitha said. “It’s not as if we could easily escape.”
“Escape isn’t our goal,” Belgad said. “We are here to come to an agreement.”
Fortisquo chewed on his apple, then swallowed. “It seems to me we have little with which to bargain.” His fingers found another piece of fruit.
Belgad’s steady gaze fell on the swordsman. “It is not as if I am without power within West Ursia. Think of this as a meeting between entrepreneurs. We could open many doors for Kobalos in Bond.”
“That’s if we aren’t killed first,” Karitha said.
Before Belgad could berate the woman, the group’s attention was drawn to a tall figure approaching along the gravel path.
Belgad moved as if to stand, but Lord Verkain cut him short. “Please, keep your seat.”
All eyes were upon the Lord of Kobalos, and all were impressed with what they saw. Verkain was pale and with nearly the bulk of Belgad, though he stood a foot taller than the big Dartague. His eyes were a piercing blue so sharp they seemed to glow, and it felt as if they bored into the soul when one looked into them. Verkain’s dark gray hair was long and tied with a leather cord in a tail behind his head; streaks of white flowed from his temples to mix with the rest of his straight tresses. He wore long black robes with a high collar that kept his chin supported. A broad ring of gold bearing the mark of Verkain’s royalty, a black fist with points on the knuckles, boldly encircled a finger on his left hand.
Belgad realized the master of this gray land appeared almost exactly as he would have predicted. All that was missing were accompanying demons or gargoyles.
Verkain pulled one of the iron chairs from the table and sat with ease, his eyes flashing from one newcomer to another. “Why are you here?”
Karitha gave Fortisquo and Belgad a nervous glance.
The large, bald northerner looked unsettled. “I would have thought that was obvious. We are open to trade relations with Kobalos.”
“Trade?” Verkain asked. “You came her seeking coin?”
“We came here seeking a mutual alliance,” Belgad said. “After our recent relations with your lordship, I would have thought there would be good will between us, allowing an opening for trade, if nothing else.”
“You represent your government?” Verkain asked.
Belgad shook his head. “I am here on private enterprise.”
“Trade with Kobalos is illegal without permission of your Ruling Council.”
Belgad grinned. “I have ways of dealing with the Ruling Council.”
Verkain’s face remained stoic. “I have no need of your money, nor your goods.”
“Trade with the West could open opportunities beyond economic,” Belgad said. “I can also offer a political link.”
“I have no need of your talkative, democratic bureaucrats,” Verkain said. “True power lies not in politics, nor in commerce. True power relies upon inner will.”
Belgad’s eyebrows furrowed.
“You do not understand,” Verkain said. “ That is to be expected. You are a barbarian, though not without promising tenacity. True power lies within oneself, and what one can accomplish through the will of others.”
Karitha snickered.
“I find nothing comical.” Verkain turned his eyes upon the woman.
Karitha lowered her gaze. “My apologies, my lord. Your precept is similar to my own minor studies of the laws of glamour.”
“I also did not give you permission to speak,” Verkain said. “I only suffer Lord Belgad’s vocal intrusions because he is nobility, and because I asked of him a question.”
“Allow me to apologize for my servant,” Belgad offered.
Verkain’s eyes returned to the Dartague, but now his gaze was harder, harsher. “It would seem a display of my veracity is in order.”
“We do not question you,” Belgad said.
Verkain’s gaze shifted again to Karitha. “Die.”
The woman’s head shot up, her eyes wide with fear.
“Karitha?” from the Dartague.
The woman slumped in her seat, her eyes closing and her chest no longer rising.
A grin slid across Fortisquo’s lips.
“What have you done?” Belgad asked Verkain, his voice tight.
“A demonstration,” the king said. “It is time you learned with whom you are dealing, Belgad Thunderclan. I do not need your money nor your politics. I am in need of nothing from you. I am so near the fruition of my own goals, I can taste them as your man there tastes the apple upon his tongue. In a matter of days I will begin works I have been planning for centuries.”
“We came here in good faith,” Belgad said. “We brought you a gift, the woman Adara Corvus. I thought you could use her to capture your son.”
“Kerwin has already been apprehended,” Verkain said. “I have no need of your prisoner. However, I will take her, and I will have her crucified in front of the entrance to my city, so all can see the futility in waging rebellion against me.”
Fortisquo’s grin died, leaving behind a look of shock and regret.
“What of us, then?” Belgad asked, nodding at Fortisquo. “Are we to be slain, too?”
“You are a mighty warrior, and a leader of men,” Verkain said. “I can use you in my armies. Your fancy companion also has skill, and he may join you.”
“This is not why we came here,” Belgad dared to voice.
“Your initial intentions are of little interest to me,” Verkain said. “I have waited long enough for Kerwin to return home, and now he is here. The world is in motion about me, and I have a new use for you. Do you question it?”
For a moment Fortisquo’s lips parted as if he were about to comment, but a slight shake of Belgad’s head told the swordsman to remain silent.
“Good,” Verkain said, “then your first commission will be to hunt down the wizard Markwood and this Kron Darkbow person.
“This meeting is ended.”



 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
The men dug. The trench was long and deep and full of rocks, and the sun above was hot. To make their labor all the more difficult, the men’s tools were short military picks taken from their packs and wooden shovels they had carved themselves then hardened in flame.
“Dig!” Sergeant Dilk straddled the pit, waving the whip over the heads of the soldiers. But he did not snap the bull-hide thong. There was little need. These men were trained, hardened veterans of campaigns against the northern Dartague barbarians. These men knew their duty. It would be an insult to any and all of them to lash their flesh.
A shadow fell over the sergeant. “Labor is good for the soul.”
Beneath an eye squinting away the morning bright, Dilk stared up to see who had spoken. “That it is, your highness.”
The armored figure of Duke Roward glinted beneath the day’s new light, silvered stars spreading forth from his breast plate while dark chain hung about his arms and legs. The leader of the East Ursian Second Army sat astride a mighty steed of coal, steel barding stroking the beast and twinkling like its master. An iron-tipped lance rode in a cup not far from the general’s right fist, while the hilt of a lengthy sword hinted over his shoulder.
A trio of lesser officers, Ursian nobles all and wearing plate of slightly less flash, huddled atop their riding beasts behind their leader. One of these men now rode forward and coughed. “Sergeant Dilk, what manner of hole is this?”
The sergeant pushed a booted foot off the far side of the trench and landed both feet on the side nearest the officers. He glanced from the duke to the younger man who had spoken. “No offense, sir, but I am not sure yet.”
The youthful officer spurred his horse nearer, forcing Dilk to step aside or be brushed back into the pit. None of the soldiers digging bothered to break their stride, their shovels and picks continuing to wail away, though a few snickered at their sergeant’s near misfortune.
“Are you telling me this hole serves no purpose?” the young armored figure spat at the man on the ground. “Are these men digging just to be digging?”
“As the general said, sir, ‘Labor is good for the soul.’ ”
For a moment, Sergeant Dilk thought he would end the day beneath the ditch. The young officer’s eyes blazed black then red.
Then the duke steered his horse closer.
“Digging keeps the men busy, captain,” Roward said, “and it builds their strength.”
The young officer glared at the sergeant once more, then turned his steed away, sauntering the animal back toward his two companions and the encampment beyond.
“Pay him little mind, sergeant,” the duke said to the man below. “He is a decent enough tent officer, but has little sense for the men.”
“Mayhap, your highness,” Dilk said, “but if you’ll beg my pardon, I’m not one to speak ill of my betters, especially those ennobled by the Church itself.”
Duke Roward chuckled as he slipped off the back of his steed. “I don’t blame you, sergeant.” He wrapped the ends of his animal’s harness around a gauntleted fist. “Tell me, as now you’ve driven my curiosity, do you indeed have plans for this pit?”
Sergeant Dilk grinned and nodded back to the toiling men behind him. “Might make a decent latrine, your highness, though I was thinking it would serve better for burial of the dead.”
“The dead of our enemy, you mean?”
“Aye, your highness.”
Roward stared into the dark of the growing hole, his eyes seeming to stare into a blacker pit, a pit beyond the reckoning of mere mortal men. For a moment, he appeared as if he might slip away into a silent insanity, but then he turned in his calm fashion and faced the camp behind him.
The tents of dark blue stretched for miles along the rolling, grassy hills. Soldiers marched and officers rode, some seemingly on errands of import while others merely passed the time. The rising smoke of cook fires dotted the sky above, and the scents of breakfast meals wafted across the slight wind.
For the first time, Sergeant Dilk’s gaze fell upon the silver braid hanging around his commander’s neck. The chain hung low on the chest and ended in an oval, a noose of golden thread.
The sergeant hesitated, but his curiosity got the best of him. “Your highness, if you don’t mind my asking, why are we here?”
The duke’s gaze remained on the flapping tents. “It is Ashal’s will, sergeant. Are you questioning?”
Dilk gulped. He had not meant to cause a stir. “No, your highness. I merely ask as I have been asked. Soldiers like to know what they’re about, your highness.”
Roward’s eyes drifted to the pit and the working men, then he laughed. “I suppose you are correct, sergeant,” he said, “but it is not time to divulge that information to the ranks just yet.
“However, I will say this ... watch for a rider from the northwest, a rider from Kobalos flying the banner of Bishop Althgar, and know that soon all will be revealed.”
Then the Duke climbed onto the back of his riding beast and yanked on the reins.
Sergeant Dilk watched his commander’s back for some little while, then shrugged when Roward and the other officers went about their way, trotting back to the camp. Not for the last time did the sergeant wonder why he and the thousands upon thousands of others, the entire army of northern East Ursia, were stationed upon the border with the Prisonlands. Whispers of trouble in the Lands had been brewing, but that was nothing new. Something new was in the works. Something important.
Dilk shrugged again and spun about, glaring over the laboring men at his feet.
“Keep your backs in it, you mutts!”
 
***
 
When Adara came to again, the light filtering through the windows was the shade of early evening with a hint of the sun holding on before the night became king. A pounding ache hammered at her head, reminding her of the beating she had taken.
She found herself in the same bed, same room and same condition as before, hands and feet bound.
So, still a prisoner, but alone.
Her eyes raced around the room, seeking a blade to cut her bindings or some other weapon she could use to subdue one of her captors. Nothing came to view.
She sat up, immediately wishing she had not as new pain stabbed at her forehead. She brought her hands to her skull and felt a fresh scar, dried blood crusted around it.
Voices drifted to her through the open doorway to the left of the bed but they were low and she could not make out what was being said.
Adara dropped her feet over the side of the mattress and stood. Unable to walk, she could still move her feet slightly, and managed to edge inch by inch nearer the opening. She halted before going around the frame, so as not to be seen.
“What of Karitha?” Fortisquo was asking.
“We’ll have her buried,” Belgad said, “or whatever the Kobalans do for the dead.”
Adara shrank from the door. Belgad’s wizard was dead. Adara wasn’t glad to learn of this, but at least it meant she had one less adversary with whom to deal.
“What do we do?” Fortisquo asked.
Belgad grunted. “We do as he wants. We go after Markwood and Darkbow. It doesn’t interfere with any plans of our own. Besides, I still owe Darkbow for what he did to me in Bond.”
“What then? It doesn’t sound as if Verkain is going to allow us to simply leave.”
“We will wait and see,” Belgad said. “Whatever he has planned, it has something to do with his healer son, and it sounds important. Our situation could change.”
“What about the story Adara told you?” another voice asked, one of Belgad’s personal guards.
“That was mere conjecture on her part,” Belgad continued, “but it’s not impossible she guessed correctly. Whatever Verkain is doing, it is none of our business, except it could give us a potential for profit.”
“Or wind up dead like the wizard,” another man’s voice said.
“I don’t think so,” Belgad said. “Verkain might not need us, but we still can be of aid to him. Who in Kobalos knows Darkbow and Markwood better?”
Silence was the answer.
“What of Adara?” Fortisquo eventually asked.
“While I consider it a waste of her talent, and of a beautiful woman,” Belgad said, “I see no reason to fight Verkain on the issue.”
“It is a shame,” Fortisquo said. “When?”
The sound of wood scraping stone, likely a chair on the floor, rang in Adara’s ears. “We should finish with it now, tonight,” Belgad said.
The woman jumped back from the door and scooted along the floor until she was next to the bed again. She dropped like a stone, closing her eyes.
“Be careful with that one,” one of the guards’ voices came from the doorway. “She can surprise you.”
“Yes, too bad Karitha is no longer here with another sleep spell.” Belgad’s voice grew louder as the big man entered the bedroom. “Considering she’s been awake for several minutes, I’m sure she’s heard enough to want to put up quite a fight.”
Adara’s eyes popped open.
She stared up at Belgad.
The big man’s hands enveloped her mouth. “My apologies, but the more you struggle, the more you will suffer.
 
***
 
Adara did not fight. There was little reason to give Belgad justification in abusing her. Whatever would be her fate, she would try to meet it with some dignity. She did not need to remind herself she had been born nobility.
The bald Dartague tugged the woman along, nearly dragging her down a flight of stairs, through a long hall of dark stone and eventually into the open. Each of the big man’s steps was purposeful, but also reluctant, as if he did not enjoy his current task.
Adara stared at the last of the dying sun on the horizon, noting the daylight would not linger another ten minutes.
“Move!” One of Belgad’s men shoved her from behind.
Adara could barely keep on her feet with Belgad pulling her along so quickly and forcefully.
The woman and the Dartague, along with Fortisquo and Belgad’s four guards, meandered their way through a maze of streets. With buildings blocking sight of the castle, Adara quickly lost her sense of direction, though Belgad seemed to know where they were heading.
Eventually the troupe entered an open area, what appeared to be a marketplace that had been cleared. A hundred feet ahead of them rose the city’s walls, four times as tall as a man and as thick as a stone’s throw. A pair of gigantic iron doors stood open, and Adara could see beyond a tent city filled with soldiers in black going about their military routines.
Belgad led them to the open door where they were greeted by another big man in black armor; on one arm he wore a round shield painted black with white striping the edges.
“Take her.” Belgad shoved Adara forward.
Captain Lendo caught the woman with his free arm. “Want to do it yourself?” he asked the Dartague.
“I find your Kobalan amusements not to my taste,” Belgad said, his thin smile showing he was not altogether happy with the situation.
“You’re not nearly as tough as your reputation.” Lendo grinned then turned away, tugging Adara along with him into the mass of upright canvass.
Keeping her dignity while with Belgad had been simple, but now Adara was unnerved. She had not expected to be turned over to the Kobalans in so brusque a manner.
“Where are you taking me?” she asked.
Lendo slammed his shield into her face, knocking Adara back and sending blood spraying from between her lips. She would have fallen if the captain had not yanked her back by the cords around her raw wrists.
“You don’t ask questions,” the man said, then pulled her on.
Adara glanced about, catching the iron-eyed faces of the hundreds of soldiers surrounding her. Most continued with their business without paying the least attention to her, but a number stopped whatever they were doing to watch with stern curiosity.
Another hard tug and Adara found herself standing in a a circle of triangle tents with a small camp fire in the center. Tents spread as far as she could see until her eyes reached the towering walls of Mogus Potere.
Lendo let loose of her bindings and waved at a group of men to one side.
The group, eight in all, tromped forward carrying a wooden beam nearly as thick as a man’s waist.
“What is this?” Adara asked, true fear in her voice.
“Hold her down,” Lendo ordered without looking at her.
The eight dropped the cumbersome pole and two grabbed Adara from behind, pulling her down to the ground as she realized her fate and began to struggle.
“Hammer.” Lendo held out a hand.
One of the soldiers supplied a black iron mallet.
“Nails.”
Another man placed four rough nails, each nearly as long as a dagger, into the captain’s waiting hand.
“Hold her against the wood,” Lendo said.
The two men gripping Adara drug her to the thick piece of timber. She tried to fight, but a cuffing sent her into a near stupor. One of the two lifted her arms above her head and held her wrists to the wood. The other man drew a dagger and cut away her black boots, then gripped her ankles.
Lendo shrugged his shield off and knelt next to the woman, the hammer in one of his hands and the nails in the other. “This is going to hurt,” he said with a grin. “Scream all you want.”
The captain placed a nail against slender, crossed wrists.
As the hammer raised above the captain’s head, Adara’s mind raced back to Kron, then to her mother and father and to the green lands of Corvus Vale, her homeland in East Ursia. She had not seen Kron in many a day. She had not seen her home in many a year. A tear came to her eyes.
The hammer slammed down.
 
***
 
Her thoughts were hazy, muddled as she hung in the cool night breeze. Her arms were upraised, stretched above with her head hanging between, the limbs pinned to the wood by a pair of black, bloody nails. Her body was in shock, numbing her to the metal pins ripping through her wrists and ankles and impaling her on the upright log. She was not suspended high, her feet barely above the lingering fire, though the heat too she did not feel.
The wind played with her hair, swinging the dark strands around her face as she stared out across the low hills to the south of the city. Her eyes lingered on two horseback figures at the top of one of the hills, a dirt path leading from them down to the tents. In her fevered mind, she wished the figures were Kron and Randall, just to see them one last time.
Her body slumped, causing her breathing to grow more harsh, but she managed to lift herself on a stub of wood, the only kindness afforded her by her captors. The Kobalans had hammered the thick dowel into the timber below her feet just before raising the beam over the fire. Lifting her body on her weak, ripped ankles was all that allowed her to catch her breath.
Adara twisted her head to stare at the flames below, and she wondered how long it would take her to die. Then her mind turned full on death, wondering what would happen to her. She had been raised in the East, indoctrinated with the teachings of Ashal, the god who had walked among men. Her parents had been righteous folk, simple nobility of a simple land. There had never been any questioning of the Ashalite church, but now Adara wondered. Fear made her question. Would she receive the holy rewards the church had offered? Or would she earn eternal damnation for her sins? Or would there be nothing, an endless blankness. That last thought was the most comforting.
A prodding at her feet brought the woman’s drifting head up again. Captain Lendo was below, a club in one hand smacking against her pinned feet.
“Be a good girl and linger a bit,” he said with a grin. “Eventually you’ll feel the pain again, and then the screams will start.”
Adara allowed her chin to fall once more. She would not give the man the pleasure of seeing her tortured further. She slumped, and this time did not push herself up.
Her breathing grew harder, coming in great, shallow gasps.
Lendo jabbed her leg with his club, but the captain’s punishment went unnoticed. Adara’s body was still numb, and her mind was already dim.
She closed her eyes, allowing the brightness of the night’s fire to die away. Swirls of light bounced around behind her closed lids, but Adara would not allow herself to see again.
It was time.
A final gasp of air filled her lungs, was exhaled sharply, then the woman knew no more. Her body slumped further, the iron nails tearing at the flesh of her wrists.
Soldiers approached.
“Leave her,” Lendo said. “Allow the crows their breakfast.”
 
***
 
“Poor soul.”
Kron twisted in his saddle to glance back at Markwood. “I take it you mean the crucifixion.”
Markwood nodded. They were atop a low hill, staring at the hundreds of tents below them and the dark walls of Mogus Potere beyond. In the moon’s light, Kron could just make out the edges of cliffs behind the city and the gray Northern Sea beyond.
“Looks like a woman from here,” the old wizard said, “but it’s difficult to tell at this distance.”
“Can you do anything for the person?” Kron asked.
Markwood shook his head. “It might alert Verkain to our presence. Freeing one poor soul would do us little good in saving Randall.”
Kron pointed at the distant figure hanging from wood. “Is that Randall’s fate?”
“Possibly. Verkain will want the execution public.”
“I’ve been wondering why he gathered his armies here,” Kron said.
“He has something planned,” Markwood said, “but I’d say it’s something more than Randall. He wouldn’t need all these soldiers just to witness an execution, even of his son.”
Kron stared for a few more minutes, watching the crucified figure grow still as one of many soldiers in black prodded it with some sort of weapon.
Finally, he said, “We need to keep moving.”
Markwood nodded again, and pointed to the west, around the city and the tents outside its walls.
“Are you sure?” Kron asked.
“There’s a beach behind the city,” Markwood said. “From there we can climb the cliffs to a hidden entrance. It should take us into Verkain’s dungeons, and from there we can make our way into the city itself.”
“How do you know these things?” Kron asked.
“I’m a wizard. I know lots of things.”
They rode on, not looking back at the unmoving form of the hanging woman.



 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Kron hauled himself up the silken cord another few inches, his small iron grapnel latched to a rock formation far over his head. Above the climber was more of the rugged cliff side he had been ascending for an hour, the sharp crags revealed by moonlight. Below was a long, rocky drop to the Northern Sea. The cold breezes blowing off the waters did not help the climber, nor did the wizard who Kron had last seen far below on a beach of pebbles.
The man in black hugged the rope and rested a foot on an outcropping. He needed to catch his breath. The ascent had been strenuous, straight up the side of the cliff behind and below the city of Mogus Potere. Glancing up, in the glow of the moon Kron could make out where the cliffs ended and the high wall around the city began. Markwood had said there was an entrance to the place on the outer wall facing the sea; the secret doorway was supposed to be an iron grate that, once removed, would allow access to the city’s dungeon system.
Kron grinned as he pulled himself up further. It wasn’t Bond, but he was returning to a city. He had spent much of his life in the wilds, mostly around the Prisonlands, but he loved city life with all its action, sights, smells and sounds. He felt alive in a city. Masonry did him good.
Kron reached the top of the cliff in a quarter of an hour. Greeting him there, where a slim lip of land gave way to the tall dark walls of the city, was Maslin Markwood.
“How?” Kron asked as he gathered his silk rope and wrapped it into a loop.
“After I freed our horse, I hitched a ride with a moth.” The wizard’s grin was wide.
“Have you found the entrance?” Kron asked.
Markwood pointed ahead of them. “There’s a hidden door in the wall,” he said. “I managed to find it with a little scrying.”
Kron tied his rope to his belt. “Can you open it?”
“Without difficulty,” the wizard replied, “but what concerns me is what lies beyond.”
“You said it would take us to the lower dungeons.”
“That’s what concerns me,” Markwood said. “There are likely to be guards, and if one of them alerts the castle, we will lose the element of surprise.”
“I can handle any guards,” Kron said.
“You can’t take on an army, and if I expend myself on Verkain’s soldiers, I won’t be in condition to face the king himself.”
“We’re here to free Randall,” Kron said. “It’s him who has to face Verkain, not you. We just need to rescue him.”
“If Verkain realizes I am here, he won’t hesitate to try and destroy me,” Markwood said.
“That’s why you have me.” Kron grinned a dark grin.
 
***
 
Belgad sat back on a cushioned chair in the center of the apartments Verkain had afforded him and the others. It had been a trying day, but the barbarian was not ready for sleep.
“Karitha and Adara,” Fortisquo said as he glided into the room from a door to an outer chamber. “Such a waste of beauty. Makes one believe Verkain has something against women.”
“Verkain has something against everyone.” Belgad motioned to a chair opposite himself.
Fortisquo eased the long sword on his hip to one side and slipped into the seat. “I’ve been meaning to ask you what our next move will be.”
“We do what Verkain wants. We hunt down Markwood and Darkbow.”
“We don’t even know where they are,” Fortisquo said, “and Karitha is no longer available to help find them.”
“Darkbow will make an appearance sooner or later. He always does. Remember Bond?”
Fortisquo frowned while rubbing a finger across the black leather patch covering the empty socket that had once held one of his eyes. “How could I forget the man in black swooping in to play hero.”
“He will try to play hero here also,” Belgad said. “He won’t be able to resist the chance to save Tendbones. We’ll have to be ready for him.”
“And the wizard?”
“Verkain is supplying us with war demons,” Belgad said. “I’ll leave him to them.”
 
***
 
The hall Kron and Markwood found themselves slinking along was as black and still as a moonless night sky. The only sources of light were occasional torches hanging from rusting sconces. The only sounds were their own breathing and some irregular distant moans. The only view was of occasional pale green moss layered upon ancient bricks and mortar.
They were in the heart of the dungeons below Mogus Potere where rumor and tradition had it few exited alive.
After passing through the secret door and traveling straight for some little while, they came across an intersection. To the left was more darkness and silence, as was the path ahead. The right was better lit with more torches and a set of stone stairs appeared to one side not far from where they stood.
Kron nodded to the stairway.
Markwood shrugged. “I don’t know the way any more than you.”
“Too dangerous to cast a spell?” Kron asked.
“Far too dangerous inside Verkain’s city,” Markwood said. “He may already have noticed my presence.”
The thudding noise of approaching boots drew their attention once more to the right passage.
“Someone’s coming,” Markwood whispered.
Slowly, as to remain as quiet as possible, Kron unsheathed the long blade he kept on his back. He pointed from Markwood to the darkened corridor on their left.
The mage look nonplussed.
“So they won’t see you.” Kron gently pushed the wizard into the darkness, then eased ahead into shadows. As he knelt with his blackened sword at his side, he seemed to disappear from the old man’s sight.
Seconds later four Kobalan soldiers in ebony chain stomped into view from the stairway. Each man carried a sword in one hand and a torch in the other. They did not stop at the intersection, but turned down the path Kron and Markwood had been traveling. Within minutes they were gone, the rattling of their armor growing distant.
Kron eased out of his shadow and slipped his sword into its sheath.
“There’s nothing that way but the cliffs,” Markwood said as he too appeared.
“They’re hunting for us,” Kron said. “Fortunately, they’re none too bright.”
Markwood put a hand to his chest. “I haven’t felt such a thrill since I was your age. For a moment I thought you were going to attack those men.”
“I almost did,” Kron said, “but I wanted to know where they were going. Now I know, and now I suspect Verkain is aware of us.”
“If he knew our exact location, we would be in serious straits,” the wizard pointed out.
Kron stared back at the stone stairs. “Do we go up?”
Markwood nodded. “Beware of more guards.”
 
***
 
A wide hall with a low roof opened at the top of the steps. Side tunnels lined the walls, with torches hanging every so often to shed a dull, orange sheen on the surroundings.
Without hesitation, Kron marched forward with Markwood following. They quickly trekked what felt like the length of the room, but there was no sign of the chamber ending.
Kron grunted, determined, and they continued on their way. Soon the air became heavy with pale, gray smoke that whisped around their heads.
Still, they walked.
Kron stared down at his moving feet and noticed the floor no longer appeared so solid. The black stone beneath his boots seemed to move and shift, like snakes in oil, but it felt sturdy enough.
Eventually the side walls vanished in the growing haze of smoke and the torches began to ebb, flickering on the edge of sight.
With only little light, and that distant, Kron stopped and turned back to the wizard.
Markwood was gone.
The man in black was not worried, but he did feel confused. Where had his companion gone? Why were they no longer together? Why were they here in the first place?
Kron closed his eyes. His head was swimming. He needed to calm himself. He tried to remember things he had been taught, secrets from some of the wardens in the Prisonlands, foreigners who had been more than glad to pass along hidden knowledge, sometimes magical knowledge, to a young boy who yearned for knowing. Something had to save him. But from what?
Kron opened his eyes again.
Standing in front of him were Marcus and Aurelia Tallerus, his parents. Grins were spread on their thin lips, beneath his father’s thick black mustache and his mother’s kind blue eyes.
Movement to his left caused Kron to turn in that direction.
There was Wyck, the twelve-year-old boy Kron had befriended in Bond. Wyck was running and skipping through the darkness, a sweet strawberry roll in one hand.
Kron lifted a hand to wave at the boy, but found he could no longer move.
Then his uncle Kuthius appeared before him, a sturdy fellow with lengthy brown and gray hair hanging down his back onto his buckskin shirt. Leather breeches, wolf-skin boots and a thick sword belt completed the uncle’s look, but he carried no weapon.
“Kuthius?” Kron said. “You’re dead. I buried you myself near the Lands.”
The eyes of Kuthius Tallerus were black orbs, with no pupils and no whites at the edges. Those eyes stared, glared, into the soul of Kron Darkbow until the man in black felt his whole self shiver.
“I could not save you,” Kron said, “just as I could not save mother and father, nor poor Wyck. I could not stop Belgad and I could not stop your illness.”
His uncle’s eyes narrowed, growing harsher in their stare.
“I am in hell,” Kron said.
A familiar voice spoke from some distance. “Magic is afoot.” 
Kron blinked.
And found himself sitting with his legs crossed on a cold, hard floor.
Markwood sat in front of him, a burning candle in the old man’s hands.
Kron blinked again, not sure what was happening.
“I thought I’d lost you there for a moment,” Markwood said with a smile.
Kron stared about. He was in a small, dark room with walls of brick. Moldy hay was strewn about the floor. There was only one exit, a heavy iron door, and it was closed. “What has happened?”
“We walked into one of Verkain’s defenses,” Markwood said. “He had cast a web of confusion on the room we entered.”
“Where are we now?”
“In a side chamber. I was almost caught up in the spell myself. I should have suspected such traps.”
“But Verkain has not found us?” Kron asked.
“I don’t believe so,” Markwood said. “The spell was probably laid some time ago.”
“I saw my parents.” Kron shook his head to clear the vision of ghosts. “They’ve been dead fifteen years.”
“It was the spell,” Markwood explained. “It makes you see things, and become lost. You would die from it eventually, slowly starving to death without realizing it.”
“How long was I ensorcelled?”
“Almost three days.”
Kron jumped to his feet.
“Calm yourself,” Markwood said.
“Calm?” Kron said. “How can you remain calm? Randall might be dead already.”
“I don’t think so,” Markwood said. “I would know.”
“How?”
“Magic.”
“I thought you were wary of casting.”
“I didn’t,” Markwood said. “Wizards can sense magic, and I sense two very powerful sources relatively close to us. It has to be Verkain and Randall.”
The wizard held out a hand.
Kron stared at a biscuit in the other’s palm. “What is this?”
“Food,” Markwood said. “You have not eaten in three days.”
The man in black eased back to the ground and took the offering. The bread was warm in his hands, yet he saw no signs of a fire other than the candle. He knew better than to ask questions.
“I know you think it unsafe to cast a spell,” Kron said after eating, “but our situation warrants it. We need to find Randall.”
“If I use anything other than the weakest of spells, Verkain will know I am here,” Markwood said. “He will be able to pinpoint our location. If he’s paying attention, he can likely find us just by detecting my presence. I have placed a ward of protection about us, but it is his city. He likely has more defenses.”
“We can’t skulk underground forever,” Kron said, “and we’re no closer to saving Randall. We have to do something.”
“I could try to contact the boy through a minor casting.”
Kron frowned.
“We should be safe as long as Verkain isn’t searching for me and isn’t paying too much attention to Randall,” the wizard said.
“But we will have no way of knowing if the king has detected you,” Kron said.
“The only other option is to get above ground,” Markwood said, “but I have yet to find an exit. And even then we have no easy way of finding Randall.”
“If you can protect me from Verkain’s wards, I can find a way out of here.”
“His spells are strong. It could take another three days to thwart them.”
“There is another option,” Kron said, standing.
“Yes?”
“We could do both. You could contact Randall while I seek a way upstairs.”
Markwood sighed. “You don’t like working with others, do you?”
“I tend to operate best alone.”
“Alright,” Markwood said with a sigh. “I will remain here. But first ...”
The wizard said a few arcane words and pointed a finger at his companion.
Kron’s head was suddenly outlined with a golden halo, but the luminescence faded quickly.
“A tracing hex,” Markwood said. “That way I can find you.”
Kron moved toward the door. “Find Randall first.” Then he was gone.



 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Sergeant Copen Knox had never wanted to be a jailer. He had wanted to be a general, leading armies to great victories, terrorizing and pillaging. But duty was duty. He had spent fifteen years in the Kobalan army and felt the military had prepared him for anything. The problem was that he had found marching around underground all day in Lord Verkain’s dungeons to be boring. Every so often Knox would beat a prisoner or have his way with a slave, but it relieved his anxiety for only a while. There were always more duties to perform, more men to order around and more prisoners to tend with. Verkain liked to have lots of prisoners, especially ones who screamed and carried on under torture.
So, for the fourth time that day, Sergeant Knox tromped along the main hall of the central dungeon. As always, two black-garbed guards stomped along behind him, torches in the walls lighting their way.
They passed locked doors, some with whimpering noises beyond and some silent, and eventually they came to the end of the hall where an open stairwell of black steps curved down to darkness.
Knox paused and stared down the stairs. He did not like to think what went on down there; it was the deepest part of the dungeon, where only Verkain and Captain Lendo normally tred. Knox had only been down their twice before, and on both occasions he had had to bring a mop and bucket; Verkain didn’t leave much behind once he took a personal interest in a victim.
Torchlight dancing on the wall caused the sergeant to shift his eyes. He thought he had seen a shadow move in the depths of the stairwell. Knox blinked, then shook his head. He had to be wrong. There was no one down there. A group of soldiers had been sent down several days earlier while searching for some rebels, but they had returned long ago. And Lord Verkain’s latest interests he kept locked away in his personal tower, or at least that’s what the rumors told.
Another shadow played upon the wall and Knox tried to follow it with his eyes. Seeing nothing, he looked to his two guards. Neither of the men seemed out of place, each standing at attention.
“Notice anything out of place?” the sergeant asked.
“No, sir,” each man said in unison.
“Good.” Knox turned to march back the way they had come. “Lord Verkain is expecting special guests soon. I want you both to make sure the slaves do a good job of scrubbing the cells. Understand?”
There was no response.
Sergeant Knox came to a halt. He glanced at one of the cell doors in the right wall and stood there waiting.
When there still was no response, Knox turned to his men.
They were not there.
Instead, they lay back near the staircase, each man’s throat slit from ear to ear and blood spilling from their wounds. Squatting between the two dead men was a figure cloaked all in black.
Knox grabbed for the sword at his waist. He would deal with this foe. The military had prepared him for anything. His weapon was halfway out of its sheath when he felt a deep sting in his right thigh.
The sergeant screamed and dropped to one knee, a dagger protruding from the wounded leg. He glared up to see the figure in black had not moved. The weapon had been thrown.
“Tell me about the healer,” the black thing said.
Knox stared at the white chin protruding from beneath the dark cloak’s hood. The sergeant could not move, mesmerized by the death he felt was certain upon him.
“Tell me and you may live to see another sun,” the figure said.
“I don’t know who you are talking about.” Knox stifled another cry as pain shot through his leg.
“A young man, early twenties,” the man in black said. “He would have arrived a few days ago.”
Knox had no idea what to say. He had had no new prisoners in more than a week.
The cloaked figure straightened, standing tall. “If you have no answer, then you are of no use to me.”
Knox held up a hand. “Not all prisoners are kept here. Lord Verkain has special inmates brought to his tower.”
“Where is this tower?”
Knox appeared nonplussed. Everyone knew where the tower was located.
“Where?” the figure said, taking a sturdy step closer.
“The center of town,” Knox blurted out.
“Thank you. You have been most helpful.” The figure suddenly rushed forward.
Knowing he couldn’t reach his sword in time, the sergeant grasped at the only weapon available, the knife in his leg. He yanked out the blade just as the black cloak engulfed him.
The sergeant finally found something for which the military had not prepared him.
 
***
 
Randall lay in squalor, his white robes now shreds that barely covered his bruised and tortured body. He was unmoving on his back in a dark room of cold stone. Moldy, rotted hay was scattered beneath him. He could feel the insects and maggots crawling over his flesh.
His eyes too were unmoving, staring into the black of the space above. It hurt even to blink. Verkain’s bore worms had done that much damage to his body, leaving behind scars and holes in his flesh that caused even the slightest movement to feel as if needles were being jabbed beneath his skin.
Despite the anguish, Randall’s mind remained clear. He had traveled all this way to face his father, and now he had done so. How could he have expected the outcome to be different? He had grown to an adult in the world of Kobalos, the world of his father’s making.
“Randall?”
The healer blinked, wincing.
“Randall, are you there?”
He slowly lifted his head to stare around, but there was still nothing but darkness. “Maslin?”
“Yes,” the voice said, coming to the young man from air. “Are you alright?”
“I’m alive. Where are you?”
“Near,” Markwood said. “I should say no more of my whereabouts.”
“You and Kron followed me.”
“Of course we did,” Markwood said. “Did you think we would leave you to Verkain?”
Randall could only shake his head at the tenacity of his friends.
“ Where are you?”
“In the dungeon of my father’s tower.”
“We’ve been through the dungeons and have not seen you.”
“Those would be the castle’s prison dungeons,” Randall explained. “My father has a private gaol beneath the tower at the east end.”
“What is your condition?”
“Not well.”
“Torture?”
“Yes,” the healer said, “but the worst is to come. My father is going to execute me in a public ceremony an hour before the sun rises.”
“Do you know how much time we have?” Markwood asked.
“I don’t. It’s hard to tell time here. I know it’s been night for some while.”
“Do you know where the execution is to take place?” the old wizard asked.
“The castle’s main hall.”
“Randall, we are going to save you,” Markwood said. “I need to confer with Kron, but I will be in contact with you again soon.”
“Maslin, do not land yourself in trouble because of me.”
“What’s a little trouble among friends?”
Silence returned to the cell.
 
