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Legendary heroes battle the undead and dark 
sorcery, in the first of a rip-roaring new series for 
the fan-favorite epic fantasy game, Descent.

When the Baroness of Forthyn’s daughter disappears, 
she calls on the legendary orc hero, Durik, to find her. 
Durik enlists his old questing partners – the dwarf 
alchemist, Ulma Grimstone, and roguish Logan 
Lashley – in the hopes of reliving their glory days. 
Together they journey to fearstruck Fallowhearth. 
There, instead of clues, they uncover necromancy: 
graveyards emptied of corpses, with trails of 
footprints leading into sinister Blind Muir Forest… 
But the forest holds more than just the walking dead: 
between its boughs lurk treachery, a sorcerous ally 
turned to darkness, and a shocking infestation of 
giant, murderous monsters.
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PROLOGUE

Darkness in the heart of the light, light in the heart of darkness.
The figure in the traveling cloak stood where she had not 

been a half-second earlier. The mist that had borne her to 
this place retreated, crawling down her body, and away into 
nothingness.

She gasped. The night air was cold and clear in her lungs, 
snapping her fully awake and banishing the last vestiges of the 
mist shroud from her mind. Her heart was racing in her chest. 
She felt sick. Was it always like this?

She looked around, noticing her surroundings properly for 
the first time. She knew instantly where the mist had taken 
her. The bone yard. Graven headstones surrounded her in 
neat rows, carved with branches, skulls and the other morbid 
icons of the god of death. Just a few months ago, such a place, 
wrapped up in the cold dark of night, would have given her 
pause. Now, though, there was a thrill to it. From this place 
of death, still and silent, good could yet flourish. She had 
convinced herself of that.

She drew back her cloak and hefted the heavy book in her 
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hands. She’d sworn she would return it to its rightful owner. 
That was what she was doing tonight. It was why she had 
summoned up the hex nebulum, the mist shroud, why she 
had used it to slip past the guards, under the gates and through 
the town unnoticed. But first she had to know. She had to try. 
Just one incantation, and then she would give it back and beg 
forgiveness. She found the page, murmuring a simple oculus 
spell to enable her to read the words in the darkness.

The Black Invocation.
She hesitated. This moment was irreversible. If she did this, 

she knew her life could never be what it once was.
Was she being too hasty? Perhaps. But there was something 

wrong in this town, something creeping and scuttling and 
crawling, something malignant. Something with no concept 
of mercy. She could fight it with this power, though. She 
didn’t even have to call upon her guards, upon the townsfolk, 
those honest people who would be expected to die for her. 
She simply had to raise the bodies of those whose spirits had 
long passed on. The evil would be overcome, and all without 
a single life lost. Surely that was worth the price she was about 
to pay? Surely that was worth giving up her inheritance, 
breaking the ancient laws. Distorting nature itself.

Besides, there was no other way she could be with her 
teacher. She loved her. It was an emotion she wouldn’t give up, 
not now that she really knew what it meant. The life she had 
been given wasn’t the one she wanted. She would make a new 
one, with her, starting tonight. She would give up her privileged 
existence, one she had never cared for, and start anew. Her 
teacher would understand. She knew she felt the same way.

She turned towards the crypt.
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It was one of several that dotted the shrine’s graveyard, a 
low stone structure with an iron door wrought in the likeness 
of rows of exposed bones. The gate was secured with a heavy 
padlock. She stepped towards it and raised her hands, her 
eyes closed. She felt the night’s cold, drew it within, softly 
speaking words she’d carefully memorized. Part prayer, part 
incantation, each breath now turning to a frosty billow before 
her.

Ice clenched and hardened around the lock, spreading from 
her fingers. There was a dull crack as metal froze and warped. 
Finally, a splitting sound and the heavy thud of frozen metal 
striking dirt. The lock had cracked and broken apart.

She eased the gate open, trying to ignore its rusty protests. 
Within, five stone caskets lay undisturbed. The forebearers 
of the Fulchard family, interred together. She stepped back 
without entering, raising the book, settling it in the crook of 
her arm.

What she was doing might be a form of desecration, but 
it was necessary. Once she knew she had mastered the Black 
Invocation, she would no longer need the book. She could 
raise an army and save this town. Then, truly, her teacher 
would realize her worth. There was good in even the most 
forbidden of magics. Light in the dark. That was what she’d 
show everyone.

She began to speak, her voice low, taking care with each 
syllable. The words seemed to shudder and coil across the 
page before her. She felt a wind stir around the headstones, 
moaning through the small, open crypt. The power of Mortos, 
elemental death, rising to greet her.

But there was something off. It only took her a few lines to 
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realize it. She faltered. One word, mispronounced. A frown 
crossed her face. She paused. Remember what you’ve been 
taught, she told herself. Remain calm. One wrong word 
doesn’t end the world. A few might.

She began again. And again, a wrong word. Then another. 
Panic started to grow inside her, made worse by the fact that 
the heavy book seemed to be getting lighter in her hands. 
With a rush of horror, she realized that it was starting to 
dematerialize. Even as she tried to race through the arcane 
lines and bind the magic around her to the words, the pages 
began fading, growing incorporeal even as she gripped it.

The locus reditus! She was a fool! When she had first stolen 
the book and hidden it in her bed chamber, she had cast a 
location binding spell on it, a simple little hex that would 
return the book to where she had concealed it. She had feared 
that some servant or maid might discover it and take it away. 
In her decision to return it to its rightful owner tonight, she’d 
completely forgotten to unbind the spell. Now the book was 
vanishing right before her eyes.

“No,” she began to murmur, then louder. “No, no, no!”
Her concentration was gone. But it wasn’t too late. She 

knew the hex nebulum off by heart. She could still slip back 
into the castle, retrieve the book from where it had now 
returned, break the binding enchantment and leave. Return 
it to her lover. Make amends. As the last of the book vanished 
and she found herself clutching nothing but air, she attempted 
to marshal her thoughts once more.

But it was too late for that. She knew it the moment she 
heard the sound, cold and rasping, from nearby. What was 
done, was done. She had chosen her fate and there would be 
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no going back now.
From inside the crypt she heard a low, slow scrape  – 

the grinding of stone on stone, followed by a crack that 
reverberated through the suddenly quiet graveyard.

One of the crypt’s coffins had just been opened.
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CHAPTER ONE

For years now, Logan Lashley had fervently believed that his 
days of trouble were behind him. He had made a promise to 
himself – generally the only person he kept promises to – that 
the misadventures which had marred his youth would never 
be repeated. That was all in the past now, settled, nothing 
more than a source of free tavern ale from easily impressed 
merchant burgesses and city aldermen. He was retired, and 
glad of it.

There had been other promises too, most of them related to 
that first one. That he would enjoy his wealth. That he would 
never again draw his sword in anger. That he would never risk 
his life to save another being, living or near-dead. That he 
would finally get over his fear of spiders. That there would be 
no more adventures.

Adventures, misadventures. The differences were, 
in Logan’s long experience, illdefined. Was his current 
situation – attempting to affect an air of outrage as the town 
guard took their time over his travel pass  – an adventure 
or a misadventure? He feared the latter. Ever since he had 
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awoken three weeks earlier to the clatter of the letter-carrier 
outside and discovered that scrap of paper slid beneath his 
townhouse’s front door, a sense of foreboding had been 
stalking him. That mark, roughly scrawled on a scrap of hide 
parchment, always spelled out “trouble.”

The man-at-arms standing by the town gate looked again 
from the travel pass to Logan, and back to the pass. He was 
typical of this cold, inhospitable corner of Terrinoth, a squint-
eyed, patchy haired, pox-scarred brute in old chain mail and 
a worn leather hauberk. Logan was close enough to smell 
his stink – stale sweat and staler alcohol, mixed with the oil 
recently applied to his armor and the crude head of the heavy 
billhook hefted over his shoulder. The man sniffed, paused to 
scratch behind his ear like a dog and finally handed the pass 
back to Logan.

“Welcome to Highmont, Master Gelbin,” he grunted, 
sounding anything but welcoming. He gestured to the second 
guard beside him, and the man released the bridle of Logan’s 
horse. He’d been holding onto it as though afraid Logan 
was suddenly going to spur the thickset piebald past the 
gatehouse and into the town’s alleyways. Imagine that. Logan 
Lashley, hero of Sudanya, Master of Sixspan Hall, held under 
suspicion! It would have been an outrage, if Logan had been 
traveling under his real name and if he had indeed not just 
been considering making a break for it.

No need for that, at least not yet. The men-at-arms parted, 
and Logan drew his cloak tight against the late morning chill 
before easing Ishbel in under the portcullis. Beyond it lay a 
narrow dirt street, sloping upwards, thick with townsfolk 
going to and from the noonday market stalls. The buildings 
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crowded along the way, crooked and jostling. They were dark 
timber and pale wattle and daub for the most part, three or 
four stories high, many with thickly thatched roofs, a few with 
slate. Signs hung above narrow doorways declaring the trades 
practiced on the ground floors – a tailor, a cobbler, a dairy-
seller, a physician.

Compared to the vast cloister streets of Greyhaven or the 
great monument city of Archaut it wasn’t much, but Logan 
supposed the sight constituted civilization for this part of 
Terrinoth. Highmont was the capital of Forthyn, the most 
north-easterly of the baronies and the seat of its ruler, Baroness 
Adelynn. It was, in Logan’s opinion, like Forthyn in general, a 
cold, windy, muddy place, and a damn sight less pleasant than 
either his townhouse in Greyhaven or his country estate on 
the edge of the Greatwood. It reminded Logan of the sorts of 
place he used to frequent in his younger days, which begged 
the question why he had come here at all. The slip of paper 
weighed heavy in his pocket.

He urged Ishbel up the street, the townsfolk hurriedly 
parting before him. For the most part they were strange-
looking compared to the people he had grown accustomed to, 
living in western Terrinoth. They were shorter, burlier, fond 
of thick animal pelts and closecropped hair. Even here, in the 
heart of the barony, the influence of the northern clans was 
clear. To Logan, Highmont had the air of an outpost on the 
edge of the wilderness. Gods only knew what Upper Forthyn 
was like.

He passed a cluster of market stalls, catching the scents 
of fresh vegetables. Several sellers called out to him, clearly 
noticing his wealthy attire, but he ignored them. Past the stalls 
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he had to duck beneath a low-hanging tanner’s sign. Ahead, 
the turrets and crenellations of Highmont citadel, perched 
on the crag that formed the hill-town’s peak, were just visible 
over the rooftops. He turned right along a side street after the 
tanner’s workshop, easing Ishbel past half a dozen human 
tapmen and several Dunwarr dwarfs unloading casks from a 
pair of wagons. He didn’t get much further.

The narrow passage was blocked by seven or eight figures, 
and more were gathering. They appeared to have spilled out 
from the back door of a thatched three-story tavern building. 
Logan heard raised voices, rebounding from the hunched 
buildings leaning over the street. He eased on Ishbel’s reins. 
He’d barely been in Highmont for ten minutes. The last thing 
he needed was to get caught up in a tavern scrap that had 
spilled out onto the street.

Most of the figures ahead were men-at-arms, clad in mail, 
hauberks and sallets and carrying an assortment of polearms. 
One, presumably the ringleader, was wearing a tabard bearing 
the heraldry of Baroness Adelynn – an azure field emblazoned 
with a rampant roc, its golden claws and feathers a contrast to 
the stinking drabness of the surrounding street. The man in 
the tabard was the one speaking, addressing a figure at the 
center of the group.

“You think I’m an idiot? This is obviously a forgery! I should 
have you arrested right here and now, filthy adventurer!”

Logan didn’t need to get much closer to make out the 
figure Tabard was addressing. He stood a good head taller 
than the men surrounding him, a rough hide pelt drawn 
round his broad shoulders, those heavy features set in a look 
of resignation. A spear was slung over his shoulder, and a 



Aconyte Descent Novels Sampler16

long, curved dagger was sheathed at his waist. With a flicker 
of recognition, Logan realized the figure was an orc.

“I know your kind are dull, but are you deaf as well?” 
Tabard was saying, reaching out to push the orc’s shoulder. 
The hulking figure held the man’s gaze but didn’t react. Tabard 
laughed, and the other men-at-arms joined in. A few of the 
tavern’s patrons had stepped out to watch the confrontation, 
and the tapmen behind Logan had paused their unloading. 
Tabard, clearly relishing his growing audience, held up the 
scrap of paper he’d been carrying in one hand and dropped it 
into the dirt at the orc’s feet.

“We don’t want your kind around here, adventurer,” he 
spat. “Not in Highmont, or in Forthyn. You bring trouble 
with you wherever you go. That’s not a reputation Highmont 
needs in times like these. We’ll take you to the main gate and 
see you on your way. Unless you’ve got other plans?”

The threat was clear, as was the orc’s response, delivered 
with a level of clarity in the common tongue that visibly 
surprised the guards.

“If I fight, I kill. And I do not wish to kill you.”
For a second everyone was silent. Then Tabard laughed. 

The rest joined in as he half turned to address his spectators.
“Well, great Kellos burn out my eyes! Some adventurer 

you are! Coward, more like!”
The orc remained silent. Tabard spun back abruptly, raising 

his gauntlet to strike. Logan’s voice stopped him before the 
blow fell.

“Kruk, by all the gods, what do you think you’re doing?”
The assembly froze and Logan, unnoticed until then, felt 

all of the tension packed into the narrow street switch to him. 
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Fortuna watch over him, but it was too late to go back now. 
He glared at the orc.

“Come here this instant, Kruk,” he snapped, gesturing 
angrily. Nobody moved.

“You know this knave, sir?” Tabard asked slowly. Logan 
looked at him as though only noticing him for the first time.

“Gods, man, know him? Kruk here is my strong-arm. I 
sent him on a simple errand with my travel pass and here he 
is, carousing in a tavern. Typical! I do hope he hasn’t been 
causing you any trouble, Captain…”

“Kloin,” Tabard said slowly, looking him up and down. 
That’s right, Logan thought. Take it all in. The knee-high 
riding boots, white doeskin britches, the fur-trimmed 
traveling cloak. Logan’s attire might show a few days’ wear 
and tear, but the quality was obvious. He was clearly a man of 
means and status. Not the sort of visitor worth antagonizing. 
Hopefully.

“Well met, Captain Kloin,” he said, maintaining the 
practiced, arrogant tone and accent of a west Terrinoth noble. 
He had them on the back foot, and he had to keep it that way. 
He casually tossed his reins to another of the men-at-arms 
and dropped down from Ishbel’s back. Then, lip curled, he 
parted the gathering and plucked up the scrap of paper Kloin 
had thrown at the orc’s feet. As he bent forward, he made sure 
everyone got a glimpse of the bejeweled pommel of his sword 
and the fine blue-dyed cloth and silver trim of his tailored 
Rhynnian doublet.

“I should have known he would misplace this,” he said as 
he stood back up, brandishing the grubby paper in the orc’s 
face. “I told you to be careful!”
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The orc remained impassive, gazing stoically back at Logan. 
He turned to Kloin.