***
 
A ring of keys from the unconscious sergeant’s belt allowed Kron access to an empty cell where he deposited the man and the two dead guards. After that it was an easy job to slip up a stairwell out of the dungeon and into the castle proper.
Kron found himself in nearly empty halls of dark stone, the occasional torch hanging from a wall and moonlight shining through tall windows offering light. The man in black found it easy enough to blend in with the few staff and soldiers milling about, as they too wore his color.
He considered returning to Markwood at that point, to inform the wizard he had found a route out of the dungeons, but thought it best to get a feeling for their new surroundings before doing so.
He spent nearly an hour learning the basic layout of the gigantic structure he traveled through. He was always careful not to stray too near a guarded door in case questions would be asked.
Eventually he found his way to a side exit, a servant’s door, and allowed himself access to the street beyond.
His eyes scanned up and down the narrow, bricked path, taking note of the two-story buildings that seemed to surround the castle. All was quiet, and there were fewer people out on the streets than there had been within the castle.
Spotting the outer walls of the city not too far away, Kron eased from the castle door and slid into a shadow across the street. He smiled to himself, noticing how dark everything was in Kobalos, from the stone of every building to the road itself. It allowed him to move around quite freely.
Skulking along buildings, always moving toward the outer wall, Kron came to a halt when he spotted flames ahead. At first he thought a group of soldiers carrying torches were headed in his direction, then he realized he was staring out the open gates of the city into the sea of tents beyond. Camp fires dotted the road and low hills in front of Mogus Potere’s main entrance.
A large carriage trimmed with dark violet brocade caught Kron’s attention. The vehicle was just outside the walls, unmoving next to the road into the city. The carriage was large enough for at least eight horses, but Kron saw no animals hooked to the contraption. The color of the cloth drew most of his attention, purple being the colors of the Eastern Army.
Knowing Markwood was probably growing concerned about his lengthy absence, Kron quickly scooted ahead toward the gates, two giant doors of solid wood with iron bands studded across. He did not want to spend much longer away from the wizard, but that carriage had captured his sense of intrigue.
Nearing the city doors, Kron found a gathering of half a dozen Kobalan soldiers around a fire. The men paid little attention to another person in black as he glided past them. Kron had found no need to hide his presence. He was bulky and wore black. He appeared as one of them.
He quickly found a different response from the soldiers stationed near the wagon. There were six of the men, each wearing chain armor and a purple tabard, and all of them took interest in the man in black as he approached.
Seeing he could not get near the carriage without drawing attention, Kron spun off in another direction.
After a hundred feet of circling around tents, he spied a tall, upright post in the distance. A body hung from the pillar of wood while a fire burned at it’s feet.
It was the crucifixion, the one he and Markwood had spotted from atop the hill outside the city days before.
Kron was intrigued. What crime had this person committed that would cause them to be hung for three days?
He moved forward, then circled around more tents and a few soldiers up late for guard duty or early for breakfast.
Kron came up behind the crucifixion. He moved around the pillar slowly, staring at the long, dark hair hanging from atop the victim’s head. When he reached the front of the fire, his eyes locked on the face hanging above him, the woman’s hair spilling out around her pallid cheeks.
Kron stood like stone, his eyes unblinking.
Adara.
His hand eased its way to the heavy sword on his back, gripping the weapon’s pommel sticking out above his shoulder.



 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
The first soldier died for his curiosity. He was roasting a skewered bird over a fire when he noticed a muscular fellow in a black cloak, looking like any of a thousand other Kobalan soldiers. What was odd about this particular man in black was he stood beneath the crucified woman, a drawn sword in one hand while his other hand reached up and tugged on one of the thick nails impaling the woman’s feet.
“What you doing there?” the soldier asked as he dropped his crispy bird into the fire and approached.
The man with the sword turned at the sound of the voice. Shadow from the cloak’s hood hid his face.
“You wanting her for yourself?” The soldier ambled up to his death. “She’s only three days gone. I guess you could still have fun with her.”
Kron’s blow chopped through the man’s neck, nearly separating head from body.
“Holy Ashal! Did you see that?” someone yelled.
Kron wiped his sword clean on the dead man’s breeches as the body collapsed.
“Hold it right there!” someone nearer shouted.
Kron looked up. A ring of six soldiers had him surrounded.
“What the hell did you do that for?” one man asked.
Kron lunged, his long blade stabbing into a leg. It wasn’t a killing wound, but it would keep the man out of the fight.
Weapons were drawn all around. There would be no more talk.
Two soldiers charged, one from either side. Kron slashed out, slicing one man nearly in half with a cut across the stomach while his free gloved hand batted aside a weak cut from the other opponent. Continuing his motion, Kron spun, his sword swinging high and catching another soldier across the throat.
Then suddenly there were too many of them. Men from the tents charged into the melee. Scores of heavy soldiers with heavy weapons appeared. Kron was surrounded. There was nowhere to flee.
In the background, an officer yelled orders to form a line of pikemen.
Kron whipped out the last of his grenados and flung the clay balls into the advancing soldiers. Smoke and fire burst forth, blinding some and killing others.
Kron dove into the black smoke he had created. He dressed like these men. He was their size. He would blend in.
Rolling and scrambling along the ground through and around the chaotic legs of men, Kron quickly found himself outside the circle of death. Flames from the grenados created dancing shadows on his face as he sheathed his sword and gave a last glance at Adara’s hanging body. She had deserved better.
“Put out the fire!”
“It’s magic!”
“There he is!”
Kron shoved a Kobalan aside and darted between two tents. Looking up to see the city walls were within running distance, he unraveled the silk rope and its attached grapnel from his belt.
“Where did he go?” a soldier yelled as Kron eased past a group of running men in thick leather armor.
Continuing his momentum, the man in black charged for the tall, stone walls. He passed at least a hundred Kobalans on his way, but none halted him or attacked.
Just before reaching the bottom of the barrier, Kron twirled the grappling hook on its rope and slung it for the top of the wall between two low towers. The rope caught on a merlon, twirled around it and the hook latched into stone. Kron didn’t stop running. He pulled the cord taught and walked up the outside of the battlements. He was thankful the sun was still an hour or two away and the soldiers below and above were busy.
At the top of the wall, Kron lifted his legs and pulled himself between two merlons to land on a wooden walkway. The nearest soldiers were a group of three a dozen yards away; their attention was focused on the scramblings of their brethren below.
Kron reeled in his rope and grapnel and returned them to his waist.
That was when the three noticed him.
“Who the hell are you?”
Kron flung a dagger, the short blade sinking into a man’s throat and dropping him.
The other two drew swords. Kron drew his. The three met in the center of the walkway. Blood flowed and two men died. Kron walked away, returning his bloody sword to its scabbard while yanking his bow and an arrow from the quiver on his back.
His first arrow caught a soldier standing guard at the front gate below. The shaft hit him in his left shoulder, causing him to scream out. Scores of men looked up in surprise.
“Kill him!”
“Archers, he’s on the wall!”
“Pikers, hold your ground!”
Kron loosed another bolt, catching a Kobalan in the forehead.
Then the enemy returned the attack. A half dozen crossbow arrows arced through the air. The man in black could not block the missiles, so he avoided them altogether. He dropped off the edge of the walkway, falling a dozen feet to dirt below, arrows slicing air over his head. He rolled when he hit, and came up with an arrow of his own nocked to his bow.
A dozen men with long pikes charged.
Kron loosed the arrow, the shaft catching a soldier in the stomach.
Then it was time to run. Kron could not stand against a line of heavy pikers. He dashed behind a small, nearby building, a smithy from the smells of burning and metal, and found himself in a cul de sac ending with stacks of wooden crates and barrels.
Knowing he had little time to act, Kron jumped onto the nearest box and rushed up the rest as easy as if he were taking stairs.
Shouts from behind told him his foes were close.
At the top of the pile of crates, Kron saw it was a short jump to the roof of the building. He could see other rooftops beyond, many with narrow alleys between, stretching across the city.
The jump was his only chance. Kron glanced back, saw the pikers were already climbing after him, then he leapt.
Halfway to the roof fear stirred as Kron realized the distance had been further than he had thought. An arrow sailed in front of him as he flew through the air, only luck saving him from the shot. He landed with a grunt and rolled again, turning as he tumbled to come up on one knee with an arrow aimed in the direction he had come.
He waited.
Several seconds later the moonlight revealed the helmeted head of a Kobalan at the top of the crates. Kron put an arrow into one of the helmet’s eye holes.
The Kobalan fell with a scream.
Kron spun and moved on. Movement was the key to staying alive. He would fall eventually, he knew, but until then he would kill as many as he could for what they had done to Adara.
He trotted across the roof. An alleyway brought him up short, but not for long.
Kron jogged back from the ledge, then ran forward with his legs pumping. He took to the air again, his body sailing above the gap to land hard on the next rooftop. Again he rolled as his feet touched, and again he came up with an arrow notched.
Behind him, the pikers had reached the last rooftop. They were stumbling around, apparently surprised at not catching their prey.
Kron launched an arrow into their midst to let them know he wasn’t finished.
Then the man in black turned and ran some more. Soon there was another alley, then another jump and another roof. He could do this all night, he told himself.



 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
The end of the whip bit deep, snapping across the slave’s back to cut muslin and flesh.
“Damn you!” Captain Lendo yelled. “Is this the best you could manage?”
The slave, an old man in rags with barely a hair on his head, scrambled for a far corner of the captain’s private chamber.
Lendo slammed the heavy whip onto a table and stomped across the room to the frightened and wounded old man. “You call this my best shirt?” Lendo pointed at the rumpled black silks he wore. “Less than an hour until the ceremony, and you say this is my best!”
The slave cringed in silence.
Lendo glared about the room. “If I find a good knife ...”
The old man crawled away, crossing the room on all fours.
Lendo grabbed a heavy piece of plate armor from its hanging spot above the burning fireplace.
The slave yanked open a door and looked back with trepidation.
“Don’t disappoint me again!” Lendo pitched the shoulder plate.
The slave ducked, but the captain’s aim was good, catching the old man across the forehead to leave a long, bleeding gash.
“Out!” Lendo yelled.
The old man clambered away, pulling the door closed behind him.
“Fools!” the captain stormed to an empty room.
A knock at the door drew his attention. “Enter!”
A guard stuck his head in the door. “Sir, we have a situation.”
“What the hell has happened?”
“There’s a commotion at the front gate,” the soldier said. “One of the sergeants told me to find you.”
“A problem with the Easterners?” Lendo asked.
“No, sir, but we’ve lost eight men.”
Lendo stared at the soldier. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“You might want to bring your sword, sir, and armor.”
 
***
 
It had taken Markwood nearly an hour of casting before finding Randall, but now their conversation was finished the wizard was growing impatient.
Kron had been gone for far too long.
“Damn the man,” Markwood said to the silence of the cell where he sat on a cold, stone floor.
He should have known better than to let Kron Darkbow out of his sight. There was no telling what trouble the man was into.
The old wizard cursed again. He had not wanted to cast another spell because each use of magic was another chance Verkain would take notice of him. Months before Markwood had sent out his spiritual form to search through Kobalos and Verkain had been drawn to his ethereal form. Now that Markwood was actually within Mogus Potere, the potential for Verkain’s involvement grew stronger by the second. Markwood supposed the only reason his castings had not been noticed before now was because Verkain must be busy with the upcoming execution ceremony Randall had mentioned.
Still, there was nothing to be done but use magic. The sun would be rising soon, and Randall faced his death. The wizard had to find the man in black.
Markwood closed his eyes and allowed his mind to focus on the blankness beyond his lids. He had placed a tracing hex on Kron. The man should be easy enough to find.
Within seconds, the wizard’s inner eye locked onto his recent companion.
“Oh no.”
 
***
 
Captain Lendo stood atop the battlements at the southern wall of the city. He stared down at the open gates and the multitude of tents beyond. It was difficult not to see the damage. Flames still sputtered in the corpses of four tents, their poles mostly ash and the remnants of canvas flapping across the ground. Several soldiers lay dead at the foot of the crucified woman, the slash wounds so large Lendo could see them from nearly a hundred yards away. Black smoke drifted at the open gates, swirling around a line of pikemen in formation blocking any from entering or exiting the city.
Lendo’s eyes lingered on the draped carriage outside the gate. At least their guests’ transport had not been damaged.
Shouts from within Mogus Potere brought the captain around to face the city. Torches were lit everywhere. The town was more well lit than Lendo had witnessed since the rebellion several years earlier; hundreds of soldiers in black armor combed the narrow streets, winding their way through alleys, hammering on doors and waking households.
“What happened here?” Lendo asked no one in particular.
A short, stout fellow stepped forward, a double-bladed ax tied on his back. “Sergeant Klief, at your service, sir.”
“Explain to me our situation, sergeant,” Lendo said.
“It started in the tents, sir,” the sergeant said, pointing a finger at Adara’s body, “where that lady is hanging.”
“What started?”
“A man went crazy, hacking up everybody,” Klief explained. “He worked his way through three or four of our fellows before I could get some pikers to charge him. And he had some kind of magic, throwing fire right at us, and creating black smoke from nothing.”
“How did he escape?”
“Damned if I know, sir,” the sergeant continued. “I thought my pikers would have him, but he disappeared somewhere in the tents. Next thing I know he was up here on the walls, just about where we’re standing. He killed one or two fellows with his sword, then commenced to launching arrows at anyone that’d come near. A few of our lads with crossbows managed to drive him off.”
“But you don’t know to where?”
“No, sir,” Klief said. “He brought out that black smoke and we couldn’t see anything. Some of the boys thought they heard him run down Adder Street toward the slave quarters.”
“That’s the best you can tell me?” Lendo asked.
“Yes, sir, I’m afraid so,” Klief said.
Lendo grabbed a near soldier by the front of his plate armor. “You’re the new sergeant of the South Gate.” He aimed a finger at Klief. “Kill that man.”
Lendo shoved the soldier aside and descended a ladder to the ground. A cry from above told him his orders had been carried out.
Another Kobalan, this one a runner in light leathers with a short sword dangling from his belt, jogged up to the captain. “Sergeant Fanto sends word, sir,” the young man said. “They got the man cornered.”
Captain Lendo marched off down Adder Street in the direction from which the runner had come. The young soldier followed just behind.
“Do they know who he is?” Lendo asked.
“No, sir,” the runner said, “but he’s wearing nothing but black. Maybe an infiltrator or one of our guys gone crazy.”
“Your opinions are worthless and can get you killed.” Lendo widened his strides.
The runner slowed his gait, falling behind.
Within minutes the captain found himself facing the back of a line of his men, each a burly soldier in dark armor and carrying a heavy sword. The Kobalans were stretched across Adder Street from one alley to another. Beyond them was an open, empty street. A hundred yards further was another line of Kobalan soldiers, them too barring the road.
Lendo grabbed the nearest man with a sergeant’s badge on his shoulder plates.  “What is the situation here?”
Sergeant Fanto pointed to the flat roof of a three-story apartment building halfway between each line of soldiers. “He’s up there, sir.”
Lendo stared where the man pointed, but saw nothing. “You’re sure he’s there?”
“Saw him myself, sir,” the sergeant said. “He was at the edge with a bow. Put an arrow into any man who came near.”
Captain Lendo’s eyes locked on the building. The place’s single door to the street hung open. On either side of the structure ran narrow, dark alleys.
Lendo glanced around. “Do we have any archers?”
“None yet, sir,” Fanto said, “but several of the boys on duty have got their crossbows with them.”
“I want them to loose every bolt they have at the roof until they see me rush through the front door,” Lendo said, pointing at the apartments. “Once I enter, I want you to work a team of six light fighters into the alleys, three men to a side. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir,” Sergeant Fanto said, “but I would like to point out we already tried to rush the door.”
“What happened?”
“He killed two men. Dropped them dead with arrows in their hearts.”
Lendo fumed, and stared at the building again. “He’s only one man. You should have been able to make the door.”
“That fellow on the roof is pretty imposing, sir,” the sergeant said, “but my men are no cowards. Before you came along, I was ready to give orders to move in again.”
Lendo drew his sword from the sheath on his belt. “No matter now. Just give the order to start launching those arrows.”
“Yes, sir.” The sergeant hurried away to do as he had been told.
Seconds later, four men in the row closest to the captain and three in the farther line launched missiles into the darkness above the building.
Lendo took off at a run. Halfway to the open door a black arrow crashed into the road in front of him. The captain blinked and skidded to a near halt, but quickly charged forward again.
The Kobalans loosed another stream of arrows, sending the bolts high into the air to arch down in a rain of death upon the rooftop.
Lendo was almost to the door, mere yards away, when another black bolt shot out from above. The shaft caught him in his left shoulder, lancing through chain links beneath a plate of steel, and sending him spinning. The captain crashed to the ground at the foot of the open door. Ignoring the lightning coursing through his left arm, he shoved himself to his feet with his sword arm and dove into the building.
 
***
 
Kron stood on the edge of the roof and placed another arrow against his bow. As he dragged back the string, he took note of a curiosity. The string made no sound, where it usually gave the slight squeal of tightening.
He took a step back from the edge and noticed his boots no longer made scuffing noises.
“I’ve placed an area of silence around us.”
Kron spun, raising his bow.
“I suggest against that,” Maslin Markwood said mere yards away as he stared down the length of the black arrow.
Kron lowered his weapon.
“What insanity are you up to?” Markwood asked. “Have you forgotten why we are here?”
Kron remained silent, but his eyes spoke of hate.
“What are you trying to accomplish?” Markwood said. “You can’t believe you can kill all these men.”
“No, I can’t,” Kron spoke, “but that’s only because I’ve no grenados and am nearly out of arrows.”
“Your actions serve no purpose. Killing these few does not save Randall.”
“They killed Adara.”
The wizard hissed and rocked back on his shoes.
“They nailed her to a post in front of the city,” Kron said, “strung her up like a slaughtered deer.”
Markwood stared blankly off into the dark sky as if trying to think of words to say.
“These bastards have to pay,” Kron said.
The wizard’s head snapped around to face his companion again. “Revenge will not save Randall.”
“Go ahead and save Randall,” Kron said. “I’ll remain here and keep the Kobalans busy.”
“I will need you,” Markwood said, shaking his head. “I’ve already expended more energy than I had planned, and Verkain will be no easy foe.”
“You don’t need me. What good is a sword or bow against the likes of Verkain?”
The wizard frowned. “You’ve faced wizards before and bested them. Trelvigor. Karitha.”
“I was prepared for Trelvigor,” Kron said, “and Karitha was not the most experienced of mages.”
“Nonetheless, you have experience in fighting magic,” Markwood went on. “I will need your skills. Otherwise, Randall will die within the hour.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I’ve spoken with him. Verkain is to execute him in some ceremony just before the rising of the sun.”
Kron stared at the lines of soldiers on either end of the street.
“We don’t have much time,” Markwood said.
Kron faced the wizard again. “What do you want of me?”
Markwood glanced out across the road and over rooftops, his eyes lifting to focus on the upper levels of Verkain’s castle. “Do you see those windows?”
Kron followed the wizard’s gaze to three tall, narrow windows set high in the castle’s structure. He nodded.
“I believe they look down upon Verkain’s main hall,” Markwood said. “How long will it take you to get to those windows?”
Kron counted the roads, roofs and alleys between him and the castle, then he accounted for the climb. “Ten minutes,” he said, which would have sounded as a boast or joke from any other man.
“Get there, then,” Markwood said. “My cone of silence should help you escape. Try to remain unseen, and wait for my entrance. When the time is right, come to my aid.”
 “How are you going to get inside the hall?”
“I’m going to walk in the front door as an invited guest,” the wizard said.
 
***
 
As ordered, the Kobalan archers ceased their attack.
Lendo lay on his side in the dark hallway, taking time to catch his breath. Once his lungs were full again, he broke off the shaft hanging from his shoulder and climbed to his feet. No lone archer was going to stick him and not pay for it.
He quickly discovered wooden stairs that took him up a level, but on the second floor he found only a shaky ladder that appeared to lead to a vent in the roof.
Lendo stared at the opening, moonlight through the hole offering the only illumination. The captain was waiting for his opponent to make an appearance, but the man did not show, nor could Lendo hear anyone walking on the roof.
After long seconds the captain sheathed his sword and yanked out a dagger, placing the blade between clenched teeth. He would have a hard enough time climbing the ladder with a crippled left arm, but he would not do so unarmed.
He gripped the ladder’s side with his good hand and planted a boot on the bottom rung while keeping his eyes on the opening above. Now, while he was on the ladder, would be an opportune time for his enemy to take the advantage.
Still, there was no attack.
Lendo bit down harder on his knife and pulled himself up a peg. Nothing happened still, so the captain went on with his slow climb, moving up a rung, checking for an enemy, then proceeding.
Finally he reached the top of the ladder, but held his head low so as not to provide a target for the archer above, if the man still lived.
Lendo strained his ears, trying to listen for any sound.
Again, nothing.
The captain, frustrated, decided action was necessary. He thrust up, his legs kicking off the top of the ladder, and launched himself onto the roof. He rolled away from the open trap door and came up on both feet, his knife now in his right hand.
In front of him stood an old man, tall with worn gray robes and a lengthy beard hanging from his chin.
“You are going to help me,” the old man said.
Captain Lendo didn’t lower his knife. He saw no archer in black, but was familiar enough with magic to know in this situation he should not trust his own eyes. “Who are you?”
“Who I am is of little importance to you,” Maslin Markwood said. “What is of import is who you are, captain.”
Lendo’s face went tight. This old man knew who he was? No, he must have seen the markings of an officer on Lendo’s shoulders.
“There is to be an important ceremony in less than an hour,” Markwood said. “You are going to ensure I am invited.”
Lendo clenched the dagger. “What madness is this?”
“It is not madness,” Markwood said, waving a hand in front of the captain, “but you will do as I ask. You have no choice in the matter.”
Lendo frowned, then blinked and smiled. The world suddenly seemed so much clearer to him. Of course he would take the old man to the ceremony. His new friend would be the perfect guest.
“Drop the dagger,” Markwood said. “You won’t need it.”
Lendo tossed the weapon.
The wizard motioned across the rooftop to the dark castle in the center of the city. “Now, take me to Verkain’s hall.”



 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Belgad sighed as he drew a black silk robe around his shoulders. Not that the large man was interested in fashion, but he had been in Mogus Potere only a matter of days and was already tired of black on everyone. At least the last few days had kept his mind occupied with putting together a team of Verkain’s assassins to track down Darkbow and Markwood. The Dartague believed it would only be a matter of time before those two made an appearance.
The door to his bedroom slammed open. Fortisquo stood there looking flustered, he too wearing a black robe over his ruffly shirt, short breeches and tall boots.
“What do you want?” Belgad asked. “We’re not to go down to the ceremony for another half hour.”
“You haven’t heard?” the sword master asked.
Belgad’s eyebrows raised above a glare.
“There’s been fighting near the south gate,” Fortisquo said. “Nearly a dozen men killed. They tracked the culprit to a building in their slave quarters.”
“Darkbow?”
“The killer is supposed to be dressed all in black.”
Belgad grinned. “Sounds like our man.” He grabbed his long, two-handed sword from where he had left it on his bed.
“Wait.” Fortisquo held up a hand. “Apparently he escaped.”
Belgad’s grin turned into a frown. “It definitely sounds like our man.”
“There’s more,” Fortisquo said. “Markwood was caught. Turned himself in, from what I’ve heard. Lendo is taking him to the main hall as we speak.”
Belgad’s grin returned. “Then Darkbow won’t be far behind.”
 
***
 
Kron had been wrong in his assessment to Markwood. It only took him eight minutes to reach the ledge outside the windows set high in Verkain’s keep.
Running and jumping from rooftop to rooftop, he had covered the distance to the castle’s outer walls in little time. From there it had been one last jump to the top of a building on the other side of the wall, a sling of his grappling hook and a lengthy climb to the windows.
Now he looked through yellow glass upon Lord Verkain’s great hall far below. A dark purple carpet ran down the center of the long room, from open doorway to the throne, and hundreds of soldiers were lined up on either side. Sitting on the throne was a tall, muscular man in dark robes, his long, graying hair tied in a tail hanging down his back. Kron was seeing Lord Verkain for the first time, and he had to admit the king’s stare was imposing even from a distance.
Military music bounded through the air, drums driving a stirring beat, but Kron could not make out any musicians from his vantage point.
His eyes shifted around the room, looking for any sign of Markwood. Instead of the aging mage, he found himself staring at another older man seated in a chair to the right of Verkain. This fellow wore long, dark robes as well, but the tall, cylindrical hat on his head was a mark of Eastern clergy, especially of the higher ranks.
This was a surprise.
The carriage at the front entrance of the city suddenly returned in Kron’s memory. What could a member of the Eastern church hierarchy be doing with Verkain?
 
***
 
“You’re doing fine,” Markwood whispered, his left hand gripping Lendo’s elbow as the two strolled through the open doorway into the main hall of the castle. “Just take me to Verkain.”
“I will do my best,” the captain said as they walked along the purple rug down the center of the room, lines of soldiers on either side watching their movement.
Seeing the two approaching, Lord Verkain raised a hand.
The distant drums died.
“I see you’ve finally shown yourself, Maslin,” the king said.
The wizard gripped the captain’s elbow tighter. “Keep walking.”
“By all means, come closer,” Verkain said.
The two continued their march, only halting at the bottom of the steps leading up to the Kobalan throne.
Captain Lendo blinked, as if waking from a dream, and stared about.
Markwood could feel the eyes of the hundreds of warriors and officers upon him, but the one person who drew his interest was an elderly fellow in dark robes next to the lord of the land. Upon the man’s head sat a tall, round hat.
“A representative of the Eastern church?” Markwood asked.
Verkain chuckled. “Are you surprised at Bishop Althgar’s presence?” He waved a hand at the man seated next to him.
“I did not believe the church would stoop to dealing with you,” Markwood said.
Bishop Althgar scowled. “Who is this man, Verkain?”
“You should know him, your holiness,” Verkain said. “An old enemy of the church is Maslin Markwood.”
The bishop’s eyes burned into Markwood’s skull. “That was the name of one of The Twelve. I’m surprised he’s still alive.”
“Alive and well,” Markwood said, “but no longer a rebel. Those days are long past.”
“Not as far past as you think,” Verkain said with a grin.
“The East and West went their separate ways long ago,” Markwood said. “I am here only for Randall. Where is he?”
“My son should be along soon,” Verkain said.
At that, a pair of doors to the left of Verkain’s throne swung open with a groan, as of heavy stone scraping steel. The doors had been nearly invisible, built in such a manner as to appear part of the wall; a tapestry pulled to one side appeared as if it would hide the opening at other times.
Through the opening came two burly soldiers carrying a limp Randall between them.
Markwood nearly rushed forward as he took in the torn, dirty rags covering the young man’s bruised and scarred form. “What have you done to him?”
“He is my son,” Verkain said. “I do with him what I please.”
Markwood raised a fist as the two soldiers carried Randall toward his father. Another pair of soldiers appeared from one side of the room, these two carrying a sturdy and long oak table.
“Raise your fist all you want, wizard,” Verkain said to Markwood. “Go ahead and curse me, if you dare. It will do you no good. Your spells are useless here.”
The guards carrying the table placed their heavy burden in front of their king. Randall’s unmoving figure was then drug forward and slung upon the hard, flat top.
“You’re going to go through with this,” Markwood said as he slowly approached Verkain’s throne. “Why? Why would you kill your own son?”
“To end the suffering of the world.” Verkain unsheathed a gilded dagger from his belt.
 
***
 
Kron watched all from high above. He could not hear the words spoken, but could guess some of what was said.
At the sight of Verkain drawing the dagger, Kron’s right hand reached up to his shoulder to draw his sword while his left hand unwound his rope and grappling hook.
Sensing the time for action was approaching, the man in black looked over the row of three tall windows before him. There were no latches on the outside and none of the panes were open. He would have to break his way through when Markwood needed him. That suited him fine. There was nothing as thrilling as making an explosive appearance.
 
***
 
Verkain slid out of his chair and approached his unconscious son.
“Do not do this,” Markwood said.
“Or what?” Verkain’s eyes flashed on the wizard. “Your magic means nothing here.”
Markwood raised a finger and pointed at Verkain. Words older than time itself sprang from the the old man’s lips, words spoken boldly for all to hear.
The king of Kobalos laughed.
Markwood pointed the finger again and muttered the same words.
Nothing.
“You fool,” Verkain said. “I’ve deadened all potential magic within this hall for the night. Without your spells, you’re nothing but an old man, an old man who will soon wish he had stayed in Bond and not interfered in my concerns.”
The Kobalan king made a motion, a slice of one hand. Four of his men drew swords and surrounded the wizard.
Markwood glanced about slowly with his head hanging. Then he lunged, darting between two of his armored guards. He reached out and grabbed Randall by the shoulder.
It was too little too late. The four burly Kobalans fell upon the mage, smashing him down with the pommels of their swords. Within seconds the wizard was little more than a bleeding pile of flesh, his harsh breathing the only sign he remained alive.
“Take him to my personal dungeons,” Verkain said, waving a hand over the unconscious Markwood, “but he is not to be killed. It will delight me to spend hours introducing master Maslin to new levels of pain.”
Bishop Althgar had not moved from his seat during the commotion. Now he responded only with a grimace, as if he did not fully approve of the events unfolding before him.
The four soldiers grabbed Markwood by his limbs and drug him from the room, retreating the way Randall had been brought.
Verkain stood over his son, the dagger in his hand poised over the youth’s chest. He stared down and saw the healer’s eyes flutter.
“How appropriate,” the king said. “My son wakes for his own sacrifice.”
 
***
 
Kron tried not to panic. Whatever had happened below, it had obviously not gone the way Markwood had planned. Kron had not known what the mage would attempt, but he knew Markwood had had enough confidence in his own abilities to take on Verkain in a hall full of the king’s soldiers.
Apparently the old wizard had underestimated their enemy.
Knowing not what else to do, Kron went to work. He pulled back his sword and slammed the butt of its hilt against the glass.
The window did not shatter.
It did not even crack.
 
***
 
Randall’s eyes opened to stare up at his father, but the young healer was too battered and weak to attempt to protect himself. The grin on Verkain’s face reminded Randall of his father’s war demons, those plate-wearing monstrosities from hell.
Verkain leaned over his son and gently ran a hand through Randall’s brown hair. “I wanted you to know your death will not be in vain,” the king said. “You will be sacrificed to fulfill our destinies once more.”
“Why, father?” Randall managed to croak.
Verkain returned his hand to his side. Then he straightened and faced the hall of warriors and officers and the few members of Kobalan nobility allowed to attend the event. He raised the dagger over Randall’s throat.
The king pointed to Bishop Althgar. “With the official witness of an ambassador of the Holy Ursian Empire, and the death of the last of my offspring, I proclaim myself Dark King of the North!”
The soldiers hailed their king, shouting his name in orderly fashion. “Verkain! Verkain! Verkain!”
“Thus we welcome in the last of days,” Verkain yelled, “and we welcome the return of  Ashal!”
Once more the invisible drums boomed, shaking the walls.
The Kobalan lord leaned over his son again. “I apologize for the pain, but if you truly wanted to end this, it lies within your power.”
Randall’s eyes asked what his lips could not mutter. How? How could I end this terror?
Verkain stood straight again, the grin on his face growing wider, his dagger hanging just above Randall’s bared neck.
The soldiers continued to chant their leader’s name, and the drums still blared, the sounds reverberating throughout the hall in a rising crescendo not unlike thunder.
 
***
 
Kron panicked. He hammered his sword into the glass several more times, but there was not even a crack or dent. Sheathing the weapon, he slammed a shoulder into a window. Still, nothing.
Looking behind himself, Kron realized the ledge was not wide enough to get a running start. He eased to one side of the nearest window, then kicked at the glass. The pane held solid, and Kron rebounded, teetering on the brink of falling.
He grabbed an edge of masonry sticking out from the wall. It wasn’t much of a grip, but it was enough to keep him from plummeting to his death.
Worried he already might be too late, Kron dared another glance inside.
 
***
 
Verkain held the cold blade against the warm skin of Randall's neck, then the lord of Kobalos shut his eyes. “I call upon my own will to guide my hand,” he said, though the din of the room was too much for anyone to hear his words.
Randall too closed his eyes and began to mumble words beneath his breath.
Verkain’s eyes snapped opened and glared. “No incantation will save you now.”
The king stabbed deep, cutting into the youth’s throat.
 
***
 
In a frenzy, Kron hammered with everything he had, his sword, his dagger, his fists, his booted feet. Nothing would crack the yellow, magic glass.
 
***
 
The knife tore through the healer’s larynx as Verkain continued to slide the blade from one side of the neck to the other, nearly severing the head from the body.
Randall’s body arched, the young man’s feet and shoulders all that remained touching the table. Then he collapsed with a gasp and a gurgle as blood splashed Verkain’s robes.
The body unmoving, more blood slid forth out of the gaping wound as if syrup, pooling around the neck and head, then creeping its way to the edges of the table to drip off the sides to form another pool below.
“It is done.” Verkain withdrew the dagger and moved away from the body.
“Do you wish me to perform last rites?” Bishop Althgar asked from his seat.
Verkain turned to the old man, thinking Althgar looked like a feverish frog with his wide, yellow eyes. “No need,” he said. “It would be most ironic to have the Ashalite rites provided for this one.”



 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Kron sat back on his heels, stunned.
Randall’s throat had been carved open as if by a fishmonger cleaning a carp. Of all the deaths Kron had beheld since returning to Bond, the healer’s was the most destructive to his soul. Randall had never harmed anyone, and had had no intentions of harming anyone. The healer was the purest, most blameless person Kron had ever known.
The man in black collapsed, dropping to his knees on the window’s wide ledge. His back slid against the glass behind him and his head sank between his shoulders. His eyes stared unblinking. Below him, gray smoke swirled up from chimneys to waltz away on the night’s breeze over squalid tenements, narrow brick streets and crooked alleys.
His breathing came as short gasps, the air inching its way throw the narrow gap of his lips.
For the first time in fifteen years, since the murders of his mother and father, Kron knew despair. He knew defeat. Even Adara’s death had not shaken him so.
Everyone was dead. Adara. Randall. Markwood soon. Wyck had died months ago.
There appeared to be no hope.
A single tear dropped from Kron’s left eye and haltingly struggled down his cheek to rest on the edge of his top lip.
He blinked, then stared some more over the city.
The blare of trumpets, far below, were not enough to stir him from his reverie.
The tear dripped from Kron’s mouth, catching on the back of a gloved hand.
He gritted his teeth and slammed his eyes closed, allowing the numbness and pain to turn to hate. It was his way. It was how he survived the world. Hate. Anger. Vengeance.
When his eyes opened again, he looked out, staring at the distant figure of a woman he could have loved. She still hung where he had last seen her, high upon a cross of oak. A ring of torches about the body highlighted her long, dark hair waving in the wind.
He clenched his fists. Then he opened his hands slowly. He was wrong to think he could have loved Adara because she never could have loved him, not as he was. She had told him, in the Prisonlands. She could never love a monster such as Kron Darkbow. She had not been able to deal with his darkness, his hate and anger and want for vengeance. So Kron had lost her before he had had her, all because he would not change.
He grimaced, sucking in air. He swallowed hard, tasting acid in the back of his throat.
Kron pulled his feet around to dangle over the ledge and the far drop to a cobbled street. He stared flatly at the round, pale moon overhead.
What should he do? Killing Verkain was the simple answer. 
Kron shook himself. Killing Verkain would accomplish little. It would not bring back Randall or Adara or Wyck. Verkain’s death would only leave a gulf of power in Kobalos that would soon be filled by another, possibly even someone as deranged and dangerous as the nation’s current lord.
No. Revenge was not the key. Something more had to be accomplished than simple vengeance. A reckoning was in order.
A miniature grappling hook attached to a silk cord slipped from Kron’s belt. He looped the rope around a crenalation and allowed himself to drop. He fell a good ways, nearly to the street below, before tightening his grip. The rope snapped with his sudden weight, then sent the man in black swinging through the darkness.
In one motion Kron flipped through the air and jerked the rope, loosening the cord and sending the hook plummeting to the ground. He landed on a rooftop and yanked, pulling rope and hook to him as he took off at a run, his sword and bow and quiver jingling on his back.
A yell from behind meant he had been spotted. He kept running. Within minutes he had jumped alleys and crossed a dozen roofs. He did not know where he was going, but the night air opened his mind, allowing his thoughts to run as fast as his footsteps.
 
***
 
“Ash!”
The boy spun around, staring with confused eyes at the woman calling his name.
“Ash, come here!”
He raised an eyebrow. Who was she in her plain white tunic? And why was she so concerned about him? And his name? Was it Ash? He couldn’t remember. His mind was atumble, as if he had only risen from bed and was trying to recall a distant dream that had slipped away from his mind.
“Please, baby, come away from there,” the woman said.
The boy glanced down at the ground, which seemed much closer than it should have. He saw he was also dressed in simple white, leather sandals tied around his feet separating him from the dirt beneath.
“Ash, baby, please.”
He looked up again. She was in her early thirties with lengthy gold hair flying about her face. Fear was worn into her features through groves in the flesh above her dark eyes.
“Do not listen to her, boy,” a new voice commanded, a sturdy voice. “Come to me!”
The lad looked to one side. There stood a man, tall and well built, sheltered in a skin of metal bronze with a golden sword in his hands, a helmet of black iron shielding his features.
“I know you,” the boy said.
A grin appeared beneath the chin of the helmet. “Of course you know me. Now come to your father.”
Father? Ash frowned and glanced to the woman. Was she his mother? She seemed vaguely familiar, but he recollected little of his mother. The woman who had given birth to him had died when he was young. Or had she? He didn’t know. His memories were awhirl, flittering on the edges of his mind’s eye.
“Ash, I need you to come to me,” the woman said. “Everything will be alright if you just come to me.”
The boy looked from her back to the man, then he glanced beyond the two figures. A field of green and red stretched as far as he could see. Bodies were packed in piles, twenty or so dead to a mass. Broken bronzed weapons were strewn across the red-drenched grass between dented pieces of armor and creeks of blood.
The youth grimaced. The blood was everywhere, and there appeared to be no one living other than himself, the woman and the man in golden plates.
The armored figure gripped his weapon tighter, the muscles in his sword arm standing out. “Damn it, Ash, do as I tell you!”
The fear grew stronger in the woman’s eyes and she stepped back, away from the big man.
The boy turned away from them. Something about this, all of it, felt familiar. The woman, the man, the battlefield. It was all known.
Except for the name they called him. His name wasn’t Ash. He could not remember his name, but he knew it was not Ash.
He stared out, over a valley of red stone and sand. For the first time he realized he was on a precipice, a dirt ledge above a drop of hundreds of feet into a rocky valley far below. That was one reason the woman feared, the other being the man in metal. She did not want him to fall. Neither did the man, but his motives seemed less pure.
Ash knew all this. He had been here before. The battle had been because of him. Men had killed because of who he was. Once the warring had finished, he had fled to the valley’s edge. The woman had followed in hopes of saving him. The man had followed for his own, selfish motives.
The boy looked down, watching his sandals kicking dust and tiny stones into the chasm before him.
He knew what he had to do. He had done it before.
He took a step, then fell. And plummeting to the sharp rocks below, the wind whipping back his hair and bringing water to his eyes, he could only think one thing. My name is not Ash. My name is Kerwin. I am Kerwin Verkain.
 