“My pass, if you wish to see it, though it seems to be 
somewhat illegible now, I’m afraid. I’ll have to procure a new 
one from the town watchmaster.”

He made a show of the mud-smeared paper, letting the 
men-at-arms wonder whether he’d seen Kloin throw the pass 
in the dirt earlier. That seemed to do it. Kloin nodded.

“My apologies, sir. We didn’t realize he was your strong-
arm. We thought he was another vagabond looking to cause 
trouble. We’ve had too many of those here lately.”

“An entirely understandable mistake,” Logan said 
brusquely. “My thanks for finding him for me, captain.”

As he spoke he made brief eye contact with the orc, before 
remounting Ishbel and taking back her reins. He snapped his 
fingers, summoning the orc from the midst of the men-at-
arms.

“Come, Kruk! We’ve wasted enough time as it is. If I am late 
for my appointment with the master of the roc hatcheries, you 
will be sharing the horse’s feed again for the rest of the week!”

After a moment’s hesitation, the orc fell in alongside 
Ishbel. Logan fished in the heavy-looking purse hanging from 
his saddle’s pommel and tossed a silver crown towards Kloin, 
which the captain caught deftly.

“A token of my thanks, for your assistance,” Logan said, 
touching his spurs to his mount’s flanks. “Rest assured I shall 
put in a good word with the baroness when I next sup with 
her.”

He’d made it a good ten paces, the orc still sticking by his 
side, before Kloin answered.
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“Sir?”
Logan fought the urge to dig his spurs in, wondering if he’d 

overdone the act. He twisted in the saddle.
“Captain?”
“Be careful,” Kloin said, examining the coin. “These are 

troubled times in Forthyn. Some of the good people of 
Highmont may not be quite as… accepting of outsiders as I 
am. Adventurers aren’t welcome.”

Logan managed to summon up a smile, silently damning 
the arrogant, unwelcoming bastard. “Don’t worry, captain. 
Neither of us intend to outstay our welcome.”

• • •
He said nothing to the orc until they had turned up the next 
street and then paused in the shadows of an alleyway. Logan 
dismounted, tied the uncomplaining Ishbel to a hitching post 
at the alley’s entrance, and paused to check the street beyond 
was quiet before turning to the orc looming behind him.

“I believe this is yours,” he said, fishing into his cloak’s 
pocket. He drew out his travel pass, then the dirty one he’d 
taken off Kloin, and beneath it found the scrap of paper that 
had brought him halfway across Terrinoth. On it, written in a 
heavy but legible hand, was a short note. Remember Sudreyr. 
The White Roc Tavern, Highmont. Beneath it was a signature, 
an X bisected by a vertical line – the mark of a pathfinder of 
the Broken Plains. Logan held the paper out.

“You came,” the orc grunted, looking down at the note he 
had written without taking it.

“And lucky you are, too,” Logan said. “Fighting seven men-
at-arms all at the same time is a bit much at your age, Durik.”

The orc lunged. Before he could react, Logan found 
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himself being crushed in a fearsome bearhug. He wheezed, 
accidentally inhaling the orc’s musky armpit, and gave the big 
pathfinder a pat on the back.

“Easy there, ‘Kruk,’” he managed. Durik broke the hug and 
held Logan at arms’ length, golden eyes surveying him in the 
alleyway’s fetid gloom.

“You have grown old, little rogue,” he said. “And you are 
still a skinny wretch.”

“That’s skinny, rich wretch to you, pathfinder,” Logan 
corrected, returning the unclaimed letter to his pocket. 
“I was quite happily enjoying my retirement before your 
little message. All this way just for insults. I see you haven’t 
changed!”

Durik laughed at the faux outrage and gave Logan a meaty 
slap on the shoulder. “And you still talk too fast! It will be just 
like old times.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” Logan said. “Are you 
going to tell me just what ‘it’ is? Why did you bring me all the 
way out here? And how did you find me in the first place?”

“How did Pathfinder Durik, chief scout of the Guk’gor 
tribe and first master of the Wilderness, find you?” Durik 
echoed, bearing his tusks in a grin. Logan pouted.

“Then at least tell me I haven’t traveled all this way just to 
swap old stories, O great pathfinder? Actually, no. Please tell 
me that’s exactly what I’ve traveled all this way for, and that 
there won’t be any sort of harebrained adventure that’s finally 
going to finish us both off?”

“It’s a job,” Durik answered.
“I rather feared it would be.”
“If you feared, you would not be here, little rogue.”
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“What does it involve?”
“I will show you. Get back on your horse.”
Logan huffed but did as the orc suggested, untying Ishbel 

as Durik fondled the horse’s muzzle and fed her an apple he 
produced from a tusker-pelt satchel. Ishbel crunched noisily 
as Logan clambered into the saddle.

“If we get accosted by any more pea-skull men-at-arms, let 
me do the talking,” he said. “How you even managed to gain 
entry to a town like this is beyond me.”

“The plains and forest and mountains are my domain,” 
Durik said, making way so Logan could walk Ishbel into the 
street. “But even in a town like this, it is easier to travel unseen 
than you might think. Make for the castle.”

“The castle,” Logan repeated in surprise. “You couldn’t even 
lay low in a tavern by the east gate without being hounded 
by a pack of guards. How far do you think you’ll get up the 
esplanade?”

“I have a letter,” Durik said.
“The one that oaf of a captain assumed was a forgery? The 

one that’s now crumpled and caked with mud? How did you 
get a travel pass within the walls anyway? The town watch 
doesn’t exactly seem welcoming to humans, let alone an old 
Broken Plain nomad with more scars than teeth.”

“I was summoned here,” the orc replied simply.
“You were summoned to Forthyn?” Logan asked, his 

voice colored by his surprise. They were climbing the street 
once more, passing a small yard where a set of wheelwright’s 
apprentices were hammering iron strakes. Logan had to force 
himself to keep his voice down.

“Who summoned you?” he demanded.
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“Baroness Adelynn.”
“The ruler of one of the twelve baronies of Forthyn 

summoned you, a Broken Plains orc, express to her citadel?”
“She summoned a master tracker and a hero of the lost city 

of Sudanya,” Durik corrected.
“Well no wonder those men-at-arms thought the letter was 

a forgery. Kellos’s flames, what have I gotten myself into?”
Durik said nothing, walking alongside Ishbel. A sudden 

thought occurred to Logan, one that caused an unexpected 
mixture of both worry and hope.

“Is Dezra here?” he asked. “Or Ulma?”
“I sent the same letter to all of you,” Durik said. “The little 

alchemist responded first. She arrived here three days ago and 
left yesterday to Upper Forthyn. She is traveling ahead of us.”

“For the love of all the gods, what is there for us in 
Upper Forthyn? It’s the only place I can image that’s more 
inhospitable than here. And what about Dezra?”

“The sorceress has not responded,” Durik said. “I fear my 
letter did not find her.”

“Not such a mighty tracker after all, then?” Logan asked. 
Durik said nothing.

To the left of them the street had opened up into a square 
of leveled ground, set before the arching windows and 
impressive clock tower of what Logan took to be Highmont’s 
main guildhall. The space was occupied by the afternoon 
market, an artificial town in miniature – open-sided wagons 
and portable stalls formed little streets and alleyways, 
bedecked in pelts and rugs, dashed through with colorful 
silks and exotic embroidery. The air was pungent with the 
smells of fresh meat and fish, spices and manure, and filled 
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with the chatter of hagglers, the cries of sellers and the lowing 
of cattle from the livestock pens. It was, Logan considered, 
the perfect spectacle of a noisy, smelly, dirty provincial town.

They were forced to make way for a fresh herd of tuskers 
being driven down the street, the undersides of their shaggy 
red pelts matted with muck, their breath steaming in the cold 
sunlight. They were being chivvied along by a pair of northern 
clansmen, both youths, their foreheads marked with blue 
woad. They brandished sticks at the beasts and shouted at 
them in a language Logan didn’t understand. He saw the trio 
of town guardsman standing by the entrance to the square 
eyeing the boys darkly, and was abruptly thankful of their 
presence – if Highmont’s men-at-arms were considering their 
dislike for the northern clans they were at least too busy to be 
doing the same towards the likes of Durik. Logan set Ishbel 
back on the street after the herd had passed by, grimacing 
at how their hooves had churned the dirt and dung into a 
quagmire.

The upper slopes of the town lay ahead. Highmont sat 
upon a steep hill that gave the town its name  – the high 
mont, or mound. The streets closest to the wall that circled 
the hill’s base were, typically, the poorest. The higher a 
traveler climbed, the wealthier the neighborhoods he found 
himself in. Here, in the shadow of the pinnacle crag that bore 
the town’s citadel, the houses were wider and more regular, 
with slate roofs and exterior wall carvings decorated with 
rocs and drakes or hunting hounds and deer. A few were 
even built from stone. The crowds were thinner, and Logan 
noted a more genteel style of dress  – nothing to match his 
own quality, of course, but garb more befitting the denizens 
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of one of the baronial capitals of Terrinoth. A few passers-
by even nodded to him, though they gave Durik a wide 
birth. For the most part, orcs in Lower Forthyn served as 
bodyguards, enforcers and hired muscle. That at least gave 
them a believable dynamic to work with. The last thing he 
needed was word getting out that Durik the Pathfinder had 
been spotted abroad in Forthyn with a handsome old human 
rogue.

Logan had almost started to relax, flashing a smile at 
two young women snatching wide-eyed glances at the orc. 
Then he spotted the castle esplanade ahead. It was a cleared, 
cobbled space leading up the citadel’s crag, a mustering point 
or kill zone depending on the needs of the town’s garrison. 
To the right of it stood a squat tower, the guardhouse and 
headquarters of the town watch. Ahead and above, the citadel 
itself loomed, sheer gray walls above a sheer gray rock face, 
flanked by circular towers and overhung with machicolations 
and wooden hoardings. The heraldic pennants of Highmont, 
Forthyn and the town’s guilds and burgesses fluttered from 
its ramparts, while a silk banner bearing the personal arms 
of Baroness Adelynn blazed in the autumnal sunlight above 
the keep that crowned the crag. The gatehouse at the end 
of the esplanade had its drawbridge lowered over a sheer 
chasm carved into the approaching slope, and its portcullis 
was raised. There were, however, rather a lot of men-at-arms 
and watchmen between them and the open gateway. Logan 
gulped.

“My travel pass doesn’t extend to the damned citadel,” he 
muttered to Durik. “How are we supposed to get in there with 
only your ruined piece of paper?”
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“I thought you would talk us in,” Durik said, as though it 
was the most obvious thing in the world.

“For the love of Fortuna,” Logan snapped. “You’re the one 
who received a personal summons from the baroness, not 
me! I’m just a very wealthy, very retired gentleman of fortune. 
I don’t even know what I’m doing here… Ah, captain!”

The last words were uttered to a man-at-arms who had just 
stepped out of the guardhouse as they passed by. It was Kloin. 
He was wearing a smile that looked decidedly unfriendly.

“Well met again, Lord Durik,” he said, falling in alongside 
as they carried on up the esplanade. “It is Durik, is it not? 
That’s the name I seem to recall from your pass. You said you 
gave it to the orc, but it does belong to you, doesn’t it? That’s 
what you said?”

The captain carried on before Logan could conjure a 
response, his arrogant tone forcing the rogue to wrestle with 
the urge to lash out at him. “Funny name though, if you don’t 
mind me saying, sir. Sounds a little bit… orcish to me. If you 
don’t mind me saying.”

Logan tried to mask his fear with a glare, fishing in his 
cloak pocket for the pass, pretending to fumble it while he 
made sure the dirt had fully obscured Durik’s name. He’d 
been regretting traveling under a false identity since reaching 
Highmont – several rather rampant parties of debt collectors 
on the road east had made the ruse a necessity. Now it had 
become over-complicated.

“It’s Dur-Roc, captain,” he said imperiously. “You should 
remember a name like that. My mother is second cousin to 
your baroness. Not that you’d be able to read the name now, 
thanks to your earlier clumsiness.”
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He waved the ruined paper in Kloin’s face. The captain was 
still smiling.

“My mistake, sir. It’s strange though. Downright unusual. 
I got back to the wardroom just a few moments ago. It just 
so happened that the last shift from the town gate had also 
recently returned. A few of the lads said there was a gentleman 
who’d just arrived at the town, a curious sort of fellow. His 
pass said his name was Gelbin. Not from around here either. 
West Terrinoth type. Wealthy, but not born to it, apparently. 
A bit vulgar, you know the sort. Almost rogue-like. Come to 
think of it, the description sounded a lot like you, sir.”

The drawbridge was barely a dozen paces away, the 
portcullis-fanged maw of the gatehouse over it. Kloin put his 
hand on Ishbel’s bridle, bringing her to a stop. A trio of men-
at-arms, heavily armored in plate mail and carrying maces, 
began to approach from the gate’s archway.

“This is an outrage,” Logan began to say, deciding his only 
hope was to push the “furious nobleman” trick. Kloin spoke 
through him.

“I don’t think your name is Durik,” he said. “That may be 
your orc friend’s name, but it’s not yours. As a matter of fact, I 
don’t think it’s Gelbin either.”

“Trouble, captain?” one of the armored men-at-arms 
asked as he approached. Kloin’s smile broadened and he held 
Logan’s gaze as he answered.

“I hope so.”
“Listen, captain,” Logan said, dropping the act and leaning 

over in his saddle, almost conspiratorial. He lowered his voice. 
“You’re on the brink of making a very unfortunate mistake. 
Unfortunate for you, that is. Not me. Let us pass and we’ll 
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forget both this little incident and the one back down in the 
town.”

“I like being intimidated even less than I like being tricked,” 
Kloin replied, his smile disappearing like a spring frost. “I 
don’t know who you are, or what you hope to achieve by 
talking your way into the citadel, but I fully intend to find out. 
Probably as slowly and as painfully as possible.”

He turned to the men-at-arms who had approached and 
pointed at Logan.

“Seize them both!”
Logan’s hand dropped to the hilt of his sword, and Durik 

made to draw his dagger, tusks bared. That was as far as 
anyone got before an angry shout cut the air.

“Kloin!”
Logan saw the captain close his eyes in a look of pure 

frustration, struggling to contain his own relief as the man 
turned towards the citadel’s open gate. There, flanked by 
several more men-at-arms, stood an aged woman. She was 
tall and gaunt, draped in the furs of a thick tusker pelt, the 
garment drawn over what looked like several layers of thin, 
gossamer silk. Her hair was silver-gray like her clothing, and 
she wore it long, hanging down almost to her waist. Her 
features were severe, haughty, with an air of nobility. Logan 
suspected that in her youth she had been both very beautiful 
and very used to having her every word obeyed. He had no 
doubt that the latter was still the case.

“What are you doing, Captain Kloin?” she demanded in 
a firm voice, striding out from the gatehouse’s shadow and 
across the drawbridge.

“Lady Damhán!” Kloin exclaimed, forcing a smile. “I 
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thought you were attending the noon guild council?”
“You make it sound as though you didn’t expect to see me, 

Kloin,” the woman said. “Or that you wish you hadn’t. Why 
have you waylaid the baroness’s guests?”

“I didn’t realize they were the baroness’s guests,” Kloin said, 
his expression closing up. It was clear where this was going. 
Logan couldn’t quite keep the smile off his face.

“Did you not show him the pass I gave you?” the woman 
demanded of Durik. She had reached them across the 
drawbridge, and, despite her apparent frailty, looked the orc 
in the eye as she spoke. She was almost as tall as he was.

“The captain struggled to believe we are who we say we 
are,” Logan said, glancing sideways at the helpless Kloin. The 
woman turned her gaze on him, and it was all he could do to 
hold it.

“It is difficult to judge just how great a transgression that 
is, given that I don’t know who you are myself,” she said. 
“Though the evidence points towards Logan Lashley, former 
rogue, now master of Sixspan Hall. Am I correct?”

“At your service, my lady,” Logan responded, inclining 
his head while wondering just what had given him away. He 
needed to have a word with Durik about sharing his identity 
too readily with his employers. The last thing he needed was 
one of those damned debt collectors picking up his trail again.

“My name is Lady Damhán,” the woman said. “And if you 
are quite done being harassed by the captain here, we have a 
council meeting to interrupt.”

Without another word, Damhán turned and strode back 
across the drawbridge. Logan glanced at Durik, who shrugged.

“Logan Lashley,” Kloin said, his voice incredulous. “The 
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Logan Lashley of Sixspan Hall? One of the Borderland Four?”
“If you want to hear some of my adventure stories, captain, 

you now know where to find me,” Logan said, patting Kloin 
on the helmet before spurring Ishbel forward across the 
drawbridge. Durik followed him.

“I’ll see you again, Logan,” Kloin called out after him, his 
voice dark. Logan didn’t turn, but made an obscene gesture 
over his shoulder. The gatehouse’s shadows swallowed him 
up.
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CHAPTER TWO

Durik paused inside the citadel’s gatehouse while Logan 
dismounted. The castle’s courtyard was a small square of 
packed dirt, sloping upwards to the pinnacle rock that bore 
the central keep. To the right stood a row of wooden stalls – 
stables and livestock pens, Durik assumed. To the left was a 
log barracks cut from Forthyn pine, set against the inside of 
the curtain wall.

A boy from the castle’s stables took Logan’s horse. Durik 
waited for Logan to fix his cloak, while Lady Damhán 
watched.

“I take it Pathfinder Durik has told you why you are here, 
Master Lashley?” she asked.

“No, actually,” Logan responded, refastening the cloak’s 
expensive-looking clasp. “No one’s told me anything, more’s 
the pity!”

“I thought it would be best coming from the one who 
sought me out in the first place,” Durik said.

“That may be,” Lady Damhán replied, seeming to ponder 
the orc’s words for a moment before turning on her heel and 
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striding towards the keep.
“Come,” she called back to them. “Now that your companion 

has arrived, pathfinder, the baroness will want to see you both 
in person.”

“Didn’t that horrid captain say she was sitting in council?” 
Logan asked, hurrying to catch up.

“He did, and she is,” Damhán responded without slowing 
her pace. “And I should be with her. But her instructions were 
clear. I was to remain vigilant for your arrival and inform her 
immediately, council session or not. We have been waiting for 
you for some time, Master Lashley.”

“I won’t deny ‘master’ has a fine ring to it, but please, call 
me Logan,” he said, giving her a winning smile. Damhán 
didn’t respond.

Durik followed behind them both, up the short, steep path 
to the keep’s doorway, wondering as he went if he had done 
the right thing. Sending letters to Logan, Ulma and Dezra 
had been a gamble. The task he had been hired for called for 
speed – delaying over two weeks hadn’t pleased the baroness. 
But Durik had made the inclusion of his old friends a non-
negotiable clause of his employment, and thankfully Lady 
Damhán had spoken in favor of the idea of including them. It 
seemed that if Baroness Adelynn was willing to purchase the 
services of the most renowned orc pathfinder in Terrinoth, 
she was also happy to have the entire Borderland Four 
working for her. She had already told Durik she would spare 
nothing for this task.

Damhán led them into the entrance hall of Highmont’s 
keep, a chilly, towering stone space whose upper limits were 
crisscrossed by spars and a timber walkway. A pair of servants 
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hurried past with baskets full of dirty linen. Damhán carried 
on to a wooden staircase at the hall’s far end and up to a 
second level. This one had a timber floor covered with pelt 
rugs, daylight shafting in through a trio of arrow slits in the 
outer wall. There was a door opposite the stairway, and a fire 
burned low in a large hearth set across the room, the carved 
stone roc above it blackened by centuries of smoke.

“Wait here,” Lady Damhán ordered. She opened the far 
door, and Durik caught a snatch of conversation before it 
thudded shut behind her.

“Well, she’s a charmer,” Logan said, moving to stand by the 
fire.

“She is the reason we are here,” Durik responded. “The 
Lady Damhán was the one who recommended my skills to 
the baroness.”

“And who recommended mine?” Logan asked.
“I did. Lady Damhán agreed.”
“Does that mean the baroness didn’t?”
“I think we’re about to find out.”
Logan grunted and looked down with a rueful expression 

at his mud-splattered boots Unnoticed, Durik smiled. He 
may be silver-haired now, a little thinner and a little more 
stooped, but Logan Lashley was still the same rogue the orc 
had known during his adventures across Terrinoth. Those 
days in Sudanya, in the sunbaked ruins and the dark, creeping, 
infested tunnels beneath, had bound them, entwined the 
strands of their fate into a single, strong cord. Durik had 
known he would come as soon as the letter reached him. Even 
so, privately he rejoiced at seeing him again. It had been years, 
and each one had felt longer than the last.
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He moved to stand by Logan in front of the fireplace, still 
smiling to himself – the physical differences between the two 
of them had only become more pronounced with age. Logan 
was the image of self-made Terrinoth wealth, while Durik 
looked every inch the Broken Plains tracker, still broad and 
thickly muscled, his thighs and upper arms ringed with 
Guk’gor knot tattoos, shoulders draped in pelts and feather 
fetishes. He wondered if Logan had noticed the more subtle 
changes the years had brought on  – his charcoal-gray skin 
was paler and leatherier, and his topknot had turned snowy 
white. Then there were the scars. Those, at least, he was 
proud of.

“We make for unlikely friends, little rogue,” he said. Logan 
looked up at him and narrowed his eyes.

“Don’t get maudlin on me, pathfinder. This place is 
depressing enough as it is.”

“You have grown soft.”
“Everyone is soft compared to you,” Logan responded, his 

gaze turning to the dying embers before him. He suddenly 
looked very old. Durik felt a pang of regret. Perhaps it had 
been wrong to summon him here, to drag him away from his 
own hearth and home, the place he had earned with gold won 
all those years ago. Durik suppressed the sudden guilt. He 
could not do this alone. There were some wildernesses even 
too vast for him to track, and that was without considering 
the manmade obstacles he expected to face in the coming 
days. Orcs were rarely welcome in the region they would be 
traveling to.

“How is Ulma?” Logan asked abruptly, as though reading 
his thoughts. “I know we didn’t part on the best of terms, but 
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did she really have to go all the way to Upper Forthyn rather 
than meet me here?”

“I told you, she arrived before you,” Durik said. “My letter 
found her just across the border, in Dhernas.”

“Still conducting all sorts of ridiculous experiments, I 
imagine? I’m truly shocked that she hasn’t blown herself to 
pieces yet.”

“She… has not changed a great deal. The baroness 
requested that she begin investigating while I waited for you. 
She has gone on ahead.”

“Investigating what?” Logan demanded. Before Durik 
could speak, he heard the sound of a raised voice from beyond 
the door Lady Damhán had passed through. The words were 
indistinct, but clearly angry. They both exchanged a glance.

“Sounds like the gray lady is pissing someone off,” Logan 
muttered.

“Lady Damhán is a good ally,” Durik said. “Without her 
counsel none of us would be here.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good thing, Durik,” Logan said. 
Seconds later the door swung open. A guard in the baroness’s 
livery stepped outside and stood to attention as a stream of 
figures exited past him. There were about a dozen of them, 
all aging men, a few of them portly. They were well dressed 
in padded, embroidered shirts or doublets trimmed with fur, 
feathered bonnets and chaperons decorating their heads. 
Logan offered those that glanced his way a bow, while Durik 
watched them impassively. Their looks were vehement.

“I’m guessing those are the burgesses,” Logan hissed to 
Durik as the last of them began to descend the stairwell.

“They seem… unhappy,” Durik responded.
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“They are unhappy because I have just curtailed their 
weekly council hearing with the baroness,” Lady Damhán 
said, standing in the doorway like a gray specter guarding her 
ancestral home.

“You may enter,” she went on, beckoning them inside. 
Logan glanced up at Durik before following him through the 
door. The guard closed it behind them.

The chamber beyond was clearly built to impress. A vaulted 
ceiling soared over a long wooden table flanked by high-
backed chairs, carved in the likeness of rampant rocs. The 
walls were hung with tapestries depicting scenes of hunting 
and battle alongside instances of Forthyn’s history that Durik 
didn’t recognize – an elf and a human being wed beneath a 
half moon, a dragon struck down by a golden-haired archer, 
a crooked tower sat high amidst mountain peaks. Daylight 
shone into the chamber from its far end, where blue drapes 
half hid what looked like a balcony jutting out from the keep’s 
north face. Durik had been in the chamber once before, 
when he had first met with Baroness Adelynn. He glanced 
sideways at Logan. The old rogue didn’t seem taken by his 
new surrounds – his eyes were on the two figures standing at 
the opposite end of the table.

One was an obese, bearded man clad in a short red 
jacket that bulged around his ample gut. He wore a gold-
embroidered cape over his left shoulder and had a small, fur 
bonnet perched on the side of his head. He was speaking to 
the second figure, a woman, as tall and stately as Damhán, clad 
in a rich brown and gold suircoat and skirts that trailed to the 
floor. About her shoulders was a heavy mantle of white roc 
feathers that shone brilliantly in the light streaming between 
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the drapes behind her. Her hair, piled up around her head, 
was the color of hazelnut dashed through with streaks of 
white, while her features were pale, full-lipped and strong. 
There was a sword at her hip. She turned gray eyes on Logan 
and Durik as Lady Damhán announced them.

Durik bowed, and Logan hurried to do likewise – clearly 
the rogue had already worked out who he was being addressed 
to.

“The Baroness Adelynn,” Lady Damhán declared.
“Welcome to my halls once again, Pathfinder Durik,” the 

baroness said. Her voice was clear and firm. Like Damhán’s, it 
seemed well accustomed to command. Durik merely nodded.

“And a new welcome to you, Logan Lashley of Sixspan 
Hall,” Adelynn continued. “I understand you have only 
recently arrived in Highmont? I hope the town and the citadel 
are both to your liking?”

“A fine break from the travails of the western baronies, my 
lady,” Logan said, offering another bow, this time accompanied 
by a smile. “I am at your service.”

“Then I count myself fortunate indeed,” Adelynn said. “No 
doubt you are weary from your travels. Food and lodgings 
will be provided for you immediately.”

“And they will both be very welcome,” Logan said. “Though, 
if I may, I crave to speak of more pressing matters first.”

“You refer to the reason for your being here,” Adelynn said. 
“Is it true you came all this way on just a few words from the 
pathfinder?”

“A few words from a trusted friend,” Logan said. “I would 
travel beyond the Sea of Smoke for Durik. We have saved 
each another’s lives on more occasions than I could count.”
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Durik tried not to roll his eyes and set about mentally 
totaling up how often he’d been saved by Logan. Once. 
Twice if he counted the incident with the Uthuk Y’llan in 
the Thalian Glades. Logan was still speaking.

“I won’t deny it though, my lady, the question of just what 
secretive summons brought me here has been weighing 
heavily on my mind.”

Adelynn nodded. “If you do not yet know what it is then 
I can only assume the rumors have yet to reach west of the 
Shadow Peaks,” she said. “That, at least, is a comfort to me.”

“The rumors, my lady?”
Adelynn glanced at Lady Damhán, then spoke once more 

to Logan and Durik.
“Come with me.” She turned, and, accompanied by the fat, 

red-clad man, strode out onto the balcony. Durik, Logan and 
Damhán followed, Durik having to duck through the blue 
drapes. He realized immediately that the space beyond was 
less of a balcony, and more of an eyrie.

A large, semi-circular stone platform jutted from the upper 
north face of Highmont keep, soaring out over the crag the 
tower was perched upon. Below, the streets of the town sloped 
away, row after row of rooftops and smoking chimney stacks 
interspersed with the grander building of the golden dome of 
the Temple of Kellos. They all gave way in turn to the outer 
wall, where banners of blue and golden silk fluttered, and 
beyond it, to the green and brown patchwork quilt of fields 
and forests that formed central Forthyn. In the far distance, 
hazed to a dark smudge, stood the southern edge of Blind 
Muir Forest.

The wind hit the group as they stepped out, snatching 
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at cloaks and hair and ruffling Baroness Adelynn’s feather 
mantle. Only Durik didn’t draw his pelt closer, inhaling deeply 
as he savored the chill. Up here the air was clear and free – 
Durik hated the stale interior of any building, hated anything 
that confined him and kept him from the wilderness he called 
home. The two weeks he’d spent waiting for Logan had been 
difficult, but up here he could almost taste the freedom.

“You know what this space is for?” Adelynn asked Logan.
“I could guess, my lady,” he replied. “It has been many years 

since I last saw the creature your barony is famed for.”
“I suspect that wait will end today,” the baroness said, 

stepping to the edge of the platform. Durik noticed there 
were things scattered across the stone underfoot  – splinters 
of broken bone. He knelt and picked one up, examining it. A 
slender rabbit rib, gouged by claws. Or, more accurately, talons.

“You recognize the marks, pathfinder?” Durik realized 
Adelynn was addressing him. He simply nodded, placing the 
bone back down and straightening up.

The group stood in silence for a while. Logan caught Durik’s 
eye, clearly trying to prompt him into asking the baroness just 
how long they would have to stand out in the biting wind. 
Durik let him wait. It was clear the baroness wanted to make 
an impression  – she wouldn’t have dissolved a session with 
the town’s wealthiest burgesses otherwise. Besides, prying 
ears were plentiful in any barony capital. Anything they said 
here belonged only to the wind.

After a while he caught a cry on the wind. He looked 
up. The sound had been too distant for the others to hear 
but Durik, attuned to the sounds of the wild by decades of 
tracking, recognized it instantly.
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A second cry pierced the autumn wind. This time the 
others heard it. Logan started to look apprehensive and edged 
back to where Damhán and the fat man were standing by the 
council chamber entrance. Durik noticed that Adelynn was 
smiling, though the expression was a sad one.