***
 
Belgad and Fortisquo had watched events unravel from the front of the long hall, their backs against a wall while they stood lined up with a group of Kobalan officers. They saw Markwood carried away, Randall’s death and a triumphant salute from Verkain to his gathered minions.
“Barbaric,” Fortisquo whispered to his companion as Randall’s remains were carried out of the chamber.
Captain Lendo approached the two as the multitude began to file from the room. “Lord Verkain seeks your presence. Both of you.”
“Now?” Fortisquo asked, taking note of a broken arrow protruding from the captain’s shoulder.
Lendo seemed to take no notice of his wound. “Do you wish to keep him waiting?” 
Fortisquo gulped and glanced to Belgad.
“Lead the way,” the bald man said to the captain.
 
***
 
The two foreigners soon found themselves seated on cushioned chairs with their backs to a tapestry-shrouded wall. The room before them was narrow, long and dark, a single torch near the only exit providing light. In the center of the chamber was a lengthy iron table, atop it hundreds of glass vials and containers, some empty and others containing liquids of various colors and shades. A hint of sulfur hung on the air.
The door swung open. Verkain glided into the room as if the other two were not present. He paused by the metal table, leaned over it and investigated several of the vials.
Before the door closed, Fortisquo noticed Lendo and other soldiers waiting in the outer hall.
“Why are we here?” Belgad dared to speak.
Verkain’s head came up, the tail of hair down his back swaying over his dark robes. He glanced to the much larger man and his thin companion as if seeing them for the first time. “I’ve slain greater men than you for speaking out of turn.”
“You’ve some use for us or you wouldn’t have called us here,” Belgad said.
Verkain chuckled. “Very perceptive.”
“I suppose you still want Darkbow,” the Dartague said.
“No,” Verkain said. “Kron Darkbow is of little concern. Without Markwood, the man is nothing, not even a gnat to be swiped away.”
A dark grin grew on Belgad’s face. “I suggest you not underestimate the man. I once thought as you.”
“He is one man. What care I if he kills a hundred of my own? I have matters of more import at hand.”
“Then why are we here?” Belgad asked.
“I have need of your combat expertise, and your leadership abilities,” Verkain said. “I will make you captains.”
“Why?”
“I will be invading the Prisonlands within the week.”
Belgad threw back his head and scoffed.
“I will reclaim lands rightfully mine,” the lord went on.
“Not according to the treaty you signed,” Belgad said.
“Then I will break the treaty.”
“And start another war?” Belgad asked. “Is that what all this has been about? Another war between the East and West?”
“The situation is different now. I have the backing of the Eastern pontiff.”
Belgad nodded. “I wondered why the bishop was here. So, the East wants war, too.”
“All true believers of the almighty Ashal will want this war,” Verkain said. “The decadent West has gone unleashed for sixty years too long.”
“Ashal?” Fortisquo muttered.
“That’s right.” Verkain turned his gaze upon the sword master. “I, too, am a believer, though not a worshiper. A war between the East and West, with Kobalos in the middle, will bring about a new age.”
“Adara was right,” Fortisquo said to Belgad.
“This is not logical,” Belgad said to the king. “Another Ursian war will tear the nations apart, leading to another stalemate. The West can’t hold the pope’s armies, and the East can’t compete with the Western mages.”
“But I can,” Verkain said.
Startling knowledge suddenly dawned in Belgad’s mind, causing his eyes to broaden. Verkain was right. The lord of Kobalos was one of the most powerful mages known to the world. With his magic backing the Eastern armies, the West would eventually fall. Western Ursia would put up a good fight, possibly for years, but Kobalan dark magic would give the Eastern pope the edge he would need to defeat the young republic.
“I am ushering in the last of days,” Verkain continued. “I am the Dark King of the North, and I will lay waste to mankind.”
“But if that’s true,” Fortisquo said, “then Ashal is expected to return.”
“Why do you think the Eastern church has agreed to join with me?”
“You want Ashal to return?” Fortisquo asked.
“Oh, that won’t happen,” Verkain said. “I’ve taken care of the matter already. The Dark King of the North will ride forth, as prophesy states, but no agent of the Creator will be there to stop me. I will rewrite history to my own making.”
 
***
 
“The man is more mad than I had expected,” Belgad said.
Fortisquo tossed his sword belt onto a couch and reclined on a bed in his personal chambers. “Then why did you agree to us joining his army?” he asked the big man standing in the open doorway to the room.
“What choice did we have?” Belgad said. “Serve or die, that seems his general mode of operation. No wonder this country is in such dreary condition.”
“This doesn’t sound like you,” Fortisquo said with a sly grin. “I never thought I’d see the day Belgad of Bond would bow to another.”
“Just because I agreed to be one of his captains does not mean I am going to remain here to do so,” Belgad said. “I believe it is time we extricated ourselves from this situation.”
“When do we leave?”
“I haven’t made up my mind,” Belgad said. “He might be expecting us to slip away, so we shouldn’t act too soon.”
“What of Darkbow?” Fortisquo asked. “He’s still out there.”
Belgad’s white, bushy brows drew low over his eyes. “Perhaps in our final days here we can find time to deal with him.”



 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Kron ran until he could run no more. As he rested atop a warehouse overlooking the sea, he sucked in the cold mist floating off the water. The morning sun was high, but it had yet to take the chill from the air.
He collapsed to the slate rooftop, his black cloak flowing out around him like a tent. Eventually his breathing grew less strained, though his muscles continued to ache. He had not worn himself so thin since his days in the Prisonlands. The night had been one long, constant flight, moving from building to building or alley to alley, running from himself and never escaping.
The guilt was too much to stand. For the first time in fifteen years he felt weak, worthless. Every move he had made had been the wrong one. He never should have brought Randall to Kobalos, he never should have taken Adara into the Prisonlands and he should not have allowed Markwood to go to Verkain alone.
Since returning to Bond months earlier, he had suffered one setback after another. Initially his war against Belgad had been successful, Kron’s actions infuriating the large northerner who ruled Bond’s streets like an emperor. But since the night a dagger thrown by Adara had caught him in the leg, nothing had gone according to plan. The quest for revenge had not served Kron Darkbow well. Now he was alone in Kobalos, his enemies stronger than ever and a list of dead companions behind him.
No. Kron corrected himself. Markwood still lived, or he had the last Kron had seen him.
The man in black straightened, his dark blue eyes gazing upon the cold sea with intent.
If Markwood still lived, Kron could rescue him.
He looked up at the sun. It was still hours until darkness, his time, but he did not know if Markwood had that long.
Tired and weak, Kron drew himself to standing again. It was time for action, no matter how exhausted he had become.
 
***
 
Kerwin was flying. For a long time he had been falling, plunging toward jagged, orange rocks. A gray mist had surrounded him, buffeting his face with cold air and brushing through his hair and toga as if a hundred chilled, tiny fingers were at work upon his body. The sensation had been most pleasant.
The fall never ended. Kerwin had expected at any moment to be dashed upon the stones, to die with a sudden fierceness and know nothing more. But that had not happened. His fall had become eternal, until he felt as if he were drifting among clouds.
He could see nothing other than a pale gloom about him. Occasionally a shadow would blossom overhead, then it would vanish. The cold air became warm, then was like ice again, lancing his skin with droplets of moisture that quickly froze into a thin layer of frozen crust; eventually the temperature would rise once more and the ice would melt away, leaving Kerwin with a thin layer of sweat lingering over his body and drenching his clothes.
Then there was a light.
It was as if seeing the morning sun rising through a mist over a deep lake. The light blazed forth, then spread its golden rays out to wipe away the fog around the eternally falling boy.
Kerwin blinked, tears in his eyes, as he spun in the air. He tried to keep his focus on the light. He had been falling for so long with so little change, he needed the light to assure himself he was not losing his sanity.
He did not know who he was.
He had been called Ash, but he knew himself as Kerwin, and it seemed he went by other names as well. Randall. Ashal. Why were those names so familiar?
The light blazed stronger than ever, one of its arms lancing the boy and causing him to shield his eyes with hands folded across his face.
A voice came to him from the illumination, but no words were spoken. Images played upon Kerwin’s mind. He saw a mighty warrior in golden armor laying waste to scores of men with a swing of a weapon. A crying woman cradled a baby in her lap while resting in a thatched hut and rain poured outside to leave puddles of mud everywhere. He saw himself, a version of himself, with his brothers and sisters as they tried to flee a camp full of soldiers in black. He saw a young boy die, his skull cracked by a falling hunk of stone.
He saw so much, it was too much, and it hurt.
Randall cried.
The voice went to him again, once more without words, but this time with images of healing. A young man spoke to a crowd of gathered folk, simple people in simple garb, standing by a summer riverbank. He told them truths. A robed wizard stood atop the walls of a mighty city and launched fireworks over a throng of celebrating citizens. A man in black and a beautiful woman shared a bottle of wine and a moment alone.
“You were the first.”
The words were those of the voice, the first words spoken from it.
“You are the first.”
Randall did not understand.
Then the light blinded him, and he knew.
 
***
 
Markwood gritted his teeth, but it wasn’t enough to stop the screams pouring from his throat. Eventually the pain like fire subsided from his chest, but a dull throb of jittery thunder seemed to roll out of his heart.
The old wizard opened his eyes.
He still found himself nude, bound by chains to a rusting iron chair. His breast was a bloody mess of sliced flesh, but none of the wounds were so deep as to cause serious harm.
Standing over the mage was the master of the land. Verkain, in dark robes, wore the grin of a demon. In the lord’s right hand was gripped a small, single-edged blade. In the other hand was what at first appeared to be a kitchen whisk, but on further viewing turned out to be a hundred or so long needles wrapped together at one end to form a handle.
“It makes no difference if you talk,” Verkain said, alone other than for his victim in the small, square room. “I am enjoying this immensely.”
A dribble of red leaked from between Markwood’s lips and worked its way down his chin to mix with the gore on his chest. He breathed heavily, his lungs feeling as if he were drowning. “I don’t know what I could tell you.”
“You are an important person in Bond,” Verkain said, “the last of The Twelve still living, an icon for the West, a professor at the university. You do not disappear without the notice of others.”
“What is your point?”
“Who knows you are here?”
Markwood remained silent, giving the king a flat stare.
Verkain lifted the knife.
“A handful of mages at the college,” Markwood said, lying in part while staving off more pain. “By now the Chief Councilor must know. They would have become concerned when I did not report to them after a week.”
“How much do they know?”
Markwood said nothing.
Verkain brought the blade up to the wizard’s throat. “I would be more than happy to finish with you now.”
“They know there is unrest in the Prisonlands,” Markwood said. “That was all I knew before I came to Kobalos.”
“You are sure?”
“I can’t be sure of anything,” Markwood said. “I haven’t spoken to anyone in Bond since I left.”
“So it’s possible the West could have spies here,” Verkain said, more to himself than to the wizard.
“I wouldn’t know,” Markwood said. “I am no longer involved in politics. The East and West likely have spies in every nation, including Kobalos.”
Verkain chuckled. “Likely you are right.” He lowered the knife. “I know there are no magical observations, or I would have detected them, much as I did yours a few months ago.”
“You knew it was me?”
“Of course,” Verkain said, “and I’ll make sure you pay for that interruption.”
The lord lifted the instrument of a hundred needles. “Please, scream all you want.”
 
***
 
Kron’s body finally gave out. After another torturous climb up the cliff face against the sea, he broke on a shelf of rock outside the secret door Markwood had found days earlier. He did not know how long it had been since he had slept, possibly four days, since before he and the wizard had entered the city.
He lay on his back, staring up at the dark walls of Mogus Potere. From this position he could just make out the tips of two of the city’s towers over the wall.
Then his eyes closed against his will as the cool breeze blowing off the waters drifted over him.
“Kron, you’re sleeping.”
The man in black sprang to his feet, his sword in hand.
“I apologize for startling you,” Randall said.
Kron remained still, not believing his eyes. In front of him, on the edge of the rocky shelf, stood Randall Tendbones. The Kobalan prince appeared alive and well, his flowing robes so white their glow almost hurt Kron’s eyes. On the healer’s face was a smile of friendship.
“This is a dream,” Darkbow said.
“Of sorts.”
“I saw you die.”
“Listen to me now,” Randall spoke. “I have little time, and my strength is waning. I have been to the other side of death, and I have seen the face of Creation. Know that I live, and there is much to be done.”
The flow of light around the healer surged, blinding the warrior.
 
***
 
Kron’s eyes fluttered open to a gray sky turning murky.
He sat up slowly, his head throbbing and his vision blurry. Something heavy tugged at his hand and he glanced down to see he was gripping his sword.
Muscle aches worked their way through his limbs as Kron pushed himself off the ground. He had slept far longer than he wanted, nearly the entire day. Night was coming soon.
He blinked, remembering portions of the dream that still clouded his mind. Visions of Randall floated through his memory. The healer had said many things, important things, but Kron could remember next to nothing of them.
Did his friend live? Or was it all a fantasy played out in Kron’s exhausted mind? Could it have been a trick of Verkain’s?
Kron didn’t know, and truthfully, it did not matter to him. He was a man of action.
Sheathing his sword and stretching his limbs, Kron worked the dull aches out of his body. He was still sore from the action of the night before and from sleeping in the open on stone all day, but he was somewhat refreshed, ready to take on the world again.
Maslin Markwood needed saving.
Kron glanced to the rock wall where a crack revealed the edges of the door to the city’s secret depths.
Despite all those he had lost, he knew he could still save Markwood. The dream had instilled in him a sense of hope.
Kron grinned. 
It was time to play the hero again.



 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
The solid oak door swung open slowly, its screeching hinges hurting the ears.
Sergeant Copen Knox looked up from his stool next to three other officers huddled with him at the end of the hallway.
“You may enter,” Captain Lendo said from the other side of the door.
Knox stood and moved past the others and the captain. In the room he found what he had expected, a small chamber with no windows and only the one entrance.
Strapped to an iron chair in the center of the room was an unconscious elderly man with a long, gray beard. The rugged rising of the old man’s chest revealed he yet lived. From the slashes and dried blood covering the man’s chest, Knox was surprised he wasn’t dead already.
The sergeant leaned forward, closer to the prisoner, and stared into his face. “It’s not him.”
“You’re sure?” Lendo asked, still in the doorway.
“I didn’t see much, sir,  but that’s not the man who attacked me.”
Lendo growled deep in his throat and pointed at Markwood. “This man killed nearly a dozen soldiers before I captured him. He has to be the same man.”
“The fellow who hit me was much younger,” Knox said.
Lendo growled again. “Return to your station.”
With a last look at the old man, the sergeant exited the room and tromped away from his fellow officers. The captain wasn’t happy, but Knox knew better than to lie; anyone caught lying to a superior in Kobalos could end up clutching their innards before the day was finished. No, he would not lie. The old man had not been the one who had knocked him unconscious the day before in the dungeons.
It had been a long night and day for the sergeant. Two of his men had been murdered, then he had been knocked out. Knox had missed Lord Verkain’s ceremony and only afterward did other guards come looking for him. They found Knox locked in one of his own cells with the two dead men. The only thing that had saved him from Verkain’s wrath was being able to identify his attacker; Knox hadn’t seen much, but he was sure he would recognize the assailant.
The sergeant continued to walk along halls, down stairs, through another hall, through several doors and finally down a last, winding stairwell. At the bottom of the stone steps he came out in the dungeon chambers of which he was in charge.
A glance at the guards’ station, a long wooden bench and a rickety table holding a couple of wooden mugs with steam rising off them, told the sergeant something was out of place. He had left four men stationed here. Now they were gone. They had no other orders, and there were currently no inmates to tend to.
The light from a torch tossed dancing shadows upon the walls but did not reveal much of the dungeon.
Knox drew his sword and began to back the way he had come.
Something tagged the sergeant in a shoulder and he cried out. His legs suddenly weakened and he dropped  back against the wall.
He grabbed at his throbbing shoulder and found the fletched end of a black arrow protruding. The shock had numbed him from most of the pain, but his mind was reeling again. How could someone attack him twice in a day’s time? In Kobalos of all places?
A tall, muscular figure in black moved into the light, a bow in one hand and an arrow in the other.
“You!” Knox said.
“You’re going to tell me where the wizard is imprisoned,” the dark figure said. “Then you’re going to tell me where Verkain’s son is to be buried. After that, you will tell me how to release the poor girl crucified in front of this foul city.”
“What if I don’t know all that?” Knox asked.
The man in black lifted the arrow to his bow. “Target practice.”
 
***
 
“It was Kron Darkbow,” Belgad said across a desk from Captain Lendo.
The Kobalan scowled. “I’m telling you there was only one man on that rooftop. The old wizard.”
Belgad eased back in his chair and surveyed the small chamber that made up Lendo’s office. To the Dartague it seemed Lendo had done well for himself in Mogus Potere. A nice little fireplace kept the room cozy while tapestries on the dark walls and a rug on the floor kept out the chill. Belgad wondered if this lifestyle had made the Kobalan soft. “Darkbow was involved.”
“There was no sign of him on the roof,” Lendo said, “and there’s been no sign of him since.”
Fortisquo grinned from his own seat, slightly behind Belgad. “That’s when he’s at his most dangerous.”
“Nonsense,” Lendo said. “No one man could have slain nearly a dozen of my brutes, not without some heavy magic.”
“Maybe had magic,” Belgad said. “Maybe Markwood aided him.”
“Nonsense,” the captain repeated.
“Not for Kron Darkbow.” Fortisquo passed a finger over the black patch covering his right eye. “Who do you think gave me this?”
Lendo glared at the two men in silence.
“Captain,” Belgad said, “I’ve seen Darkbow do amazing things. Fighting, acrobatics, fire magics of some sort ... I’ve witnessed it all. The man traveled all the way from Bond to Mogus Potere with war demons on his trail, but I’m sure he made it here alive. Your words confirm it.”
Lendo scowled. “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “Sergeant Knox couldn’t identify Markwood as the man who attacked him. But I still find it all hard to believe, one man causing this much trouble, and under Lord Verkain’s very nose.”
“Only because Verkain considers him too insignificant to bother with,” Belgad said. “But I’m warning you now, Darkbow is a threat, if not to your master, then to you and I.”
“He needs to be caught,” Fortisquo added. “He is, after all, why we came to Kobalos in the first place.”
“Have you spoken with Lord Verkain about this?” Lendo asked.
“Briefly,” Belgad said. “The invasion of the Prisonlands has him preoccupied.”
“That’s mere days away,” Lendo said. “I’m not sure Lord Verkain would appreciate complicating the situation by spending resources on hunting this foreigner.”
“Darkbow will complicate the situation himself if nothing is done,” Belgad said.
Lendo sat back, staring at the top of his desk as if in deep thought, possibly pondering his options.
“We can take care of it without involving you,” Fortisquo said. “All we need is a little help, maybe some magic.”
Lendo’s eyes lit up. “I know just the person.”
 
***
 
Kron counted himself lucky. First, he had a good memory, and was able once more to work his way through the maze of Mogus Potere’s dungeons. Second, Verkain’s confusion charm had not worked a second time; Kron’s guess was once the charm had been loosed it had to be replenished, and no one had bothered. Kron also considered himself lucky that he had run into no other guards than the sergeant and the four men he had left behind.
The four were now dead, all cut down by Kron’s sword, their bodies piled in another empty cell. The sergeant had joined them, but Kron had spared the man’s life, only knocking him unconscious. The sergeant had proven valuable, answering questions without too much fuss. Kron considered he owed the man his life at the least. The soldiers, on the other hand, had died in combat. The man in black felt little remorse taking those four lives.
Now he found himself treading along a deserted hallway, the sergeant’s tabard thrown over his own garb. Tall windows on his right allowed the moon to bring a glow to the hall, and the occasional mounted torch added an orange luminescence to the atmosphere.
It was night again, and few were about. Kron had passed a handful of guards on patrol and a servant or two, but no one had questioned him.
He paused at a corner where another hall intersected, the new path leading deeper into the castle, and pondered his choices. If the sergeant had not been lying, Kron was only yards away from Verkain’s tower and a stairwell down to Markwood’s prison. He spied around, and again saw no one watching.
He turned down the new hall.
 
***
 
Belgad waited in the cold rain, the cloak around his shoulders and covering his slick head keeping out the worst of the wet and chill but not improving his mood. He was tiring of the game. While chasing Kron Darkbow had brought an exhilaration to him he had not known in years, the hunt had turned overly long and had brought new complications. The Dartague had not planned on the current situation in Kobalos. He wanted to kill Kron, then he wanted to go home.
Instead, he was standing in the drizzle, Fortisquo and Captain Lendo at his side facing a line of Kobalan troops near the city’s outer wall. Belgad was impressed with the soldiers, each a burly man in black armor with a round shield on his arm and a heavy sword at his hip; these fellows looked hardened, as if they knew the right end of a sword. He wished he could take a handful of them back to Bond.
“There he comes.” Lendo pointed.
Belgad stared down the line of troops to where another soldier approached tramping through the mud with heavy boot steps.
When the man came to a stop in front of the captain, Belgad grinned. The newcomer was a pure specimen of the northern barbarian, half Belgad’s age but with size and long, blonde locks beneath a horned helmet. His stern gaze and a muscular build beneath a chain shirt reminded Belgad of himself at a younger age. The man’s golden hair revealed he was not Kobalan, but likely Dartague or Jorsican.
“You asked for me, captain,” the barbarian said with a gruff voice.
“This is Lerebus Shieldbreaker, sergeant of the guard, third infantry.” Lendo nodded at the blonde man. “He will be of service to us.”
The sergeant’s eyes shifted to the tall, bald man before him. “Who is this?”
“I am Belgad. It seems you will be working for me.”
“I have my duties,” Lerebus said. “I’ve men to ready for the Prisonlands.”
“I’m ordering you to be of aid to these two,” Lendo said.
Lerebus’s eyes shifted to Fortisquo, the gangly sword master also concealed beneath a cloak, then he looked back to Belgad and Lendo. “You’re looking for someone, I suppose. Do we do this here?”
Belgad glanced to Lendo but saw no words coming from the captain.
“Here is fine,” Lerebus said, reaching into a pocket of his black breeches.
The sergeant’s big hand withdrew a tiny pale object of which Belgad only caught a glimpse. He could have sworn it looked to be a small animal’s skull.
Lerebus rubbed his hands together then blew air onto the tiny object he cupped. “Who is it we are seeking? I need at least a name, or a description.”
“Kron Darkbow,” from Belgad.
“His garb is black,” Fortisquo added.
Lerebus grinned. “This is Kobalos. Everyone’s garb is black.”
“He wears a long sword and bow on his back,” Belgad said. “Short, dark hair. Pale skin. He’s well built, and taller than many a southern man.”
“That’s enough.” Lerebus breathed on the object in his hands again, then closed his eyes. He stood still as if hearing a distant noise that reached the ear of no other.
“What kind of magic is this?” Fortisquo asked.
Lerebus held up a hand for the others to remain quiet.
A few seconds later, the sergeant’s eyes fluttered, then opened. “It’s the oldest of magics.”
“The magic of the ancient north,” Belgad said, almost with awe. “The magic of the skein weavers.”
Lerebus’s smile grew wider. “My father taught me this trick from our village weaver. It’s never failed me.”
“What about our man?” Captain Lendo asked.
“He’s beneath our feet.”
“What? Where?” from Fortisquo.
Lerebus turned and pointed. “He’s within the castle, at the foot of Lord Verkain’s tower.”
“Markwood!” Captain Lendo took off at a run.



 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Kron rounded the final corner without stopping, striding forward with purpose as if he had every right to be there.
At the far end of the hall were four men. Two were Kobalan soldiers with halberds crossed, blocking the path. Of the other two, one was a soldier with a sword on his hip, while the last wore dark robes. Kron nearly grinned. It was simple to pick out the wizard.
The robed man was kneeling next to the swordsman. They appeared to be playing some game of chance with coins.
Behind the four, at the end of the corridor, stood a wooden door with an iron bar across it.
“What can I do for you, sergeant?” one of the halberd bearers asked, taking note of the insignia on the approaching man’s black tabard.
Kron walked up to the speaker. A dagger flashed. The man fell back against the wall, blood spurting from the slit crossing his throat.
The other halberd bearer tried to bring his weapon around, but the polearm was a clumsy tool. Kron sidestepped the weak blow and slashed out with his knife again. This man too fell back, the wound less serious but still a gash along a cheek.
The other soldier sprang to his feet and yanked out his sword.
Kron ignored him.
The wizard posed a far deadlier threat. The man in robes stood and began waving his fingers in his foe’s direction.
Kron flipped his dagger until he was gripping it by the wet blade, then let loose with a throw. The weapon struck true, impaling the robed figure in the chest but not killing him.
The guard with the sword jumped over a wounded comrade and lashed out with a mighty blow that would have cracked Kron’s skull if the man in black had not dodged away.
Spinning to confront his opponent once more, Kron reached for the long hilt at his shoulder.
The charging swordsman never knew what killed him. One second he was swinging his heavy blade, the next he was disemboweled, Kron’s sword jabbing up beneath the man’s hanging chain shirt.
The last living guard regained his senses. He used his halberd to push up to standing, then crossed the long weapon in front of himself as if to block the hall.
The wizard was made of sterner stuff than Kron thought. The man in black watched the robed fellow yank the dagger from his chest and drop the weapon.
“Assassin!” the halberd bearer yelled out.
“Damn!” Kron dove forward, his sword smacking aside the guards’s ungainly weapon as he shouldered the man to send him reeling.
The soldier smacked into the wizard, who in turn was sent flying into the door.
Blasts of lightning crackled forth from the doorway, frying the wizard and sending numbing jolts through the last soldier’s body. Odors of burnt flesh and copper permeated the air.
Kron dropped to the ground and shielded his eyes with a raised cloak, but the danger was quickly past. A protective spell had guarded the door. Kron only hoped it had dissipated.
The last living guard lay on the floor, his eyes flitting as his limbs jerked from the electrical shock.
“Only one way to find out.” Kron lifted the soldier by his collar and shoved him against the door.
No lightning this time. The man slid to the ground and into unconsciousness.
“Too easy,” Kron said as he sheathed his sword.
Spotting a lock on the iron bar across the portal, he went to work rummaging through the bodies in search of a key. He soon found one on the robed man.
Sounds of trotting booted feet caused Kron to glance behind himself.
No one was there.
He leaped to the door and jammed the key into its home. He twisted the iron instrument,but the lock did not budge.
The boots grew nearer, as did the noise of yelling men.
Sweat dripping off his brow, Kron went back to work. He yanked out the key, inserted it again and twisted it, but still nothing.
“Damn!”
He didn’t even know if this was the right key. Perhaps it wasn’t. Perhaps there was magic in the key or the lock. Perhaps a lot of things.
Kron let the key drop, then slid back his left glove and withdrew a pair of tiny, black instruments hidden on the back of his hand. Taking his time, remaining patient, he inserted the tools into the keyhole and went to work. It was a simple lock made for a skeleton key. All he needed was a few seconds, and he should be able to twist the tumbler.
“Hold it there!”
Kron looked back over his shoulder. At the far end of the hall was a large, black-haired man in dark plate. Kron recognized the man as the guard who had led Markwood to Verkain.
Behind Captain Lendo were a dozen soldiers crammed into the hallway. Each carried a crossbow.
“If you value what little life you have left,” Lendo said, “you will draw away from that door.”
Kron wrenched the tools in the lock, heard the tumbler roll and shoved the bar aside.
“Slay him!” the captain yelled.
The Kobalans charged.
Kron shouldered the door, shoving it open, and jumped into the room. Without taking in his new surroundings, he spun and slammed the door closed.
The last Captain Lendo saw of Kron Darkbow was a smile and a wave.
 
***
 
Kron’s luck continued. His side of the door also had a locking mechanism. He yanked the bar across the portal just before someone heavy slammed into it from the other side.
Kron stepped back, weak torch light offering him sight, and looked the door over. It was thick and heavy. The iron bar was, too. They would hold for now.
He turned slowly to take in the room.
Despite what he had been told by Sergeant Knox, Kron was almost surprised to find Markwood present. The old mage was nearly nude, a torn pair of breeches all that covered him. He was strapped to a metal chair, his arms and legs pinned by thick leather. What concerned Kron most, however, was the mess of bloody flesh that covered the wizard’s chest. The wounds were shallow, deep enough only to draw blood, but there were many. Drops of dried red had splattered the floor.
Kron dropped to his knees in front of Markwood and began to fish through pockets hidden within his cloak. With hammering blows still smashing at the door, the man in black took out a small metal vial and pulled its cork. He sniffed the contents, his head jerking back as he reacted to the strong, musty odor.
“Maslin, if you can hear me, I’m going to give you something to help.”
The wizard made no acknowledgment he had heard the words.
Another blow rocked the door.
Kron lifted the open vial beneath his friend’s nose.
The response was instant. The old man’s head came up so fast he banged it on the chair’s back. “Oh, gods.”
Kron corked the tiny bottle and returned it to its hiding place. “I’m glad to see you’ve come around.”
The door was struck again, the blow sounding of metal on wood. The Kobalans had an ax.
Markwood looked with red, bleary eyes upon the man kneeling in front of him. “Kron?”
“Yes,” the warrior said as he withdrew a dagger from his left boot and went to work sawing at the straps holding the mage. “We have little time. Kobalan soldiers will burst through that door at any moment.”
“There’s no other exit.”
“I was hoping you would be able to help in that regard.”
The door shook again, rattling in its frame.
Markwood’s face appeared haggard, his eyes dropping. “Even if I weren’t so weak, Verkain has placed a ward on the room that prevents my magics.”
Kron finished with the leather bands, freeing the wounded man’s limbs. “You can’t cast here?”
“No,” Markwood said, “and I’m so drained, I’m not sure any spell of mine would work.”
The door was slammed again, creaking as splinters from it fell to the floor.
“Can you walk?” Kron asked.
Gingerly, Markwood pushed himself from the chair and stood on wobbly feet. “A little,” he said, “but I’m in no condition to run.”
“How far do you have to be from the room before you can cast?”
“Just outside the door,” Markwood said. “I watched Verkain lay down the ward.”
The portal was struck again, once more shaking and cracking.
Kron slid his dagger back into its boot scabbard and unsheathed his sword. “Grab my cloak.” He held out an end of the black cloth enveloping him.
The mage gripped the dark hem as best he could with his shaking, wearied fingers. “What are you planning?”
“Our only chance is to get you out that door,” Kron said. “If I attack head on, they won’t expect it. All we need is a second or two for you to get off a spell, to take us somewhere else.”
“I’m pained and I’m exhausted,” Markwood said. “I can likely get off a spell, but I won’t be able to take us very far. And I’ll be useless to you afterward.”
“Don’t worry about that. If you get us away from here, I’ll take care of the rest.”
Another blow struck the door, louder and bringing a creaking moan of wood.
Markwood sighed. “This won’t work.”
“It will,” Kron said. “Randall told me it would.”
“Randall?”
“He came to me. In a dream of sorts.”
The wizard shut his eyes and sighed again.
The man in black put a hand on the iron bar across the exit. “At their next blow, I’ll throw open the door and charge out. Just don’t let go of my cloak, and cast your spell as soon as possible.”
“We’re both going to die.”
“Not without a fight.”
A hammering blow struck.
 
***
 
Lendo was as surprised as his men when the door sprang open and out lunged Kron Darkbow, chopping left and right with his sword, slashing into the throat of the soldier hefting the ax.
The tight confines of the hall were pandemonium. Before the ax man dropped to the floor, Kron kicked another soldier into a side wall while swinging his blade at another man, driving him back.
Behind the sword-slashing madman followed the prisoner, the wizard hanging on to the end of  the black cloak.
“Capture them!” Lendo roared from the back of the soldiers.
Two more Kobalans charged, and Kron swung his sword in a figure eight across the hallway to hold them off.
“Cast!” Darkbow yelled.
Markwood began to whisper words as old as the world.
A soldier stabbed at Kron but found his blade blocked and knocked away. Another tried a thrust, but the man in black sprang away from the blow.
The din of thunder filled the hall.
The ground shook.
Men dropped to their knees and clapped hands to their ears.
When Captain Lendo looked up, Markwood and Darkbow were no longer there.
 
***
 
The wizard’s knees buckled and he fell into Kron’s arms.
The shock of instant travel was not familiar to the man in black, so at first all he could do was hold Markwood while he blinked away uncertainty and glanced around at their surroundings.
They were in a hut of sorts, though it looked as if no one had lived there for some time. An empty fireplace stood in the wall facing Kron, to his left a closed wooden door and a shuttered window allowed a touch of moonlight through their cracks.
His eyes finally focusing on a mattress of dirty straw in a corner, Kron eased the wizard down upon the hay.
He leaned over Markwood long enough to hear gentle breaths still coming from between the old man’s lips, then stood and allowed his senses to explore further.
No noise came from beyond the door, and a stale hint of burnt oil hung on the air.
Kron moved to the window and stared out between the space where the shutters met. A cobbled street revealed itself, as did a dark, short building across the way.
They were still in Kobalos.
“Kron?” Markwood’s voice was weak, distant.
The big man moved to the mage and knelt. “Sleep. You need your rest.”
Markwood’s eyes were barely open, but those slits still showed the glow of life. “I must cast a protective ward over us.”
“It can wait,” Kron said. “We’re safe for now.”
“Verkain will find us,” the wizard said. “I have to hide us.”
“No.” Kron placed a hand on Markwood’s naked shoulder.
But it was too late to argue. The old wizard muttered a few words then his eyes closed and he slid into unconsciousness once more.
 
***
 
Belgad was still in the rain next to Fortisquo when the news arrived.
“You lost them?” Sergeant Lerebus asked.
Captain Lendo gritted his teeth to explain what had happened at the castle.
“I warned you about Darkbow,” Belgad said.
“Enough of that!” Lendo turned to the sergeant. “Can you find them again?”
“With ease,” Lerebus said, removing the small pale thing from his pocket once more. He breathed on the object again, and Belgad saw for sure that it was the skull of a small animal.
Lerebus stared at the bone as he rubbed it with two fingers.
“Hurry it up, man,” Lendo said as cold rain dripped down the back of his neck.
Lerebus appeared puzzled. He rubbed the tiny skull again and squinted at it.
“You can’t find them?” Belgad asked.
The look Lerebus gave the Dartague told the story.
Captain Lendo slapped a fist against his leg and screamed.
“Markwood has hidden them,” Belgad said. “We would be lucky if they are even in the city.”



 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
Verkain had spent two centuries scheming. He had slaughtered a Kobalan king and his chieftains, taking control of their clans to unify the nation. Then he had spent the next two hundred years building Kobalos from within. Along the way he had made pacts with demons, stolen souls for his own purposes and murdered every member of his family, including his own children.
He had planned, two centuries earlier, to lead his troops into war, to bring about his reign of chaos. His goal was simple, power over everything and everyone. It was the only way he knew to cheat the gods, to remake his own destiny, to find his own vengeance. He did not consider himself evil, no more than any predator would think itself evil, but he had known all along he would be forced to take drastic steps.
Now the end was near, but Verkain was not happy. His plans had been thwarted. Markwood had escaped.
The bearer of the news would suffer.
Lord Verkain eased back on his throne. “Pain.”
Captain Lendo dropped, squirming on the floor, his teeth clenched and his eyes slammed shut. The captain made no sound other than the rustlings of his clothing and boots on stone.
“The only reason I don’t kill you is because I can make use of your services,” Verkain said to the twisting figure, “but someone has to die for your idiocy.”
The king’s eyes shifted to an unfortunate soldier standing near. “ You, you can die.”
A look of shock crossed the guard’s face, then he crumpled to the ground amid the clangings of his arms and armor.
Verkain waved a hand over the dead man and the writhing captain. “Clean this up.”
Servants in dark tunics scurried forward.
Belgad, against a wall with Fortisquo and other Kobalan officers, put a hand on the dagger at his belt, ready for a good throw if Verkain should turn his deadly intentions upon the Dartague.
Fortunately for all in the crowded room, Verkain simply shut his eyes and pressed fingers against the bridge of his nose. “I did not come this far to be harangued by a petty mage who should have died years ago.”
The king’s head came up, glaring at Sergeant Lerebus at his side. “You’ve tried to find them?”
“Yes, my lord,” Lerebus said, “but I believe the wizard has shielded them.”
Verkain nodded. “He has power to do that, but he must be weak. They couldn’t have gotten far.”
“With your permission, my lord, I could break some men from training and begin a search,” Lerebus said.
“It would take a thousand men a thousand years to search every nook in Mogus Potere,” Verkain said. “No, we shall proceed as if none of this has happened. My son is dead and our invasion will begin in days. We will deal with Markwood when he rears his head.”
With that the crowd was dismissed. Soldiers filed out of the room while officers in black and servants hustled from one end of the chamber to another.
As they exited, Fortisquo whispered to Belgad, “He proves his insanity more every day.”
“He’s underestimating Darkbow and Markwood,” Belgad said, “or he has something else planned.”
 