A shape, larger than a man, darted around the east face of 
the keep, razor-fast. Durik heard Logan give out a little yelp 
of shock as it swooped down towards the balcony. At the last 
instant it splayed and beat its great wings, the air whipping at 
Durik’s pelts and snatching at the baroness’s skirts. The cold 
sunlight gleamed brilliantly from the golden feathers of the 
great creature as it alighted on the balcony’s edge, its talons 
latching onto the scarred stone.

“By the glory of Kellos,” Logan stammered, cringing back 
from the avian beast. It resembled a giant golden eagle, its gaze 
equal parts haughty and curious as it twitched from Durik to 
Logan. It was a roc, and Durik knew that, despite the fact that 
it was as large as he was, it was still only an adolescent.

The creature cried out once more, the ear-aching sound 
carrying out over Highmont. Baroness Adelynn moved to its 
side and reached up, running her fingers through the thick 
plumage around its neck.

“Her name is Amara,” Adelynn said, looking back at 
Durik and Logan. “After my grandmother. She is almost fully 
grown now. In two weeks, maybe three, she will go to the 
eyries amidst the Howling Giant Hills, and there find a mate. 
Gerold, come.”

The last words she directed at the fat man, who advanced 
with obvious unease. Durik realized that Amara had 
something clutched in her talons  – a ragged carcass, slowly 
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oozing blood out over the balcony’s edge. Judging by the 
strands of matted wool caught in the roc’s lower feathers, the 
remains belonged to a sheep.

Gerold stooped with some difficulty before the great avian 
and then, after glancing up as though afraid she was going to 
decapitate him with a swipe of her beak, began to examine 
the sheep’s remains.

“The blood makes it difficult to say,” he muttered, red-
faced from the effort of straining forward without getting too 
close to the roc. Adelynn looked unimpressed, so he dared 
lean a little nearer. “The wool appears to be blue-dyed, my 
lady.”

“Whose herds are blue-dyed?” Adelynn asked.
“Alderman Dalin’s, I believe,” Damhán answered before 

Gerold could speak. Throughout the exchange Amara had 
remained perfectly still, ignoring Gerold. It was looking 
unblinkingly at Durik. He returned the creature’s gaze 
steadily, then offered a slight nod. Amara clacked her beak, 
making Gerold rise sharply and retreat.

“Make a note, Gerold,” Adelynn ordered him. “The next 
livestock reimbursement is to go to Alderman Dalin. Twenty 
crowns and six ewes, not too old. You may use the citadel’s 
own stock. Be sure the expenditure is fully accounted for, or 
I will have the burgesses complaining to me again about the 
misappropriation of the town’s market taxes.”

“Yes, my lady,” Gerold said with a bow. Adelynn patted the 
roc again.

“Amara, feast,” she said.
Durik watched as the roc deposited the sheep’s remains on 

the stone beneath her and snatched it up again in her beak. 
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Throwing her head back, she began to gulp down the carcass 
whole. Adelynn stepped away from her as she did so, drawing 
Durik’s and Logan’s eyes.

“Since I became baroness, I have helped to raise eight rocs 
from hatchlings to maturity, continuing the work my family 
has performed for centuries,” she said. “The roc is a sacred 
creature in Forthyn. They are our friends and our protectors. 
Those eight hatchlings are like children to me. Do you have 
any children, Logan Lashley?”

“Probably a few I don’t know about,” Logan said, clearly 
still preoccupied by the sight of the roc hacking down its 
lunch right behind the baroness.

“To lose a child is the cruelest blow a mother can suffer,” 
Adelynn continued. “And I have lately had the misfortune to 
feel that pain. My child has been stolen away from me.”

“Someone has taken one of the rocs?” Logan asked. Durik 
caught his eye and shook his head. Adelynn’s expression was 
almost unreadable, but Durik could sense a deep-seated, 
tightly controlled grief as she spoke.

“A roc, dear though they are, I might hope to replace. But 
not this child. I speak of my own daughter, Master Lashley. 
My only daughter, Kathryn, heiress to the Barony of Forthyn.”

Durik could tell how surprised Logan was by his lack of a 
sharp response. The baroness continued.

“Last year was the twenty-fifth summer since Kathryn was 
born. As is tradition, she was granted new estates to oversee in 
Upper Forthyn. Handling their day-to-day running has been 
used as a means to prepare the barony’s heirs for generations. 
Three weeks ago, however, Kathryn disappeared. We believe 
she has been kidnapped.”
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Silence followed Adelynn’s words, before Logan finally 
found his voice.

“You have my sincerest condolences, my lady. May I ask 
who is responsible for this outrageous act?”

“We believe the northern clans had a hand in it,” Adelynn 
said. “Relations have become… increasingly strained of 
late.”

Logan looked at Durik, but the orc kept his response to 
himself. He had already advised the baroness that he didn’t 
believe the clans were responsible  – they had nothing to 
gain from snatching her daughter, and in the weeks since 
her disappearance no one from the clans had come forward. 
She was convinced though, and Durik didn’t yet have any 
evidence to prove otherwise.

“If that is true then they will be brought to task,” Logan 
said. “You have my word!”

“Punishment is my prerogative, Master Lashley,” the 
baroness said. “Confine your word to the return of my 
daughter. That is what truly matters to me.”

“Of course, my lady,” Logan said, offering another bow. 
Behind Adelynn, Amara had finished devouring her prey. The 
great beast clacked down from the edge of the balcony and 
ruffled her feathers, lowering her head for Adelynn to stroke, 
like a child seeking attention. Durik resisted the temptation 
to also reach out and stroke her plumage – such an act would 
be disrespectful towards the roc’s mistress.

“My lady Damhán and a small number of my personal 
guard will accompany you north,” Adelynn said as she ran 
her fingers through Amara’s crest. “She makes no pretense to 
advise you on the skills that saw you hired, but she will act 
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as my eyes and ears during the search and will report back 
to me regularly. You may also find her particular abilities of 
use.”

Durik watched Logan struggle to mask his unhappiness at 
the prospect of Lady Damhán’s companionship. For her own 
part, Damhán remained inscrutable.

“I suppose it best we discuss the matter of payment,” 
Adelynn went on. “As I have already discussed with Pathfinder 
Durik, I intend to spare no expense–”

“Baroness, with all due respect,” Logan said, daring to 
interrupt, “being of assistance to you in this gravest of matters 
is reward enough. Knowing I am serving the future of the 
barony and of Terrinoth is the greatest prize I could ever hope 
for.”

Durik raised an eyebrow. In his youth Logan had harbored 
a hunger for wealth that would have given a Dunwarr 
dwarf pause. The orc supposed that, after years of actually 
possessing gold, it had lost its allure. Adelynn allowed the 
merest hint of a smile to break through her controlled 
expression.

“Very well. If you have no more immediate questions, 
then Gerold will show you to your chambers. I have ordered 
lodgings to be prepared within the keep, and a luncheon 
will be waiting for you. I must ask, however, that you depart 
tomorrow morning. We have already lost precious time 
awaiting your arrival, Master Lashley.”

“Time I intend to make back with all haste,” Logan said. 
“If you might indulge me, I have one more question though. 
What estates were given to your daughter in Upper Forthyn? 
Where was she last seen?”
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Adelynn glanced at Lady Damhán. She was the one who 
responded.

“The town of Fallowhearth, Master Lashley. That is where 
our search begins.”
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Mighty warriors fight to save the realm from 
blood magic and evil, in this battle-soaked 
epic fantasy novel, from the hugely popular 
Descent games

The once-glorious Barony of Kell is a ruin of its 
former self, assailed by banditry and famine; 
its noble Baron Frederic is caught between 
saving his people and defending his borders. Yet 
worse is to come… for a new Darkness is rising. 
Sadistic warrior-priestess, Ne’Krul, spying an 
opportunity to wreak bloody vengeance on 
behalf of her demonic masters, leads her Uthuk 
warband into a brutal invasion. Kell’s only hope 
lies in holy warrior, Andira Runehand, and 
legendary hero, Trenloe the Strong, both drawn 
to Kell to defeat an alliance of evil unprecedented 
in Terrinoth. They must not fail.
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CHAPTER ONE
Trenloe the Strong

The Crimson Downs, South East Kell

Steel glinted on the hills. Trenloe shaded his eyes. The sun 
struck at them, low and red from across the winding snake 
of the Lothan River to the east. Trenloe and his mercenaries, 
the Companions, had spent years building his name across 
the southern baronies but this was his first experience of 
Terrinoth’s harder north-eastern edge. It was beautiful and 
humbling in equal measure.

“Call me blind, but those don’t look like Fredric’s men.”
“There are many things I might call you, were I of the mind, 

but not blind.” Dremmin squinted. The dwarf ’s eyes were 
exceptionally keen at any time of day, but particularly in the 
small hours when a human might find theirs tricked by the 
dawn light. “They’re fewer in number than a Daqan patrol,” 
she said. “Even if we’ve crossed accidentally into Frest, which 
our guide assures us we’ve not, they’re flying no colors that I 
can see from here.”

“How many in all?”
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“A score or less. All on horseback.”
“Fewer than us then.”
“There’ll be more tucked away in the fell, don’t you worry 

about that.”
The Companions had crossed into the barony of Kell less 

than a week ago, hired by an agent of the Lady of Hernfar to 
reinforce the garrison at Nordgard Castle, but they had been 
so long on the road from their base in Artrast that summer 
had turned into autumn and Trenloe’s breath misted on the 
air. They were good warriors, motivated by right as much as 
by gold, but sixty tried and footsore mercenaries who had not 
yet been paid were not much of an army. At least not one he 
would want to lead into battle.

“Should we be worried?”
The dwarf ’s taba leaf-stained lips parted for a grin made up 

of cracked and yellowing teeth. “The Greyfox may call herself 
the Bandit Queen of Kell, but her army is made up of hungry 
peasants, farmers and a handful of deserters.’

South of Dhernas, he would have been lucky to find anyone, 
outside Trenloe’s specific circles, who had even heard of the 
Greyfox. Cross into Kell however and there was so much said 
about her it was impossible to know what, if any of it, was 
true.

It was said that she could command the trees of the 
Whispering Forest and shape the hills of the Downs to her 
will, and that this explained why the armies of Kell had never 
managed to track her down. She was one of the Fae, some 
said, and the old spirits protected their own. It was said that 
she could turn gold and silver into bread, that she could alter 
her shape and communed with the beasts of the field and the 
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wilderness to plot the overthrow of humanity in Kell. Some 
claimed without a shred of proof that she was the great-great 
granddaughter of the long dead and near-mythical founder of 
modern Terrinoth, King Daqan, while in the next valley over 
they would swear that she was an agent of the Uthuk Y’llan 
from the east, sent into Kell to destroy them all.

But on the questions that were of most interest to Trenloe 
the rumors had surprisingly little to say.

Who was the Greyfox actually? What did she look like? 
What did she want? What was her real name?

Would she surrender the Downs, or would she force 
Trenloe to fight her for it?

“They say the Greyfox can take animal shape and creep 
into their camps at night.”

Dremmin chuckled. “I’ll bet they do.”
Trenloe watched as the glimmer on the hillside disappeared 

into one of the innumerable creases in the heath. The hills 
were low and rounded, like the waves on the Kingless Coast, 
swathed in heathers, hair grass and coarse bracken. The locals 
called it the Crimson Downs. Presumably for the color.

He thought it more a deep purple than a red, but Dremmin 
would often chide him for seeing the world as better than 
others seemed to see it. “I wasn’t expecting to see more 
bandits this far east. We must be practically in the Borderlands 
by now. I thought we had less than a day’s ride ahead of us.”

“That’s what the townsfolk told me back at Gwellan.”
“They must have been mistaken. Or you must have been 

drunk.”
“Don’t get sour with me, lad. This country’s as foreign to 

me as it is to you.”
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Trenloe shook his head. “Just thinking aloud.”
He had known Dremmin for years. He had served under 

her in the Trastan army for a year before the dwarf had 
persuaded him to strike out with her on their own. But he 
didn’t really know her. He didn’t know what she had been 
doing that far south of Thelgrim. He could only guess at her 
age. But then who but a dwarf could say they really knew a 
dwarf? And perhaps not even then. All Trenloe could say for 
sure about her was what he could see. Her face was craggy, 
with a proud cliff of brow under a winged helmet of boiled 
leather. She wore a long hauberk of leather scales with 
steel plates sewn in that stretched down past her knees. As 
bookkeeper and quartermaster of the Companions of Trenloe 
(or sergeant of the gold as she preferred her title to be) she was 
indisputably very wealthy, and could have afforded a harness 
of Forge-made steel if she had wanted it. Perhaps even a suit 
of runebound plate such as the greatest knights and the lords 
of the baronies might be fortunate enough to possess. Trenloe 
had once asked her why she didn’t, to which the dwarf had 
grunted that she was “saving.” For what she refused to say, and 
Trenloe suspected he would never know.

Mounted on her shaggy highland pony, the dwarf tracked 
her gaze across the Crimson Downs.

“Nothing like home, is it?”
“Nothing like home,” Trenloe agreed.
“I hate it when you do that, you know.”
“Do what?”
“Repeat back what I’ve just said as though it makes you 

sound wise.”
Trenloe grinned and leant closer, allowing his words to 
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drawl. “Make myself sound wise?”
“I never know if you’re pulling my leg or if you’re actually 

as dumb as you look.”
Trenloe’s harness of half plate shook with his laughter.
For a while longer they sat in silence, watching the Downs 

for signs of movement. “This isn’t good land for farming,” 
Trenloe said, in reply to the dwarf ’s earlier observation. “The 
growing season’s too short. The nights are too long and too 
cold.” He nodded towards the glittering line of the river. “Not 
to mention the threat of having your crop burned by Uthuk 
raiders from the Borderlands.”

“A bit different to looking across your border into Lorimor 
or the Aymhelin, isn’t it?”

“Land like this is for grazing.”
“I forget you were a farmer before we met.”
“Son of a farmer.”
“Same thing. It’s hard to imagine Trenloe the Strong 

milking a goat.”
Trenloe didn’t reply.
He wasn’t sure what he was meant to say to that.
“Come on,” he said, after he had thought about it a bit 

more. “If the Greyfox is out there then it looks as though she’s 
content to stay there for now. We need to move. Particularly if 
we’re further from Hernfar than you thought.”

“Than I was told.”
Trenloe wheeled his horse around.
He’d seen the big warhorses of the baronial knights at work, 

huge animals that could carry a grown man in full armor and 
lived for battle. He’d even had the opportunity to buy one 
once, but he loved the middle-aged Trastan farmhorse he 
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still rode and Rusticar, as he was called, generally gave every 
indication of returning the feeling. He may have been slow, 
but he was the only animal Trenloe had ever come across big 
enough to carry him.

The Companions of Trenloe were in the midst of breaking 
camp. Accustomed as they were to the easier climes of the 
southern baronies, they did so rather slowly. Corporal Bethan 
walked the camp in full battle harness and cloak, playing “The 
Rise of the Free” on her zither and liberally administering 
kicks to those still in their bedrolls. Quicker about themselves 
were the wagons full of refugees they had managed to pick 
up on leaving Gwellan. The town was of a size that suggested 
it had once been a trade destination in its own right, but 
the deprivation there now had been almost physically 
painful to witness. Everyone said it was the last settlement 
before Hernfar, and the Companions had stopped there for 
provisions. Trenloe had paid treble what the goods were 
worth, but still felt guilty about taking what little they had.

The least he could do was offer escort to any who wanted to 
make the journey with them to the castle at Hernfar.

And it seemed a great many of them did.
The Darklands were apparently less threatening than the 

Greyfox, and Nordgard Castle more appealing than the grim 
reputation that the island had in Trast.

The caravan wound around a bend in what Bethan would 
sometimes jokingly describe as “the Road.” A few leather-clad 
Companion horsemen trotted alongside, complaining about 
the small hour, the food and the cold weather.

“The townsfolk look nervous,” said Trenloe.
“Comes from being nervous folk,” Dremmin countered, 
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reaching into her pack for a pipe.
“They know this land better than we do. If they’re nervous 

then maybe there’s a reason for us to be.”
“That sounds suspiciously like one of your old father’s 

sayings.”
Trenloe nodded. “‘Listen to those as know,’ he says.”
“Aye,” Dremmin sniffed. “I thought so.”
Trenloe watched as the line of wagons inched their way 

along the road.
“We’ll not make it to Hernfar until next year at this rate,” 

said Dremmin.
Trenloe spurred Rusticar into a walk, which was close to 

his fullest gait. “Let’s see what the hold-up is.”
“Aye,’ said Dremmin, sucking aggressively on her pipe and 

goading her pony to follow. “Let’s.”
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CHAPTER TWO
Kurt

North of Gwellan, South East Kell

Kurt ran up the hill. Dry bracken crunched under the thin 
soles of his boots. Cotton grass puffed into seed off the 
shins of his trousers. His slice of the Crimson Downs was 
a parcel of jumbled heathland and bare rock running from 
the borders of the Whispering Forest to the foot of the two 
hills, Old Gray and the Ram, and the gap between them. His 
modest steading stood in the cleft as far from the Forest as 
could be. The hunched back of Old Gray sheltered it against 
storms from the east. A freshwater trickle from somewhere 
encircled it on three sides and turned a small wheel. Kurt’s 
feelings towards the place were complicated. He loved it 
because it held onto the memories that Kurt refused to. But 
for its meanness, its cold, its thin scrag of chalky topsoil, for 
its short days and its deep lonely nights he hated it utterly. 
It cost him more in taxes and other dues to his lord than it 
could earn him with wool and cheeses. He had eaten better in 
the army. Even at the end.
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At the hill’s crest, he slowed.
He crouched on one knee amongst the short grass, nocked 

an arrow to his flatbow. The sun was rising slowly over the 
row of hills to the east, scratching the lowland downs with 
shadow. Whoops and screams carried eagerly on the fierce, 
cold wind. Plumes of smoke dotted the vista. The thunder of 
hoofbeats trembled through the ground under his knee.

The bandits were coming out of the Whispering Forest. 
The realization appalled him. Only the Greyfox could have 
been so bold as to tame those haunted bowers, or to turn 
those who followed her wild enough to be accepted by the 
spirits of the old wood.

A group of riders was descending the slope of the 
neighboring hillock. Kurt’s training took over, pushing the 
small niggle of fear deep into his chest. He breathed himself 
wide, drawing the bowstring back, past the tooth he had 
broken in a fight when he was young, past his ear and taut.

He sighted along the length of the shaft.
Kurt let out his breath and loosed.
The arrow leapt from the string with a twang, and he 

grunted in satisfaction as it thumped into the rider’s shoulder. 
The brigand pitched from his horse with a wail and fell into 
the bracken. Kurt nocked another, drew, and loosed. That was 
how they taught it in the army. It was all about the rhythm. It 
stopped you from thinking too much about the fact you were 
killing a man. The arrow punched through thick leather plates 
and into a second horseman’s belly. The bandit fell from his 
saddle with a cry, but one foot became caught in the stirrup 
and his horse dragged him on down the sward, before veering 
back towards the forest.
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“Go tell your friends!” Kurt yelled after him. “This is Kurt 
Stavener’s land and the Greyfox can’t have it.”

The rest of the horsemen swerved and broke. Kurt allowed 
himself a relieved breath, but kept his eye on them as they 
disappeared into the heath, running in the direction of Larion’s 
Steading. He let them go gladly. Larion could spend her own 
arrows. He turned back. The bandit with the shoulder wound 
was still writhing in the bushes.

“Boxer. Whisper.”
At his command the two dogs tore off down the hill.
They were shepherd dogs, trained to chase rather than kill. 

But of course, the brigand wasn’t to know that. Kurt smiled to 
himself as the wounded man picked himself up and hobble-
ran screaming back into the heath.

He nocked another arrow.
At the sound of a horse charging up the hill behind him, he 

swung his aim around, only to then ease back on the string 
and turn the arrowhead towards the ground.

His youngest son, Elben, fifteen years old that last summer, 
struggled to rein in the black, sixteen hands-tall charger that 
Kurt had “borrowed” from his former garrison at Bastion 
Tarn. The boy looked ridiculously tiny in the high saddle, like 
a confused gnome still dressed in his nightclothes.

“Get down from there,” said Kurt; love, fear, and old army 
habits lowering his voice to an unexpected snarl. “That horse 
is too big for you.”

Elben looked hurt. “But you asked me to bring him.”
“I asked you to bring him. I didn’t tell you to ride him. Get 

down.”
The boy was about to argue, but just then Boxer and 
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Whisper came bounding back from the heath. They yapped 
excitedly, sitting a few feet away from Kurt and beating the 
ground with their tails. Boxer licked his lips and barked.

Elben dismounted.
Kurt scratched Boxer’s ears, praised Whisper for being 

good and quiet, then took the reins from his son and climbed 
with some difficulty up onto the great horse’s back. He swayed 
a moment while he found his balance. He was a competent 
rider rather than a happy one, but his land was too hilly and 
broken for him to cover it on foot.

“I could come with you,” said Elben, and gestured towards 
his father’s flatbow. “I can shoot.”

Allowing himself this one moment of appeasement, Kurt 
leant down and handed the boy his bow. Like the horse, it 
looked ludicrously overlarge in his hands, but he glowed. 
Kurt smiled briefly, because there was more pain there than 
pleasure.

He wished there was some other skill he could share with 
his sons.

Anything but this.
“Go back now,” he said, fighting to get the combative 

animal to turn. “Take the dogs and help your older brother 
defend the house. There shouldn’t be too many coming this 
way now. I’ll be back soon. Yah!” With that, he kicked the 
horse into a thunderous canter that carried him over the top 
of the hill and down.

The sun sank from view behind the rise, the stooped shadow 
of Old Gray falling across his eyes. He looked around, the 
tufts of heather still damp in their late little pool of twilight. 
With relief, he spied a couple of grizzled sheep cropping at 
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a bit of sedge sprouting from a cleft in the side of a boulder 
without a care in the world. Somehow getting his great horse 
to walk, he chivvied the stupid animals on ahead of him.

Kurt owned forty head, scattered over his bit of land, and 
their milk, wool and meat were all he had. There was normally 
little danger to them there except for the forest itself, and no 
one who had grown up in its shadow would deny the fey of 
the wood an animal or two from their flocks. Raiders from 
the Ru seldom drove this far west from the Lothan, and the 
bandits had never been so bold as to strike out of the forest 
and threaten his flock.

Until now.
Atop the next rise he spotted another dozen, strung along 

the outcropping in search of grass. Leading the reluctant 
horse in slow circles of the hilltop, he herded them up with 
the others. With just over a quarter of his flock accounted 
for, he scanned the low hills and surrounding moorland for 
stragglers.

A clash of what sounded like steel sounded from the 
direction of his home. Followed by a scream. His heart 
gripped tight inside his chest and he twisted in the saddle 
towards the sound. Even then, he hesitated.

Forced to choose between aiding his sons or eating this 
winter he found he did not know what to do.

Another shout rang from the other side of the hill.
He shook his head, cursing what poverty and hunger had 

done to his mind, and turned his horse homeward, kicking it 
in the ribs to which it responded with an answering neigh that 
might have been to snort “finally” and leapt hard into a gallop.

Circling the rises and keeping to the lower dells, Kurt 
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thundered by a roundabout route to the cleft where Old 
Gray and the Ram stood on one another’s toes. Where Kurt 
and Katrin Stavener had once built their home. He charged 
headlong into the yard, exactly as he would have been taught 
not to ride into an unscouted enemy position had he served 
Baron Fredric as a cavalryman rather than a yeoman archer. 
Fortunately his mount was a warhorse, and thoroughly bored 
of chasing sheep over the downs.

He knew exactly what to do.
Iron shoes clattering on the rocky ground, he went straight 

into the brigands where they were thickest and scattered them. 
He knocked one aside on its barrel chest, trampled another 
under its hooves. The animal’s nostrils flared as Kurt reined it 
back. It stamped impatiently, eager to run down broken men. 
He drew his sword. It was a battered, bent and thoroughly 
unspectacular two feet of browned steel. He dismounted 
quickly. His old shield, wood with a steel rim, hung from a 
hook on his horse’s saddle. He took it down and slid his left 
wrist through the straps.

“Off with you,” he barked at the horse. The horse snorted 
and stamped and went nowhere. “You’ve been too long 
around my boys. On your own head be it then.”

He advanced on the house.
Eight or nine brigands had broken off and were running, 

panicked by the initial charge, falsely assuming that because 
no solitary rider would be so stupid as to single-handedly 
charge so many on that kind of ground, that they must have 
run into a cavalry unit dispatched from some non-existent 
garrison at Gwellan. Even with that stroke of good fortune, 
Kurt could see six more still trying to break in the front door. 
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Another was climbing, using the water wheel and the house 
front to reach the sloped roof where Elben sat loosing arrows. 
Not from Kurt’s big flatbow, thank Kellos and his golden fire, 
but the short hobby bow that Kurt had reluctantly made for 
him to practice.

Half of the six at the door turned.
One against three were not odds that Kurt favored.
He went in quick, denying them the time to figure out 

amongst themselves how best to use their advantage, anchoring 
his left side to the stream. One of Elben’s arrows sprouted from 
the neck of the middle fighter and he crumpled. The distraction 
was enough for Kurt to drive his sword into the belly of a second. 
Twist and pull. The army had drilled the mantra into him so 
hard that he could hear his old drillmaster screaming it when he 
attacked his sausages at breakfast. He twisted his sword and he 
pulled. The third swung his axe, high and wide and strong. Kurt 
beat the blow aside on his shield and shouldered the brigand 
two steps back. The fighter backed off a few more of his own, 
suddenly far less keen than he had been two seconds and two 
friends earlier. Kurt hoped he might be sensible and run, but 
from the corner of his eye he saw the other three giving up on 
the door and turning around to see what was going on.

He liked one against four even less.
He was backpedaling quickly towards his horse, shield up, 

when the front door burst wide and Sarb leapt out.
A bigger youth than Elben was going to be when the younger 

boy hit nineteen, he probably would have been bulkier than 
Kurt by now if there had been more food on his plate over the 
last few years. As it was he had grown sinewy and tall, more 
alike to his father in appearance and in character than either of 
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them would have preferred, right the way to the prematurely 
receding fringe. He was carrying a Kellar infantry spear, six 
and a half feet long, with a wide shaft and a heavy enough 
blade to put down a Charg’r demon hound if you caught it 
right, and he drove it into the nearest brigand’s back.

Twist and pull, Kurt instinctively thought.
But of course, Sarb hadn’t served as Kurt had. There was no 

real army on the Downs any more and even if there had been, 
Kurt would have tied the boy down before letting him go. He 
just pulled, and the long blade became stuck.

Just then, Boxer and Whisper came bounding through 
the open door, falling on a second man before he could take 
advantage and bearing him between them to the ground. 
Elben then put an arrow into the leather pauldron of the 
third and at that point the last two men standing and the one 
halfway up the wall had seen more than enough. They ran. 
The axeman that Kurt had been facing off climbed up onto a 
horse and galloped for the hills.

Kurt felt a strong urge to send him on his way with some 
sharp words ringing in his ears, but he was afraid that if he 
used his breath for that he might very well faint. He was too 
old for hand-to-hand. Ten years too old if it was a day. He 
dropped his sword. His shield would have gone too had it 
been strapped any less snugly to his hanging wrist.

“Are you two… both… all right?”
Elben leant forward from his perch above the eaves and 

peered down at the man he had shot through the neck. The 
color fell from his face. It cut Kurt more deeply than any 
poison-tipped Uthuk arrow ever had that his sons had needed 
to see this.
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“Y- Yes,” the boy managed.
Sarb didn’t answer. Instead, he wrenched his spear from 

the dead bandit’s back and hurried with it down the front 
path, splashing across the narrow stream after the escaping 
brigands.

“Quickly, Father,” he said. “Get the horse. If we hurry, we 
can catch them.”

“And do what?”
Sarb rounded on him, foot stamping in the water in 

frustration. His knuckles whitened around his spear. “I don’t 
know. Punish them.”

“Your blood’s up,” said Kurt quietly, calmly, the same 
voice he might use to talk Boxer or Whisper out of throwing 
themselves into something stupid when they were agitated. 
But inside, he railed just as hotly that both of his sons had 
been driven to become killers before they had been able to 
finish being boys. “You feel as though you could take on the 
Greyfox herself right now. Am I right? Well believe me, it’s 
not a feeling that’ll last when you’ve one of her arrows stuck 
in you.” He glanced pointedly around him, the yard strewn 
with bodies. Boxer barked excitedly. “It only takes one.”

“But –”
“No buts. Wash yourself off out here and then get back in 

the house.”
“What about Aunt Larion’s steading?” Elben called down 

weakly from the rooftop.
Sarb was nodding. “Who do you think looked after this 

place when you weren’t here?”
Kurt grimaced. Sarb always knew how to make his words 

hurt. “Larion will have to look after herself this time.”
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“But Father–” Elben began, before Kurt silenced him with 
a tired glare.

“What about the animals?” said Sarb, his voice hard and his 
face cold. “Are you just going to leave them out there for the 
Greyfox?”

Kurt said nothing.
There were too many. It would take an army or a hero to 

fend off the bandit queen’s attack, and Kurt certainly wasn’t a 
hero. There was nothing for an old soldier to do but hold fast, 
sit it out and see what the damage was come morning.