***
 
“Enough.” Verkain swept a hand over Captain Lendo.
The shaggy-headed officer spasmed as if his spine were on fire, then he shook one final time and became still. He opened his eyes, staring about to find himself on the bed in his personal chambers, a small room with the luxuries of one window, a rug and a tapestry. His black uniform was drenched with sweat.
“Do you know why I didn’t kill you?” the king asked.
The captain’s eyes stopped on those of his ruler who was sitting next to the bed on a stool.
“We have a war to begin,” Verkain went on, “and it is a war we will win. However, I need all my officers, including you.”
“I understand, my lord,” Lendo dared speak.
“I wonder if you do?” the king asked, more to himself than his captain.
“The men have been training hard. We will be prepared.”
“I hope so,” Verkain said. “We have a tough road ahead, but in the end we will be triumphant.”
“Yes, my lord.”
Verkain stood and slid away from the bed. “It is time you return to the troops. I will be along in the morning to discuss our opening strategy.”
“Yes, my lord,” Lendo repeated.
A disturbing grin crossed the king’s face. “We live in the final days, captain,” he said with a glazed look. “That is our honor and our glory.”
“Yes, my lord.”
Verkain blinked and his eyes returned to normal. “On your way to the fields, have Bishop Althgar sent to my library.”
“Yes, my lord.” Lendo did not move. He had not been told he was allowed to move.
“Go.”
Lendo eased off the bed and crossed the short distance to the door. He exited without looking back.
 
***
 
Only minutes passed before Lord Verkain seated himself with crossed legs on the floor in the center of his library. Around him on the wooden floor was drawn a pentagram in red powder. Hanging iron candelabras at either end of the room sent twisting shadows to spin along row after row of dusty shelves lined with books, scrolls, vials and other glass containers.
In the air hung the musky scent of burning incense.
Verkain sat for long minutes, silent and unmoving, his eyes closed. Before him, on the ground, was a small bronze basin filled with a red fluid which would bubble every few seconds.
“You have invited my presence,” a deep, grating voice said.
Verkain opened his eyes.
In the space before him floated a scarlet shadow, the thing appearing to drift on the air; in the center of the red glow were two golden, glowing orbs. No other features appeared on the thing.
“I have need of you,” Verkain whispered.
“Your plans must be in jeopardy for you to have contacted me so soon after my banishment,” the demon general Ybalik said, its voice grating.
“A powerful enemy has hidden himself.”
The crimson mist chuckled, a harsh laugh that shook the floor and sent vibrations through the Kobalan king.
“Markwood,” the demon said.
“Yes.”
“He is the last of The Twelve. He has within him the power to stop you.”
“He is weak, injured,” Verkain said. “If I locate him, I can wash away the last hope of Ashal.”
“I am unable to return to you, but there are others.” The demon’s voice sounded of iron scrapping against stone.
“Thank you, my general.”
“The price will be high,” the red mist said. “The soul of one of your serving whores will not do.”
Verkain grinned. “I have someone in mind.”
 
***
 
A slave finished sweeping away the scarlet powder from the library floor just as a knock came to a door at one end of the room.
Verkain hissed and motioned at the servant, a young woman, who promptly fled out another exit at the opposite end.
“Enter,” the king said, seated behind a table covered in yellow parchments.
Bishop Althgar opened the door and approached, violet robes flowing around him. “You asked to see me, your highness.”
Verkain stood as a fearsome smile crossed his lips.
The bishop blanched, nearly taking a step back.
“We have much to discuss, your holiness,” Verkain said.
Althgar nodded. “Yes, we do.” 
Verkain moved from behind the desk and came closer to the bishop. “Please, I need to oversee training of my troops, your holiness.” He waved a hand at the nearest door. “Shall we speak while we walk?”
“I see no reason why we cannot,” the bishop said, turning to exit with the northerner following.
A pair of pikemen fell in behind the two as they made their way along a dark hallway.
“I’ve been meaning to ask you specifics about the invasion,” Bishop Althgar said. “Word arrived last night from the Eastern forces along the Prisonlands border. The generals need word on your plan of attack.”
“I will strike the Prisonlands first, your holiness,” Verkain said as they walked. “That will give your pope the excuse he needs to move against me and to enter the Lands. Soon after, the West will try to intercede.”
“How long until you attack?” Althgar asked.
“Two days, your holiness.”
“How soon after do you think it will be safe for the Eastern troops to march on the Prisonlands?”
“A week, your holiness,” Verkain said, rounding a bend with the bishop and two guards. “That should be enough time for my troops to clear out the last of the exiles and the wardens. It also allows ample time for word to have reached the East about my actions.”
The king turned another corner, then moved down a stone stairwell. The bishop paused for a moment, looking puzzled, then proceeded to follow with the soldiers behind.
“I am guessing the Western armies will try to interfere within a month, your holiness,” Verkain said, marching along. “That is when our combined forces will strike back at them.”
Bishop Althgar paused again as the Kobalan lord turned down another flight of steps that led into the depths of the castle. “I thought you were going to oversee your troops?”
Verkain motioned for the bishop to follow. “I have a task to perform first. It will not take much of your time.”
With trepidation in his eyes, the bishop glanced back at the bulky guards blocking his path up the stairs. The two men stared straight ahead, over the bishop’s shoulders. Althgar then followed Verkain down.
“Our combined forces of might and magic will decimate the Westerners, your holiness,” Verkain said as they came to the bottom of the steps.
“There is one thing that has puzzled me, Lord Verkain,” Althgar said as they walked down another hall, this one darker than the others with its torches set further apart.
“Yes, your holiness?”
“Our nations were enemies during the last war,” Althgar said. “Why now are you working with Pope Joyous III?”
“I’m not,” Verkain said, suddenly halting before a heavy wooden door.
The bishop came to a stop, the two guards directly behind him almost bumping into him.
“I do not understand,” Althgar said.
“Of course you don’t,” Verkain said, “but I’m not working with your precious pontiff. The conception of the invasion was my doing, not his.”
Althgar frowned.
“Your pope believes I am the Dark King of the North,” Verkain explained, “thus he believes I will bring about the return of the almighty Ashal.”
“That I understand,” the bishop said with a shaky voice.
“What your pope doesn’t comprehend is that I have taken measures to remove Ashal from the situation,” Verkain said. “I will bring war and terror to the world as prophecy tells, but I will not be defeated by the likes of a wandering holy man returned from the grave.”
The king hammered on the door with a fist.
“You’re as mad as they say.”
“Madder,” Verkain said as the door swung open.
The bishop stared into a wall of darkness, then two tiny red objects began to glow in the center of all that black.
“Do not fret, your holiness,” Verkain said. “I will inform the pope you and your retinue fell honorably during the invasion.”
Althgar turned back to the king, the bishop’s face questioning. He never saw the black, plated claw that snagged him off his feet, yanking him into the dark room.
The door slammed closed.
Verkain turned to his guards. “Make sure the mess is removed once the demons are finished.”



 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
Fortisquo tossed a pair of leather saddle bags onto his bed and went to work stuffing them with clothes and gear.
A large shadow appeared in the doorway to the sword master’s room. “Going somewhere?”
Fortisquo jumped back from the bed, the surprise on his face quickly giving way to a look of relief.
“Now is not the time to run,” Belgad said.
“Haven’t you heard?” Fortisquo asked. “It’s the talk of all the servants.”
“The bishop, yes.”
Fortisquo went back to work filling his saddle bags. “This is more than madness. You can never tell when you’re going to be killed in this place.”
“I’ve never known you to be afraid of death,” Belgad said.
Fortisquo allowed a nervous laugh. “There’s not a man alive I fear to cross swords with,” he said, lacing closed his travel bags, “but Verkain ... it’s more than just magic. The man is evil. Death with no purpose, not even monetary gain ... it’s useless, and dangerous.”
“I agree,” Belgad said with a nod, “but it is not time to run.”
Fortisquo chuckled again. “Stay if you want. You paid me well, but I never bargained for a war, especially one involving Verkain. Darkbow is not worth all this.”
“Again, I agree, but if you follow me, I can show you why we should remain.”
Fortisquo glared at the man. “I’ve made my decision. Nothing you say is going to change my mind.”
“I’m not trying to change your mind,” Belgad said. “I’m merely making you aware of your possibilities of escape.”
Fortisquo grabbed his saddle bags. “Lead on.”
Belgad turned and exited with the taller man following. The two made their way along dreary halls, the morning sun shedding weak rays on them through the castle’s high windows as slaves and soldiers alike passed by.
After several minutes Belgad brought them out upon a terrace that overlooked much of the city and the gray lands beyond its walls. The two stopped at the edge of the battlements and stared outward. Directly below was a narrow street bustling with morning activity, animals and men crossing paths. Further away, outside the city’s front gates, army tents billowed in a gentle breeze; smoke from a hundred camps rose to the sky like a snake charmed, whirling about before disappearing in the clouds. Lines of soldiers in black armor formed near the gates, preparing for their daily training regimen.
Belgad pointed toward the encamped soldiers. “You would not make it ten miles.”
“Verkain will be too busy to notice my absence,” Fortisquo said.
“You believe so?” Belgad asked. “All this time he has seemed uninterested in Kron Darkbow, but rumor is he will bring demons against our foe.”
“Only because Kron rescued Markwood.”
“Perhaps,” Belgad said, “but either way, Darkbow has proven a threat to the Lord of Kobalos, and Verkain will not let it pass.”
“I will take my chances,” Fortisquo said, turning to leave.
A strong hand gripped the swordsman by the shoulder.
Fortisquo looked back at Belgad.
“Wait a few days,” the Dartague said. “Once the march to the Prisonlands begins, Verkain will be truly busy. We can slip away in the night and be in the mountains before our absence is noted.”
“You are leaving?”
“I have had enough,” Belgad said. “I’ve wasted too much time and too many resources in the hunt for Darkbow, and the man isn’t likely to survive long if he remains in Kobalos. Besides, I didn’t build an empire in Bond just to let it be wiped away by the likes of Verkain. He’s offered us nothing for our loyalty, thus I see no reason to remain loyal.”
“You realize the war is inevitable,” Fortisquo said. “You could still lose everything.”
Belgad nodded again. “You are right. Once the invasion begins, war will be inevitable. The East and West have been slavering at each others’ throats for too long. But that doesn’t mean we can’t take sides.”
Fortisquo’s eyes widened. “You’re siding with the West.”
“I’ve already sided with the West,” Belgad said. “I’m a knight of the republic, appointed by the Western pontiff himself. It’s my home now.”
“Do you go to warn the Council?” Fortisquo asked.
“I doubt there is a need for a warning,” Belgad said. “I’m sure the Ruling Council already knows what is happening here. They have their scouts and mages.”
Fortisquo grinned. “It’s not like you to play the hero.”
Belgad’s reply was a dark glare.
 
***
 
Sunlight creeping between a crack in the window shutters woke Kron as it stretched across his face.
He yawned and rubbed his eyes, then stared about for a moment to remember where he was. The small, dank room offered shelter, but little more. There was no wood for the fireplace, and the dirty bed on which Markwood slept was not fit for vermin. Kron’s own seat, a hard wooden chair with a stiff back, was cracked and dusty. Still, the place was a sanctuary.
The black-cloaked figure lifted to his feet and stared between the shutter’s cracks. He could make out dark-garbed folk passing by outside, their heads sunk low to their chest as they shuffled along. The front door and windows in the brick building across the street had been opened, and a folding sign set in front of the place proclaimed it to be an apothecary’s shop.
A rustling from behind caused Kron to turn back to the room. He found a yawning Markwood sitting up on his elbows.
“You’re awake,” Kron said.
“I’m alive, thanks to you.” The wizard still looked weak but somewhat rested. “Where are we?”
“Don’t you know?”
“I cast the spell blindly, hoping for a safe haven. My strength was low, so I’m supposing we are still in Mogus Potere.”
“I believe so,” Kron said. “The people on the street look as cheerful as corpses.”
The old wizard glanced around the room. “This place is as good as any. Looks abandoned. Was probably someone’s house at one time.”
Kron pulled a tattered cloak from a peg on a wall and tossed it to the wizard. “Sorry. That’s the best I can offer.”
Markwood wrapped himself in the coarse cloth, covering his near nakedness and the makeshift bandages on his chest. “I thank you again,” he said, “and for wrapping my wounds.”
“Thank me when we leave Kobalos with Randall.”
“Randall?” Markwood said. “Yes, you mentioned him. The boy is dead. Surely you know that.”
“He came to me in a dream,” Kron said. “I don’t remember everything he said, but something ...”
“It gave you hope.”
“Something like that. How did you know?”
“It’s in your eyes,” Markwood said. “They are not as hard as before.”
Kron squinted one eye, scowling.
Markwood chuckled. “That’s the Kron Darkbow I know.”
“Randall is alive,” Kron said. “I’m sure of it. He told me so.”
“Wizards can speak through dreams,” Markwood said, “but I’ve never heard of a spellcaster coming back from beyond the grave. As far as I know, only Ashal could have accomplished such a feat, and it’s never been proven whether he was a mage or something else entirely.”
Kron stared at the old wizard, looking up and down his frail frame. “How much time do you need to heal?”
“A few days, at least,” Markwood replied. “I could cast now, if needed, but it would drain me again.”
“Are you sure we’re safe here?”
“Not even Verkain should find us unless he sends soldiers building to building.”
“It would be a waste of resources,” Kron said, “but then, he has thousands of soldiers camped outside the city.”
“I learned much in Verkain’s dungeon,” Markwood said. “He is planning to invade the Prisonlands soon, and Belgad and Fortisquo are with him.”
Kron looked surprised. “Belgad has thrown in with Verkain? I thought we had lost him. What about the woman wizard?”
“I didn’t see her.”
“And the Eastern bishop at the ceremony?”
“That’s where Verkain’s madness almost appears to be genius,” Markwood said. “This invasion ... the East is part of it. They’re working with Verkain.”
“Doesn’t make sense. They were enemies in the last war.”
“That was sixty years ago. Times change, and now Verkain and the pope are working together against the West.”
“Verkain invades the Lands, then the East sweeps in to restore order,” Kron said. “You’re right. It has its own genius.”
“The worst part will come when the West interferes,” Markwood said. “The Ruling Council won’t be able not to send forces to the Prisonlands, what with the invasion and the East suddenly on their borders again.”
“It’ll be a disaster,” Kron said. “The pope’s troops and Verkain’s magic ... the West can probably hold out for a few years, but eventually —”
“By then the East will be weakened,” Markwood added. “Verkain will be free to work his magic against the pontiff’s forces.”
Kron shook his head. “Other nations would intervene. Caballerus, Jorsica, perhaps Dartague.”
“Caballerus has a young king,” Markwood said. “He is not secure enough in his station to act. And the Jorsicans and Dartague? They’re mighty warriors, true, but it’s difficult for even the fiercest chieftain to keep the clans united for any amount of time.”
“In a matter of years Verkain will have free rein. Can it be that simple?”
“I would guess Verkain has been planning this for some time.”
“There has to be something we can do.”
“A direct assault on Verkain by the two of us would be suicide,” Markwood said, “even once I’m in better health. I only confronted him at the castle because I was hoping to surprise him, then whisk Randall away.”
“Could you get help from Bond?”
“I could,” Markwood said, “but if I returned to Kobalos with wizards bent on slaying Verkain, it would be seen as an assassination attempt against a sovereign lord. It would still mean war, if not with Kobalos then with the East.”
Kron nodded agreement.
“However, your dream of Randall has sparked my interest, and my hope,” Markwood said. “Tell me more.”
“There’s not much to tell,” Kron said. “I was exhausted and passed out on the cliffs by the sea. Randall came to me, but I remember little of his words.”
“Do you remember anything?”
“He said something about coming face to face with Creation,” Kron said. “Then he told me he could return, but he needed rest. He told me to help you escape.”
“Anything else?”
“Not that I remember. I seem to think Adara was there, with Randall ... but I’m not sure. I was tired. My mind could have been playing tricks on me.”
“I wonder,” the wizard said.
“What?”
“Within studies of magic there have long been stories of a creator god,” Markwood said. “Ashal spoke of such a being, but this god has never been worshiped. The early church took it that Ashal was speaking about himself.”
“What does this have to do with our situation?”
“Ancient manuscripts say Ashal was in tune with this creator, that Ashal would return one day because of eternal life granted by the Creator.”
“I still do not understand.”
“If Randall has had contact with this Creator, this god, there is no telling what might happen.”
“What do we do?”
“If Randall is alive, we need to find where his body is located,” Markwood said. “It would make sense his soul could still dwell in his original form.”
“You said you had never heard of a healer returning from the dead,” Kron said.
“A powerful enough wizard can do almost anything,” Markwood said. “It depends upon his inner strength, his willpower. Besides, there’s always a first time, and the inclusion of this Creator could change everything.”
 
***
 
Duke Roward thrust through the tent’s flaps and slammed down his helm, the silvered headpiece spinning across the floor of packed earth to crash into an iron torch stand. As the general roared and pulled at his hair, the stand went tumbling, flames sparking forth and catching upon a small, folding table loaded with maps of linen.
The fire built swiftly, the drawings eaten away sheet by sheet, but Roward paid it no mind. He spun about, hammering a mailed fist into a stack of armor. The blow rang out, leaving a fresh dent in a chest plate.
The sounds of heavy footsteps outside came abruptly, soon followed by a trio of young officers in chain shirts poking their heads through the flaps.
They found their leader kicking  over the flaming table and lashing out at a robe hanging from a tent pole.
The boldest of the three dashed forward, grabbing a pitcher and tossing its contents onto the flames. The fire died swiftly, but Roward’s mood did not.
The duke spun on the nearest of the three, the young man holding the stone pitcher. “Fool! You’ve just destroyed a hundred-year-old Jorsican wine!” Then the general drew a dagger.
The pitcher bearer made haste to flee, his two companions not far behind. They bound down a grassy hill between row upon row of smaller, dark blue tents, soldiers pointing and laughing at them as they ran.
Eventually the runners came to a halt near a brook. The one still held onto the pitcher, but he dropped the object next to a tree stump upon which he soon sat. The other two dropped to their knees, catching their wind after their flight.
“What vexes him?” one asked the others.
The man sitting kicked the jug at his feet, sending the pitcher skittering into the rambling creek. “Ashal knows! But let him try that again and my uncle will hear about it.”
“Your uncle is what disturbs the duke this day,” the third of them said.
“What say you?”
“Have you not heard? The good bishop was to send message this morning, a note proving his safety and relaying the latest from Mogus Potere.”
“There has been no word? My uncle has been silent?”
“The bishop’s messenger never appeared, nor did any other of his retinue.”
“The duke fears betrayal,” the other kneeling man said, standing slowly to ease his knees. “I can’t say I blame him, what with Verkain’s history.”
“Why have we not dispatched spies?” the seated officer asked.
“The duke ordered it, but none have returned.”
The three looked at one another, their gray glances revealing concern. Much was at stake for their homeland of East Ursia, and much hinged on the Kobalans playing their part.
The seated man began, “If Verkain turns against us — ”
“Then it will mean war again,” the standing officer said.
The last man kneeling spat into the brook. “We’re here for war, but we expected it with the Western blasphemers. Verkain may be heathen, pagan and deluded, but he never spit on the Circle of Ashal.”
“I put nothing past Verkain.”
“True enough,” the seated man stated. “I’ve heard tell Belgad Thunderclan is now among his subjects.”
The other two shot hard, surprised glances upon their friend.
“It’s true,” the seated one went on. “They say Belgad has joined Verkain’s inner circle as an adviser or general.”
The standing officer chuckled. “Does Roward know this?”
“I’m sure he does. It was mentioned in the last dispatch from my uncle.”
The kneeling youth straightened. “The man the pope hates the most. I’m sure Joyous III would be gratified to know Belgad was working with the Kobalans. It might change his mind about these dealings with Verkain.”
“We wait to hear from the bishop,” the other one standing said. “And we only act upon the word of the duke, whatever role Belgad should fill.”
The other two were silent.
“Agreed?”
Heads nodded, but none seemed overjoyed.
 
***
 
Stelga had been a slave all her thirty years. She had been born into the home of a Kobalan duke, Lord Baritroke. The earliest chores she could remember were helping her mother and father in folding the duke’s fine clothes. When Stelga was old enough, in her early teens, Lord Baritroke noticed her and brought her to his bed chamber; unlike many Kobalan nobles, Baritroke had been gentle, never harming Stelga and never forcing himself upon her. She had done her duty in her master’s bed because it was expected of her.
Unfortunately for Baritroke and his household, he had sided with the rebellion against Lord Verkain almost four years earlier. The house had been burnt to the ground, the family slaughtered before Lord Baritroke’s eyes, then the duke had lost his own life, the flesh torn from his body by some kind of torturous worms. The slaves had been more fortunate, separated with families broken apart and scattered to other households. The less fortunate slaves became playthings for Kobalan officers. Those with the least fortune were sent to Lord Verkain’s slave pits beneath the castle where they would never be heard from again.
Stelga had been one of the luckiest, in her opinion. These days she had another master, Prembus the baker. He wasn’t the kindest of men, but he rarely whipped his slaves and he was generally too busy to force himself upon any of the women. The worst part of being owned by Prembus was that one was always in a rush, chasing to the mill for flour, or running to the well for water, or rushing to a farmer for butter. Which was where Stelga found herself the morning Sergeant Kargus took notice of her.
She ambled along between the narrow row of two-story dark buildings typical of Mogus Potere. There were four sticks of butter from a local farmer waiting for her at the market in the center of the city, but Prembus was busy dealing with customers and would likely not realize if Stelga were gone a few extra minutes. There was no reason to hurry.
She paused near an alley and stared across the street at a display of wool dresses in a shop window. Slaves were not allowed to handle money, but her master did have to keep her clothed. Stelga wondered if she could talk the master’s wife into purchasing a few of those dresses for the house servants; winter was only a couple of months away, and the wool would be warmer than the thin muslin she now wore.
A strong hand landed on her shoulder.
Stelga glanced back to find a big man in black leather armor staring at her. He had a cruel look with crooked teeth showing between a black, unkempt beard. A sword at his side and a shield on an arm revealed his was in the Kobalan military. The white markings on the metal shoulder plates of his armor revealed he was a sergeant of the city watch.
“You daydreaming, girl?”
Stelga noticed he was standing near the alleyway and his hand had not been removed from her shoulder.
“Answer me!”
“I am shopping for my master, sir,” Stelga said.
His eyes drifted to the storefront across the way, then back to her. “Dress shopping?”
“Butter,” Stelga said. “I was only thinking of the dresses for winter.”
“You’re a slave. You don’t have money to afford no dresses.”
“My master can buy them for me.”
“I know something better than wool to keep you warm,” the sergeant said.
Stelga looked around and saw no other soldiers in sight. In fact, even most of the usual street traffic, slaves and workers, had disappeared.
He tugged on her shoulder, gently pulling her toward the alley. “Why don’t you come back this way and let good ole Kargus show you how to stay warm?”
“I have to get to market.”
“You weren’t in such a hurry you couldn’t stare at some dresses.”
Stelga sighed and lowered her head. This was the life of a slave in Kobalos. A slave never knew when he or she was going to be beaten, raped or worse.
“Come on,” Kargus said, gripping her by the arm. “This will only take a few minutes, sweetheart.”
Stelga allowed herself to be pulled along. There was no reason to fight, unless she wished a quick death.
The sergeant drew her into a cul de sac of shadows that would not allow anyone from the street to see and he began to work at the buckles of his leather jerkin.
“Leave the armor on,” a voice said from above. “You’re going to need it.”
The sergeant looked up. Stelga looked up.
Perched above, on the edge of a roof, was a man wrapped in a black cloak.
The sergeant reached for his sword.
The man in black dropped, landing in a roll that brought him to his feet between the open street and the two Kobalans.
Kargus yanked his sword free of its sheath.
The man in black kicked out with a boot, knocking his opponent’s heavy blade away.
Stelga pressed deeper into the alley to avoid the conflict.
Kargus swung his shield trying to slam it into his foe’s head, but the man from the roof was too fast. He ducked and came up with a hammering fist that cracked the sergeant’s jaw.
Kargus went sprawling, slamming into the woman and knocking the breath from her.
Then the sergeant dropped unconscious to the ground.
“Damn,” the man in black said.
Stelga could only stare. She had been saved from rape, but she didn’t know what fate this new devil had for her.
Kron blinked, seeming to notice the woman for the first time. “My apologies. I was hoping to take this man awake.”
A puzzled look crossed Stelga’s face. “Why?”
“I need information. Do you know where the late prince has been laid to rest?”
“Prince Kerwin?”
“Yes.”
“He is still laying in state,” Stelga said. She heard all the local rumors from her master’s wife.
“Where?” Kron asked.
“The Temple of Verkain.”
“Again, my apologies,” Kron said, “but I am none too familiar with the temple. Can you tell me where it is located?”
“Near the East Gate. It used to be a church of Ashal.”
“Thank you, my lady,” Kron said with a two-fingered salute.
Then the man in black slung a rope and grapnel to the roof and pulled himself up and away from Stelga and her unconscious companion.
She watched the last of him, the flapping edges of his dark cloak, disappear over the edge of the building. Then she glanced down at Sergeant Kargus.
“Serves you right, you bastard.” She kicked him in the groin.
 
***
 
Kron eased the door open and slipped inside the room.
“What did you discover?” Markwood asked from the ragged bed.
“Randall is in a temple near the East Gate.”
“I’d rather not know how you discovered this.”
Kron grinned as he glanced through the cracks in the shutters to watch the pedestrian traffic. “I don’t think anyone saw me.”
“No one did.”
Kron turned with one eyebrow raised.
“It was only a little spell,” the wizard said. “Just something to protect us.”
“You won’t heal if you keep casting.”
“If I don’t cast, we will soon be dead.”
“You might draw Verkain’s attention.”
“Verkain has his own mages,” Markwood said. “If my minor spell is even noticed, he likely would confuse it with one from his own people.”
Kron looked outside again. “Will you be able to move by dark?”
“I could probably move now,” Markwood said, “but I won’t be in condition to fight for some time. I won’t underestimate Verkain again.”
“I will slip away tonight,” Kron said. “Perhaps I can get to Randall.”
“And what will you do?”
“I don’t know,” Kron said, glancing at the wizard again. “I feel I’m supposed to do something, but a plan escapes me.”
“I can’t be of much help to you if I am here.”
“I mean no offense,” Kron said, “but you are not in condition to be of aid.”
“You don’t believe we can wait?”
“From what you’ve told me, Verkain is going to invade the Lands any day. We need to act.”
Markwood nodded, appearing frustrated but realizing the right of Kron’s words.
“I’ll go when it’s dark,” the man in black said.
 
***
 
Sergeant Lerebus was counting spears lined against a wall just inside the South Gate when a runner in a leather vest trotted up to him.
Lerebus turned an eye upon the young man. “Speak your word.”
“One of the watch sergeants was attacked near the merchant district, sir,” the young man said. “Sergeant Fanto sends for you.”
“Why am I needed?”
“The perpetrator was not caught, sir,” the soldier said. “Sergeant Fanto said you were the best tracker in the city.”
Lerebus called to another soldier, one among a dozen milling about the open gate, and gave orders to continue the weapons count. Then the sergeant turned to the young runner. “Lead the way.”
 
***
 
Sergeant Kargus was still unconscious. His snoring body lay flat at the back of the alley where he had fallen.
Lerebus bent to his knees next to the burly figure and sniffed the air. “There was a woman,” he said, “and a man.”
“It must have been one of them that did this.” Sergeant Fanto stood behind the kneeling Jorsican.
Lerebus got to his feet and continued to inhale sharply. “It was the man. Our perpetrator smells of sword oil and dust. The woman smelled of bread.”
“You’re making a lot of guesses over a few sniffs of the nose,” Fanto said.
Lerebus sniffed one last time and glanced to the tops of the near buildings. “The man fled by the roofs.” He pointed along the alley back to the street. “The woman walked away into the road.”
“What does this mean?”
“A guilty person wouldn’t simply walk back to the street,” Lerebus said. “A guilty person would try to conceal their tracks, such as by taking to rooftops.”
Fanto gave a disgruntled look to the unmoving Sergeant Kargus. “We’ll never find him.”
“I can find him, but it might take time,” Lerebus said, “and I’ve a guess as to who he is.”
 
***
 
Kron slept a few hours, then slipped away from his and the wizard’s hiding space to steal some loaves of bread that had been placed in a baker’s window to cool. The two men couldn’t remember their last meal and both were near starving. The bread was still warm as Kron broke it and passed it to Markwood. The warrior in black grinned as he chewed a hunk of rye and watched the mage bring forth a chunk of butter from the palm of his left hand.
“I’ve been wondering how you always had food when we were on the road,” Kron said with a grin.
Markwood smiled back. “The best mages never tell their secrets.” With his fingers he smeared the white butter on a piece of bread.
“I brought you these, too.” Kron lifted a pile of dark clothes from the floor and tossed them on the end of the bed. “It’s not much, a cloak and tunic and shoes.”
Markwood nodded his thanks. “It will suffice.”
A pale line of light moved along the far wall and Kron turned his head to see the last of the day’s glow through a line in the shutters. “It will be dark soon.”
“Wait a little longer.”
A pounding at the door jarred the room and the two men.
“Open in the name of Lord Verkain!”
Kron drew his sword.
The door shook again, dancing in its frame. “Open this door!”
“I’ll hold them off as long as I can,” Kron said, stepping in front of the portal with his weapon gripped in both hands.
Markwood began to pull on the new clothes Kron had brought him. “I will deal with this lot.”
“You don’t have the strength!” Kron snapped to the dressing wizard.
Another hammering on the door.
“You need to get to Randall,” Markwood said.
“You are in no shape for this,” Kron said. “If you must, take us away again, but do not try to fight Verkain.”
“The king is not here or I would sense his presence.”
A splintering noise filled the air as the door shook once more.
“We don’t have time for this!” Kron spun to face the door.
“Kron,” Markwood said softly.
The man in black hesitated, but faced the wizard again.
Markwood pointed toward a boarded hole in a wall in the back of the room. “Out the window.”
“I can’t leave you.”
“You saved me once,” Markwood said. “Now let me return the favor.”
The door cracked again, splinters of wood showering Kron’s back.
“Go!” Markwood yelled.
The door shook again.
The man in black slipped his sword into its sheath on his back and broke across the room.
“Don’t make me regret this,” Kron said as he pulled on the first of the window’s planks.
 
***
 
Sergeant Fanto slammed the ax forward again, chopping into wood with a mighty blow that nearly cracked the door in half. A seam wide enough to put a hand through was left as he withdrew the heavy weapon.
Fanto leaned forward to stare into the darkening room.
An old man in a gray, rumpled cloak stood in the center of the chamber next to a chair. He swayed on his feet as if weak.
“I order you to open immediately!” Fanto yelled.
The old man turned a heavy stare upon the Kobalan. “That would seem to be an impossibility as you’ve already ruined the door. It would be much easier for you to push your way through.”
Fanto moved back from the splintered portal and handed the ax to one of the dozen armored figures surrounding the front of the old residence.
“Who is in there?” Lerebus asked, stepping out of the crowd of soldiers.
“An old man.” Fanto drew his sword. “I’m about to teach him a lesson in manners.”
“That old man is probably the wizard who escaped Lord Verkain’s dungeon,” Lerebus pointed out. “Be wary.”
Sergeant Fanto gave the broken door a harsh glance, then rushed into it, crashing against the wood with a plated shoulder. The lumber gave way, spilling the warrior onto the floor inside.
“Allow me to introduce myself,” the old man said as Fanto looked up at him. “I am Maslin Markwood, and you are about to learn why I was one of The Twelve.”



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
As the shade of the northern sky turned from indigo to ebony, black wings unfurled above the heights of Mogus Potere.
Verkain watched atop the battlements of the foremost tower, hardy winds whisking his long gray hair around his face below the gigantic black figure flapping leathery wings above.
“The wizard has been found out,” the king said.
A guttural voice came from deep within the war demon’s throat. “I will crunch his bones between my teeth.”
“No. I will deal with Markwood,” Verkain said. “He is the greater threat. Darkbow remains elusive. I can’t suffer him to run loose any longer.”
The demon chuckled, jarring the black plates covering its body.
“Be after him,” Verkain ordered. “Bring me Darkbow’s corpse ... or whatever remains.”
The demon wasted no time spinning away from the tower then dropping low. Its dark form mingled with the drab colors of the city buildings below and the black of night.
Verkain stood for a moment watching nothing, then spun and rounded his way down the stairs of his tallest tower.
 
***
 
Fanto flew out the open door like a human arrow, shooting across the roadway to smash into a brick wall. Lerebus and the soldiers stood in motionless surprise as they watched the sergeant’s broken body slide down the side of the building into a crumpled mess on the street.
“I will give you one chance to flee,” a voice said.
The Kobalans and the Jorsican sergeant turned to see an old man standing in the smashed doorway.
“Go now,” Markwood said, “for I have had my fill of Verkain and his minions.”
Lerebus was the only smart one. He backed to one side, toward an alley.
The rest of the soldiers drew swords.
“Unfortunate.” Markwood raised his arms.
The broken door and its frame exploded, showering splinters of wood from around the wizard. The miniature darts sliced the air, the missiles launching themselves at the Kobalans. Some men died instantly as tiny javelins of pine slammed through eye sockets and skulls to lodge in brains. Others were not so fortunate, wooden daggers stabbing their throats, leaving them to die slowly while gagging on their own blood.
Lerebus was unharmed with wide eyes.
The wizard’s gaze turned to the last man standing.
Lerebus ran.
 
***
 
Kron ran. He knew what the thudding din of the explosion behind him meant. Markwood was letting loose with all his might. If not for their dire straits, Kron would have grinned knowing the mage was finally fighting back against their common foe. There had been too much hiding and sneaking. It was time for action.
Kron hurried down an alley, then across an open brick road and into another alley. He kept his legs pumping as he charged through the night, allowing his natural sense of direction to carry him east.
Eventually he ran out of alleys, coming to a large brick structure that appeared to be some sort of warehouse with its narrow, high windows and a single wide door. The building didn’t stop him. Within seconds his grappling hook attached to a silk cord was slung to the roof.
After climbing four stories, he paused only to draw in the hook and rope while staring out toward eastern Mogus Potere. The city was huge, wider than Bond from west to east, but more narrow north to south. It would be a lengthy trip to the East Gate.
Kron got to moving again. He came to the end of the warehouse and beyond was roof after roof, some large and some small, some wide and some narrow.
He flung the grapnel and cord again and went traveling through the night, the breeze blowing his cloak behind him in the dark and bringing the scents of the city to his nostrils. Smoke. Food. Sweat. Blood. Urine.
He swung from one rooftop to another, finally landing in a kneel while flipping the hook and rope back to him again.
Crouched on the edge of this last roof, before him was a wide park of greenery. In the center of that grass stood a monstrous building of spires, twice as long as it was wide with tall, narrow windows of colorful, stained glass. The architecture told its story, as did the dark vines growing along the structure. This had once been a church of god-fearing people. Now it was a temple to desolation.
Lamps hanging above the main entrance on the western end facing Kron revealed a half dozen Kobalan soldiers.
Kron glanced about, taking in his surroundings and trying to figure how to get to the old church without being seen. It was night but there was a moon and little cover between his roof and the church.
 
***
 
Markwood waited patiently on the stoop of the house he and Kron had claimed as shelter for a day. Within minutes, he was not disappointed.
Kobalan soldiers, at least two dozen of them in a square formation, marched in from the west. Each man was decked out in the black partial plate of their army, black shields trimmed in white on their left arms and barbed javelins in their fists. One man, obviously an officer of high rank with white plumage thrusting up from the back of his helmet, marched at the front of the others.
Further back, behind the soldiers, other Kobalans were gathering. Some also were soldiers, but a number wore dark robes over tunics. Verkain was sending out his wizards.
Markwood walked to the center of the road to face the advancing troops.
The marching men came to a halt with a final stamp of their boots.
The officer came forward. “In the name of Lord Verkain, his majesty of the land, you are ordered to surrender!”
Markwood glared back at the man. “I do not recognize that name as having authority over me.”
The officer lifted his javelin as if to throw. “If you do not surrender, we have orders to deal with you harshly.”
“Do as you must.”
With a final hard stare at the wizard, the officer raised his shield arm.
The rest of the soldiers lifted javelins.
“I suggest you not do this,” Markwood said.
The officer’s arm sliced down.
Markwood spoke a single, ancient word.
The javelins slammed into an unseen wall in front of the mage then rebounded back at the throwers. Men died screaming, impaled upon their own weapons. Iron-headed spears protruded from chests and necks. The soldiers were downed within seconds.
Markwood gave the bodies a sorrowful, forlorn look of regret. Then he passed through them, walking over the blood-splattered stones of the road.
The next line was made up of the men in robes.
Globes of blue lightning and gold fire shot forth from the row of wizards, each magical lance targeted upon the lone figure strolling forward.
Markwood waved a hand and the bolts of power and flame twisted in mid air to sail back toward the spellcasters.
The explosion rocked the ground, nearly knocking Markwood to his knees. Buildings shook and the Kobalan soldiers in the back of the line were forced to drop.
Then smoke filled the street. Silence ruled beneath it.
It was long minutes before the haze cleared  enough for Markwood to see what damage he had wrought.
The enemy spellcasters were no more. There were not even heaped bodies, just piles of black ash beginning to drift away on the night wind. Behind the destruction, the soldiers were gone, apparently run away.
Markwood shook his head. He did not enjoy killing, but Verkain was bringing war and these men had belonged to the Kobalan lord. The dead had been awarded that which was part of their duty.
 
***
 
Belgad gazed to the east from atop the battlements near the South Gate. Fortisquo was next to the big man, the sword master also staring.
“Do you see anything?” Sergeant Lerebus yelled from below at the foot of the ladder leading up to the two men. Running past the sergeant were Kobalan soldiers, a hundred of the men in black armor jogging from the city of tents toward a road leading east within Mogus Potere.
“There were flashes of light,” Belgad said, “then nothing.”
Fortisquo pointed. “There’s smoke.”
Belgad’s eyes followed his companion’s finger. “You said it was Markwood?” he asked the sergeant below.
“It could have been no other,” Lerebus said. “He killed a dozen men with a lift of his arms.”
“And you ran away?” Fortisquo asked.
“I fear no mortal man,” Lerebus said with gritted teeth, “but it is a fool to stand alone against magic of such power.”
“Sensible,” Belgad said. “Markwood would have torn you apart.”
Fortisquo nudged his muscular companion.
Belgad turned to the man.
“Why isn’t Verkain doing something about this?” Fortisquo asked, low enough so others could not hear.
“What makes you believe he isn’t?” Belgad said. “I’m sure the great lord is biding his time for reasons of his own.”
 