“And if she’s taken everything?” said Sarb.
Kurt turned to him and scowled. “Inside I said.” 
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CHAPTER THREE
Trenloe the Strong

The Crimson Downs, South East Kell

Rusticar clumped heavily along the stony verge, bypassing 
the stalled line of wagons that filled the old road. At the head 
of the line, Trenloe reined in. The horse snorted, pawing at 
the scraggy bushes that grew thick along the roadside and 
raising his head in a loose jangle of tack as if that half minute 
of effort warranted a treat. Trenloe pushed his questing nose 
away, giving the amiable old beast a pat.

One of the refugee wagons from Gwellan had lost a wheel 
and was sitting on its axle in the middle of the road. A handful 
of vehicles had pulled up ahead of it, their drivers leaning out 
to peer anxiously back. A great many more were halted behind. 
A number of locals in prickly woolen homespun had spilled 
out of their vehicles to help or to harangue, a palpable sense 
of urgency and fear making even the most casually intended 
word bite. A man and a woman were already stumbling down 
the side of the fell to collect the lost wheel.

“Bring up horses,” called a skeletally thin woman, her face 
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smothered in the flaps of a woolen hat. “Haul ’em off the road 
and let the rest of us through.”

“No,” argued another. “We need to keep together.”
“Aye, this is the work of the Greyfox.”
“She’s a true sorceress, they say. Bremen’s wagon was just 

fine yesterday.”
“This lot will be the death of us,” said Dremmin, her rugged 

pony nosing up behind Rusticar. “If that wagon was fine at 
any time in the last hundred years then I’m Bran and Ordan’s 
heir. We’ll lose more of them before we get to Hernfar Isle, 
mark you.” She chewed pointedly on the stem of her pipe. “If 
we ever get there.”

“Were we supposed to just leave Gwellan without them?”
Dremmin took the pipe from her mouth. “Do you want me 

to answer that?”
With a smile, Trenloe dismounted.
As partners he and Dremmin could not have been more 

different, but Trenloe had not had the acumen to build the 
Companions up from one unlikely pairing into the force for 
good they had become. Money sat uneasily in his pockets, 
and had a tendency to slip all too readily through his fingers 
where he saw others with greater need. A sellsword of his 
reputation could always earn more. Unfortunately. In return, 
he kept Dremmin honest.

At least, he liked to believe that he did as well at it as 
anybody could.

The small crowd filling the road drew out of his way. 
Agitated as they were, Trenloe was still the biggest thing on 
the road after the horses.

“Trenloe!” an old woman in a quilted gray dress and a shawl 
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called out from the rear of the stricken wagon. She raised her 
hand and waved to him. “Trenloe!”

Trenloe did not know what, exactly, the woman had been 
back in Gwellan, but here on the road she had become a sort of 
unappointed spokeswoman for the mercenaries’ new civilian 
contingent. Dremmin thought her an officious, know-it-all 
busybody, and, so far as Trenloe could gather, the old woman 
seemed to dislike Dremmin along largely similar lines. They 
were both fighting for the wellbeing of their own, and for 
some reason occasionally needed Trenloe to point out that 
what benefitted one of them more often than not benefitted 
them both.

He, for one, felt immediately better for seeing her on hand.
“Maeve is here,” he said.
“Oh good,” said Dremmin, sourly. “Maeve is here.”
“Come on,” said Trenloe. “Let’s see what we can do to help.”
Dremmin dismounted with a heavy thump and they both 

walked towards the wagon.
“We have to get this wagon fixed and moving,” said Maeve, 

looking over the busted axle with pursed lips and a sour eye. 
“Or failing that get it off the road and quick. We daren’t linger 
too long on the open road with the Greyfox about. I saw her 
pack prowling the hills over there.”

“Good eyes for an old human,” said Dremmin.
Trenloe produced a strained smile, not wanting to add fuel 

to another bickering match between the pair.
Maeve scowled at them both. “Women with poorer senses 

don’t get to grow old. Not this near the eastern border to the 
Ru.”

“I don’t think you’re in any immediate danger,” said Trenloe, 
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with a glance at Dremmin who nodded her agreement. “Not 
while we’re here.”

“I don’t know... I worry the sight of so many well-armed 
warriors in her country will only attract the Greyfox’s interest. 
The sooner we’re across the ford at Hernfar Isle the better. 
Then, maybe, we’ll feel safe.”

“How far are we from Nordgard castle?”
“No more’n a day or two.”
Trenloe turned to Dremmin, eyebrows climbing towards 

his bald head. “We really are that close. When we saw the 
riders on the hill I thought someone had to be mistaken.”

Maeve shook her head sadly. “The Greyfox commands 
more men than the baron these days.”

“Impossible, surely! Fredric’s armies are famous in the 
south. There are none better armed but the knights of Archault 
they say, and none larger in all of Terrinoth.”

“Might’ve been true. Once. But we’ve seen some hard years 
in case you’ve not noticed. Sickness in the flocks and famine. 
Some call it sorcery, sent over the river from the Darklands. 
Others blame it on the Greyfox. I don’t know, but now we have 
her banditry as well. The baron released most of his soldiers 
to work their own lands, supposedly to raise crops that are 
needed in the city and to better protect the countryside from 
outlaws, but…” She shrugged.

“A mistake,” Dremmin grunted.
Maeve frowned, agreeing, but not wanting to give the 

dwarf the satisfaction of hearing her say it.
Trenloe offered no opinion.
He left the management of the Companions to Dremmin 

and he knew even less about running a country. Baron Fredric 
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was a respected figure in Artrast and surely knew the needs of 
this country best.

“Dame Ragthorn of Hernfar wouldn’t have sent agents as 
far afield as Trast looking for mercenaries if she had every 
sword-hand she needed,” said Dremmin. “Kell’s loss is our 
gain, though it irks me that we seem to be cheaper to hire 
than the barony’s own soldiers.” She grinned at Trenloe. “We 
should be charging more.”

“Something you can argue over later,” said Maeve, nodding 
pointedly towards the listed wagon. “Once you get there.”

“Don’t tempt us into riding on around and leaving you 
here,” said Dremmin.

“That’s enough,” said Trenloe, finally running out of 
patience. “We aren’t leaving anyone.”

As he spoke, the pair who had gone to fetch the lost wheel 
were returning with it. Trenloe was heartened to note that one 
of the Companions had run down to help them drag it back 
to the road and into place. A half dozen of Gwellan’s strongest 
men ranked up along the wagon’s side, grunting and cursing 
to heave the thing a half inch off the ground. Trenloe watched 
them with a frown. There was not a single man or woman 
amongst the Gwellan folk who looked properly nourished, or 
fit for physical work. Spent already, they let the wagon drop 
back onto its axle. A few amongst them started shouting for 
chisels and hammers to start pulling the wagon apart, others 
for more hands to start throwing out the wagon’s cargo. “No,” 
argued the gaunt woman from before. “Get some horses up 
there and pull from the other side.” The wagon’s driver, a thin, 
frantic man named Bremen, argued with all of them.

Dremmin sighed. “We’re going to be here until dinner.”
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Trenloe gave her a companionable pat on the top of the 
head, which made the dwarf scowl but which, as usual, 
stopped her from complaining for a while. “You worry about 
dinner. I’ll handle this.”

Leaving Dremmin and a confused-looking Maeve, Trenloe 
walked a slow circle around the hobbled wagon. He looked 
for where the ground it lay upon was soft and where it was 
hard, where it was uneven and where it was flat. Satisfied with 
his survey, he joined the group of men on its broken side. 
Broader of back than any two of them together he dislodged 
three, leaving just one man to either side, both of whom he 
then dismissed with a smile and a nod.

He squatted down, the steel hinges of his armor grinding, 
and slid his fingers under the wagon’s bed.

“Ready?” he called over his shoulder to the three with the 
wheel.

The two locals nodded uncertainly.
The Companion behind them grinned. She knew what was 

coming.
“You can’t be serious,” Maeve called. “That wagon weighs 

as much as my house.”
“They don’t call him Trenloe the Strong for his wit or his 

looks,” said Dremmin. “Now shut up and let him lift.”
Trenloe flexed. His shoulders tightened, bulging until his 

harness creaked. His biceps swelled to the size of roc alerion 
eggs. And then he lifted, taking the weight across his shoulders 
with a grunt of effort. The axle came slightly off the road.

Breathing out, he let it back down.
The axle dug into the dirt, and Trenloe backed off from it, 

rolling the strain from his shoulders and massaging his neck.
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By now, Trenloe had drawn a considerable crowd and his 
first attempt drew a chorus of good-natured “ooooohs” from 
the watching Companions.

“We don’t have time for your circus,” said Maeve.
Trenloe wiped his hands on his armor and then sank back 

to his haunches, slid his hands back under the wagon, and set 
himself again. He grinned back over his shoulder. “Ready?”

“Ready, captain,” said the Companion holding the wheel.
Trenloe let a long breath out.
Took another long breath in.
With a sudden roar he threw himself against the wagon’s 

side and lifted. The muscles of his upper body swelled taut. 
The hinges of his half-plate squealed. The crowd of onlookers 
fell suddenly silent as he raised himself up off his haunches, 
transferring the enormous weight of the wagon from his arms 
to his thighs.

“Wheel!” he growled through clenched teeth. “Now!”
The woman and the two men ran in, slotting the wheel over 

the exposed axle and fixing it into place. Then they hurried 
back, and with a final grunt and a tremor of effort Trenloe 
lowered the wagon gently to the ground. The people erupted 
with cheers as the wagon sat neatly across its four wheels, the 
Companions soon leading them in chants of “Tren-loe, Tren-
loe.”

Trenloe beat his fist against his breastplate and whooped, 
basking in their adoration.

Maeve gawped.
“You never knew your mother, did you?” said Dremmin.
“She left my father when I was small,” Trenloe panted. It 

was a deep hurt, that one, but through time and familiarity 
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it had become an ache that he could almost ignore. “Why?”
Dremmin shrugged. “Just wondering if there might be a bit 

of giant blood in you.”
Trenloe laughed and waved the caravan onward. As they 

started to roll past, he turned another look towards the 
surrounding hills. He thought he saw something there. A 
wink of iron. Before a cloud smothered the sun and whatever 
it had been disappeared back into the heath.

He raised a hand and threw whatever it might have been a 
wave.

He hoped the Greyfox had been watching that.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Fredric

Castle Kellar, North Kell

From the keep it was possible to imagine that there was 
nothing amiss.

The tangle of workshops, houses and inns that made up 
the sprawling garrison town was still bustling, the stink of 
cooking fat and manure as ripe as it ever was. The birds still 
sang from about the turrets and spires. The cold wind off the 
Dunwarr still roared, frightening the purple and gold banners 
into flapping dances. It was that east wind, or so the proverb 
went, that kept the land hard and its people cold.

To the south, the Whispering Forest was an ocean of 
sibilant greenery that stretched from horizon to horizon, to 
the borders of Dhernas, Pelgate, and Frest. Away to the east, 
no more than a twinkling thread from Kellar’s highest towers, 
the Lothan River sparkled. The Dunwarr Mountains, beyond 
it, were a hazy wall capped with snow, the dividing barrier 
between barbarism and civility.

To the north and west were the Howling Giant Hills, frigid 
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barrens where isolated villages worshipped Nordros, God of 
Cold and Death and King of Winter, and did not yet know that 
the First Darkness had receded. Kellar’s mighty foundations 
had been hacked out of the range’s southern foothills in 
millennia long past. The last confederation of northern chiefs 
to defy Arcus Penacor and the unification of the west had 
done so from its sculpted earthworks and palisade walls.

There was more of the Charg’r than Talindon blood in the 
men of the far north and east. According to the great history, 
the Legendum Magicaria, the nomads of the Charg’r were the 
first of peoples and had settled widely across Kell, crossing 
the ford at Hernfar, before the coming of more civilized folk 
from the west.

At this, however, true Kellar would scoff and took no 
offense.

They had been the first to feel the Locust Swarm, the 
Dragon Horde, and the march of the Undying One. And they 
had weathered them all.

The barony was too unpopulous and its inhabitants too 
poor to have chartered a Free City of its own, and so Kellar 
suffered no rival for its wealth or talent. Its walls had been 
extended many times. They had been thickened. They had 
been raised. The strength had been stiffened with massively 
castellated towers.

From there, it was possible to imagine that there was 
nothing amiss at all.

“Could we please take this council indoors.” Beren Salter, 
the lady-chamberlain, hugged herself and shivered. “We are 
not all such hot-blooded young men.”

The other two members of Fredric’s council, neither one of 
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them exactly a younger man, chuckled wryly. Grandmarshal 
Trevin Highgarde, Captain of the Knights of the Yeron and 
Warden of Kellar, was a big man with a proud moustache, 
glitteringly clad in golden armor and a snapping cloak. 
General Urban Brant, Lord-Commander of the Armies of 
Kell, was bent a little lower and wore his hair a little grayer. 
Being common born, he had no right to heraldry of his own 
or the title that Fredric felt his talents warranted, and was 
garbed considerably more appropriately in a thickly quilted 
coat with golden epaulets sewn into the sleeves.

“It is important for me to be seen,” said Fredric, but not 
without sympathy for his oldest counsellor. He was wearing 
an enameled breastplate with floral patterns etched in gold 
and silver. Beneath it was an arming doublet of purple 
quilt and gold stitching that offered excellent padding and 
protection from an attack, but not so much from the cold. 
Prominent at his throat was a golden buckle bearing the 
heraldic Owl of Kell, pinning in place a long red cloak that 
bit and snapped at the fell wind from the east. He looked out 
across the battlements, onto the town. “The people need to 
see that I see them, that I understand what is happening in my 
barony and that I suffer it with them.”

It had become his custom to take counsel on the walls so 
dressed. Of late, his servants would become alarmed if he 
attended breakfast in anything less than full plate and helm.

He was not sure if seeing their baron in such raiment, as 
though war were not merely on their horizon but actually 
on their doorstep, was a source of encouragement or woe for 
his people. But the armor, and the weapons he bore with it, 
had belonged to his father, and his grandfather, and his great-
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grandfather, and Fredric felt more alike to those great men 
simply by wearing them.

He wished that there was more of Reginal or Roland 
Dragonslayer in him. Then, perhaps, the famine that had 
blighted Kell might have been prevented, or at least a solution 
found. And the Greyfox, the so-called Bandit Queen, and 
those others like her in the north, would never have been 
allowed to gain such sway. His forefathers would have done 
something. If only he knew what, then Frederic would have 
gladly done the same. Even if it meant emulating his most 
cherished ancestor and hero, Roland, and taking the family 
harness to his grave. All his interventions seemed to have 
accomplished so far was to make things worse.

“And what is happening in your barony?” asked Urban. 
“Because if his lordship does know, then he is better informed 
than I. I hear precious little any more from anywhere further 
than a day’s ride from the gates of Kellar. Even the High Road 
to Dhernas brings little news. Banditry, I am told, though that 
is far from my greatest fear while the watchtowers sit empty 
to the east.”