 
***
 
A shadow obstructed the moon’s gleam.
With rushing winds springing up around him, twirling his cloak and nearly knocking him off his feet, Kron dared a look up.
Claws sheathed in iron dove for him, behind them a war demon, a monster as wide as it was tall and covered in black plates. Steam drifted from its open-faced helmet where eyes glowed scarlet.
Kron had no time to plan. He sprang over the edge of the roof.
By the width of a knife, the demon’s talons missed the man in black.
Kron fell the length of two men’s height and landed in a roll that brought him swiftly to his feet. Without a glance back, he took off at a run for the cathedral. He could not fight the demon and hope to win. His only chance was to get to Randall, to hope his dream had not been a lie and the healer lived and would be of help.
The demon screeched, its wings spread wide and flapping as it roared its rage to the night and the darting man below. It should have had the man, and its jaws clamped together as if it could taste the marrow of the mortal’s bones.
Kron kept at a charge, running right for the front gate where armed men had now come to attention and were focusing on him.
The demon swooped in again, its claws outstretched.
Kron dropped flat to the grass just as the monster swooped over. A second later, the beast overflown its prey, Kron launched to his feet again and took off.
The six Kobalan soldiers drew swords and moved out from the church for the cloaked figure approaching them.
Kron looked back to see the demon sweeping in for him again.
The monster howled in delight as it dropped from the sky.
Kron’s boots sank deep into the verdancy as he planted himself and came to a halt.
He turned, facing his hunter.
The demon sprang back in surprise, not used to its prey confronting it so daringly.
Kron slung out a hand, flinging his grapnel and its attached cord.
Soldiers yelled and charged.
The grappling hook tinked against the demon’s neck, a tug from Kron latching the device into the monster’s armor. The other end of the trailing cord remained wrapped around Kron’s wrist.
The startled monster roared again and took higher into the sky.
Kron held on for his life as the monster lifted, carrying him above the heads of the soldiers. The man in black grinned and gave the Kobalans a wave as the demon hissed and flapped toward the cathedral.
 
 
***
 
Markwood stood his ground in the center of the street among blood-drenched armored bodies and smoldering piles of gray dust. The brick of the road was cold to the wizard’s feet even through his thin shoes as the sulfuric stench of the ashes stung his nose.
He stared about at the buildings and houses that lined the street, amazed there were no eyes peeking from behind windows nor doors creaking open. Flickering lights behind curtains and shutters told the wizard there were occupants in some of the buildings. He reminded himself he was in Kobalos. The populace stayed behind closed doors at night, and none ventured forth even for curiosity’s sake.
The wizard grimaced. This was no way for people to live, afraid to glance out a window. He suddenly felt less anguish for the lives he had taken, the lives of men who had helped to enforce Verkain’s will.
The air exploded.
The wizard rocked back on his feet as the unseen tumult hammered at him and wrapped around him before being whisked away on the breeze.
Markwood still stood.
He glanced in the direction of the invisible disturbance before him.
Standing there, a head taller than an average man, was a figure in heavy plate armor, a long flanged mace of solid iron hanging from one hand.
“Another of Verkain’s vassals?” the wizard asked, noting the massive helm shielding the steel-plated face.
“Verkain himself,” the brazen voice of the Kobalan lord replied.
“I’ve been waiting for you.”
“You’ve been waiting for your death, old man.”
“You’ve grown taller,” Markwood said.
“You’ve grown older.”
“I still have plenty of vigor to deal with the likes of you.”
“Your magic is nothing to me.” Verkain raised the mace, aiming its head at the wizard.
 
***
 
The demon surprised Kron by not flying away in an attempt to escape the grapnel hooked onto it and the attached rope from which hung Kron himself. Instead, the beast carried its flailing burden toward the largest of the church spires, possibly in hopes of smashing the human against the cathedral’s tallest mast.
A surge of orange blazed to the west.
 
***
 
The pillar of fire roared up from between low buildings and into the sky, its flames spreading forth like waves crashing onto a rocky shore. The zenith could be seen miles away and was impossible to miss by anyone outdoors within Mogus Potere. An ocherous glow spread out from the fire tower’s center, flowing out to the walls of the city and beyond.
From atop the battlements, Belgad’s eyes grew wide at the sight.
“Holy Ashal,” Fortisquo whispered next to the Dartague.
“What is it?” Lerebus asked from the ground, buildings shielding his view of the flames.
Belgad grabbed Fortisquo by the shoulder of his shirt. “It is time we were going.”
 
***
 
The brightness drew Kron’s attention from the demon above. As he hung in the air, he twisted on his taught cord to see what was causing the growing light.
The giant pillar of fire nearly blinded him. Then it was gone, shrinking back to the ground faster than Kron’s eyes could follow. For seconds all that remained in his vision were blinking spots of white.
When his sight cleared, the man in black realized the flames had come from where he had left Markwood.
Then he was falling.
 
***
 
Markwood found himself on his back staring up through drifting black smoke that concealed where he knew the stars to be. A chill stung his flesh and he realized he was without clothing again, Verkain’s flames having burnt away his meager garments. He was thankful for the cold air wrapping his body and the burning stench drifting to his nostrils. Those sensations told him he was alive.
The wizard pushed up on his elbows. A hundred yards in all directions lay a swath of black destruction. He was at the center of a crater as deep as a man was tall. The remains of the road were no more than tumbled bricks mingled with gritty dirt. Houses were piles of burning lumber and stones heated to an orange glow. Markwood scanned the edges of the destruction and found it to be a perfect circle, in some places cutting buildings through to reveal furniture, crates and people, some dead and some crying or trying to hide behind simple furnishings.
Verkain was not to be found.
His joints creaking and his breathing rough, Markwood pushed himself off the dirt. He stood there with smoke flapping through his long, gray hair and he was still cold despite the lingering fires. The bandages Kron had used to wrap his chest wounds had been burnt away, leaving behind nearly raw flesh.
The wizard hung his head. He was an old man naked in a cold wind with no protection other than his own will. He had known all along it would come to this, facing Verkain.
A crunching noise caused the wizard to lift his head and turn.
Verkain advanced, steaming bricks crumbling beneath his heavy steel boots.
Markwood pointed at his foe. Arrows of green light shot forth, slamming into the dark king.
Verkain was rocked back on his feet, but he did not fall. A dark, burnt spot remained in the center of his armored chest as he shook himself like a man trying to wake.
“I will not go down easily for you, Verkain,” Markwood said, his hand still aimed at the king.
“I had hoped not.”
The wizard’s hand twisted into a fist.
Smoke drifting about Verkain suddenly began to swirl faster and faster around him. The king seemed to watch with interest, not fear, as the twirling haze quickly grew into a vortex.
Verkain yelled out and the smoke dissipated, creeping away on the air.
Markwood shouted and pointed both hands.
The lord of Kobalos was thrown back by an unseen force. He slammed into a brick wall, then was tossed high into the air. Seconds later Verkain was plummeting. He crashed into a pile of flaming wreckage.
Markwood bent over, his hands on his knees. Weariness showed on his strained face and his thin, weakening body. His breaths came in mighty gulps.
Verkain thrashed his way out of the burning wood and shattered bricks. He kicked aside the remains of a smoking table and marched forward. “Now I finish with you.”
Markwood crossed his wrists in front of his face. Strange words flew from his lips.
“Your mortal’s magic cannot save you.” Verkain aimed his mace at the mage again.
A hot, harsh wind pounded the old wizard, knocking his arms to his sides. He could barely remain on his feet as he leaned into the heated gust. He tried to move toward his opponent but could not take a step. The wind began to flay his skin, eating away at the flesh as if an unseen whip were tearing into him.
Verkain lowered his weapon of iron and the wind died.
Markwood collapsed.
Verkain walked to the fallen wizard, standing over him.
The old mage lay huddled, his fresh wounds trickling blood onto the burnt ground. He shook as if convulsing with fever.
“The last of The Twelve falls,” Verkain said, hefting the mace to his shoulder.
Then the weapon came crashing down.
 
***
 
Kron slammed onto the chapel’s roof, knocking the air from his lungs and the bow and arrows from his back. He grabbed for the falling weapon and quiver but missed as he went sliding down the side of the roof. Dazed and winded, he managed to thrust out a hand to scrabble for something, anything, but there was no handhold. The roof was smooth, made from sheets of flat lead, and he continued to slide.
Flying out over the roof’s edge, Kron briefly seemed to float in the air. Then he went plunging toward the ground hundreds of feet below. He momentarily panicked, reaching for the grappling hook and rope at his belt, but then remembered they were not to be found there. He looked to his hand and saw he still gripped the silk cord. Falling faster and faster, Kron jerked on the rope and could still feel the weight of the hook at the other end.
The demon had somehow unlatched itself from the grapnel instead of cutting the cord.
The ground grew nearer and nearer as Kron frantically yanked the rope to himself. He was glad for such a long drop as the hook landed in his palm once more.
He was falling too quickly to see much other than the blur of dark masonry shooting past, but he caught a glimpse of one of the shorter spires of the church. He launched the grapnel from his hands, gripping the free end of the rope.
For a long moment there was nothing, no sensation other than the chill wind slapping against his face. Then the hook caught. The rope snapped. And Kron was sailing in an arc toward the cathedral.
He shifted to catch himself with his booted feet, but he was not flying toward a wall. He was racing at a tall window of multi-colored glass.
The crash was an explosion of glass, spraying shards all about, slicing through Kron’s dark cloak that took the brunt of the damage.
The cord snapped again, this time at the top of the shattered window’s edge.
Kron could not hold his grip. His fingers slipped across the thin rope. He was falling again, this time without the cord in his hands.
He had a moment to see the inside of the church, a long nave of wooden pews lined up upon a black stone floor, then darkness engulfed him and he could not breath.



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty One
 
Belgad jumped three rungs from the bottom of the ladder, landing next to Sergeant Lerebus as more soldiers poured past in the direction the tower of fire had been seen.
Fortisquo slid down from above to land next to his Dartague companion.
“Did I hear you say you were leaving?” Lerebus asked.
“If you’re smart, you’ll come with us.” Belgad turned away and strode toward the castle.
“He’s right, you know,” Fortisquo said, then took off after the bald man.
Lerebus stared at the back of the two men. He cursed below his breath, tromping after them.
He caught up to the two as they entered the castle, the three men passing more running armored figures as they traveled through a portal into a hall filled with more soldiers and busy officers, all charging around as if the end of the world had come.
“Verkain will flay you alive,” Lerebus pointed out as he followed the other two.
Belgad stopped in the middle of the hall and motioned at the madness of the Kobalans running to and fro. “Do you see what is happening here?”
“Chaos,” from Lerebus.
“Exactly,” Belgad said. “Their master has taken part in a duel of wizards like nothing the world has seen in centuries.”
Lerebus watched as Kobalans ran one direction down a hall while others marched the opposite direction. “They fear.”
“Damn straight they fear,” Belgad said. “We’ll be lucky if all that’s destroyed is the city.”
“I never thought I’d see the day when Belgad the Liar would turn coward,” a new voice called out.
Belgad, Fortisquo and Lerebus turned.
Captain Lendo stood with six of his men near an open doorway.
“If you wish to call intelligence cowardice, then I’m a dunce,” Belgad said.
Lendo chuckled as he moved closer to the three men. Servants in black garb slid around him on their busy ways to elsewhere, most fleeing for the castle’s exits.
“Verkain will triumph,” the Kobalan captain said. “The wizard is weak and old.”
“I’d rather discover that from twenty miles away,” Fortisquo quipped.
Lendo shook his head. “Verkain will consider this desertion. Even if I were not to arrest you, he would have you hunted. The outcome would be most bleak.”
Belgad slid a hand up to the pommel of the huge two-handed sword strapped to his back. “If you plan to hold me, make your attempt. Otherwise, I will take my chances outside Mogus Potere.”
Lerebus stepped forward. “Listen to the captain. There’s no good in you running.”
“You don’t even know if Verkain will survive,” Belgad said.
“I know.”
All eyes turned to the stone stairs above Fortisquo.
At first Belgad did not recognize the lord of the land. Verkain stood taller than he had before and he was layered in silvered armor. A giant’s helm rested in the crook of one of the king’s arms while an iron mace dripping blood hung from the other hand. Belgad noticed a powdery circle of black in the center of Verkain’s plated chest beneath the lord’s chin.
Silence rolled over the halls as all movement came to a halt. Everyone watched the king.
“Markwood is no more.” Verkain turned his gaze to Lendo. “Captain, call a meeting of the generals. We march for the Prisonlands on the morn.”
 
***
 
Kron Darkbow believed himself dead. He could not see. He could not breath. An overpowering pressure bore upon his breast.
Then the wind rushed past, flipping his cloak about his dangling legs, and the warm stench of death breathed down his neck. Pins stabbed into his shoulders and chest, and trickles of blood began to seep from his flesh. His head felt as if crushed in a vice, but he managed to twist for a view other than the darkness.
The floor of the nave was still far below, rushing past in a blur.
Kron raised his head and looked into the face of death, the face of the war demon. The beast’s vermilion eyes glared at him through the open face of its helmet. Far worse was the flaking black skin of the creature. The thing looked like something that had died long ago and should have remained buried.
It opened its maw wide and roared, nauseating heated filth blasting Kron’s face.
He swooned, nearly fainting.
The demon hissed.
Kron closed his eyes. He could not stare the monstrosity in the face and remain collected. He needed his head clear to make sense of the horror of his situation. He was clutched in the demon’s arms, his own limbs pinned beneath thick muscles and heavy plates.
The creature flapped around the large chamber, squeezing its human package while a dozen soldiers ran about beneath. The Kobalans yelled at the beast, but it paid them no mind.
The monster’s jagged armor punched holes in Kron’s skin, causing oozing blood. The man in black heard a cracking sound and a moment later his lower chest give way as lightning and fire erupted inside him.
The demon was crushing him.
Kron wished he had at least one grenado, the small clay balls filled with fire or smoke he had often used to best seemingly unbeatable foes. But his luck was gone. He had used the last of the explosives days earlier.
Desperate, Kron twisted a hand up to clutch at his belt where he had stored the grenados in a small leather sack. He hoped to find anything, perhaps a dagger or throwing dart he could jam into the creature’s black face.
His gloved hand brushed a metal vial, one of several containing healing poltices and draughts. The last time he had used one had been with Markwood a day earlier.
Kron gripped the vial. He only hoped it was the same one he had used on the wizard. His fingers flipped the cork topper free, then a thumb stoppered the vessel.
He twisted his head to one side to spy the window he had crashed through.
The rope still hung there.
The demon howled anew while circling through the long cathedral. It squeezed again, knocking what little air was left from Kron’s lungs and breaking another of the man’s ribs.
The man in black screamed as pain poured through his body like acid in his veins. Luck and focus were all that kept him from dropping the tiny metal container.
The demon flapped and turned, and Kron saw it was taking him back in the general direction of the hanging line.
Another rib cracked, and Kron knew his body could not tolerate much more abuse. He spat blood onto his captor’s plated chest.
The demon and its prisoner flapped past the window.
Shoving up between the monster’s solid chest and his own flesh, Kron thrust a hand into the thing’s face. His thumb lifted.
The vial’s contents were released to air.
The demon gagged, coughing, and brought itself up short with its giant bat’s wings flapping frantically as if maddened. It snorted and snarled and howled as it huffed in the stench of the vial that burned at its throat and eyes.
Then, to grab at its own face, it let go of the human.
Kron kicked away with a cry. He flung himself through the air, heading for the hanging rope.
He was falling again.
A gloved hand lunged and snagged the end of the hanging cord.
Kron’s full weight caught on the end of the rope. The rope jerked, sliding the last of the line through his hand. He slung around his other hand and grabbed the cord at the last possible moment.
Hanging there, the moon’s light glittering through the window to create his shadow on the floor, Kron watched the demon clawing at its own face. The beast tore and rended, denting its heavy helmet and tearing at its bright eyes with clawed fingers.
An arrow sailed past the man in black.
Kron shifted his gaze to the floor.
The Kobalans were still there, several aiming crossbows at the figure dangling above them.
The strength in his body ebbing, Kron urged his arms to pull himself up the rope. It was a struggle, a fight, until he was high enough up the line to use his legs. He gritted as the fire in his ribs tore at his sanity, but he continued to climb. There was nowhere to go but up the rope. The fall was too far.
Another arrow shot past, nicking the edge of Kron’s cloak.
A roar erupted loud enough to shake the temple.
Kron twisted around to face the demon. He was above the thing now, near the top of the window and nearly out of sight of the archers. The demon still flapped its wings as it tore off its black helm and slung it across the room to clank into oblivion behind pews.
Another arrow sailed, this one the closest of all, and it sliced across the rope above Kron’s hands. The cord did not tear, but its silk threads had taken a wound and were unraveling.
He had only seconds before he would fall.
Kron kicked out with his legs and swung toward the top of the window, grabbing for the edges of the stone framework as anguish continued to shoot through his broken ribs.
The silk line snapped.
Kron let go of the short piece of cord remaining in his hands and lunged for the uppermost edge of the window. There wasn’t enough of a handhold for him to hang from, but he managed to slap against the inner wall just above the window and push himself away from the shattered glass and into the room he had tried desperately to escape moments earlier.
He was falling again, this time in the center of the chamber.
Arrows launched from below, flying past the plummeting figure in black.
The demon, still busy wiping potion from its muzzle, never saw Kron slam onto its right wing, spinning the monster around in mid-air. The man in black wrapped an arm over the boney wing and held on with all his might as he and the monster spiraled down, the creature screaming in surprise.
As the stone floor grew nearer, the Kobalan soldiers ceased with their crossbows. Kron had a moment to realize he and the monster he rode were going to land hard, the beast out of control of its decent, and he climbed higher on its back of dark, thick plates.
The creature crunched into the floor with enough force to crack stone. Kron was thrown, crashing into wooden pews.
The man in black lay across a row of spilled benches, barely able to take air into his tortured lungs without screaming. The pain was tremendous, lancing from his ribs out to the rest of his body. Unconsciousness might be only seconds away, but he promised himself he would put up a fight. He had to get to Randall, and he had to hold on to the hope Randall could help him.
There was another roar from the demon as Kron tried to push himself up from the pews. He turned to find the monster crouched and howling in the center of the chamber, the creature’s head thrown back as if lamenting the very sky.
The creakings of leather and the jinglings of metal brought Kron’s attention back to the soldiers. They had him surrounded, the demon outside their circle, with crossbows pointed at him.
A groan escaped Kron’s lips. It was all he could do as blood trickled from his arm and hope from his spirit. His ribs were a crushed mess, barely allowing him to hiss breaths down his throat. He was done for. His body was too beaten and bruised for further fighting. And there was no pity to be found in the faces of the gruff, burly men encircling him.
Barely able to stand but still seeking an escape, Kron’s gaze ran past a stone altar at the far end of the church. Then he glanced back at the platform. A wooden coffin rested there.
Randall.
Kron dropped between the fallen pews.
Arrows shot overhead.
A scream told that the Kobalans had hit one of their own.
The pews were long but narrow. Kron put a shoulder beneath one of the downed benches and lifted. With a strain and cry, he placed the pew upright, giving him a view beneath. The rows of seats between him and the altar were still upright. He could crawl to Randall’s resting place.
If the soldiers didn’t intervene. And the demon.
Kron crept beneath the nearest pew, then scrambled for the next one.
A crossbow bolt splintered wood near his head.
The wounded man kept moving. The pain continued to shoot through his chest, but he wouldn’t allow that to stop him as gloved fingers and booted feet pulled him further along the floor.
Another arrow slammed into a bench nearby.
The demon roared, just behind Kron, as it lifted a pew and tossed it into the soldiers.
Kobalans screamed and jumped out of the way of the huge wooden missile as Kron continued his crawl.
Then suddenly the man in black was at the feet of a soldier between two pews. The armored figure was fumbling with his crossbow, trying to place another arrow against the weapon.
Kron yanked a dagger from his boot and sank it into the man’s leg.
The Kobalan howled like a wounded animal and dropped his bow.
Kron left his knife and pushed himself away toward the altar.
The demon shoved aside another pew then grabbed the stabbed soldier by the neck and tossed him. The man was dead, his neck broken instantly, before he smashed through one of the tall windows to send splinters of multi-colored glass flying.
Kron still scrambled. It felt as if he had been crawling forever, the blood from his many wounds smearing the stone floor and making it harder for his fingers to get a purchase.
A hiss above, and the demon was upon him
Kron reached for the sword on his back.
The demon snarled with smoking breath. It grabbed dark figure by the cloak and jerked him from the ground.
Kron had a brief moment to notice the soldiers had fled or were slain, killed by the monster’s wrath. Then a demon’s claw wrapped around his neck and hoisted him high in the air. Choking and sputtering, his feet swinging in nothingness, the man in black could only kick at the monstrosity strangling him. His booted blows seemed to do no harm to the thing.
Then it threw him.
Kron plunged through the air, head over feet.
He slammed into the stone altar, his right shoulder taking most of the blow, bone splitting beneath his skin and cloak. He slumped down, his body dropping onto the hard steps beneath the altar.
He would have screamed in agony but there was no breath to do so. His vision blurred as he watched the demon approach, the monster shoving aside further pews to get to him. As the thing neared, Kron could see two of the beast. Then blackness. Then he could see again. The demon was nearly to him. A distant ringing buzzed in his ears. Blood poured from his wounds.
And he could not move. He did not know if his back was broken or if fear had frozen him, but all he could do was lay there on cold, black stone as dirty, putrid talons inched toward his face.
A single claw brushed an eyelid. Then was jerked back as if stung.
The demon snarled, hissed and cursed. It reached out again for the prone man in the dark, torn and bloody garb, but it’s hand was withdrawn again as if on fire.
Kron could only lay there, weak breaths bringing needed air to his lungs.
The demon howled into his face, it’s grave-like stench pummeling Kron’s senses. The warrior leaned forward and threw up, his stomach juices running down his shirt to mingle with his blood.
With a glare of scarlet hate, the demon jumped nearly as high as the ceiling. It hissed once more and spread its wings, diving into another of the windows, smashing through and showering glass of a thousand hews.
Kron slumped against the altar, alone at last. He did not know why the demon had fled. He did not know when the soldiers would return. He did not care. He only wanted rest, to sleep until there was no more pain.
His eyes closed.
Then fluttered open.
No.
He had to get to Randall.
With a grunt and a moan, Kron pushed himself off the floor. He stood, swaying on his feet, staring at the long wooden box atop the altar before him as if he expected it to open.
When nothing happened, he took a painful but necessary step forward.
He stopped next to the coffin and stared at its lid, a flat sheet of oak stained nearly black. Carved into the wood near where the head would lay were the words “Kerwin Verkain.”
Kron found himself sliding down to his knees. He thrust out his left hand, catching the coffin’s edge to halt his fall. He shook away the numbness that ate at the edges of his consciousness and hissed as his broken right shoulder taught his body new levels of agony.
He bent over the coffin, closing his eyes and resting for a moment.
This had to be done, and done quickly. Otherwise he would plunge into darkness, and death would follow.
Kron shoved on the casket’s top with his good hand, but the lid would not budge. He cursed his weakness.
A glance told him there were no nails embedded in the wood holding the lid closed.
He grinned at his own helplessness and shoved again.
The lid slid to one side with a scratching din, then clattered to the floor with a clattering of wood on stone.
Kron stared down at the body.
It was Randall, the healer’s visage looking at peace. The body was still, motionless in a white muslin tunic that spread to feet covered in pale slippers. A smile was on the face, and the skin looked healthy, fresh.
Kron stared at the neck, Randall’s neck. The warrior had watched Verkain’s blade enter that neck. He had watched the blood flow. He had watched the look of anguish. He had watched his friend die.
Now Randall Tendbones bore no wound nor scar.
Kron’s eyes rolled back to white and he dropped to the floor, his body no longer able to hold him upright. His head smacked against the edge of the altar and he saw bright lights behind his lids. Then he saw no more.



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Two
 
“Welcome.” The lord of Kobalos smiled at the lines of armored men seated on either side of the long table stretching before him. “I take it Captain Lendo has given word we march on the morn.”
Several heads nodded, candelabras above shedding a rich glow off their silvered helms throughout the dining hall.
At the opposite end of the table from Verkain sat Lendo, on his left Belgad, on his right Fortisquo. They watched a general, a bulky Kobalan with a long white beard, hoist himself out of his seat.
“My lord,” the general said with his aged voice, “our understanding is all magical opposition has been crushed.”
“That is correct, Sir Carthus.” Verkain leaned forward, his pale robes shifting around the legs of his chair. “Master Markwood is dead by my own hand. His comrade, too, has fallen to a war demon.”
“What of the West’s other wizards, my lord?” Carthus asked.
Verkain reached beneath the table. When his hand appeared again it gripped the handle of his heavy mace, a dried scarlet smear upon its flanged end. “I have this for them.” The king slammed the weapon’s head on the table, shaking bronze plates and silver wares laid out. “Markwood was the strongest, the last of The Twelve. Without him, the West is nothing.”
There was a smattering of applause, leather and metal gauntlets slapping together.
“The Eastern armies are ready,” Verkain went on. “Their general awaits word on the borders of the Prisonlands. Once we start moving south, I will send a messenger. Then war will begin. The pope will never suspect us, and it will be his undoing.”
Belgad stared across the table at Fortisquo, his look telling a story of disbelief.
Verkain slammed the mace against wood once more. “We march in twelve hours.”
 
***
 
“What did the king have to say?” Sergeant Lerebus asked.
Belgad strode along the center of the hall leading to his personal chamber, Fortisquo and the sergeant in step behind. Around them flowed the usual servants in dark tunics, as well as the occasional soldier in heavy plates or chain of black.
The Dartague did not slow his momentum. “Verkain marches in twelve hours.”
The three men came to the end of the hall as Fortisquo retrieved an iron key from a pocket and proceeded to unlock the door.
“What are your plans?” Lerebus asked.
Belgad glanced down the hallway, then motioned the other two inside.
Minutes later, the three seated in separate cushioned chairs in front of a roaring fireplace, the barbarian spoke. “Fortisquo and I will be watched. Lendo would have told Verkain we were planning to leave before he defeated Markwood.”
“I still find it difficult to believe Verkain triumphed over the old man, fool that he was,” Fortisquo said. “Tales of The Twelve still linger sixty years after the war.”
“Verkain has no reason to lie, at least not to himself,” Belgad said. “Markwood had to be dealt with, now or in Bond.”
“Are you leaving, then?” Lerebus asked.
 “We can’t leave now,” Belgad said. “Even if I wish it, the time for leaving is over. We are caught in Verkain’s plot.”
Fortisquo grimaced. “Who would have thought the East and West would go to war again?”
“Everyone,” Belgad said. “The Eastern pope, the Western pope, the Ruling Council. It was only a matter of time.”
“The East wants its country united once more,” Lerebus said, “and Verkain wants everything.”
 
***
 
“Kron.”
The voice was distant and hollow, as if from across a wide tunnel.
Kron tried to speak but his lips and tongue would not work. He had no mouth. Then he realized he had no face, nor a body. He could not feel. Existence was all. He could think, but he could not see, nor taste, nor smell, nor touch. But he could hear. He had heard Randall’s voice.
“Kron.” It came again, this time nearer. It did not sound pleading nor alarmed. It was casual, as if the speaker were sitting across a table from Kron, two old friends gathering for a talk and perhaps a drink.
Kron’s senses rushed back on him. He nearly dropped to his knees, the suddenness of sensation slamming into him, forcing air from his lungs.
He found himself in a field of green as high as his knees. A warm, powerful wind blew, enveloping him and flapping his black cloak out behind his strong body.
His eyes went to the horizon. Far from him, and as far as he could see, a ring of gray mountains with snow-capped tops stood sturdy like hunched, armored warriors ready for battle. The sky was bright, the sun beating down and warming Kron’s face. He tilted his head back and closed his eyes, allowing the heat of the day to wash over him.
Kron Darkbow grinned. It was an unusual smile for him, not full of cynicism nor skepticism. It was a sign of true joy, not only of being alive, but of the simple physical pleasures the sun’s warmth brought to his flesh.
“Kron.”
He turned. The voice had sounded as if it were directly behind him. But no one was there, only more greenery stretching to the far mountains.
Kron reached a hand to his right shoulder and found his sword gone. He glanced at his belt and his gloves and boots, but he carried nothing that dealt death.
Out of the corner of his eyes he spotted a brightness on the horizon, a golden light that blinked but for a moment and then was gone like the last hint of sun at the end of the day.
He turned and waited, but the radiance did not reappear.
Kron began walking, marching in the direction he had seen the glow.
He could not tell how much time had passed, for the sun hung eternally overhead, but it eventually felt as if he had walked miles and miles. The view had changed little, greenery all around with gray rock in the distance.
“Kron.” The voice came once more.
Kron stopped.
“Show yourself,” he said softly. Then louder, “Show yourself!”
The yellow glow blinked again, this time brighter and nearer.
For a flash of a moment, Kron saw two figures facing one another in the light. They were surrounded by the light, the tawny glowing smothering their forms, leaving only vague shadows.
Kron took off at a sprint.
He ran and ran, but the mountains grew no closer and the sun did not lower. The light did not return, nor did the voice.
Eventually he could run no more. His lungs burned and his muscles ached. He dropped on his knees into the grass, which was soft and warm like a bed of feathers.
Darkness closed over him, then dissipated with a blink. He might have slept. He could not be sure, but he felt rested again. Still, the sun had not moved.
Kron jumped to his feet and stared about, the familiar view of grass and mountains returning to his eyes.
“Am I dead?”
“No.”
Kron spun.
A dozen yards from him was a man, a stranger. Auburn hair hung to the collar of the fellow’s simple tunic. His face was that of a young man, in his twenties, and a thin beard spread across his chin.
“Who are you?” Kron asked.
“You knew me as Randall Tendbones.”
Kron’s brows raised, dark eyes beneath. “You look nothing like him.”
The man glanced down at his body. “No, I suppose I do not. My apologies. I will remedy that.”
Kron blinked and Randall stood before him. The healer appeared well, his brown hair short and neat as always, a white robe stretching down to cover his lank frame.
“Is this better?” Randall asked.
Kron took a step back. “I could be in another of Verkain’s wards.”
Randall shook his head. “Verkain has no control here.”
“How can I know it’s truly you?”
“You came seeking me,” Randall said. “Why, now, won’t you believe?”
“I had a dream of Randall,” Kron said, “and I fought hard to find my friend, trusting that he above all others could save ... everything. But not so long ago I was caught in one of Verkain’s magical traps. It makes me suspect.”
“I called out to you in your dream.”
“Your word does not prove your identity,” Kron said.
“Your birth name was Lucius Tallerus.”
“Common enough knowledge.”
“You love Adara Corvus.”
Kron made no reply.
Randall chuckled. “The same Kron Darkbow. I see you have changed little.”
“I have changed,” Kron said. “When I first came to Kobalos, I came seeking revenge. Now I seek justice.”
“You wield justice with weapons of anger,” Randall said. “I do not judge you for that. I merely point it out, for your own betterment.”
“I’m more concerned with betterment of the world,” Kron said.
“No. You are angry with the world.”
Kron was silent.
“But you don’t hate the world, Kron,” Randall said. “You hate yourself.”
“Why would I hate myself?”
“For living,” Randall said, “for surviving. You think you should have died in your parents’ place. You think you should have died instead of poor Wyck.”
Kron turned away, staring at the horizon.
“You think you should have died instead of Adara.”
Kron spun on the healer. “I should have! I should have done something to save them, to save all of them!”
“Not everyone can be saved.”
“But some can!”
“Yes, some can,” Randall said with a nod. “But there are those who do not wish to be saved.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Your parents,” Randall said.
Kron balled his right hand into a fist. “Mind what you say.”
“They did not die needlessly,” Randall said. “They were protecting you.”
Kron turned away again.
“Everyone dies,” Randall said. “Everyone.”
“They did not have to die that night.”
“Perhaps not,” Randall said, “but that was not the fault of the little boy who was their son.”
“That little boy became a man and sought out their killer.”
“And what did you accomplish?”
“I made the world safer by removing Trelvigor,” Kron said. “I’ve yet to finish with Belgad.”
“How do you know Trelvigor would not have changed his ways at some point?” Randall asked. “He might have gained in wisdom as he grew in age. Perhaps he would have saved a child, or helped a beggar, or any number of things.”
Kron smirked.
“And there is more to Belgad than you know,” Randall said. “Not all is at it seems with that one.”
“He is owed for many deaths,” Kron said.
Randall was silent for a moment, then, “Would you damn yourself for pettiness and revenge?”
Kron stared into the healer’s eyes. “If the price to save others is eternal damnation, then it is a debt I will gladly pay.”
Randall shook his head. “You sadden me, Kron Darkbow.”
“Why? What is my soul to you?”
“After witnessing my death, I had believed you had changed.”
Kron pointed at the healer. “I don’t know how you would know such things,” he said. “I’m not even sure I believe you are Randall Tendbones. I watched Randall’s throat split wide by Verkain’s knife.”
“And you saw my throat healed in the cathedral.”
Kron stared about them, taking in the greenery again. “I don’t even know where I am.”
“You are nowhere.”
Kron glared at the man in front of him. “Then why do I feel the warm breeze? Why do I smell the heat of Spring?”
“Your senses fool you,” Randall answered.
Kron closed his eyes and shook his head. “You first appeared to me as another. Why would Randall do such?”
“It is too soon for that,” Randall said. “You would not believe.”
“I’m not sure I believe any of this,” Kron said, looking up at the healer. “It makes as much sense that I’ve died and am being punished for my sins.”
“In your time, you have seen many wonders,” Randall said. “You witnessed the destruction of the Asylum by magic, you’ve fought demons, and you know Markwood could perform amazing feats. You know magic. You believe in magic. Can you not believe I live?”
“People do not return from death,” Kron said. “Not even holy Ashal accomplished that.”
“Perhaps Ashal did not wish to return. Or perhaps he did, and remained silent of it.”
Kron grimaced. “If it were possible, then why does no one else return? Why can’t my parents come back, or Wyck, or Adara?”
“Markwood too is dead.”
“What? How?”
“He perished in battle with Verkain.”
Kron’s stare held steady, remained hard. “There is no reason I should trust anything you say. I don’t even know who you are.”
“Moments ago you saw two people together in the light,” Randall said. “You thought they were your parents, coming to greet you to the world beyond.”
Kron said nothing, rocked back on his feet by the sting of truth in the others’ words.
“It was not your kin,” Randall said. “It was Markwood and myself.”
“Then where is Maslin?”
“He has passed on,” Randall said. “He did not wish to return. He had a good life, and a long life. He trusted in me to put everything right once more.”
“Are you suggesting you can give life back to the dead?”
Randall hesitated to speak, his lips opening before he stopped himself.
“Well?”
“In some instances.”
“Prove this to me. Return my parents,” Kron said. “Then I will trust you are Randall.”
“I cannot do that,” the healer said.
“Charlatan.”
“No,” Randall said. “Your parents’ souls moved on years ago. As has Wyck’s.”
“What of Adara?”
“Her spirit roams the land still,” Randall said. “She will move on when she is ready.”
“You could save her?” Kron asked.
The healer bowed his head. “I could.”
“Then do it,” Kron said. “Bring her back.”
“You aren’t going to make this easy, are you?”
Kron gritted his teeth. “If you are truly Randall Tendbones, then you know I never make anything easy.”
 
***
 
The world was as it always had been.
But it wasn’t.
Buildings stood, people milled about and nature changed in its slow fashion, plants growing and dying and the sun and moon rising and falling. But it was all changed.
It was like watching the world through a cracked looking glass. There was no smell, and sounds were muffled to the point of being unheard except for the most shrill of voices and loudest of noises.
Nothing could be felt.
Except cold.
Everything was cold, even when the pale sun shed its weak light upon the land.
This world of haziness was the home of Adara Corvus. She did not know how long she had resided in the forsaken place, but it felt as if it had been a thousand lifetimes. She remembered little from before, though there were brief flashes of pain that stabbed at her mind.
Her body was broken. Gaping, crusted wounds in her wrists and feet would not allow her to walk. She was forced to crawl across the gray void, sometimes in dust so thick she feared it would clog her throat.
Other times she found herself near a stream, but the water was stale and colder than any ice. The torn shreds of her silken shirt, now stained and gray, would hang in the waters and soak up the chill.
Most of the time she was not aware of her surroundings. She would lay in drab light, feeling nothing and knowing nothing. Sometimes a person or a shadowy figure would wander near, but she could never get them to hear or see her.
Her mind was clouded and dulled.
A light flared like a candle on the horizon. It brought heat, a sliver of warmth that slowly spread wider, heating her gray flesh.
Slowly, so slowly, she was beginning to wake, her skin tingling as the heat grew over her.
The first thing she noticed was her own nakedness. Then she noticed the wounds were gone from her body. She had been healed.
She could feel again, more than just the cold. Her skin was warm and pink once more. Her long, dark hair rubbed against her back, warming her further. Blood flowed through her veins again, bringing life back to the cold thing she had been.
The woman looked up as the light grew brighter.
In the center of the glow stood an old friend, his hand outstretched, beckoning.
“Randall?”



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Three
 
It was the middle of the night and cold. A light rain, little more than a drizzle, trickled from the sky to run down the backs of necks and to turn clay and dirt to mud. Horses fought the muck, their hooves sucked down. Men in armor found themselves unable to run, the wet ground tugging at them and sapping their strength as the chill wet continued to soak their hair and skin. Fires were doused, torches at first, then the dancing flames of the camps.
The Kobalans kept at their work, however, taking down tents and sharpening steel and saddling horses and a thousand other jobs that had to be performed before an army could march.
Verkain watched all from the battlements of his city, staring out from the high wall that surrounded Mogus Potere.
Below the king, officers were yelling orders and aiding their warriors with whatever tasks were being attempted in the wet and mud.
A thin smile grew on the lord’s face. “The beginning of the end, the end of the beginning.”
“Did you say something, my lord?” Captain Lendo asked.
Verkain turned to the man in charge of his personal guard, those sturdy men who would be protecting their king during the march. “Captain, the dawn will bring a beautiful new day, a beautiful new world.”
Lendo’s brows arched.
“Never mind,” Verkain said, returning his gaze to the armored figures working below. “Nothing stands between us and victory.”
 
***
 
Fortisquo’s gaze bounced left to right, right to left, following the pacing Belgad.
The Dartague had been walking back and forth for hours, muttering to himself. Occasionally he would pause, stare through the bedroom’s tall windows to the balcony outside and Mogus Potere beyond, then he would begin to pace once more.
Fortisquo slouched in a padded chair. Their surroundings were regal, a warm rug on the floor and tapestries on the wall to keep out the cold, but he was not comfortable even in his silk finery and leather boots. The master of the rapier had never seen his companion, his current employer, in such a state. Belgad was so solid and stoic, always knowing what to do; but now the big man in the plain tunic marched around as if in a daze. Even with only one eye, the lanky rapirist could see there was something wrong with the barbarian before him.
Fortisquo yawned, bringing the back of a hand to his mouth. It was late, and they were expected to be up and ready to travel with Verkain’s troops in hours.
Belgad paused again, perhaps for the hundredth time, but this time he did not stare off through the window. He glanced at the fellow reclining before him.
“My apologies if I disturbed you,” Fortisquo said, letting his hand fall back to his side.
“No.” Belgad blinked and shook his bald head as if waking from a foggy dream. “You did not disturb me.”
“Then why have you stopped?”
“I’ve come to some conclusions.”
“Which are?”
Belgad stared hard at Fortisquo. “Tendbones, Markwood, Darkbow, they’re all dead.” 
“Yes?”
“All of Verkain’s immediate opponents have been taken out of the scenario,” Belgad said. “Until the Western army and its mages become involved, there is no one to stand in Verkain’s way.”
“True,” Fortisquo said. “I doubt the Prisonlands’ wardens will put up much of a fight. Talented they may be, but they are not an organized military.”
Belgad’s flat gaze shifted outside again, to the cold stars above the city and the horizon. “And once Verkain is working with the East, there will be little to stop them from moving against the West.”
“I was for leaving, but you said no ...” 
“I should be offering you an apology,” Belgad said. “The last few days I’ve been trying to find a way out of this mess without bringing Verkain’s wrath down upon our heads. I’ve been playing a game of wait-and-see, and it has failed us.”
“Then we ride with the Kobalans tomorrow, captains among their ranks.”
Belgad’s eyes returned to the fencing master. “You know me better than that.”
“Then what would you have us do?”
“I’m still working on a plan. But I can’t go through with Verkain’s war.”
“Why not?” Fortisquo asked. “It may pay well.”
“It will,” Belgad said with a smirk, “for a while. Then, once Verkain has enslaved the West and turned against the East, what do you think will happen?”
“I had not planned on living that long,” Fortisquo said. “Like the Prisonland wardens, I’m no soldier. I will die on the field, or I will flee when I see opportunity. I don’t believe either of us, any of us, will be alive much longer, a year at the most.”
“There is truth in your words,” Belgad said, “and anyone fortunate enough to survive the coming war will only become one of Verkain’s slaves in the end.”
“That’s if Verkain wins.”
“Even if he does not, the West is not strong enough to best both the Kobalans and the East. If Verkain should fall, the Eastern pontiff will control all of Ursia again.”
“Which still does not bode well for us.”
“Agreed,” Belgad said. “The only way to avoid this mess—”
“Is to slay Verkain,” Fortisquo finished.
Belgad nodded.
“You’re suggesting we should have been working with Darkbow and Tendbones all along,” Fortisquo said.
“My plans have gone awry,” Belgad said. “Joining Verkain in a war was never part of my design in traveling to Kobalos. Our situation is different now, and perhaps I am to blame in part. But I won’t help another man enslave me.”
Fortisquo sat up in his chair. “I am no patriot,” he said, “but I much prefer my life in Bond than the subjugation Verkain offers.”
Belgad grinned. “I, too. Why destroy Bond when there is so much gold to be made there?”
Fortisquo chuckled.
“We have to act,” Belgad said, “but if Verkain’s idiots catch word of this, we are both done for.”
The fencing master nodded. “Yes,” he said. “I don’t think I will ever forget how arbitrarily he killed Karitha.”
Belgad nodded agreement.
“Do you have a plan?” Fortisquo asked.
“I’m working on it. That’s why I’ve been pacing.”
“Speak to me,” Fortisquo said, leaning forward to place an elbow on a knee and a chin in a hand. “Allow an experienced assassin to help with your planning.”
 
***
 
Kron woke with a start, vaulting up from the ground as if he had been resting on hot coals. He glanced around the nave of the chapel, seeing little had changed. Rows of pews were knocked over or tossed aside. Bodies of Kobalan soldiers had been flung here and there, the throats and chests of the men torn open by the claws of the demon. The moon’s light still shifted through shattered windows, revealing Randall’s coffin atop the altar.
Kron glanced inside the casket.
There was no body.
Kron breathed in heavily. A missing Randall meant the healer might be alive somewhere, somehow.
Kron breathed in again, then wondered at his lungs taking in air. He had been broken. He should have been dead. But he no longer felt the wounds that had torn through his body.
He looked down at himself.
His cloak and shirt were torn and shredded in places, and dried blood darkened further his black garb, but he felt whole and unhurt.
He laughed. “Am I dreaming again?”
“It is no dream.”
Kron spun, staring from shadowy corner to corner, but caught no site of anyone stirring.
“Randall?” he asked the air.
A shadow moved at the far end of the church as a door creaked open to reveal a cloaked figure. Moonlight spilled around the person, outlining them in a hazy gloom.
Then the figure exited.
“Randall!” Kron took off at a run. He jumped a pew and skirted several others, skidding to a stop in front of the door.
He paused long enough to unsheath his sword.
Easing the door open a few inches, Kron looked outside. All he could make out were the tops of the marble steps that led down to the verdant park in front of the cathedral. Pushing the door further, Kron stepped outside. Before him stretched a white walkway that crossed the grassy yard.
Several Kobalan guards lay unconscious at the bottom of the stairs.
“Where are you?” Kron asked.
A figure cloaked in white slid from behind a column at the bottom of the ascent.
“Randall?” Kron asked, taking a step.
The figure lifted its head, tossing back its hood to reveal the pale features of the young healer.
To Kron’s eyes, his friend seemed changed. No longer did the frightened gaze of a boy rest below Randall’s brows. Now the young man bore a look of peace and of determination mixed with confidence.
The reborn healer motioned for his friend to join him.
Kron obliged, returning his weapon to its place on his back, then hurrying down the descent.
“What is happening?” Kron asked. “We should be dead.”
“But we are not,” Randall said.
“This has to be another dream.”
“It is not, and it is time for you to save another, body and soul.” Randall slowly turned and walked along the path of white gravel leading away from the church.
Kron followed. “I don’t understand. You were dead, and I’ve been dreaming nonsense.”
“They are not exactly dreams.” Randall continued to walk with his black-garbed companion at his side. “We conversed through magic, through our minds.”
“You told me Markwood is dead.”
“He is.”
“Stop,” Kron said.
Randall continued walking.
Kron halted, stamping a boot. “Stop!”
The healer ceased and turned to his friend.
Kron held out a hand. “I have a thousand questions.”
“We do not not have time for the answers.”
“I do not understand ... your survival, my survival, and what we are doing.”
“You are going to save Adara,” Randall explained. “I have other tasks to perform.”
“What tasks?”
“There are things I won’t tell, Kron, because it would change everything.”
“Where are we going? At least tell me that much.”
“You are going to remove Adara’s body from where it still hangs,” Randall said. “My whereabouts must remain a mystery. There are things I must do that you will not condone. Yet, they must be accomplished, and we do not have time for me to convince otherwise.”
Kron grimaced, not liking what he was hearing. “Can you tell me anything?”
“Ask, and I will try.”
Kron looked around, his mind searching for the right question out of a thousand possibilities. “Why didn’t the demon finish with me in the chapel?”
Randall grinned. “Because you were near my body.”
“I need more explanation.”
“I will be brief, as our time is short,” Randall said. “Kron, there is a force for good. Call it the Creator, if you will. It has chosen me, for whatever reason, to fulfill its works. This I learned while I was ... away. I also learned Verkain’s demons are no match against the powers of the Creator.”
“I am at a loss,” Kron said.
“It is rather a lot to explain here and now,” Randall said. “Further explanation will have to wait for a more appropriate time.”
Kron pushed ahead. “In my first dream, you said something about the face of Creation.”
Randall shook his head. “We do not have time for this.”
“I am trying to understand, but it is difficult when I’m not even sure you are you ... or that I’m alive!”
“The only thing mortals have to understand is that it is impossible for them to understand everything,” Randall said. “A little faith would go a long way for you, Kron Darkbow.”
Kron’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve seen what faith can do. A thousand years of faith has brought nothing but war and oppression.”
“The church is not faith. It is the will of men masquerading as faith. I’m speaking of real faith.”
“The only faith I have is in my sword and my skills,” Kron said. “You ask too much for me to abandon a lifetime of harsh reality for belief in nothing tangible.”
“My father’s soldiers march within hours,” Randall said. “If this happens, the prophecies will come true. Verkain will waste all enemies before him.”
Kron pointed at his friend. “You appear to have survived Verkain.”
“I am the sole exception,” Randall said, “and I will continue to be the sole exception unless I stop him.”
Kron glanced off to one side, staring across the grass at the hovels and buildings of Mogus Potere ringing the grounds of the church. His eyes told his tale. Kron Darkbow was a man who acted. It was time to act. Further questions and explanations could come later. “Tell me what needs to be done.”
“First, you will need protection.” Randall muttered a few words while waving a hand over the hilt of Kron’s sword.
 
***
 
From beneath a rain-drenched canopy stretched across the front of his tent, Captain Lendo shouted orders, pointing one soldier toward another tent and another soldier back to the city wall behind them. Then he turned and glanced at papers and maps on a field table, a flimsy unfolded workbench.
The captain lifted a sheet of paper and stared at the orders written in his lord’s hand. “Damn.”
“Not your favorite reading material?”
Lendo spun to find the swordsman Fortisquo standing just beneath one corner of the canopy, safely out of the drizzle.
“Lord Verkain wishes to ride at the front of the procession.” Lendo returned the paper to his makeshift desk.
“Aren’t you in charge of his personal bodyguards?” Fortisquo asked. “He should be well protected.”
The shaggy-bearded Lendo spat away from the tent into mud. “I am his solitary permanent guard. I take on others only for special details. Lord Verkain prefers it that way. He believes a bevy of soldiers around him would hamper his defending himself.”
“Makes sense for a mage.”
Captain Lendo’s visage remained dark. “But not for a king ... or a general.”
“True.”
“Did you want something?” Lendo asked. “I can’t imagine you tromped all the way from the castle through the mud for no reason.”
“Again, you speak the truth,” Fortisquo said, leaning nearer the captain. “I need to speak with you of a delicate matter.”
The Kobalan moved toward the swordsman so their voices would not need to carry so far. “What do you have to tell me?”
Fortisquo glanced around suspiciously, then returned his gaze to Lendo. “I fear there will be an attempt made on your lord’s life.”



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Four
 
Kron moved among the soldiers without drawing a single eye. There were thousands of the Kobalans, heavy men sharpening weapons, tugging on armor, packing gear and performing the multitude of other tasks needed before an army could march.
Kron slunk past a campfire surrounded by a dozen men smearing black soot on their pale faces. He slipped through a group of young officers tightening saddle harnesses on their steeds. He circled a group of seated warriors running smooth stones along the edges of their swords.
A tall pole of wood loomed out of the darkness above a small fire, the flames barely flickering with the night’s rain dripping into them. Adara’s remains still hung there outside the city walls.
Kron paused, taking in the figure staked above him. The fire below the woman’s feet illuminated her white, sagging skin and shallow eyes.
Randall had promised Adara would be whole, but Kron spied the aging of death creeping into the body. The woman had been impaled and hanging for days, in the sun and now the rain, and her body was showing wear. Her eyes were sunk into her cheeks. The lips were dried, thin flakes of skin peeling away. The flesh of her hands and bare feet were like marble, cold and hard and run through with dark veins.
Knocking back the hood of his cloak, Kron allowed the rain to spit into his face.
Only days earlier, he had gone on a rampage after seeing Adara’s slim wrists and ankles nailed to that tree of death. Now he could only stare with flat eyes at what remained of her.
A near commotion brought him back to his senses. He glanced to one side of the circle of light created by Adara’s fire and spotted Captain Lendo, the man who had delivered Markwood to Verkain, and Fortisquo marching away from a tent. The captain was cursing loudly as he and the lanky assassin headed toward the South Gate.
Kron paid them no more mind. He was there on a mission, and he could not afford to have his thoughts dwelling elsewhere. According to Randall, Adara’s fate rested in Kron’s hands.
Glancing around to make sure no one was watching, Kron eased closer to the upright pole to one side of the flames. His head was even with the iron nails driven through Adara’s feet when he winced at the blood caked down the sides of the wooden beam.
Closing his eyes without thinking of what he was doing, Kron yanked a dagger from his belt. Unseeing, he ran one hand up the outside of Adara’s cold right ankle until he felt the nail’s head protruding.
He went to work.
He thanked Ashal the first nail came free easily, with little fuss and no more damage to the body.
Still with eyes shut, he felt for the nail in her other ankle. The iron peg quickly fell to join its blooded brother.
All that remained were the nails holding her wrists above her head near the top of the pole.
Kron opened his eyes, but he would not look up at Adara. Instead he stared at the base of the wood. The beam was thicker than his leg; he could not chop it without an ax, and retrieving such a weapon might draw attention he sought to avoid.
There was another option.
He retrieved his grapnel and rope from his belt. For a moment he wondered how the items had returned to him as he did not remember bringing them from the cathedral. Randall must have aided him further, or perhaps it was this Creator the healer had mentioned.
Kron flung the hook to the top of beam where it’s short blades sank into wood.
He tugged on the rope and found the grip strong.
Then he began to climb.
 
***
 
With a grim face Belgad the Liar shifted the weighty sword hanging on his back until the hilt was high over his right shoulder. Then he wrapped himself in a gray cloak.
He was going to die tonight. Of that he was sure. But one question remained. Why? He was no patriot. He had no love for West Ursia nor Bond, though he did not detest the nation or its capital. Still, he was going to die in an attempt to protect the nation he had come to consider home.
The bald, bulky man eased into a chair next to the bed and removed a quill pen from a stone ink bottle on a table. With a frown, he began to write.
He did not write long, merely enough to dip the quill twice. Then he returned the pen to the bottle and sat back to read his words.
“Leaving your empire to Lalo the Finder, I see,” a voice said from over Belgad’s shoulder.
The big Dartague vaulted out of his chair and spun, his right hand gripping the sword’s pommel at his shoulder.
Fortisquo leaned against the jamb of the open door behind the chair. “My apologies for surprising you.”
Belgad lowered his sword hand. “I could have cut you in half.”
The master assassin chuckled.
“What do you find funny?” Belgad asked.
Fortisquo opened his mouth to speak. Then his eyes rolled back in his head, his body went limp and he crashed to the floor.
His jaw hanging open, Belgad stared at the crumpled swordsman at his feet.
Another  voice drifted in through the door. “I believe I saved your life.”
Belgad’s hand reached again for his sword as he eased around the downed Fortisquo to look into the outer chamber.
Randall Tendbones stood there in robes so white they pained the Dartague’s eyes. For a moment the barbarian thought he was seeing a ghost, then he took in the solidness of the healer. Candles in the outer room did not shed light through Randall’s body, and the healer’s shadow stretched across the thick rug.
Belgad lowered his hand. “I saw you die.”
“Kron said much the same thing.”
“He too is supposed to be dead.”
“You have been misinformed.”
“I suppose Adara Corvus also lives.”
“She will be well soon enough.”
“And Markwood?”
The corners of Randall’s eyes dipped in sorrow. “The good teacher has passed on.”
“Then has Verkain trapped me in one of his spells?”
“No,” Randall said, shaking his head. “My father has nothing to do with this.”
“Then how are you here? Why are you here? Revenge?”
“I came to save you, and to warn you,” Randall said.
“Save me? From whom?”
Randall pointed at Fortisquo.
Belgad glanced at the downed sword master. “Why would he turn on me?”
“He fears Verkain more than he fears you.”
The Dartague’s gaze returned to the healer in white. “How am I to trust you are Tendbones? Whatever games Verkain plays, he does not play fairly. All of this could be a trick on his part to weed out enemies.”
“I have something to show you.”
The healer turned his back on the larger man and crossed the outer room to a door.
Belgad followed the young man into the room. “Where are you going?”
Randall pulled on the door’s handle, easing the portal open. “Look.”
From across the room, Belgad could not see the hallway beyond. He crossed to the door, making sure to remain out of Randall’s reach.
“As I said,” Randall pointed into the hall, “you were betrayed.”
Captain Lendo and a half dozen plate-clad men stretched unmoving on the stone floor.
“What happened to them?” Belgad asked
“They sleep,” Randall replied.
“All of them?”
“Everyone but you.”
“Why did you do this?”
“To weaken Verkain’s forces,” Randall said. “The sun rises in mere hours, and much needs done without intrusion.”
Belgad glared at the man claiming to be his savior. “Why spare me? It was not so long ago we were enemies.”
“We needed time to speak,” Randall said. “I wish to strike a bargain with you.”
 
***
 
Verkain squinted and swayed on his feet. Something was wrong in the castle. He could sense it. He could feel it in his soul.
He spun around on the parapet and stared into Mogus Potere’s center where his high, black castle blotted out the night’s sky over the sea beyond. All appeared well. Lights burned in windows. Guards marched outside of the thick walls.
His eyes shot to the castle’s towers. Black flags trimmed in white flapped against the night’s cold winds, but there was no sign of the night guards stationed there.
“Latrixk.”
“Yes, my lord,” a hissing voice spoke from above.
Verkain craned his head to look up. The demon hovered a dozen yards overhead, its dark wings flapping silently.
“You have another task to perform this night,” the Kobalan king said.
“What would you have of me, my lord?”
“To the castle.” Verkain returned his gaze to the dark building. “Treason is afoot.”
 
***
 
Kron eased Adara’s body onto a blanket beneath a tent of black canvas. Kobalan soldiers continued to mill about outside the city, but thus far none had noticed the stranger in black and the woman he had carried.
Kron searched inside the tent and found a clean rag. He knelt next to Adara and wiped grime and dried blood from her lips. He did not know what to expect. Randall had told him to rescue her, then the healer supposedly would take care of the rest. But Randall was nowhere to be found.
Kron scrutinized the room again, seeking a bowl of water or a skin of wine to help clean Adara further, but the search was futile. He went back to work, smoothing away the dried blood that had caked around her wrists.
He paused, staring at the wrists.
Her wounds were gone. Pale skin was smooth where torn, bloody holes had tarnished her flesh only minutes before.
Kron sat back on his boots, gawking in disbelief. But why should he disbelieve? Randall had returned, and Kron had been revived after his own brush with death.
He pulled up the legs of her pants and stared at her ankles and feet. There were no ragged wounds to blemish the skin there.
“I told you she would recover.”
The healer stood at the tent’s entrance.
The warrior’s head jerked up to find his friend smiling.
Randall approached, staring down at Adara.
“She’s been gone for days,” Kron said. “Are you sure she can come back to us?”
“She will return,” Randall said with a smile. “Her spirit was still near when I found her.”
As if she had heard the healer’s words, Adara blinked and her face flushed scarlet.
Kron sprang forward, leaning over the woman, his arms at her sides.
Randall chuckled. “All it took was a little effort from me,” he said, “and a little desire from you, Kron.”
Adara’s lips parted, sucking in air as her chest began to slowly rise and fall once more.
Kron glanced up at the healer. “I still don’t know if you are the same Randall Tendbones I knew in Bond, but your miracles are most welcome.”
Randall said nothing, still smiling as he watched Adara.
“Kron?” a weak voice asked.
Darkbow looked back to the woman. Her eyes were open.
“I am here, Adara,” Kron said, leaning closer to her.
The woman’s eyes slowly swiveled, as if she were trying to look through a fog or dim light. “Where am I?”
“With Randall and I. Still in Kobalos.”
She shivered, her head shaking slightly from side to side. “I remember darkness,” she said, her voice not strong. “Then I saw light. I saw Randall!”
A grin grew across Kron Darkbow’s face and he hugged her, squeezing her gently by the arms as he rested his head on her stomach. His eyes were red and wet, leaving a spot on the woman’s shirt.
“All will be well,” Randall said. “Adara, you are among friends.”
Her eyes blinked again, then her gaze focused on the healer.
“I must be going,” Tendbones said, reaching into his robes, “but I bring gifts.”
The healer withdrew a black belt wrapped around a long, thin sword with a hilt of three silvered rings. Lengthy strips of brown, entwined leather tied the bundle together.
“My whip and sword,” Adara said.
Randall placed the weapons and the belt on the bed next to the woman. “You will need these soon enough.”
“She’s too weak for fighting.” Kron’s gaze at the healer was stern.
“She will recover quickly,” Randall said. “This I promise.”
Kron’s demeanor softened. “Your powers have grown.”
“No,” Randall said. “I have merely become aware of my full potential.”
Adara reached out to gently touch the healer’s hand. “Stay with us.”
“I have put off my father long enough,” Randall said. “It is time.”
“Let us help,” Kron said.
“You will.” Randall turned toward the flaps of the tent. “There is a demon headed to the castle. I would appreciate if you could hold him until I have finished with my father.”
Kron stood. “I don’t know if I can stop such a creature.”
“You will have aid,” Randall said. “I placed strength into your blade. And Belgad awaits you.”
“Belgad!” from Kron.
Randall pushed aside the flaps and glanced at Kron. “He is no friend to Verkain.”
Kron grimaced. “He is no friend of mine, either!”
“I ask that you put aside your enmity,” Randall said. “In truth, Belgad is not your foe.”
The man in black turned away from the healer, staring into a dark corner.
Then a hand reached up from the bed and gripped Kron’s right hand.
He looked down.
“Do this for Randall,” Adara said. “If not, do it for me.”
Kron glared at her for a moment, the hate in his heart weighing against the love he felt for her. He had lost her once because of that hate.
Kron turned back to Randall. “Where do I meet him?”



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Five
 
A smack to a cheek brought Fortisquo around. The sword master’s eyes popped open and he stared straight ahead to find Belgad standing over him.
“I have been told you meant to betray me,” the Dartague said.
The swordsman’s eyes flicked to the handle of the big sword still hanging from Belgad’s back. “Who says such a thing?”
Belgad chuckled but there was little mirth in the action. “You would not believe me.”
Fortisquo slowly sat up on the floor of the bedroom and scooted back from the big man.
“Is it true?” Belgad asked.
“Of course not.”
The bald man glared at his former companion for a moment, then retreated to the outer chamber.
A confused look contorting his face, Fortisquo jumped to his feet and followed. “What has happened? The last I remember is speaking with you.”
“You were not speaking to me,” Belgad said, crossing the room to the open door to the hall. “You were laughing at me.”
Fortisquo noticed the unconscious Kobalans spread on the hall’s floor outside the chamber. “What is this?”
Belgad stood over Lendo and the other castle guards. He pointed to the captain. “You were going to help him arrest me. It would have meant my death.”
“I don’t know who has been lying to you,” Fortisquo said. “We have been together for months now, and we’ve known one another for years. I was in your employ, and there was good money in it. It makes no sense for me to turn against you.”
“There are old grudges,” Belgad said. “I did buy out your assassin’s guild, after all.”
“That is the past.”
“There’s also the possibility you fear Verkain, or you wish to gain from him.”
Fortisquo allowed a nervous laugh to escape his lips.
“Your reasoning doesn’t matter to me,” Belgad said, drawing forth his sword. “I trust my source of information more than I trust you.”
Fortisquo jumped back, deeper into the room, and reached for his rapier. The sword was not where he had left it hanging from his hip.
“I removed your blade,” the Dartague said upon seeing his former employee’s look of surprise. “It disgusts me to kill a man asleep and helpless, but I have no qualms slaying someone who has betrayed me.”
Hefting his monster sword, the big man crossed the threshold into the room.
 
***
 
As Randall exited the tent, disappearing into the night, the noise of booted men marching suffused the air, lingered, then was carried away. The healer was gone, off on a mission with purpose known only to himself.
Kron returned his attentions to Adara.
The woman was already sitting up on the edge of a cot, sliding on a pair of tall boots that had been left in the tent by some officer.
“Where do you think you are going?” Darkbow asked.
Adara glared up at him as she grabbed her sword belt and strapped it around her waist. “Don’t start with me.” Anger was low in her voice. “You’ve played my protector far too often.”
“You’re weak,” Kron said. “You’re in no condition to go on after —”
“Randall healed me.” Adara climbed to her feet. “Besides, I do not take orders from you. We are no longer in the wilderness waiting for the great Kron Darkbow to lead us to safety.”
“We’re in Kobalos, a far more dangerous place,” Kron said, anger riding high in his own voice. “And if memory serves, the first thing you did after we parted ways was to get yourself killed!”
He turned away from her, more ashamed of his harsh words than he was angry. Here they were, together again after defeating death itself ... and still, they could only argue.
“I’m alive now,” Adara said softy, as if she sensed his hurt, “and I can’t stand aside while you and Randall need me.”
Kron half-turned to her, only allowing himself to see her out of the corner of one eye. “I am going to fight a war demon, a creature I’ve faced once already. I stood no chance against it then, and ... Randall has provided magical aid .. but I do not know if I will fare better now.”
“Belgad will be there to help.”
“Do not remind me.”
“I could be there to help, too.”
Kron sighed as his shoulders slumped, but no one words crossed his lips.
“Why does it have to be this way?” Adara asked.
“What are you talking about?”
She gripped his shoulder and gently turned him to face her full on. “Why do we have to live in a world like this?” she asked. “There’s nothing more I want than to ride away from here ... with you. But I know we cannot.”
“I once told you I wanted to make the world a better place,” Kron said. “For us, this is how it is done, with a sword in our hand. It is what we were born for, what we have trained for, and only Ashal knows if we are doing the right thing.
“I have no doubts. Do you?”
Adara was rocked back on her feet by the question. “Of course I have doubts,” she said. “Everyone does.”
“Not I,” Kron said, “at least not before I met you.”
Adara stared at the dirt floor beneath her heels.
“When we were in the Prisonlands and I dealt with Sawney Gean,” Kron said, “only afterward did I question my motives. I had never done that before. I had questioned my actions, but never my motives. You did that to me.”
A tear trickled down Adara’s left cheek.
“Since then I have questioned myself more and more,” Kron said. “Do you know what I did once I learned you were dead?”
Adara looked into his dark eyes, shaking her head.
“I won’t tell you,” Kron said, “but events since ... they have given me a new perspective.”
“Kron, I’m sorry.”
He turned away from her again. “There is no need for apologies. I have had to learn the difference between justice and vengeance, but the lesson has been a deadly one for those around me.”
She rested a hand on his back. “Do not blame yourself.”
“I do not,” Kron said. “I blame men like Verkain and Belgad. If not for them, there would be no lesson to be learned.”
The noise of marching men returned. They could hear the clankings of metal armor and weapons, the scuffing sounds of leather boots. Orders were yelled out in Kobalan and the marchers moved away once again.
“I am going with you,” Adara insisted.
Kron glanced at her. His look said he knew it was futile to try and stop her. “Then it is time we go. Belgad awaits us.”
 
***
 
The big sword sliced air.
Fortisquo dove beneath the heavy blade and darted across the room, jumping over a sofa to put distance and furniture between himself and Belgad.
The Dartague had not moved. He remained in place, in front of the apartment’s sole exit. A grin hung on his face while he gripped the sword in both hands.
“I have other business tonight,” Belgad said, “so please die quickly.”
Fortisquo glanced about the room from corner to corner, seeking his rapier. Or anything else that could be used as a weapon. He found nothing. Belgad had hidden his weapon well. Still, the unconscious guards in the hallway had swords. But Belgad showed no signs of moving away from the door.
The swordmaster’s eyes glinted as he suddenly remembered his main gauche. He reached behind his back and a smile came to his face as he felt the dagger still on his belt.
Belgad’s grin also remained. “Call me chivalrous,” he said. “I had to leave you something.”
Fortisquo brought the lengthy dirk around to point at his enemy. “I’ll remember your generosity as I ram this into your heart.”
The big barbarian laughed.
Fortisquo advanced around the sides of the couch, emboldened by his weapon. The main gauche was small compared to a sword, especially one the size of Belgad’s two-hander, but it was big for a dagger, and it was in the hands of a master.
 
***
 
Lord Verkain scowled as he made his way toward the castle, a contingent of ten soldiers keeping at his back. The demon had been sent ahead, but the king of the land would see for himself what mischief was playing out in his domain.
He halted outside a short heavy door of oak set in one side of the stronghold’s walls, a servants’ entrance, and turned to face the nearest officer.
“Leave two guards here,” Verkain ordered. “No one enters or exits until I return.”
A sergeant passed along the order, then he and seven others followed their master into the fortress of ebon stone.
Verkain made his way along a narrow corridor, then stopped again at a doorway open to a larger passage, his eight followers halting behind him.
Torches hanging from the walls revealed a score of figures, some soldiers and some servants, lying in various positions along the great hall. None of them were moving beyond the slow rising and falling of their chests. A few of the burly guards snored.
The mage king’s frown deepened.
 
***
 
“There has to be an easier way,” Adara whispered, hanging from a rope on the south side of the castle, twelve unknowing Kobalan soldiers guarding an entrance to the building fifty yards below her booted feet.
Above her, Kron heaved on the silk cord and pulled the woman a few precious inches nearer to him. “Not without fighting a few hundred men.” 
Adara shifted her gaze up. Kron was perched on the rocky bannister of a balcony, the muscles showing through his torn black shirt as he pulled her weight.
She helped with the climb, keeping a tight grip and finding solid purchase for her boots whenever she could. But much of the time she was hanging in the air over the soldiers’ heads. One slip from Kron and she faced a long fall into the enemy and death.
The man in black grinned, a devilish grin, as if he could read her thoughts. Then he tugged again and she was almost within his reach.
One more pull and he jumped back onto the stone balcony. He leaned forward, extending a hand which Adara took.
A second later they were standing together, overlooking the city as Kron rolled up the grappling hook and rope.
Adara drew her rapier and stared through glass doors to a room beyond the balcony. She could make out little other than a floor covered in thick rugs revealed by a fireplace burning low with embers.
“Do you know the way to Belgad’s room?” she asked.
Kron crossed the balcony to one of the doors, tested its brass handle and found it locked. “You mean how I get to Belgad’s room.”
“Don’t give me that,” she said, coming up next to him. “We are in this together.”
Kron rammed a gloved fist through the thin glass, shattering a hole large enough to reach inside and undo a latch.
He opened the door and passed through to the warmth of the inner chamber. “Randall said Belgad was on this level.”
Adara followed, out of habit closing the door behind. “I heard him,” she said, “but he gave no directions.”
Kron glanced about the room, taking in the rich, carved furnishings befitting royalty and a pair of thick wooden doors, one straight ahead and the other in the left wall. He crossed to the door on the left, opened it and stared through to a suitably furnished bedroom, then shut the door again.
“I’m waiting for an answer,” Adara said.
Kron moved to the other door and placed an ear against it. “I have no clue as to Belgad’s room,” he said, “but if the castle’s inhabitants are asleep as Randall promised, it should not be too difficult to hear him.”
A crashing sound beyond the room caused Kron to slide back.
“Something like that,” he said to the woman, then unsheathed his sword.
 
***
 
The noise also came to Verkain’s ears. He stood with his soldiers at the bottom of curving marble steps, staring up but seeing nothing as the stairway arched around into darkness.
“Want us to look into it, my lord?” a soldier asked.
Verkain only stared, his eyes focused on the shadows of the stairwell. He was complete master of his domain, and through his powerful magics he should have known all the goings on of his castle. But that was not the case. Something or someone had worked their way around his magics. Someone of power.
The northern king nodded to his men. “I will lead the way.”
 
***
 
The demon had appeared from nowhere. No, Belgad corrected himself, the demon had appeared from the hallway. But the barbarian had not heard nor seen any sign of the beast before it sprang.
One moment Belgad was sharing a dark laugh with the advancing assassin. The next, black claws and a stench of death surrounded the Dartague warrior, grasping for him.
Luck saved the big man. He stumbled into the room, away from the black monster, knocking aside furniture as he went forward. All that saved him was the size of the creature. The demon was too large to fit through the entrance.
Now the monster tore at the door’s frame, its claws tearing away chunks of stone and thick splinters of wood in an attempt to make the portal larger.
Fortisquo overturned the couch and dove behind it. Belgad would deal with him later. Now there was the demon.
Watching the hellspawn rip the heavy door from its iron hinges, the Dartague eased into a fighting position, his left foot forward and his big sword gripped in both hands in front of him, the heavy blade’s point aimed at the monster’s center. Belgad might die that night, but he would not go down easily for the beast.
The war demon hurled the cracked door behind itself, sending splinters of wood showering down the hallway. Glaring at the portal before it, the demon screamed its anger. The entrance was still not big enough.
It’s fury getting the best of it, the monster lunged into the opening, its strength and bulk almost pushing it through. Instead, the beast became stuck, pinned by its own mass and the giant bat’s wings on its back.
Belgad laughed.
The monster roared.
Then, during a brief silence, a voice came from the hall. “Get away from him, you filth from hell.”
The demon’s head spun on its wide, muscled neck to stare out the room. Belgad’s gaze followed over the beast’s hulking shoulders.
Kron stood over the unconscious men in the center of the hall, his bastard sword also gripped in two hands. Adara brought up his rear, a rapier hanging from her left hand.
“You heard me.” The man in the black cloak advanced seemingly without caution. “Get away from him.”
For the first time in his life, Belgad the Liar was glad to see Kron Darkbow.
Even Fortisquo stuck his head up from behind the couch. “He lives?”
There was no time for an answer. The demon howled again and pushed itself back into the hall, sending dust and chunks of masonry flying.
Kron bounded forward, slashing.
His blade bit deep, tearing through the demon’s left shoulder and embedding itself in the black plate found there.
The beast reared back, allowing the weapon to slide free of its armor and flesh.
Kron struck again, this time stabbing straight. Once more the blade went deep, ripping into armor and sinking to the hilt in the beast’s chest.
The demon’s mouth gaped as if to holler again, but no sound came out. It stood still, its powerful arms and wings splayed out at its sides as a string of smoking drool slid from its lower tusks. The creature’s red glowing eyes began to pulse, as if beating with its heart.
Kron leaned forward, his face nearly touching that of the monster. He spat in the thing’s maw, then yanked his sword free.
Dark blood splashed the walls as the demon dropped to the ground, its arms and wings folding around it as it curled up. Slowly, the black form began to drift away, as if it were made of ash and a breeze blowing upon it.
The demon was gone, vanquished.
Belgad stepped into the hall, still gripping his sword before him. A smirk played upon his lips. “That was entirely too easy,”
Kron backed out of the bigger man’s reach. “I had magical aid.”
“My son?” a new voice added.
Kron, Adara and Belgad turned to stare down an arm of the hall. Verkain stood a lengthy ways off at the top of a dark stairwell, eight Kobalan warriors around him. Dark robes flowed around the lord as his black, staring eyes poured over the three.
“Kill them,” Verkain said.
The soldiers charged.



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Six
 
Pale moonlight spread like ghostly fingers between ebon marble columns and across the black floor of the royal hall. The gigantic wooden doors to the chamber hung open. The long purple rug, now black in the night, ended at the far side of the room at stone stairs leading up to Verkain’s throne.
The mighty chair of rock sat empty, its shadow stretched on the floor behind it and up the wall, revealing a hanging tapestry of maroon emblazoned with tiny gold shields.
A chill draft scampered throughout the room, bringing with it an ancient scent of history and blood.
Randall shivered in the center of the hall, his eyes roaming from window to window, staring upon the world outside. He watched chimneys leaking dull gray smoke and bleached clouds flowing on a wall of darkest blue beneath the moon. The stars were missing, gone before the sun would raise its bright face in mere hours.
The healer wrapped his arms around himself to ward off the cold. Or perhaps it was to ward off his memories. His had been a long journey, from Mogus Potere to Bond and back again. He had died, faced what lay beyond, then returned. He had learned much while his spirit had roamed the netherworlds, and he now understood his father in ways impossible before. They had a history, one that went beyond the twenty-one years since Randall’s birth.
There were questions to be asked, explanations to be sought, though the young man feared he knew most of the answers.
Regardless, he had to face his father, likely for a final time. At least in this life.
He shivered again. His father was near. Their meeting would be soon.
 