“This is an old argument, Urban.” The decision to reduce 
the size of the army and abandon a number of the smaller 
border forts had been a hard one. Fredric wished he could say 
he was certain it was the right one, but he found it difficult to 
be certain of much these days. The threat of mass starvation 
had moved him to release as many soldiers as he could to their 
fields, only for the diminished army to embolden the likes of 
the Greyfox. What unintended consequence could he expect 
next? “What would you have me do?”

“Rebuild your army. Let me ride from here tonight 
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with four captains, a hundred men apiece, and an order to 
conscript every man and woman between the ages of twelve 
and fifty. We’ll take it to the four corners of your barony and 
raise an army that will clear the roads and hound the outlaws 
from their holes and drive every last one of them into the 
Whispering Forest.” His rough-shaven face took on a sneer. 
“Let the dragon-kin and the fae deal with them as they always 
have.”

Trevin peered over the high rim of his shining gorget. His 
lips were hidden, but his eyes smirked.

“Something funny, Highgarde?” asked Urban.
“Yes,” said the grandmarshal.
Urban scowled.
“Enough,” Frederic sighed.
It was enough that his people were burning and pillaging 

one another’s homesteads without the lord-commander of 
his armies and oathsworn protector sniping at one another. 
Both men were frustrated, Fredric knew, but more than that 
they simply did not like one another. There was no reason for 
it as far as Fredric was aware. Sometimes men just didn’t. It 
probably did not help that that Trevin could irritate a placid 
mule with a one-word witticism or a raised eyebrow.

Urban turned to Fredric. “Do you smell that, my lord?”
Fredric shook his head. “Smell what?”
“You can’t see it from here, but…” The soldier sniffed. 

“Smoke. It lingers in the air, even here.”
“You’re imagining things,” said Salter.
“Am I?” said Urban, and turned back to Fredric. “Am I? It’s 

more than just mountain ice on the wind from the east, these 
days. When did either of you last take a horse east of Orrush 
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Khatak? Or take the Forest Road to the Crimson Downs and 
the ford at Hernfar? Your barony burns.” He gestured angrily 
over the walls. “Do you think it is enough for them to know 
that you stand here watching it?”

“You have said enough.” Trevin stepped forward. His 
gargantuan suit of full plate was bedecked in the chivalric 
wings and enameled feathers of his order. The two pages 
that shadowed him always with the wing-hilted greatsword, 
Unkindness, dropped to their knees and presented the blade 
in readiness should its master be called on to duel. “You push 
too far.”

Fredric raised his hand and turned away from them both.
It did not help to be reminded that Urban wanted only 

to best serve Kell, as Fredric did, or even that he was almost 
certainly right on every count and Fredric wrong. Fredric was 
not a child. He could bow to good counsel where it was offered 
and admit where he had strayed. But the lord-commander 
was the master of Kell’s armies. That was his sole concern. 
Fredric had to balance so many and it was exhausting to body, 
spirit, and mind. There were no easy answers to be had. If 
there were, then all would have been able to agree to them, 
and they would not still be arguing about it.

“It is all right, Trevin. I can handle the harsh words of my 
general. Let us say I were to raise this grand army you ask me 
for, general, and it were to achieve everything you claim it 
would, what then? When the crops continue to fail and the 
livestock to perish, what then? Will my soldiers starve quietly 
in their garrisons with the weapons and training we have 
given them? No. They would turn brigand themselves and be 
right to, because I would have failed them, and you will find 
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that you have vanquished one foe in order to create and arm 
a greater one. And what will we do then, general? This is not 
Greyhaven or Nerekhall. We cannot just make new armies 
until we run out of foes.”

Urban made a low growl-sound. “Forgive me, Baron, if I 
was too bold. I speak only as I see it. I meant no offence.”

“Credit me at least with thicker skin than that.”
Fredric drew away from the battlement, wincing at a sudden 

spasm in his lower back. He arched and crunched his spine.
“My lord is getting old,” said Trevin.
Fredric shot him a look. It bounced off the knight’s smile 

like arrows off rocks.
“You don’t know what old is,” Salter muttered.
Fredric laughed, surprised by how good it felt. He promised 

himself that he would find the time to do it more often. “Too 
many hours spent over faded maps and penning letters to 
erstwhile allies that are destined to be ignored. That is all.” He 
glanced over his shoulder, staring at a distant horizon from 
high walls. “Walk with me a while. The stroll will do me good. 
My father always preached the virtues of a long walk when it 
came to solving life’s problems.”

Salter sighed, complaining loudly of older bones and stiffer 
joints, but dutifully fell into line and followed as Fredric and 
the others filed along the battlements and down a long flight 
of granite steps. Urban walked ahead of her. Trevin Highgarde 
and his pages followed directly in Fredric’s footsteps, never 
more than a long stride from Unkindness or his baron in 
accordance with his oaths. At the bottom of the steps was a 
courtyard.

There, upwards of a hundred soldiers brightly liveried in 
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purples and golds practiced maneuvers. Each was armed 
with an infantry spear and a round shield emblazoned with 
the Owl of Kell, and identically armored in breastplate, kettle 
helm, vambrace for the spear arm and light greaves for the 
shins. It was as little protection as was necessary for them to be 
effective, but more than the line troops of most baronies could 
expect. Somewhere within the endless turning, marching 
and wheeling blocks of infantry a trumpeter was sounding 
out complicated tattoos that had the formations flowering 
into schiltrons, compacting into squares, or bristling with 
spears. Fredric thought it beautiful. Like watching a court 
masterpiece from the time of the Elder Kings come alive for 
his eyes and move.

The maneuvers went on uninterrupted even as Fredric and 
his entourage crossed the drill yard and found another set of 
steps winding upwards.

They passed several more soldiers moving back and forth 
between posts lugging heavy flatbows, or carting shield and 
spear. They bowed to Fredric and Trevin, apparently too wary 
of General Brant who would occasionally grunt something 
disparaging about the angle of their spear or the polish of 
their helm, before continuing on.

At the top, the party came to a battlement, built wide as 
it was very high and in little danger of conventional assault, 
projecting from the side wall of one of the keep’s middle 
towers. From there a group of twenty or so could, in some 
comfort, look down on the easternmost of the walled baileys 
that encircled Kellar Keep, between it and the first and largest 
curtain wall. The view was the same as it had been in the 
courtyard beforehand, only on an increased scale. Several 
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hundred soldiers drilled and engaged one another in mock 
battles. Knights of three different chivalric orders sworn to 
the Barony of Kell exercised their horses while rune golems, 
brutal-looking constructs of rock armor and engraved 
magicks, slumbered in open sheds, awaiting the arcane 
phrases that would rouse them to battle. Other baronies stored 
their golems away, concealed them in remote strongholds as 
an insurance against dire need. But for the Kellar the Uthuk 
Y’llan were no distant threat.

The armies of Kell had been diminished, but to Fredric’s 
eyes they were the martial pride of Terrinoth still.

Fredric started towards the rampart edge, thinking to lean 
over and watch his soldiers, only for the flicker of warning 
in his belly to make him think better of it and step back. He 
wrapped his arms around his chest and rested his shoulders 
against the tower’s wall. To his left was a Loriman ballista 
mounted on a wooden turntable. It could have been one of 
the very machines that had cut dragons from the cold skies 
of the east eight hundred years before. Revered relics of a 
time still recent in the folk memory of Kell, when the barony 
had last stood firm against Terrinoth’s enemies. Each of the 
siege engine’s limbs was longer than Fredric could stand with 
his arms fully spread. The inclined track into which a crew 
of three would load bolts was longer than he was tall. The 
woodwork was so thoroughly oiled that it gleamed, loosely 
covered in a weatherproof sheet that flapped in the cold 
mountain wind. His council huddled around him. The pages 
bearing Unkindness shivered on the stairs.

“Kellar is well garrisoned,” said Urban, unnecessarily given 
the evidence of their eyes and ears. “We have provisions 
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enough to feed it for a long time. There is little enough 
incoming from the countryside these days, but that is not the 
great loss to the granaries that it might have. Kell’s principal 
produce has always been hard men.”

“And harder mutton,” said Trevin.
Salter grunted her agreement.
Urban went on. “Traders from Dhernas, and even from 

Frostage on occasion, do still come to replenish our stores, 
albeit under heavy protection from soldiers I can ill-afford 
to spare when the eastern watches stand empty.” He walked 
to the door in the tower’s side and opened it, checked inside 
to be sure that it was empty, then closed it and turned back. 
“I have heard rumors – from Outland Scouts and Citadel 
Knights on errantry here in Kell, and from those mercenaries 
still abroad in the south and east – of Uthuk Y’llan moving 
in great number along the Ru side of the Lothan. I have even 
heard tell of a battle, though I know not who fought it nor its 
outcome.”

At that, the wind blowing through Fredric’s coat seemed 
to turn chill.

The Uthuk were the great menace from the east, although 
more of a legend than a reality for all that they occasionally 
still crossed the Lothan to raid the outlying farms and even 
conducted trade of a sort through the lawless bandit state 
of Last Haven. They had not pushed as far even as Kellar in 
fourteen hundred years and there had been other threats to 
the baronies that had arisen and been pushed back since. But 
the Uthuk had been the first, and the greatest, people who 
appeased the demons of the Ynfernael planes with blood 
rituals and human sacrifice. They put the fear of damnation 
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into children and old men alike, and the merest rumor of 
an incursion made Fredric’s hand itch for his shield and his 
sword.

To his surprise, Trevin was nodding. “I have had similar 
reports.” The grandmarshal gave his baron a remorseful look. 
“Not all knights wear armor, and I cannot shield you with all 
my swords here in Kellar.”

“You’re forgiven,” said Fredric. “But it is my understanding 
that an army cannot cross the Lothan except at the fords of 
Hernfar. Not unless it chooses to cross over the Dunwarr and 
come at us through Forthyn Barony.”

“It’s the only good crossing for an army. But that’s not to 
say small bands or agents couldn’t get across while the forts 
are unmanned and the mountains unwatched.”

“I find myself unexpectedly in agreement,” said Trevin. 
“You have been fair to this barony and your father was well 
loved. The people here are straightforward. They expect no 
comfort and ask for little from you. They are not soft like the 
folk of Allerfeldt or Cailn, that a little hardship would bring 
them to rebellion, or give a handful of glorified cutpurse 
gangs control over so much land so quickly. No, I suspect the 
hand of the Uthuk in this, direct or otherwise.”

Fredric closed his eyes, tilting his head back until it touched 
stone, wishing he had lived through just about any time in 
history but this. “I cannot, in good conscience, arm men and 
women to serve me only to reward them with starvation. I 
cannot.”

“How can we be sure that our years of famine were not 
themselves the work of the Uthuk and their warlocks?” asked 
Salter, raising one prickly white eyebrow.
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“Then send to Greyhaven for runemasters to find the 
bedevilment and cast it out,” Fredric cried, suddenly angry, 
for they had argued this before and would again. “Send to 
Vynelvale and the Cathedral of Kellos that the Disciples of the 
Living Flame might cleanse our fields, and from there to the 
Weeping Basin for the priests of Aris to bless the ashes with 
fecundity.” He bit his tongue, fighting down the bitterness of 
knowing that he and others had attempted all these courses 
and more. The land refused to yield. If it was sorcery that 
blighted them, as Beren feared, then it was something greater 
than the ability of the Uthuk to work, and of a similar order 
beyond the powers of mortal magi to undo.

It was as though the world itself rejected them.
Fredric slumped.
“Then what?” asked Urban, softly.
“I cannot pull my people from their lands. But perhaps I 

could take a detachment of soldiers and ride out in person.”
Salter looked mortified. “I would ardently recommend 

against that, my lord.”
“And I,” Trevin added. “Albeit in plainer words.”
“It would not be the first time I have led an army,” Fredric 

countered, a little too hotly.
“But if anything were to happen to you. With your daughter 

still so young…”
Fredric’s mouth twitched in frustration, but as Trevin had 

no doubt been expecting, knowing him as well as his own 
wife if not better, the appeal to his family found its mark.

“It is a bold suggestion,” said Trevin, in a mollifying tone. 
“But I fear it would do little good in any case. Take too few men 
and you would be a target for every would-be usurper that’s 
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crawled out of the hills and dubbed themselves lord. Too many 
and they would melt away as though they were never there. And  
worse, you would be leaving Kellar looking very tempting 
indeed.”

“It would take an army,” said Urban. “A big one and probably 
more than one.” He produced another growl-sound that was 
as close as the lord-commander could come to acknowledging 
impotence, recognizing the fact that they were arguing one 
another round in circles. “Which we haven’t the manpower 
or the provision for. I know, I know.”

“I might advise sending Litiana Renata away with young 
Grace,” Salter murmured, whispering as though such defeatist 
talk might be heard above the tramping and bugling from 
the bailey beneath them. “I fear that things will only worsen 
before they improve. Whether through a peasant rebellion 
or, gods help us, an invasion from the Ru, I see no quick 
solution that does not end with Kellar besieged. Baroness 
Magrit would gladly take them in, I am sure, and her castle 
at Dhernas is but a short ride over still reasonable country. 
Or better yet convince the baroness to return to her family’s 
estates in Alben for a spell. Grace is an inquisitive girl: I am 
sure she would not resent the opportunity to board a galleon 
and visit her mother’s homelands, particularly if you frame it 
to her as an adventure. And would the Queen not herself be 
overjoyed at the chance to meet her granddaughter? Pleased 
enough to worry for the lands and title she is due to inherit 
through her father’s side?”

Fredric managed a smile. “Sly.”
“I live to be useful, my lord.”
“And you are. I understand you have already sent your own 
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family to your half-brother in Highmont.” The chamberlain 
stammered for a moment before Fredric interrupted her. “I 
don’t hold it against you. I would do it myself in a heartbeat, 
but…” He hung his head and sighed. “If I were to pack away 
my household and send them west what message would that 
send? I would be saying that Kellar is unsafe even for my own 
family.”

He stared across the battlement. For a long while no one 
spoke.

There was precious little left to be said.
“Where then does that leave us?” said Brant, ill-tempered 

at any decision that counselled inaction.
“What do we do…?” Fredric whispered to himself. Then he 

lifted his gaze and spoke louder. “We send to our neighbors, 
and to the Citadel; we send to the dwarves at Thelgrim. We 
ask them again, no, we beg them for their aid.”

“They will say no,” said Salter. “They will say that a little 
banditry is Kell’s own affair. So long as it doesn’t cross their 
borders.”

“Then I will remind them what happened two hundred 
years ago in Otrim in the winter of 1662, the last time the 
barons made that argument.”

Salter smiled, clearly pleased that her tutelage in the 
histories had not gone entirely to waste.

Trevin shook his head. “They will still say no. They always 
say no.”

“Send the messages anyway,” said Fredric. “Maybe things 
will have got worse by the time they get there.”
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A reluctant trio are forced to investigate a mystery 
city, but in doing so find themselves fighting a 
demonic atrocity, in this staggering action novel 
set in the epic fantasy Descent games.