***
 
The first Kobalan to charge forward died on the point of Kron’s sword, impaled as he ran into his foe. The hall was wide, but it nullified the soldiers’ numbers, as did the unconscious Captain Lendo and the other guards strewn upon the floor. Still, the swarm of the armored warriors managed to form themselves into a crescent around the front of the doorway, enclosing Kron and Adara and Belgad.
The swordswoman flashed out with her rapier, but found the light blade nearly useless against her opponents’ heavy plating. Belgad shouldered her aside then swept out with his powerful two-handed weapon, keeping the Kobalans at bay.
Kron parried a blow with his sword and kicked out, snapping a boot against a shin. The kick did not kill, but it hurt enough to drop a soldier to his knees, keeping back a pair of his companions.
“We can’t keep this up forever!” Adara yelled, easing behind Kron and Belgad to stand in the doorway.
The big Dartague cracked out a fist, denting a helmet and sending its wearer sprawling. “Only long enough to kill them all!”
The remaining soldiers regrouped toward their master. Despite being of hardy stock, they were more familiar confronting weaponless slaves or weakened peasants. They faced experienced fighters and needed a moment to take stock.
“Need help?” a voice asked.
Adara glanced back to find Fortisquo in the bedroom, standing in the inner doorway across the room from her.
“You live!” the swordsman shouted.
“I keep hearing that,” Adara said.
“Don’t trust him!” Belgad shouted.
Verkain saw a moment to strike. “Finish them!”
The remaining Kobalans charged up the hallway, this time in pairs with the odd man bringing up the rear.
Two men swung heavy blades at Kron, who knocked aside one weapon and spun out of reach of the other.
Two more soldiers ran at Belgad, but the barbarian would not wait for their arrival. He jumped over unconscious men while wielding his big sword like a staff, jabbing one attacker in the stomach and smashing the other’s chin with his pommel. Adara darted in and finished off a downed foe with a thrust to his throat.
Kron spun, his cloak swinging around him to distract his two opponents, keeping them temporarily at bay. As he came around to face the men, he dropped to one knee, allowing his enemies’ blows to flash overhead, then slashed up, cutting into one man’s groin. The other fellow scooted back to avoid the spray of gore and paid for his temerity with a black dart to his throat. The darted fellow was not dead, but his blood spilled to join that of his companions. Kron launched himself off the floor and slashed out, finishing one of his immediate opponents, then launched another dart into an eye of the other man, dropping him with screams and howls.
Belgad grabbed a Kobalan by the throat and shoved the man back where he fell and tripped up two more soldiers.
Tired of watching his men die, Verkain raised a finger and pointed at his enemy in black. Words older than the race of man passed the wizard’s lips.
Oblivious to the magic worked against him, Kron kept fighting, kicking another Kobalan in the ribs.
When his spell seemed to have no effect, Verkain stared in disbelief, then he cast again.
Once more, nothing happened. Kron fought on.
The king roared his displeasure, turned and fled.
With his side of the hall clear, and Belgad and Adara holding their own against the last three Kobalans, Kron saw an opportunity.
He bound after Verkain.
 
***
 
The mage king fled, twisting and turning around and around the quiet stairwells and halls of his castle.
The one called Darkbow followed. There seemed no escaping the man, Verkain believed as he scaled another flight of stairs and rounded another corner.
The lord’s breathing  became shallow and drops of sweat formed on his brow. Physically he was in prime condition, but his nerves were getting the best of him. Fear was not unknown to Verkain, but it was a sensation he had not known in hundreds of years.
He did not fear Kron Darkbow, nor did he fear the possibility of death at the man’s hands. Like most of humanity, Verkain feared the unknown. And this night he had come face to face with the unknown. Kron and Adara lived, and Verkain himself had witnessed Darkbow’s defeat of a war demon, a task impossible for a mortal being.
Questions nagged at the lord as he ran. Could Markwood be alive? Worse for his plans, could his son Kerwin be alive?
Verkain came to the end of a hall, a cul-de-sac. He grinned. There were no doors here and no windows, only a single torch hanging in a sconce.
The sounds of boots stomping the floor told him his foe was not far behind.
He reached for the torch.
 
***
 
Kron scuffed the soles of his boots as he skidded to a stop.
The hall was a dead end.
His eyes moved along the stone walls, but there was no sign of an exit. He glanced behind himself, back around the turn, but no doors were near. He was positive he had seen Verkain dart in this direction, and he would have sworn he had heard the man’s trodden steps this way.
A solitary torch flickered above head level at the end of the run.
Kron lifted an edge of his cloak to wipe away Kobalan blood congealing on the edges of his sword, giving himself time to think, to ponder. He sheathed the weapon.
This was delicate work.
He moved to the wall on the left and squatted, running gloved fingers along the trails of mortar between bricks and stone. He shuffled to the right and did the same. To anyone watching, he would have appeared a mad man trying to read invisible text in the walls.
He stood in the center of the narrow walkway, his eyes moving up and down, following every line and crack in the stones.
After several minutes, a smile appeared on his face.
He stepped forward and reached up, lifting the torch from its bracket.
With a metal creak and stoney rumble, a section of the wall in front of him shifted back several inches and slid to one side.
Kron’s grin grew wider as he stared beyond the secret door into darkness. The torch in his hand revealed the bottom of a stairwell that curved higher into the castle.
He returned the torch to its spot then launched himself into the ebon opening.
The stone door slid back into place, leaving no clue of its recent use.
 
***
 
The fight ended swiftly. Belgad slashed left, cutting across a soldier’s throat, then cleaved right, nearly decapitating another man.
Adara faced the last opponent standing. She whirled around him, seeking an opening in his plates and chains for insertion of her thin sword. The soldier’s inexperience with such an agile fighter proved his undoing. After several moments of her twisting and turning, he grew impatient and charged, hoping his weight and brute strength would smash her against a wall. Instead, Adara spun to one side and shoved the man. He lost his balance, stumbled near the sleeping Captain Lendo and slammed head-first into a stone wall. After that, he no longer moved.
“Verkain’s soldiers need training,” Adara said after catching her breath.
“Verkain!” Belgad glared down the hall Kron and the king had fled. “Randall is waiting for him!”
“Don’t worry,” Adara said. “Kron will catch up to him.”
“It might be best for us if Kron does not,” Belgad said.
“What?”
Belgad gave the woman a glance with a raised eyebrow, then stared down the hall again. “I must go after them.”
“I’ll go with you.”
Belgad looked to the open doorway. “Stay here and watch Fortisquo.”
Adara’s eyes narrowed in anger. “What? Why?”
“He is not trustworthy.”
Adara’s face screwed up into a look of confusion.
Belgad bound down the hall. “Just watch him!”
Then the big Dartague disappeared around a corner.
The woman sighed and stared down the hall as if she expected the barbarian to reappear. After several seconds, when Belgad did not return, she used an unconscious guard’s tunic to wipe her rapier free of blood.
“So, it’s just the two of us?” Fortisquo asked.
Adara looked over her shoulder to see the master assassin standing just inside the outer room of Belgad’s quarters. In his hands was a sword taken from one of the Kobalans.
 
***
 
Knowing his way, Verkain moved confidently up the stairs in complete darkness.
His plans were unraveling. Still, there was time. He only had to kill Darkbow and Belgad and the woman, and this time he would make sure they remained dead. He knew magics that would leave their mortal forms nothing but ash and dust. No soul could return to such.
Even if by some miracle his son Kerwin lived, the lad would not be able to stop the lord of Kobalos unleashing the might of his army at dawn. The healer would not be able to stop the thundering power of the East’s armies, nor the reaction of the West.
Verkain grinned in the darkness, then chided himself. He should have known better than to fear.
The steps came to an abrupt end and Verkain halted, stretching out a hand to feel a rough wall. He reached to his left, rubbing his hand along the stones he could not see until he felt a brick protruding. He pushed.
A creaking sound filled the lord’s ears and abruptly waves of moonlight splintered his eyes as an opening was revealed, a roughhewn door of stone sliding to one side.
Still smiling, assured of his victory, Verkain moved into the chamber beyond.
 
***
 
The tip of Fortisquo’s sword pointed at the woman. “We don’t have to do this.”
Adara eased a step further from her former teacher and made sure to keep her rapier aimed on him. “Belgad says you are with Verkain now.”
Fortisquo provided a smile that had charmed Adara once not so long ago. “One way or another, I am leaving,” he said. “You could come with me.”
“I don’t think so.”
Fortisquo’s grin widened, showing teeth. “That is a shame,” he said, waving with his sword’s blade for her to move aside, “but I’m still going to need you to move out of my way.”
Adara went into a defensive stance, blocking the doorway. "Not on your black, pathetic life.”
He chuckled. “Mad at me for trying to kill you?”
Adara kept her face stoic and her focus on her foe.
“This is silly, Adara,” he said. “Let the past be the past. We do not need to fight. Just allow me to be on my way and we never need see one another again.”
“You’re only stalling because you’re afraid.”
Fortisquo’s smile disappeared.
“I’ve trained under Kron these last months,” she said. “You’re afraid of what he’s taught me.”
Fortisquo’s lone eye turned cold, nearly as black as the patch shielding where the other orb had once been at home. “Move away from the exit.”
“No.”
The swordsman came forward, just out of striking distance of the woman. His grin returned. “This will be fun.”
“I promise you won’t enjoy it,” she said.
Fortisquo plunged with his blade.
Her instincts were all that saved Adara as her rapier knocked away the tip of the man’s heavier sword. She had almost forgotten how fast he could be.
The assassin’s sword flashed in again, this time faster than before. Adara blocked the blow but was forced back a step.
Trying to turn the fight, she lunged, aiming directly for his center, but the quillons of his sword caught her blade and pinned it briefly.
With a twist of his wrist, Fortisquo’s weapon dove in for attack.
Adara dropped to one knee, allowing his steel to hit the empty space her face had occupied a moment before. She shot up off her crouched leg and kicked out with the other foot.
Fortisquo spun out of range of the kick, all the while holding his blade over his head and keeping its point aimed at his enemy.
Adara caught her breath. She knew this would be a tough fight, perhaps the toughest of her life. Fortisquo was stronger and taller with a reach almost a foot longer than her own. He was also older and more experienced.
He towered over her as his sword flashed right. With his long reach, it was safer for Adara to roll with her steps to the left than to attempt a block of his blow.
Again, the sword master struck to Adara’s right. Again she skipped left.
Upon the third strike to her right, Adara realized what he was doing. Instead of forcing her back into the wall, he was working her to his left, away from the doorway she blocked.
Adara screamed and lunged. With a flash, Fortisquo’s sword caught her rapier in the space between them. Again with a flick of his wrist and his sword darted for her face.
Adara raised a gloved hand as a shield.
She was almost too late. Her hand gripping the blade of his sword, the tip of his weapon pressed the cheek beneath her right eye.
“Ooooo, close,” Fortisquo said.
“Not close enough!”
She brought up her rapier for a stab, but he was too fast, launching himself back out of her reach. His sword slid out of her hand, splitting cowhide but not flesh.
Adara jumped away and raised the back of her sword hand to rub her face beneath the right eye. Her leather-clad knuckles came away wet.
“First blood is mine.” Fortisquo’s smile emoted as much acid as his words.
“So it is.”
““This is almost like old times,” the swordmaster said as they circled around one another, “you and I alone together.”
Adara lowered her weapon slightly and tilted her head to one side. “You know,” she said, “you were a lousy lover.”
For the first time real anger entered the assassin’s eyes. “Damn you, woman!” He thrust his weapon again.
Adara’s blade jerked up to thwart the strike.
A dagger appeared in Fortisquo's other hand and he stabbed.
The short blade pierced shirt and skin beneath Adara’s left breast and came away layered with an inch of blood.
The woman stumbled away, managing to keep on her feet by will alone.
Fortisquo stood back grinning.
 Adara leaned against the cool stone wall behind her.
“And second blood goes to me,” the swordsman said.
Adara brought up her left hand to press on the chest wound. She winced from the pain but realized the harm done was not life threatening. The wound was not deep enough to cause her to bleed to death and the blade had not touched vital innards. Still, the blood would flow for some while.
Think! her mind screamed. Now that she was wounded, she was nearly outmatched. Her mind scrambled over a thousand different moves and attacks, but none seemed good enough to break Fortisquo’s defenses. She was physically weaker than the man. She was also shorter. To hit him a death-delivering wound meant she would have to enter well within his deadly reach.
Her brain continued to race, focusing on Kron’s lessons of improvisation, of using the environment and of paying attention to the particular strengths and weaknesses of one’s foe.
How could she seriously harm Fortisquo if her reach was so much less than his? The only part of his body she could possibly hit where he would have a hard time defending would be his legs, especially since he was blind in one eye and would have a difficult time seeing to one side.
Adara’s eyes focused on Fortisquo’s leather boots, which did not rise above his knees. Then she remembered one of the most important lessons taught her by Kron Darkbow. Distance.
She plunged forward, her rapier stabbing at the man’s stomach.
Fortisquo knocked aside the blow with his main gauche. He brought his own sword to front, but it too was blocked by Adara’s steel.
Adara swung her rapier out and to her foe’s left. Fortisquo’s long dagger shot out to block the weak slash, but he hit nothing but air as the woman spun away from him. When she rounded to face the swordsman once more, she unleashed the leather straps that had been curled upon her belt.
With a snap, the whip came around from one side of Fortisquo and bit into the skin and muscle behind the man’s left knee.
He screamed and limped back on his good leg.
Adara eased away, keeping her sword forward and her leather scourge out to one side.
“I didn’t teach you that,” Fortisquo said with gritted teeth.
“You weren’t the only lover I had,” Adara said, now her turn to smile.
With that she darted forward seemingly wild, stabbing and jabbing upward with her rapier while slashing the whip out and around the man.
Fortisquo blocked each stroke of steel with his own weapons, but slowly Adara worked her blade lower and lower. Fortisquo found himself forced back to keep from being stabbed or slashed in the leg again.
The woman did not let up. Her relentless jabs pushed the man back another step and he nearly fell as pain shot through his injured leg.
He winced and his good eye closed for a brief second.
It was enough.
Adara flung out the end of her whip to rip around to the side and, from behind, slice into the back of Fortisquo’s other knee.
The sword master plummeted to the floor.
Adara took a step back and lowered her weapons.
“You bitch,” Fortisquo said from the ground as blood flowed from his legs. “I can’t stand.”
“You didn’t teach me the whip, but you did teach me to win.” Adara slid forward, her rapier directed at her fallen opponent.
“What now?” Fortisquo asked. “Will you slay me, a downed man? Where’s the honor in that?”
The tip of Adara’s sword hesitated, then came to rest at his throat.
“I won’t kill you,” she said. “I have no need. You have been beaten, and for as long as we both live, you’ll know I was the one who bested you.”
Fortisquo screamed in rage and brought his sword around for a slash.
Adara’s blade stabbed. The assassin tried to block with his main gauche, but the loss of blood had weakened his reflexes and he was in an awkward position on the floor.
The woman’s rapier slid into his throat until it rapped the stone floor beneath.
Fortisquo’s hands fell away limp and his weapons clattered to his side.
“My pardon, my love,” Adara said with glassy eyes.
She stared at the still form of her once lover and moved back to the cold wall, leaning against it for support. The rush of the combat was quickly dropping from her and she was feeling her wounds. She was not harmed badly, but her strength was draining with each drop of blood.
She slid to the floor near Captain Lendo.
 
***
 
Belgad stepped over a sleeping slave in tattered rags at a crossroad of four hallways. He glanced back the way he had come, saw nothing in the steady light of ensconced torches, then looked along the other paths open to him.
He was not lost, but had lost those he had been following. There was no way to know what direction Verkain and Kron had taken.
He leaned over and wiped his sword of gore on the slave’s mud-colored tunic. Then he stood and sheathed the weapon, his eyes shifting from one door to another.
Still seeing nothing, he held his breath to better listen. No sounds came to him.
The big man scowled. He had to get to Verkain. He had to ensure Randall’s safety. There was too much at stake.



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Seven
 
Verkain found himself behind his massive chair of black rock in the throne room. As the secret door behind him eased shut, he allowed a red tapestry to fall and conceal it once more. Moonlight from tall windows displayed the dark king, stretching his shadow along the tapestry and outlining his face with a pale glow.
The Kobalan lord made his way around the throne then halted. His black eyes came up to stare about the room. He saw no one in the rows of shadow and moonlight, but the air felt disturbed, moving as if someone had passed near him.
“Who is there?”
At first there was nothing, then in the center of the room a wan light revealed a figure cloaked in white.
“Why?” Randall asked.
Verkain’s head came up further, raising his chin high. He stared for a moment, words unable to come from his lips. Then, finally, “It is true. You live.”
“Yes,” Randall said, moving forward slowly, crossing streams of light and dark, light and dark, until he stopped at the bottom of the steps leading up to his father. The moonlight hovered around his face, giving him a golden aura.
Verkain growled, then lowered himself onto his royal seat.
 
***
 
All the climbing, fighting and running had caught up with Kron. His breathing was shallow as he trudged up the stone steps in complete darkness, a hand on the left wall guiding his way.
After what felt like an hour he reached the top of the stairwell, revealed only because his toes could find no other purchase in front of him. He stretched out his arms to tap the walls on either side and found there were no side junctures. He reached ahead and found a flat wall.
His climb had ended. He was positive Verkain had come this way. There had to be a hidden lever or a pulley bar or something that would open another secret door.
Then he heard voices.
Kron leaned forward and put an ear against cold stone.
On the other side of the wall, Verkain was speaking. Then Randall’s voice reverberated through the stone. The man in black could not understand the words spoken, but he recognized enough of the tones to know the speakers.
His search for a secret lever intensified. He had to get to Verkain. There was no telling what the madman would do to Randall.
 
***
 
Randall stared up at his father seated in the royal chair of Kobalos, a grimace on the king’s face. “You did not answer my question,” the healer said.
“You asked nonsense,” Verkain said.
“I asked ‘why?’” Randall said. “I believe that is a fair question.”
Verkain’s unblinking eyes shifted from his son to the windows lining one side of the hall. He watched the night, the slow fall of the moon, the winking of the stars.
“Do I deserve no answers?” Randall asked.
The king’s eyes slid to his son’s left hand. “I see you still wear the family ring.”
Randall raised the hand and glanced at the wide gold band on his finger. “I see no reason to remove it. I am still a part of this family.”
Verkain chuckled. “Very much so.”
Randall lowered his hand. “You are avoiding my questions.”
“I don’t know what you want to hear!” Verkain shouted.
That silenced the young man for a moment. He shifted on his feet. There were so many things unspoken between these two, father and son. He had learned much, but there was much he still did not understand.
“What do you want of me?” Verkain asked. “Do you want to know why I killed your brothers and sisters? Do you want to know why I slew you, sticking the blade in myself? I should be asking the questions. How do you live?”
“You know the truth of my identity.”
“What does that mean?” Verkain asked. “It’s a nonsense statement. Of course I know who you are. You are Kerwin Verkain!”
“Only in this life!”
Verkain slumped back in his throne, his face registering surprise at the yelled words.
“I am much more than Kerwin Verkain or Randall Tendbones, and you know this,” Randall said, taking a determined step nearer the throne. “You have lied to me all my life. Even before!”
“You speak insanity.”
Randall turned away.
“They say I am mad,” Verkain went on, “and if so, I believe I have passed it on to my only surviving child.”
Randall spun back to glare at his father. “Do you deny who I am? What I am?”
Verkain shot out of his throne. “I do not know what you are talking about!” he screamed, standing still at the top of the stairs, his face quivering.
The two glared at one another for long seconds, each set of eyes seeming to dare the other to look away in a contest of wills.
Eventually a calmness took control of Randall’s features. “When I was your prisoner, you told me I was more powerful than I knew. I took you at your word. The night you murdered me ... the night you cut my life away ... I whispered a healing spell just before your blade opened my throat. I had hoped the spell would heal the wounds you gave me as they were being made.”
“I had placed nullifying magic about this room,” Verkain said.
“I know,” Randall continued, “but as I said, I took you at your word. I surmised if you were speaking truth, then my own spell should counter yours.”
“It seems it has worked out that way.”
“Not as intended,” Randall said. “My body was damaged greatly, and the spell did heal, but my soul had already fled.”
Verkain eased back onto his throne.
“I died,” Randall said.
“Then you are the most powerful mage of all, to bring yourself back from the grave.”
Randall smiled. “Your words may be true, but you know this. Why deny it?”
“I owe you nothing,” Verkain said.
Randall chuckled again. “I believe you do. If nothing else, you owe me your thanks. If not for me, you would not—”
“I would not what?” Verkain interrupted. “Did you conquer Kobalos centuries ago? Did you lay out my plans, crafted over the last sixty years to bring the East and West back to the brink of war? I think not.”
“When I was beyond death, I saw much,” Randall said. “I learned much of the past, and the present.”
Verkain sneered. “Then please inform your hateful father of what you believe I already know.”
Randall ignored the evil look and the tone of the words. “I went back ... to the beginning of all things.”
“Did you speak with the gods?”
“I know nothing of any gods,” Randall said. “I did not see one, but there was a ... presence. It was warm, in a spiritual sense. It filled my soul with joy.”
“How droll.”
Randall’s eyes flashed on his father. “There was also darkness and light. There was a mighty crash that filled the heavens with fire and a sound like trumpets and screams of anguish.”
“I do not understand what this has to do with us.”
“I saw mankind in the earliest days, feeding off the land, learning to hunt and grow, and eventually creating languages and skills and cities.
“Then I saw you.”
“Me?”
“You were a king then, too,” Randall said. “You had a wife, and a child.”
Verkain was silent.
“I was that child,” the healer said.
The dark king scoffed, bringing a hand to his lips as if to hide his laughter or curses.
“You were jealous of me,” Randall went on. “You were ruler of all, but it was not enough. The only magics you knew then were the low magics, the little magics of sacrifice, with your powders and animal bones and skins.”
Verkain rested his hands on the arms of his throne.
“It was I who had the high magic,” the healer said. “It was I who was the natural mage ... the first natural mage.”
Verkain’s bare hands bit into the arms of the throne, pressing his flesh white in black rock.
“You learned the high magics from me,” Randall said. “You stole them from me.”
Blood began to seep from Verkain’s fingers as they continued to dig into the dark stone.
“Then I escaped, ran away,” Randall said. “I grew to a man in a land far from you, where my skills were appreciated for the help they brought others.”
“I should have been the one!” Verkain screamed. “Not you! Not my son! I should have had the high magics first!”
“You did not appreciate what was offered!” Randall yelled back. “For too long you had depended on the souls of others to perform your feats! You had to steal the high magic from me to learn the value of your own soul’s strength!”
Verkain raised his bloody arms and wrapped them around himself. He sank deeper into his chair, as if hiding from the light of the moon impaling his white face.
“But even when I ran away, you followed,” Randall vented. “You chased me across nations until you finally caught up with me.”
Sobs stretched forth from the throned lord. His body shook, his hands trembled as they covered his face.
“Then, two thousand years ago, you had me killed.”
Verkain flung out his arms and glared with red, wet orbs of hate. “And what else did you see from beyond?”
“I saw a book,” Randall said. “It was filled with words about my life, written by simple men who wanted something to believe in.”
“Yes, the Book of Ashal,” Verkain said, “and where was I in your precious book?”
“You were not mentioned by name.”
“Why was your father ... your creator ... not named?”
“Because you were unimportant.”
Verkain seethed, drawing air between clenched teeth.
“You spread nothing but hate and fear and death,” Randall continued. “There was plenty of that already in the barbaric world Ashal found himself thrust into. Those writers sought something better.”
“And they found it in Ashal, the first of mages, the living god,” Verkain said with spittle flying from his lips.
“Yes.”
Randall’s head dipped for him to stare at the black marble beneath his feet, the mineral veins running through it fluorescent in the moon’s glow. Yes, he was Ashal, the man worshiped by thousands as their savior, the living god. Randall corrected himself. No, he was not Ashal. He was Randall Tendbones. Ashal had been his name in another life.
Verkain’s right arm dipped to the side of his throne, into the darkness of shadow.
“I did not ask holy men to write of me,” Randall said, his eyes still on the floor. “I was dead before the first pages were inked.”
“They thought you a god,” Verkain said, “with your abilities to send away disease, pain, wounds and madness.”
“I am no god.”
“Two thousand years of history says otherwise,” Verkain asserted. “The churches revere you. Would you destroy their illusions now?”
“Men changed my words, or misunderstood them,” Randall said. “I only meant to rid the world of pain.”
Verkain stood once more, lifting his right hand to show he clenched his heavy mace, the black weapon still layered in Markwood’s crusted blood.
The healer raised his eyes and stared at the weapon of iron. “What do you mean to do? Slay me? Again?”
Verkain moved down one step and halted, his body quivering with anger.
“I’ve seen death already,” Randall said. “More than once, in fact. If you kill me, I will only return. I will make sure of that.”
“Not if I pulverize your bones and burn your flesh to ash.”
“You brought me back after I had been dead thousands of years,” Randall said. “Do you not believe I could be reborn again, at a time and place of my own choosing this time?”
Verkain sneered and raised the iron mace high, as if he were going to charge down the steps and swing the weapon at his son. Then he brought his right arm back and swept it out, flinging the mace away, far across the long hall where the weapon crashed into a stone pillar and plummeted to the floor.
“I see I should have been more careful when I summoned your soul,” Verkain said.
“You placed me in the womb yourself,” Randall said, “pulling my essence from the nether, where I had watched and waited for years. I knew eventually the time would be right for my return, and I felt it drawing near, but your spells interfered. You caught me unsuspecting, cleared my memory and birthed me in a place and time of your choice.”
Verkain nodded.
“Whom is my mother?”
The king’s eyes went wide.
“I learned much after my most recent death,” Randall explained, “but that was not revealed to me.”
Verkain grinned an evil grin and sat once more, a look of triumph on his face. “Her name was Serera.”
“Who was she?”
“A slave girl, nothing more. I bought her from an Eastern noble.”
“What became of her?”
Verkain’s grin grew wider. “I had her killed as soon as you drew breath.”
The healer’s hands tensed into fists at his side.
“You want me dead,” Verkain said.
“No, father.”
Verkain spat on the step beneath his feet. “You always were weak!”
“What is weakness?” Randall asked. “Does it take strength to kill a man because he has done you wrong? Or does it take strength to allow him to live?”
“What does it matter what happens to these mortals?” Verkain shouted. “We are eternal.”
“I can die.”
“And you can return.”
“When I so choose.”
“And I the same.”
“You value your own life, but not that of your fellow man,” Randall said. “That is absurd.”
“Our fellow men exist to serve, nothing more!”
“What gives you the right?” Randall asked.
“I give myself the right,” Verkain said. “You yourself have said there is no god! There is none to answer to! My strength, my magic, my immortality give me the right to do as I wish with these gnats. We are the true gods!”
“I never said there were no gods,” Randall corrected. “I said I have not met one, and that I myself am no god.”
“You speak foolishness,” Verkain said.
“It was foolishness for you to bring me back,” Randall said. “Did you believe I would be weaker than before, or more controllable?”
“I made my plans,” Verkain said, “but they have been thwarted. I should have been better prepared. Next time I shall be.”
“You think there will be a next time?” Randall asked. “You know the prophecies. Ashal has returned. The end of days are near.”
“The end of days will be what we make them,” Verkain said. “As for myself, I plan to rule with an iron fist.”
“To what end?” Randall asked. “Even if you conquer all, what good will it do? You could have every gold coin, every concubine, every nation and man and child at your feet, but what good will it do you? Eventually you would become bored with existence.”
“I will only know when I succeed.”
“I will not allow it,” Randall said.
“Yet you won’t kill me.”
“No, I will not,” Randall said, “but what I can do is love you.”
Verkain’s top lip grew back to reveal teeth. “What madness is this?”
“You are my father,” Randall said. “You have slain my mother, my brothers and sisters. You have slain me on at least two occasions of which I recall. You draw magical strength from souls of slaves stuffed in the dungeons beneath your castle. You have done untold evils to others, people who did not deserve their fates. But still ... I will love you. I will show you the power of love, and that you cannot defeat.”
“I gave you life again to fulfill a portion of the prophecy in the Book of Ashal,” Verkain said, “then I executed you again to thwart that very prophecy. When you were dead for years, your soul floating in nothingness, I was here, wandering the world and bringing misery. I have caused more wars and famines than you can imagine. I have dealt out more death than any other who has lived.”
“That does not mean you cannot be forgiven.”
“I do not seek forgiveness.”
“But I will offer it.”
Verkain turned his face from his son, hiding his eyes in shadow, hiding the windows to emotion. “I cannot accept.”
“Why?” Randall asked.
The king said nothing.
“It is a simple question, father.”
Verkain turned his face back into the light. Wet streamed from his eyes. “I am Lord Kaywan Verkain. I am two thousand years old, and I perform what is required of me.”
The northern lord stood, using the sleeves of his black robes to wipe away tears.
“It does not have to be this way,” Randall said.
“We were the first true mages, Kerwin,” Verkain said softly. “We are the most powerful beings in this world. We are their gods. We each have our roles to play, you as the bringer of light, myself as the dweller in darkness. I am, and always have been, the Dark King of the North. I will not forsake my part in our story.”
“The world needs hope,” Randall said. “Together we could bring that.”
Verkain wiped away the last of his tears, then lowered his arms. “Not I,” he said. “Not I.”
Randall watched as his father moved to one side of the throne, easing away from the top of the steps.
“It does not have to be this way.” The healer worked his way up the stairs slowly with his hands outstretched. “We could work together. I could help you.”
“No,” Verkain said.
“In the name of love, father, please,” Randall begged, tears falling from his own eyes.
The king said nothing, but turned abruptly as if startled, as if he had heard something from behind the throne.
The end of a long blade appeared at Verkain’s throat.
“I am no offspring of yours,” Kron Darkbow said from the other end of the sword, the hidden door open behind him beneath a tapestry folded to one side. “I have no qualms about slaying you.”



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Eight
 
“Kron, no!” Randall bound up the stairs, his pale robes flapping about his knees.
But it was too late.
Verkain snapped his fingers, and before Kron could so much as blink, the iron mace whirled across the room and lurched into its owner’s hands. The king swung the weapon up, swiping aside the sword and lashing out.
An iron flange glanced across Kron’s forehead, splashing blood and sending the man in black reeling to the floor near the open portal. His sword went flying into shadows.
Verkain moved forward, raising his weapon for another blow, but his son was suddenly at his side.
Randall grabbed his father’s wrists with both his hands. “There has been enough killing!”
“Aside!” Verkain shoved at the youth, sending the healer rolling into the throne.
Kron pushed himself up on one hand. With blurry vision, he glanced about for his sword but found it gone.
Verkain stood over the prostrate figure. “You have become a nuisance!”
The king raised his mighty iron club for a killing blow.
Kron shot out an arm, tiny darts of black bolting forth.
The three slivers each found a home. Two embedded themselves in the king’s throat, the third dart jabbing into his cheek beneath the left eye.
Verkain gasped, then roared, dropping his mace to the floor with a sonorous clanging. He thrust his fingers to his face, pulling away the black shards causing him grief. Blood drained from his wounds, wetting his hands and dribbling down his robes.
Kron saw his chance and rolled away, toward Randall. He found the healer still groggy, the king’s blow having knocked the air from the young man’s chest and leaving him shaking his head.
Verkain bent over, the blood dripping from his face and neck to dot the black floor beneath his feet. He huffed and growled, then raised his face to the moonlight while laughing. It was a deep, evil laugh, full of vengeance and anguish and suffering to come.
Kron knelt next to his friend and gripped him by the shoulder. “Are you alright?”
The healer shook his head more, then his eyes seemed to clear.
Verkain spun around, seeing his son and the warrior in black on the ground near the throne. “Kerwin, you speak to me of love while your assassin tries to skewer me from behind. I see I raised you well.”
Randall stood, moving in front of Kron to face his father. “You know I hired no assassin.”
Kron gripped a dagger in his belt and yanked it free.
Verkain’s mace appeared in the king’s hands again. He pointed with it. “Already your killer prepares another weapon. You tell me of love, but all I see is opportunity to take my throne!”
The healer placed gentle fingers on Kron’s weapon hand. “There will be no more killing.”
Verkain chuckled while his wounds appeared to seal themselves and vanish. He wiped the last of the blood from his face.
Kron’s hooded eyes glared over his friend’s shoulder at the healing king.
 “What did you expect, Darkbow?” the Kobalan lord said. “I am immortal. You cannot slay me.”
“Good,” Kron said. “That means I can inflict upon you all the pain I want.”
Verkain continued to laugh. “I should have had you working for me.”
“No.” Randall patted his companion’s hand. He turned slowly to his father, who stood just out of reach with his mace still gripped. “No more killings. We end this here, tonight, but not with death.”
“How do you propose we do that?” Verkain spat. “I can’t die, not unless I am willing, which I am not. You won’t slay me, so how do you plan on stopping me?”
“If we let him go, the prophecy will become fulfilled,” Kron said to Randall’s back. “Another war will begin and thousands, millions, will perish.”
“Even if I were to reveal myself,” Randall said.
Verkain’s lips formed a grin. “That’s right. Even if you announced to the world who you truly are, it will be too late to save them. In fact, it might make things worse. The church has never been known for tolerance.”
“We capture him.” The words from Kron’s lips were more than a suggestion.
Randall glanced back at the man in black.
In that moment, with his son’s head turned, Verkain lunged. He jumped forward, lashing out with the mace again, smashing Randall in the chest and sending the youth tumbling down the steps away from the throne.
Kron stepped into the approaching attacker. He stabbed out with his knife. The blade sank deep, into the king’s chest. Kron stabbed again, and again, then a fourth time. Each blow buried itself in Verkain’s breast.
The king staggered back, new blood drawing forth from fresh wounds. His eyes blinked, dazed, and the mace hung from his hand by the tips of weakened fingers.
Kron kicked out and high, connecting with a chin and sending Verkain flying. The Kobalan spilled down the steps, each protrusion of marble smacking his head or limbs. When his tumble ended, Verkain lay flat on the floor, unmoving other than the rising and falling of his chest.
Kron spun to find his friend.
Randall was sitting up not too far from his parent, a hand glowing white clutching at his chest, healing him. “I am fine. See to my father.”
Kron charged over to the king. He dropped the dagger along the way, not wanting to waste time sheathing it, then unfurled the rope and grapnel from his belt. He got to the bottom of the short stairway where the king lay, practically standing over Verkain, when Randall’s father sat up.
“You are slow.” Verkain forced himself to one knee and whipped his mace across Kron’s path.
The man in black pulled himself up in time to avoid the blow, but instead of dodging or fleeing, he again stepped in for the attack.
Still prostrate, Verkain lifted his mace for another strike.
Kron kneed him in the face, rocking back his foe’s head and breaking his nose. Splotches of blood misted from the king’s mouth, dotting Kron’s pale features. Kron did not let up. He jabbed a fist, pummeling the broken nose flatter, then brought around his other arm for a full swing that caught on the end of the chin and resounded with a crack like twigs breaking.
Verkain slumped to one side.
Kron still would not stop. He kicked away the iron mace, sending the weapon skittering across the floor toward the healer, then dropped next to Verkain and went to work with his fists again, one still gripping his silk cord and hook. His hands were like the blows of a smith hammering out a sword, each strike well placed and harder than the one before.
Within seconds the king’s visage was bloody and raw, the eyes swollen closed and the nose no longer present, flattened against the skull.
“Kron!”
Randall’s voice caused Darkbow to halt and take in great gulps of air. His body heaved, his fists still out before him, ready to strike again, the rope and grapnel wrapped tight around one hand.
Verkain lay motionless. Not even his chest rose now.
Randall knelt next to his father, inspecting the damage done to the man’s face.
Kron huffed in air before he could speak again. “He will still live, will he not?”
“He will,” Randall said, placing a hand on his father’s neck, feeling the pulse still throbbing.
Kron unwound the rope in his hands. “We have to bind him.”
The healer glanced up to see the determination in his friend’s face. There was no other choice. Randall would not, could not, slay his father, so the king of the land had to be restrained to end the horror of war before it began.
Seeing his younger companion was not bound to impede him, Kron knelt also, reaching across the king to begin tying him.
Verkain’s left arm shot up.
An unseen force shoved Kron back and high. He flew through the air, headed straight for one of the chamber’s tall windows, his rope and hook dangling from one hand.
“No!” Randall stood and spun, his arms reaching for the falling man.
Another unseen force, this one gentle, stayed Kron’s plummet. He came to a slow rest upon the heels of his boots.
Randall pivoted back to his father.
Verkain was already on his feet. “No more weapons.”
The son brought up his hands to cast, but his father was quicker. Verkain spat silent words and Randall yelled out and bent over as if punched in the stomach.
Kron whirled the grapnel over his head and twirled it round and round like a bola.
“First, you!” Verkain basted Randall’s chin with a fist, sending the healer rolling to one side. The king shouted across the room to the man in black. “Your turn!”
Kron let loose with the grappling hook. It sailed over heads straight for its target.
The grapnel cracked into the king’s shoulder, causing little damage, but with a jerk from Kron its barbs tore into Verkain’s robes and caught there.
“Ice!” the king yelled at his last standing opponent.
Kron did not move. He stood still, the cord hanging from his hand and trailing across the floor and up Verkain’s robes to hang from his shoulder.
Randall tried to sit up, but a kick from his father sent him flat on his back where he lay unmoving.
Verkain reached for the hook embedded in his clothing. “I have wasted enough time on the likes of you two. Playtime is finished.”
Kron took a step forward. “Control spells only work on the weak of mind.”
Verkain’s eyes went wide.
Kron’s hands flipped the cord, the rope riffling across the way to bounce up and wrap around the king’s neck. He jerked and Verkain was pulled to his knees.
The dark-garbed warrior darted forward, giving the king no time to act. He dropped to the ground next to his foe and slammed an elbow into his face to keep him down. The king moaned and tried to roll away, but his attacker grabbed him by the collar and held him still, Kron’s other hand busy tying Verkain’s wrists.
The king’s arms were wrenched behind his back as the man in black continued to work at wrapping and knotting. Kron worked fast, binding the legs together, encircling Verkain in rope and securing the bent arms to the neck with the tight cord. When he was finished, Kron shoved himself away and stared at his handiwork.
Verkain could barely roll to one side, let alone stand or attack again.
The warrior in black immediately saw his one error. The king’s mouth was still free, though full of blood and broken teeth. Darkbow rectified the situation by sliding a glove off his hand and jamming it between Verkain’s swollen lips.
Randall’s father could only stare with vile hate in his eyes.
Kron turned his attention to his friend. He slid across the floor to the healer and gently lifted Randall’s head. “Are you still with me?”
The young man’s eyes flickered. His breathing was even but sounded as if it were difficult for him to take in air.
Kron glanced back at Verkain, his stare hard, then he turned his eyes upon the rest of the room. He soon found what he sought. Crossing to a shadow between a pair of windows, Kron retrieved his fallen sword.
Seeing the healer still did not move, Kron plodded his way to the king. He stood over the man, griping his sword in both hands, the point of the blade resting over Verkain’s throat. Kron stared down at his foe, remembering the death this man had brought. Darkbow’s memory recalled the face of a tawny-headed boy, Wyck, who had died through the actions of Verkain’s war demons. Then his mind’s eye turned to Adara Corvus, her wrists and ankles nailed to wood, and to Randall, the young man’s throat split open to spread blood before a vile crowd.
Fingers tightened on the pommel of the sword.
“No,” Randall said, his voice barely above a whisper.
Kron looked back. The healer had climbed to his hands and knees, shaking his head as if to rid himself of blurry vision and pain.
Randall forced himself to stand, swaying on his legs. “Don’t.”
“We can end this,” Kron said. “Beheading, followed by quartering and burning.”
Randall shook his head again. “He would eventually return, perhaps even be reborn. It may take some time, possibly years, but he would be back.”
“That is time we can use.”
Randall  limped nearer. “Kron, he will not die unless he chooses to. With time, I ... I might be able to come up with a spell that would end his immortality —”
“But you won’t.”
Randall nodded.
“If you do not have the stomach for it, then I do.” Kron yanked back his sword, ready to plunge it.
“Stop!” Randall shouted.
Kron’s arms quit over his head, his sword’s blade hanging in front of his face. His eyes moved from the target at his feet to the approaching healer.
Randall came to a stop next to his father and Darkbow. He leaned over, resting a hand on one knee as if tired. “The killing must end,” he said, looking up at Kron.
Darkbow pointed his sword at Verkain. “We have to do something with him!”
“Don’t you understand?” Randall said. “I don’t want you to kill him. But not because I want to save him. I wish to save you.”
Kron’s eyes widened as he stared at his companion. Then those eyes narrowed and Kron slid past Randall. He raised the sword again. “I have nothing from which to be saved.”
“Remember Sawney Gean?” Randall asked.
Kron paused, his blade hanging over Verkain’s neck.
“You lost Adara in the Prisonlands over Gean.”
The man in black flinched.
“Then you lost her here in Mogus Potere to my father’s cruelty,” the healer went on. “If you do this, if you do to my father what you did to Gean, you will lose Adara again. Perhaps forever.”
Kron glanced down at the trussed man. Hate and anger thrust from his eyes as sharp as any steel. He could end this now, finding vengeance and redemption at the end of a sword.
“Spare him,” Randall spoke. “Save him for Adara and for me, but most importantly, save him for yourself. You don’t have to become like my father.”
Kron leaned back, taking his gaze off the fallen king who could only stare back with malice of his own. The man in black looked up, into the dark of the high ceiling, his eyes steady.
He turned, and with a scream tossed the sword.
The weapon clanged into a corner, coming to rest in shadow once more.
Kron turned from his friend.
Randall rested a hand on Darkbow’s back. “Thank you.”
The man in black shook off the touch and moved toward the windows.
The healer glanced to his father and saw the hate in those eyes had only increased, then he turned back to his friend. “Are you wounded?”
Kron shook his head. “Nothing that cannot wait.”
A roar filled the chamber, shaking the ground, nearly causing the two standing to loose their footing. A great rumble buckled beneath the chamber for a moment, bringing a crack down the center of the room’s floor.
Kron and Randall spun on the rocking ground. They found Verkain on his knees, the glove spat from his mouth, his chest and arms expanded to nearly bursting the coils encircling him.
“Kerwin, if you choose these pathetic mortals over your own destiny, over me,” the king spouted, “then I leave you to them!”
Verkain’s bindings burst into flames. He sat back on his heels as the conflagration caught his robes afire, his face to the ceiling as he screamed his anguish.
Randall lunged forward, but Kron grabbed him and pulled him away from certain pain if not death.
The king’s self torture blazed away, the fire eating his garb then boiling and melting flesh. All the while he was conscious, his mouth wide and hollering his torment. Eventually the fire burned away enough of his flesh, there was nothing left with which he could scream. No lungs. No throat. No lips. The remaining sound was of the sizzling of muscle and organs.
Kron stood a dozen steps away, his arms wrapped around the shocked healer, holding the young man back. Darkbow watched with an unblinking stare, but Randall’s eyes were red with remorse.
Smoke drifted off the shaking, burning figure. Then the body crashed to one side, all that was left being black bones that cracked from the impact with the floor. Then there was only ash and a hint of sulfur on the air.
“Thus ends the reign of Lord Verkain of Kobalos,” Kron said.
The first rays of the morning sun sprang forth through the hall’s windows.



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty Nine
 
Kron released his young friend and stared at the charred mess that had been King Verkain of Kobalos.
“An ugly way to die,” the man in black said.
Randall used the hem of his robes to wipe away the streaks down his face. “How much did you hear? I mean, before you entered the room.”
Kron’s eyes darted to his companion in white. “All of it.”
“Then you know who I am, or who I was?”
The answer was a nod.
Randall sighed. “That complicates things.”
“Is it true you are immortal?” Kron asked.
“I can be reborn.”
“What of him?” Kron pointed at Verkain’s ashen remains.
“He can return,” Randall said, “but it will be some time before he is a threat again.”
“Good,” Kron said, cleaning his sword on the few remains of the dead king’s robes. “Then he will have to begin again with a new scheme.”
“His plans might still come to fruition,” the healer said.
Kron sheathed his sword on his back scabbard. “How?”
“It’s morning,” Randall said, pointing to the sunlight stretching across the hall. “His troops will be ready to march.”
“You are king now. Belay Verkain’s orders.”
“It’s not that simple,” Randall tried to explain. “Even when I call off the attack, the Eastern army is already on the border of the Prisonlands. They will not disperse easily.”
“If they have no one to fight, they will go home.”
“There will be fighting when my identity is revealed,” Randall said. “My father will win despite our efforts. The world will be torn apart. Some men will try to kill me while others while try to save me. They will fight over my very words, slaughtering innocents to show they are righteous.”
“Does anyone else know?” Kron asked.
Randall shook his head.
“Then no one else need find out.”
Randall turned to look at his friend, and in those eyes, for the first time, he found hope. Kron would keep his secret.
The healer nodded his agreement.
“Verkain was a madman, a traitor against himself,” Kron continued. “You have taken your rightful place as king of Kobalos. That is all Pope Joyous need know. His soldiers will return home, the wardens will finish scouring the Prisonlands, and a semblance of peace will return.”
“You make it sound easy.”
“It is, for me,” Kron said. “I see the world in black and white. There is no reason to make it more difficult than need be.”
“Perhaps not.” It was a new voice, but a familiar one.
A door at the far end of the hall slammed open.
The bulky figure of Belgad the Liar stood like a mountain in the entrance. The Dartague surveyed the room then entered slowly, his sword before him.
“It has ended,” Randall said to the big, bald man. “My father is no more.”
The barbarian lowered his weapon as he crossed the length of the hall, eventually halting at the foot of the stairs before the throne. His eyes lingered on the blackened remains of the dead king at Kron and Randall’s feet, then turned upon the stone chair above him.
“I have unfinished business with this man.” Kron nodded at Belgad as once more he reached for the sword hanging on his back.
Belgad stood his ground, his large blade at the ready.
Randall put out an arm to block Kron’s path. “There has been enough blood spilled.”
The black-garbed figure glared at the healer. “Belgad spilled his share. It is time he paid for it.”
The Dartague chuckled, but made no move.
“Belgad,” the new king turned to the big man, “find Captain Lendo and several other officers. Bring them to me.”
Belgad’s white eyebrows drew together and furrowed, his dark gaze switching between the other two men.
“We made a pact,” Randall said to the Dartague. “I need official representatives present.”
Belgad nodded, then backed away from the throne, his eyes never leaving Darkbow. When he was a good distance away, he lowered his weapon, turned and sped from the room.
“You made a bargain with that devil?” Anger rode high in Kron’s voice.
“We came to an agreement,” Randall said. “It will be best for all.”
 
***
 
Belgad knew just where to find Lendo, but he had not expected a dead Fortisquo and wounded Adara.
The barbarian knelt next to the woman amid the bodies of dead and dazed men in the hall outside his personal chambers.
“Are you alive?” he asked, gently shaking the woman.
Her chin upon her chest, her eyes snapped open. She looked up at him from her resting spot against the hallway’s wall.
“How bad are you hurt?”
Adara sat up and pushed away from the wall to sit straight. “I will live.” She winced. “But I won’t be in shape to fight for a while.”
Belgad grinned. “I believe the fighting is finished. Verkain is dead. Randall is king.”
Adara’s eyes darted to the man again. “Are you sure?”
“I’ve seen Verkain’s remains with my own eyes.”
The woman held out a hand. “Help me stand.”
 
***
 
The castle awoke quickly though silently. Guards in chain links, servants in muslin and slaves in rags opened their eyes wherever they lay. Soon they were on their feet, dazed looks on their faces, and wondering what had happened. No one asked questions. Lips remained closed as eyes looked to eyes, searching for answers. But all knew something had changed with their waking and with the rising of the morning sun. It was a new day in Kobalos.
When Captain Lendo came to, he found himself entangled in a heap of soldiers, some dead and others waking like their chief. He also found himself staring up at Belgad the Liar and a bloody Adara Corvus.
“Your king wants word with you,” Belgad informed the captain.
Lendo’s eyes found Fortisquo laid out on the floor with thickening blood covering the sword master’s throat. The captain looked back to the bald man standing over him. “Last I remember, you were to answer questions concerning treason.”
“Treasonous no longer.” The Dartague wrapped an arm around Adara to help her stand. “Your king awaits you in his throne room, and he wants other officers present.”
“Which ones?” the captain asked.
“He did not specify.”
Lendo grumbled and climbed to his feet, as did the other Kobalans who were still living.
Seeing he had a number of his own men with him, Lendo’s bravery grew. “I suppose you are to blame for this.” He pointed from Belgad to the dead littering the hall’s floor.
“Some,” the barbarian answered.
“Murdering a Kobalan soldier is treason,” Lendo said.
Belgad grimaced. “You will want to speak with your king before trying to arrest us.”
Lendo glanced to his standing men. They were awake but still groggy with confused faces. “Find Sergeant Lerebus and a few other officers,” he ordered. “Send them to the main hall.”
A man ran off.
Lendo looked back to Belgad and Adara. “You’re coming with us.”
“Of course,” the big, bald man said.
 
***
 
It was some little while before everyone found their way to the throne room.
Belgad and Adara, with Lendo and soldiers following, arrived first; there were some few grumblings among the captain and his guards upon finding Verkain dead, though they kept their words to themselves. With splashes of blood upon the floor and the disarray of the chamber, it was obvious combat had taken place and Randall and Kron were the ones left standing. By Kobalan laws of challenge and succession, laws older than Verkain’s reign, Randall now appeared to be king.
“My lord, may I speak?” Lendo asked from the bottom of the steps of the throne.
“We will wait for others to arrive,” Randall said, standing to the right of the ruling chair. “But bring any injured forward so I may relieve them of their pains.”
Next to show were Sergeant Lerebus and a handful of captains and generals, their swords and armor clinking as they marched into the room. Their eyes opened wide upon learning Verkain no longer ruled the land.
Soon the mass of Kobalan military men had joined into a gathering before and below the throne. The room was as silent as a tomb as the group stared up to their apparent new leader.
“I thank you all for coming,” Randall said, still next to the throne. “Chaos is not unknown when a kingdom changes hands, and I wish to dispel any chance of that happening here. Kobalos has been through enough.”
The room remained silent, many eyes drifting from the ashen spot on the floor that had been their old king to the robed youth before them.
“In the past, anyone too powerful, anyone my father perceived as a threat, was dealt with in short fashion,” Randall went on. “I wish to assure all of you this will not be my policy. Despite our recent ... troubles ... I have no grudges.”
More than a few sighs of relief spread through the crowd.
Randall continued, stretching his voice over the gathering. “As last surviving member of the Verkain line, it is my duty to claim the throne.”
All eyes remained on the speaker.
Randall held his chin high, looking the part of a youthful patriarch overseeing his flock. “At this point it would seem customary for a new ruler to declare his intentions for the future. However, I am no such king. I am not meant to be king. That privilege was forsaken three years ago when I fled, leaving all your fates in the hands of my father. For that, I am regretful.”
Whispers grew throughout the room, the curiosity building. Questioning eyes darted about, each man looking from one to another then back to Randall.
“Besides,” the healer continued, “I do not want to be king.”
The whispering stopped, as did the wandering eyes. The roomful of hardy men in armor seemed afraid to exhale.
“What are you doing?” Kron whispered to the robed healer next to him.
Randall glanced at his dark-garbed companion but went on speaking to the crowd. “I have duties elsewhere. I could perform those duties here, to heal the suffering caused by my father, but I know of a man better suited than I to rule Kobalos. He has experience as a leader of men, and he carries in him the strength needed to take this nation beyond the tyranny my father wrought.”
Randall held out a hand to the barbarian standing next to Lerebus and Adara at the bottom of the steps. “Come forward, Belgad Thunderclan.”
The big, bald Dartague grinned and tromped up the stairs.
“I hereby yield my throne to you!” Randall shouted for all to hear. “Belgad Thunderclan, take your rightful place as king of Kobalos.”
The throng of officers exploded in shouts and clankings of armor and shield. Some voices were accusatory, but most were full of surprise and some with glee. All knew the reputation of Belgad the Liar, and most would have to agree he had the strength and will to take hold of Kobalos. Belgad was no dangerous lunatic such as Verkain, but he was not a man to be crossed.
Kron grabbed Randall by an arm. “You can’t be serious. This man is a killer, a murderer.”
“He is suited well for leading my homeland,” Randall said. “Unlike my father, I consider what is best for my people.”
Kron glared at the Dartague as the large man came to a halt in front of the throne and eased into the royal seat, the smile still large on Belgad’s face.
Kron’s iron gaze returned to the healer. “You betrayed me.”
Then the man in black fled through the secret passage behind the throne.
Randall motioned for Adara. “Go after him,” he pleaded. “Please keep him from doing anything rash.”
Gripping the hilt of her rapier, the woman charged past the throne and disappeared behind the hanging tapestry.
Holding his grin and remaining silent, Belgad looked out from his new throne of black, rough stone. The din of those gathered was already dying beneath the stare of their new ruler.
“With official witnesses present,” Randall yelled, pointing to Lerebus and the other officers, “I declare Belgad Thunderclan king of Kobalos with all its lands and titles.”
 
***
 
 
“Kron! Wait!”
The man in black did not heed the words. He continued to tromp down the stairs in darkness, the beating of his heart in time with the drumming of his boots on stone.
He soon found himself in a familiar hallway, but he was not alone. Adara was right behind him, sprinting out the secret stairwell after him.
She chased him down the hall, running at first, then going into step beside him as he marched on.
“Where are you going?” she asked.
He said nothing, but gave her a moody glance out of the corner of his eyes as he continued on his way.
She jumped ahead of him, attempting to block his path.
Kron sidestepped her, but she thrust out a hand and grabbed him by an arm. “Stop this! We need to talk.”
He did not fight her as he halted. “I have nothing to say.”
“I know how you must feel.”
His lips drew back to reveal gritted teeth.
“Randall is doing what he thinks is best,” Adara said, “what he believes is best for his people and for himself.”
“By putting another despot on the throne?”
“He’s giving his people another chance,” Adara said. “Belgad is many things, but foremost he’s a capitalist. As much as Randall’s decision is a surprise, I can’t fault it. I can think of no one better suited than Belgad to get Kobalos back on its feet.”
Kron moved as if to bolt past her. “He is a murderer.”
Adara tugged on his arm again. “Who are you to judge? You left a swath of destruction from Bond to Mogus Potere. No wonder Belgad could always find us, dead men were all along our trail.”
“We’ve had this discussion.”
“Yes, in the Prisonlands.”
“I am no longer that man.”
“Telling yourself you’re a better man doesn’t make it so.”
“I am better than Belgad!” Kron shouted.
Adara took a step back, her right hand instinctively reaching for the hilt of her rapier.
Kron turned away. “I am sorry I yelled.”
Adara lowered her hand to her side. “You should not have done that,” she said. “Your anger, your hate ... they are why we can never be.”
“I love you.” The words were a surprise, as much to him as to her.
“And I love you,” Adara returned, “but ... we would never work.”
Kron’s shoulders sagged.
She wrapped her arms around him and leaned her head against his chest.
His head slowly lifted, his eyes leading the way, staring at the top of her head. He ran a gloved hand through her hair, gently brushing aside the tangles of combat. “What am I to do?”
“You go to Randall,” Adara said, “and you apologize. Then you make peace with Belgad.”
“If I do this, will you—”
“No. You have to do this for yourself, not for me.”
Kron closed his eyes.
 
***
 
The word of Verkain’s death and Randall’s abdication traveled as a storm throughout the castle and the city beyond, swirling about crowds of the curious then striking swiftly in one place or another. Slaves and soldiers alike chatted, confused and unsure about their sudden change of fortunes; most were glad to no longer be under Verkain’s boot, but many were leery of Belgad.
In some few instances, generals or nobles tried to gather troops to them in an attempt to make their own bid for the Kobalan throne. But news of this also traveled swiftly. The populace itself put a stop to any rebellion without Belgad having to raise a hand. For two hundred years these people and their ancestors had lived in fear, but with the source of that fear gone their courage grew like flames on tinder. Within hours, any rebellious officers were slain, pelted to death in the streets, or if they were lucky, taken into custody by the city’s guards to await their fate at Belgad’s word. Fortunately for all, what fighting there was was brief.
Because of this mess, it was several hours before Kron and Adara saw Randall and Belgad again. The castle was jostling with messengers and servants running to and fro, spreading more news or delivering orders from their new ruler. 
Eventually Adara sent word to Randall through a sergeant of the guards, and she and Kron were called to what had been Fortisquo’s personal quarters but now served as an impromptu meeting room, at least until the new lord could have a proper private chamber prepared for himself.
Kron surveyed the room from an upright position on a couch. Arranged throughout the chamber were the other members of the gathering. Adara sat across from Kron, propped in a chair next to the closed door to the hall outside. Looming in a door frame that led to the bedroom beyond was the tall Dartague, the new king. To Kron’s left was Randall, also sitting upright in a simple wooden folding chair.
“So, we are all here,” the healer began.
“Yes,” from Adara.
Belgad leaned against the door frame surrounding him, causing the wood to creak. “To what end?” he asked, shifting his shoulders so the huge sword strapped to his back did not knock against the wall.
Kron’s eyes darted to the Dartague.
“Certain matters need to be laid to rest before we continue,” Randall said, “and before we go our separate ways.”
“You are leaving?” Adara asked.
“I will return to Bond,” the healer answered.
“But why?” Adara sat forward in her chair. “There is much here that needs done.”
“Kobalos is no longer my home,” Randall explained. “Bond is my home. West Ursia is my home. I am needed there.”
“You could do so much good here,” Adara said.
“I’m sure I could,” Randall said. “This country needs healing, but not the kind I can provide. It needs someone who can help it heal itself, from the inside.”
“That is where my services shall be essential,” Belgad said.
Kron sneered, his top lip curling back.
Randall motioned toward the Dartague. “Belgad was a chieftain of his people. By his own hand he built an empire of commerce in the West.” The healer glanced to Adara and Kron. “That is the kind of king Kobalos needs now. This nation has been isolated for far too long.”
A smile on Belgad’s lips widened. “I have already sent messengers to the Eastern army. The invasion of the Prisonlands will not commence, though I am offering diplomatic and economic ties to the pope.”
“What could you possibly have to offer?” Kron’s thin voice piped in.
“Gems,” Belgad answered. “The Kobalan hills are full of them. It’s how Verkain kept his treasury stable for so long despite a lack of outside trade. I will be changing his policy.”
“Before you change any more policies, we have unfinished business.” Kron stood with his hands at his sides, his fingers twitching as if wanting to grab the larger man by the throat.
“Sit down,” Randall said.
Kron turned his glare on the healer.
Adara’s eyes slid from Randall to Kron to Belgad, the big man still smiling. She could feel the tension in the air, as if a heaviness had been added to the atmosphere.
“Kron, I can put an entire castle to sleep,” Randall warned. “Do not force me to act against you.”
The man in black’s harsh eyes remained locked on those of the healer for a moment, then Kron eased back onto the couch.
Belgad chuckled.
Randall glared at the new king. “He has reasons for his hate.”
“All unfounded,” the Dartague said.
“What are you talking about?” Kron spat.
“The deaths of your mother and father.”
Kron grimaced. “I came here to avenge Wyck,” he said, “and that has been accomplished. But it seems I am to be denied the blood debt owed my parents these fifteen years.”
Without a blink, Belgad stared into the hard eyes of his nemesis. “The man who killed the Tallerus clan was dead months ago.”
Kron placed a hand on the hilt of his sword.
“I did not order the deaths of your parents,” Belgad explained. “I only wanted your family frightened so your uncle would not testify against my release from the Prisonlands. Whether tragic accident or the bumblings of an inept wizard, I do not know, but it was Trelvigor who slew your kin.”
Kron stared at his boots, his face ashen.
“It is true,” Randall said. “My incantations have tested the veracity of Belgad’s words.”
Belgad held out a hand to the man in black, an offering of truce. “One does not make peace with one’s friends. I am willing to set aside our vendetta.”
Adara shoved up from her chair and rushed across the room, kneeling in front of Kron and wrapping her arms about his shoulders.
“I did not know,” Kron whispered.
“Of course not,” Randall said. “You’ve been carrying this hate to no purpose.”
Kron gently pushed Adara away. “No, not for no purpose,” he said. “My hate kept me motivated, and in the end it saved some of us from Verkain.”
Adara grinned, tears wetting her checks. “No, that was your sense of righteousness.”
Belgad made an ugly face and planted a hand against his stomach. “I believe I’m going to be ill.”



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
Duke Roward’s mailed hand formed into a fist, crunching the scroll therein. He stared down at the man on his knees before him, a fellow with shaggy black hair above a shirt of blacker chain. “This cannot be true,” the duke said.
“It is,” the man on the ground said. “I swear it on my soul. I swear it ... I swear it upon the name of Ashal.”
A collective gasp slipped from the lips of the circle of armored officers and soldiers surrounding the general and Captain Lendo, the unfortunate kneeler who had delivered the new Kobalan king’s missive. Several hands reached for the swords at their belts, but a signal from their leader belayed those actions.
“What were you to Verkain?” Roward asked.
Lendo stared up at his questioner. “Captain of his personal guard.”
“And to Belgad?”
Lendo gulped, taking in cool air. “My prospects remain uncertain with the new liege.  Thus far my only command has been to deliver his message to you, Duke Roward, General of the Northern Army of East Ursia.”
Roward held up the crumbled scroll. “Did you realize the contents of this letter?”
“I did not know the exact words,” Lendo said, “but I can surmise what it would say.”
“And did you believe any of it would be to my liking? Or to the liking of his most holiness, Pope Joyous III?”
“It ... it is not mine to question the king of Kobalos. I merely did as I was ordered.”
Roward tossed aside the paper and gripped the Kobalan by his chin of thick, curling hair. “Was it not conceivable to you that I would have slain the messenger of this letter?”
Lendo’s eyes locked onto those of the East Ursian general. “It would be my guess that is why Lord Belgad named me as the bearer.”
The duke laughed. He shoved away the dark chin and spun to face his men. “Slay this fool.”
Lendo, his sword taken from him upon nearing the camp, saw only one opportunity. He jumped to his feet and lunged, grabbing for the general.
Too late.
Half a dozen blades sank into the former captain of the Kobalan king’s guard. His chain shirt knocked aside two blows, but other swords found homes where his armor did not protect. One silvered tip even sank into his throat, stealing the opportunity for Lendo to scream one last curse upon the Ursians or Ashal or the universe.
Roward glowered over the body of the Kobalan. He spit, the white of his phlegm mixing with the blood splashed in the dirt before his boots.
Then the soldiers’ swords drew back. Men went to work cleaning their blades on cloths hanging from their belts, cloths kept for just such occasions.
Roward’s eyes raised to stare beyond his encircling men.
The camp’s life outside the ring of death continued as if nothing had happened, as it had during the confrontation. Thousands upon thousands of East Ursian warriors, officers and servants went about their daily chores. Goods were carried from one spot to another. Cooking fires were built with flint and steel or doused with buckets of piss or creek water. Horses were tied. Weapons were edged. Links were cut for armor rings.
“What is your command, your highness?” one of the younger officers asked.
Roward did not glance at the man. His eyes wove a route over the camp, watching the life that went on around the death at his feet. “We pack and leave,” he said.
The nearby officers glanced one to another, questioning looks on their faces, but none dared to ask questions.
The duke finally looked to his men. “There is to be no war this day,” he spoke. “The pope himself must decide what direction we must travel now.
“Tell the men. Prepare to move out.”
Shifting eyes still held confusion.
“Move out!”
Booted feet went running, drubbing the dirt beneath them.
Minutes later horns blared and banners were raised. The activity within the giant encampment grew to a new level, a new pitch, as the thousands prepared to go home.
Duke Roward turned his back on the work. He stared across a brook, into the dark forests of the Prisonlands and the heights of the gray Needles above. “Not this day,” he said barely above his own breath, “but there will be another, Belgad Thunderclan.”
 
***
 
It was several days later when Kron and Randall found themselves atop steeds outside Mogus Potere’s southern gate. Gone were the legions of soldiers and the city of tents; all that remained of the departed warriors were the burnt circles of their cooking fires and flattened, gray grass where they had been encamped.
The city’s gigantic gates stood wide, casting long shadows beneath the morning sun. Sentries were stationed atop the battlements, and others stood their ground just inside the doors to the city.
Passing around the horsed pair were hundreds of former slaves, families freed by their new ruler. They marched alone, in pairs and in groups. None seemed overjoyed at the unfamiliar future that lay ahead of them, but not a one glanced back to Mogus Potere as they passed out its gates. At the least, freedom was a beginning. They had other family members to find, distant homes to return to and new lives to lead.
“Not all of them are leaving,” Belgad said from the ground next to Randall’s horse, Sergeant Lerebus and a pair of guards behind him. The new king still appeared as his self, a simple white tunic above sturdy boots, but a scarlet robe trimmed in white rabbit fur encompassed his shoulders. “A good number are heading to the mines to the south. Without slaves, we have a new economy to build. I have offered them employment.”
“I am surprised.” Kron’s voice was flat, his eyes pointedly not gracing the bulky ruler.
“Slavery is a detestable practice,” the Dartague said.
“I agree,” Adara said as she approached the gathering of men. In her hands she carried a pair of heavy saddlebags.
Kron kept his eyes averted.
Belgad took one of the leather bags from the woman, then approached the left of Kron’s horse. “For you.” He held up the bag.
“What is this?” Kron asked, his steel gaze falling on the Dartague.
“A parting gesture.”
Kron lifted the saddlebag into his lap and pried apart leather straps to peer inside. “I cannot accept.”
“Yes, you can.” Adara offered the other pack to Randall. “It is for services rendered to the crown of Kobalos.”
Randall looked inside his own saddlebag to see silver and gold coins blinking beneath the sunlight. “The healing towers in Bond will appreciate the donation.”
“I do not want this.” Kron held out his saddlebag to Belgad.
The new king waved the man off, refusing the return of his gift. “It is not a bribe.”
“Take it, Kron,” Adara urged. “Put it to good use in Bond.”
Kron’s dark eyes flashed on the woman.
“You can begin with a proper burial for Wyck,” she said.
Kron said no more on the subject, but tossed the sack behind him on the back of his riding beast.
Belgad held up his hands as if surrendering. “For the sake of Bond and Kobalos, and to keep the peace among us,” here the king stared pointedly at Kron, “I will be divesting myself of my business interests in Bond. One of my court wizards has already contacted my man Lalo, and he will be buying me out.”
Kron smirked. “Don’t take me for a fool.”
“I am not giving up all ties to Bond,” the Dartague said. “I still have diplomatic relations, and many other connections. But I want you to know I will not intrude further upon the city’s commerce. Those days are behind me. I have begun a new life here in Kobalos, and I seek to break some ties to the old days.”
Adara eased around to the other side of Kron’s horse, grabbing the horn of his saddle. “Let it go,” she whispered. “He is who he is, just as you are who you are.”
Kron placed a gloved hand over hers, then nodded with a weak smile.
“I will miss you,” she said, staring into his blue eyes.
“And I you.” Kron leaned down and pressed his lips to the side of her face.
She returned the kiss, gently upon his lips.
Kron sat back once more, high in his saddle. “I don’t suppose I can talk you into returning with Randall and myself.”
“There is much work here still to be done.” Adara patted Kron’s hands as he crossed them on his saddle. “Verkain’s slave pits were filled, many of those slaves children. Lord Belgad has asked me to take charge of a new orphanage, to help find homes for the children.”
Belgad moved to Randall’s horse. “I wanted you to know I have spoken with my officers and the remains of the Kobalan gentry.” He nodded at the sergeant behind him. “There is to be no trouble from those quarters.”
“I’m glad the transfer of power has gone somewhat smoothly,” the former prince said.
Belgad grinned, showing teeth. “Of course if things had not gone smoothly, I’d have called up a horde of my Dartague brethren and there would have been another war on our hands.”
The healer chuckled with the king.
Kron gave one last pat to Adara’s hand, then allowed her to retrieve it. “It is time we were going.” He turned to the healer horsed next to him. “A long ride lies ahead, unless you will reconsider using magic.”
“Not this time,” Randall said. “I’m looking forward to traveling at a leisurely pace. Besides, we may yet be of some help in the Prisonlands.”
“True,” Kron said, “and perhaps we can spend time in some places we had to rush through before.”
“Just not East Ursia,” Adara said.
Kron chuckled for the first time in days. “Of course not.”



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty One
 
It was two months before Kron and Randall stood atop a grassy hill, their horses grazing below as the two men watched a brick road winding west to the eastern walls of the city of Bond. Smoke rose lazily from chimneys beyond the wall, and the stench of city life wafted to them across fields cut flat for the winter. A sting of cold nipped at the air and the two men, one in black and the other in white, wrapped their cloaks tighter.
“Winter will be here soon,” Kron said, his eyes lingering on the gates in the distance.
“Do you have someplace to stay?”
“I’ve some old friends to check upon,” Kron said, “but if I cannot find shelter as a guest, I will rent a room at the Rusty Scabbard.”
“As long as there are no warrants for your arrest,” the healer added.
Kron grinned at his companion. “Yes, there’s that to consider. What of yourself? Still planning to return to the healing tower?”
“It is where I can serve best.” The healer pointed to the heavy saddle bags astride his steed. “Even if my room is no longer available, I’m sure my donation will land me someplace within.”
Kron’s gaze turned serious, as did his voice. “Before we enter town, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask.”
Randall nodded for his friend to proceed.
“If you are ... if you are the Ashal reborn ... why are you hiding in Bond?”.
“I am not hiding. This is the life I have chosen.”
Kron appeared confused. “Why not spread word of your powers? Surely there are millions you could potentially save?”
Randall’s gaze returned to the city ahead. “I’ve given that much thought during our travels,” he said, “but it comes down to a matter of practicality. My magic has grown greatly, but even I have limits. If word spread of what I am ... who I am ... I would be deluged with the sick and wounded, the dead and dying.”
“You fear it would be too much for you?” Kron asked.
“I don’t believe other men could control themselves,” Randall explained. “It would start small, with men shoving aside others to get to me, but eventually it would lead to kings and pontiffs and wars. That I could not tolerate. And despite what many might believe, I am no god. Simply a wizard.”
“A very powerful wizard.”
“Yes.”
“I understand,” Kron said.
“It will be better for me, and the world, if I live a small life,” Randall said. “And I can still do much good.”
Kron patted his friend on the back. “You will.”
The man in black began to walk down the hill to their steeds. Soon he had the animals by their leads. He climbed onto the back of his beast as Randall approached.
“I can likely find room for you at the tower if none of your plans follow through,” Randall offered as they trotted toward open road.
“You never know,” Kron said, glancing back at the weighted bags jingling behind him, “I might purchase some property, find decent employment and settle down.”
Randall chuckled. “I find that hard to imagine.”
 
***
 
Sergeant Gris shifted his sword to one side and settled his bulky frame onto a stool while staring across the stained wooden top of the bar. “Ale,” he said to the tavern keeper.
The Rusty Scabbard’s bartender nodded and drifted away to tap a keg for the sergeant of the city watch.
Gris spun slowly on the three-legged chair and surveyed the dining room behind him. He had always liked the Scabbard. The place wasn’t so nice a man off the street couldn’t come in for a drink, but it was no dive. He and his men made sure of that.
He smiled as old memories drifted back. Gris had spent more than one night at the Scabbard after his daily duties had been completed. On a rare occasion he had even been called to the tavern to bust up a fight.
The bartender placed a leather jack on the bar. “Here you go, sir.”
Gris slipped a hand into the satchel tied to his belt and pulled out a copper coin.
“I’ll be paying for that,” a voice said to one side.
Gris twisted on the stool to see the speaker.
“By Ashal, Lucius Tallerus.”
Kron dropped a silver coin on the counter before the bartender. “Bring my friend another, and myself a glass of red wine.”
Gris looked his old friend up and down. Kron looked well, stocky and strong in his ebony garb. A big, black sword and a new bow resided on the man’s back, as it often had in Gris’s experience.
“You look good,” Kron said. “No longer in the guard?”
Gris glanced down at his simple leather armor and the sword on his hip and laughed. “Off duty. I leave the chain and tabard at home when drinking.”
The barkeep placed another mug and a glass of wine before them.
Gris lifted his drink toward his friend. “To seeing you again, Lucius.” He raised the ale to his lips.
“The name is Kron Darkbow,” the man in black reminded, sipping his own drink.
Gris finished off the first mug and grinned. “Still with that, are you?”
“Lucius Tallerus is a man of the past,” Kron said. “He is no longer necessary.”
The sergeant’s smile vanished. “Very well, Kron, tell me why I have the pleasure of your company this night.”
“There is the matter of a possible warrant for my arrest.”
Gris’s smile returned as he reached for the next mug. “Quashed it,” he said. “Was easy, especially after Belgad had hired Percifidus to work me over. Torturing a city official is not a good way to get the law on your side.”
“Then I am a free man?”
“As free as any other in West Ursia.” Gris gulped down some ale.
“Good,” Kron said.
“What are you up to now?” Gris asked. “All I’ve heard is Belgad won’t be returning to town. What did you do? Disable the man?”
“We came to terms,” Kron said. “As for my future, I have had plenty of time to make plans ... but for now I am seeking something to keep me busy for a little while.”
“The last time I heard similar words a street war nearly erupted.”
“Hopefully not this time. I’m planning on purchasing land, settling down.”
“That is hard to believe,” Gris said.
“You are the second person to utter similar words today.”
The sergeant took another swig of ale. “If you’re serious, I know a decent piece of property, and it’s cheap.”
“Where?”
“The Asylum,” Gris answered.
 
***
 
Stilp was a simple man, and he liked it that way. He had no dreams of rising above his station, of someday being as rich and powerful as his former employer, Belgad the Liar, nor his current employer, Lalo the Finder. All Stilp wanted out of life was a bit of coin, a few drinks and the occasional touch of a woman. Of course he didn’t mind a bit of adventure to achieve what he wanted. Sometimes he even had to be a bit harsh.
Like tonight.
He swung the club, connecting with the other fellow’s jaw and sending him sprawling into the dusty alleyway behind the Royal Bear tavern.
“That’s for not paying your debts.” The moon above made Stilp’s teeth stand out in the dark alley.
The much smaller man on the ground just lay there, blood spurting from between his lips as his dazed eyes rolled around in his head.
Stilp shifted to stand over the man, his brown cloak twirling around him as he raised the cudgel once more. “This one’s for nicking off with my best girl the other night.”
The club came down.
A gloved hand sprang from the darkness, yanking the oak branch from Stilp’s hands.
“What in hell?” the brigand said as he glanced up.
A familiar set of dark blue eyes gazed back at him, hints of moonlight revealing the edges of a tall, muscular figure cloaked in black.
“You!”
“Yes, me.” Kron lifted the club high, threatening. “And I see you’ve not changed your ways.”
Stilp took a step back and pointed to the groaning man at his feet. “He’s just had the wind knocked out of him. I’m sure he’ll be up and running by morning.”
“I’m sure he will, once I’ve taken him to a healing tower.” Kron advanced with the club still in his hand.
Stilp backed further. “Look, I don’t work for Belgad no more.”
“I know,” Kron said, “but I’ve heard you work for the Finder.”
Stilp gulped.
“A new master, but the same game,” Kron went on. “You might have to suffer the same consequences as before.”
Stilp dropped to his knees and held his hands up as if in prayer. “Please, please don’t kill me! I’m not even forty yet. I’m too young to die!”
Kron chuckled, a deep laugh that reverberated down the lengths of the alley. “Maybe I should keep you alive. There is something you can do for me. I’ve heard your new master recently acquired a piece of property and he’s looking to sell for a profit.”
Stilp blinked.
“The Asylum,” Kron said. “I want it. Tell Lalo to name his price.”
Stilp blinked again. “That’s all?”
“Not quite.” Kron flung the club as far as his strong arm would allow, the piece of wood disappearing down the alley with a distant crashing noise.
The man in black leaned over the kneeling sniveler. “If you do not change your ways, you will have to deal with me again.” The menace in his voice ran deep.
Stilp cringed.
Kron spun away, pausing to heft Stilp’s victim onto a shoulder.
With the trace amount of courage still possessed by him, Stilp slowly stood. “How do I find you if Lalo wants to sell?”
Kron did not bother to look back. “You don’t find me. I find you. And he will sell.”
Then the man in black and his unconscious package were gone into the shadows.
Stilp sniffled and sat back on his heels. “Damn. Darkbow.”
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