When three separate adventurers are hired to 
investigate the recent sealing of Thelgrim, the great 
Dunwarr dwarf city, all three have misgivings. One 
is a wanted criminal and the other two have no wish 
to work together – but when the money is this good, 
it’s hard to refuse. As the three head to Thelgrim by 
secret path, none of them know what awaits them. 
Terrinoth is in upheaval: new threats are rising, and 
this one comes from the dark.
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PROLOGUE

“Stay close,” Tiabette told Sarra.
She knew it was a stupid thing to say, because right now she 

was clutching Sarra’s hand as tightly as possible. The little girl 
had no choice other than to stay close.

In truth, Tiabette knew she was saying it for her own benefit 
as much as her daughter’s. ‘Stay close’ had become a sort of 
mantra over the past few months, all the way from their home 
west of Kellar, on the long, brutal trek through the Howling 
Giant Hills, west seeking shelter in the icy streets of Frostgate, 
and then north-east and beyond to the edge of the world. 
‘Stay close’ sometimes felt like all Tiabette had, the only form 
of control she could still exert in a life that, otherwise, had 
been wholly taken away from her.

“I’m tired,” Sarra complained. Tiabette did her best not to 
snap back at her.

“Not much further now, sweetheart,” she said, keeping her 
eyes fixed ahead.

She didn’t think she could carry Sarra in her arms again. In 
the months spent on the road with the other refugees, trying 
to outrun the Uthuk warbands that were spreading like the 
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plague through eastern Terrinoth, she’d seen incredible feats 
of endurance from parents battling to keep their children alive. 
She felt as though she’d carried Sarra across half of Terrinoth 
herself, through cloying mud and swampy tracts and thorny, 
cutting forests. In Frostgate she’d given up the leather of her 
shoes to mend her daughter’s – she had walked barefoot ever 
since, the soles of her feet long since reduced to pads of tough, 
numb skin. The two of them had come so far, yet, despite it 
all, she wasn’t sure she could carry Sarra another step. If she 
fell now, she knew she wouldn’t be able to get up again.

“You always say not much further,” Sarra complained. 
Tiabette closed her eyes for a moment as she walked, trying 
to keep her voice level.

“This time I really mean it. Look. You can see the end, right 
there. It’s getting closer, with every step.”

She opened her eyes and pointed forward, over the bowed 
heads of those trudging in front. Beyond them the Dunwarr 
Mountains rose like a vast curtain wall, sheer flanks of gray 
and purple soaring up to jagged parapets of snowy white. It 
seemed as though they had been set to guard the heavens 
themselves, framed by a cloudless sky that arched overhead 
from peak to flanking peak like some vast, azure vault.

“We’re really going there?” Sarra asked, following Tiabette’s 
gesture. Directly ahead, further along the rocky path that 
the caravan had been following through the foothills, stood 
something that glittered gold and silver in the distance. 
From far out it looked like a wall set into the base of the 
mountainside, a smooth block carved by cunning artifice 
into the jagged lower face of the peaks. Tiabette knew that it 
wasn’t a wall though. It was a gate.
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“We are,” she reassured Sarra, managing to smile down at 
her. “And we’re so close now we can even see it! So not much 
further!”

How many times had she said those words lately? How 
many times had they been a lie, told as much to herself as to 
her daughter? Now, finally, they were coming true. Just a little 
further.

The caravan trudged on. There had been about a hundred of 
them when they’d first left Frostgate three weeks earlier. Now 
there were half that number. Some had broken off and gone 
to Highmont as they had skirted past the southern edges of 
Blind Muir forest. Others had turned back or dropped by the 
wayside. Some had simply disappeared overnight. Tiabette 
tried not to think about those.

She’d learned quickly how to survive on the road. You 
couldn’t trust the people in the caravans. All of them were 
desperate, and desperate people did desperate things. The 
ones that offered to help, they were the worst of all  – they 
always wanted a favor in return, or were just searching for the 
weak and vulnerable behind the guise of kindness, sifting for 
prey amidst the lost souls cast onto Terrinoth’s roads by the 
war that had gripped the baronies. They were like wolves, 
stalking in amongst the flock, always watching, always hungry.

She’d discovered that to her cost when an elderly man 
who’d looked after Sarra on several occasions while she’d 
been bartering for food, had robbed her while she slept. Now 
she avoided the helpers, avoided those with the distant stares, 
and the ones who muttered constantly under their breath. 
She spoke to no one, and instructed Sarra to do the same.

“Stay close,” she urged her once more. Sarra clung on, 
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though Tiabette could see how her small steps faltered. Not 
now, she silently urged. Not when they were so close.

The gates were more clearly visible now. Tiabette tried 
to focus on them, seeking anything that could help take 
her mind off the stiff, trembling exhaustion in her limbs 
or the aching pit of hunger in her stomach. She could see 
an arch of carved rock rising above the huge entranceway, 
its sheer size only becoming apparent the nearer they got. 
Towers and ramparts had been carved directly into the steep 
slopes to their side, seemingly spouting fully-formed from 
the rockface, so well designed it was difficult to tell where 
mountain ended and fortress began. The gates themselves 
stood partially open, the sunlight gleaming brilliantly from 
the burnished metal cladding them. Tiabette realized, as the 
caravan drew gradually closer, that they had been fashioned 
in the likeness of two huge Dunwarr warriors, standing 
back-to-back, as though warding off surrounding foes in the 
midst of the mountain pass. Even with the entrance still at a 
distance, the sheer scale of the architecture almost made her 
falter and lose her footing.

She realized that the track, for so long a rutted, stony 
pathway winding unevenly through the foothills, had been 
replaced with a more solid road of carefully-laid, interlocking 
cobbles, worn smooth by the passage of countless feet. The 
valley was likewise constricting ever more sharply on either 
side of them, its flanks rising above to block out the sunlight 
while leaving it shining down upon the great gate ahead of 
them, making it gleam like a beacon in the gloom.

“Will we get to see the dwarfs, Mam?” Sarra asked her. 
“The ones who live under the mountains?”
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“Yes, sweetheart,” Tiabette said, too distracted to reply 
properly. There was a change in the movement up ahead, or 
rather, a lack of it. The family of five directly in front of them – 
a husband and wife, their parents and their infant son – had 
all come to a stumbling halt, blocked by a covered wagon 
carrying sacks of supplies.

Something, somewhere down the line, had stalled. That 
in itself was hardly unusual. It seemed that every hour a cart 
would throw a wheel or one of the oxen would falter and fall. 
The whole procession would then shuffle to a halt, as people 
argued and cursed one another. Eventually whatever had 
caused the delay would either be fixed or simply hauled off 
the roadway and abandoned, and the ponderous line would 
get underway again.

Tiabette usually kept to the side whenever there was a halt. 
Tempers always rose, and she’d seen enough blood spilled in 
thoughtless anger over the last few months to know it wasn’t 
worth getting involved in the crowd that always gathered 
around whatever was causing the obstruction. Today, 
however, was different. Today the end was in sight, achingly 
close. After everything they’d been through, to be able to see 
the gates themselves – it was too much.

She felt her anger flare.
“Stay close,” she repeated, keeping hold of Sarra’s hand 

as she led her off to one side, into the cold lee of the sheer 
slopes flanking the road. She was trying to get a better view 
of whatever had caused the caravan to stop, but others had 
already had a similar idea. Bodies blocked the route up to the 
gates, voices rising as a sense of agitation swept through the 
huddled groups of refugees.
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“Why are we stopping?” Sarra asked, standing on her 
tiptoes as she strained for a better view.

“We aren’t,” Tiabette corrected her, leading her along the 
side of the road. From Kellar to the very base of the Dunwarrs, 
she hadn’t struggled half the length of Terrinoth just to be 
stopped by some fat sutler’s broken wagon axle.

The press of bodies grew rapidly denser. The gates were 
soaring just ahead now, the scars of a thousand sieges visible 
in the huge, elaborately crafted metal bands that protected 
the entranceway. The voices around Tiabette were rising as 
well, competing with the shouting now audible from ahead. It 
appeared to be coming from the gates themselves.

There was no obstruction, she realized, not on the road 
anyway. The caravan had met another that appeared to have 
been stalled right in front of the gates themselves. A short slope 
led up to the final approach, and the raised elevation allowed 
Tiabette to see over the heads of those crowding in front.

The gates were still open, but the route through them had 
been blocked. A solid phalanx of Dunwarr warriors stood 
like a wedge between the two halves of the entranceway, the 
mountain sun gleaming brilliantly from burnished helmets 
and metal-banded shields. One of their number had come 
forward, taking up a position a few paces ahead of the front 
ranks. She seemed to be in conversation with a gaggle of 
refugees, presumably the leaders of the caravan that had 
arrived just before Tiabette’s. Their voices were raised, but the 
hubbub of the intervening crowd masked their actual words.

“They’re going to bar the gates,” an old woman in a ragged 
shawl next to Tiabette exclaimed. “They’re going to lock us 
out!”
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“Nonsense,” snapped a heavy-set man dressed in a fur-
lined, red merchant’s tunic, glaring back at the woman. “The 
Dunwarr have been accepting refugees for months. They 
wouldn’t just stop today!”

“You can’t know that for sure,” called out another voice, 
unseen amongst the gathering.

The claim drew out more voices, rising and melding 
together in an angry, confused outcry. Tiabette felt the same 
rising swell of panic that was infecting those around her, 
twinned with the desperate hope that she was mistaken. 
Surely something like this couldn’t really be happening.

“What’s going on, Mam?” Sarra pleaded, tugging on 
Tiabette’s hand. She shushed her, trying to follow what 
was happening at the gates. One of the refugees, an elf, was 
throwing his arms up angrily. He turned and stormed back 
towards the crowd, as several of the human delegates seemed 
to try to push past the dwarf they’d been conferring with.

There was a general, swaying motion amongst the bodies 
around Tiabette. She felt herself being thrust forward, 
shoving, jostling refugees beginning to force those at the 
front up the slope and towards the Dunwarr ranks.

“Hold on,” Tiabette shouted to her daughter, trying to keep 
her close. It seemed as though the crowd was going to surge 
up into the dwarfs, heedless of their presence barring their 
way.

That was when a voice rang out, deep and commanding. 
It was accompanied by the single peal of a mountain horn, 
unseen, echoing sharply down the valley.

The dwarfs ahead reacted immediately. Shields were 
brought up and slammed together, creating a fearsome, 
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echoing report that sounded from the slopes on either 
side. At the same time, the second rank shifted. Tiabette 
caught sight of crossbows being raised, poised between the 
overlapping shields of the Dunwarri in front. They were 
loaded, the wicked tips of the quarrels gleaming.

A wail went up from the crowd as those at the front 
urgently began to push back against the ones shoving forward 
from behind. Sarra screamed as she was almost dragged from 
Tiabette’s grip. She clung onto her daughter with both hands, 
pulling her in close as they were both nearly lifted from their 
feet by the diverging currents driving the crowd.

There was another horn blast, ringing through the cold, 
clear air. People around Tiabette were crying and screaming 
now, total panic overwhelming the refugees as the sound of 
vast, rumbling hinges rose above the discord.

With another shuddering crash, the Dunwarr phalanx 
moved. They took a step back, shield wall staying intact and 
crossbows never wavering. Another step, then another, the 
darkness beyond the doors slowly swallowing them up. As 
they went, the vast gates began to swing steadily shut, the 
sunlight catching the scarred metal.

“No,” Tiabette shouted as she was driven further back 
by the crowd, her hopes plummeting as a sense of absolute 
helplessness gripped her. She tried to free herself from the 
press, but it was no use. All she could do was cling on to 
her daughter and attempt to shield her from the shoving, 
stumbling, shouting mass.

With a crash that seemed to shake the very mountain peaks 
above them, the gates of Thelgrim slammed shut. 
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CHAPTER ONE

The man named Slevchek slammed his fist into the table, 
spilling ale and scattering coins across the scratched, sticky 
timber.

“Cheat,” he bellowed, glaring furiously at Raythen. The 
dwarf returned an equally fierce look, his single, dark eye 
glinting in the sallow candlelight of the taproom.

“Piece of advice, manling,” he said. “It’s not clever to accuse 
someone of cheating at cards when they’ve just beaten you. It 
makes you look like a bad loser which, I’ll grant, you probably 
are. But, for future reference, if you’re going to sling mud do 
it while you’re ahead. The second round we played, perhaps, 
or the third, while you were still winning. It makes it more 
believable, more honest-looking.”

Raythen wasn’t sure if anything he’d just said had reached 
Slevchek’s admittedly small brain. The heavy-set merchant 
was practically steaming with fury, his fists bunched, jaw 
clenched, ruddy complexion turning an even uglier shade 
of puce. His compatriots, two other human traders sitting to 
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his left and right, seemed caught between their desire to back 
up their friend and their aversion to making a scene in the 
middle of the bar.

In Raythen’s private opinion, it was a bit late for that. 
The taproom beneath Skellig’s Inn had gone deadly quiet as 
carousers turned their attention expectantly towards where 
Raythen and his fellow gamblers were sitting. The dispute 
had been rumbling all evening, as Slevchek became ever-
more drunk and belligerent. He’d mocked Raythen’s early 
setbacks, then reacted with increasing outrage as the dwarf 
had first won back his losses, then started steadily building 
on them.

Of course, the oafish human was quite correct – Raythen 
had been cheating. Nothing especially nuanced, but naturally 
the pack was rigged. Raythen had a few duplicates he’d 
palmed, with a backup Barony Queen concealed beneath 
a platter of half-eaten poultry wings he’d been deliberately 
taking his time with.

“Never trust a Dunwarr when it comes to gold,” Slevchek 
spat across the table, cuffing drool from his chin stubble. 
“Especially a one-eyed, one-handed one!”

Making such a remark toward a dwarf would normally have 
seen the human’s skull smashed by a bar stool or an axe, but 
Raythen had heard it all before. Besides, he was no ordinary 
Dunwarr. He smiled.

“Come now, manling, we’re three apiece. If I’m cheating, 
I’m not doing a very good job of it,” he said.

“You’ve won all the big bets,” whined one of Slevchek’s 
companions, a sniveling, sunken-eyed little man whose name 
Raythen hadn’t bothered to remember.
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“I wasn’t the one who started raising the stakes,” he pointed 
out. “That’s down to you three gentlemen.”

He could feel the attention of the rest of the bar on them, a 
fact Slevchek and his friends seemed oblivious to. Right now, 
that was the only variable Raythen felt vaguely uncomfortable 
about. He could keep these three idiots going all night, but 
what if someone else intervened? What if one of the other 
patrons had seen the trick before, or just possessed a keener 
eye and a clearer head than the human trio. He’d noted the 
presence of two elves earlier in the evening, and one of the 
bar servers had been staring at him for the better part of an 
hour, even before Slevchek’s outrage had started to draw a 
more general crowd. He feared it wasn’t because of his good 
looks either.

“The hand,” Slevchek exclaimed, gesturing furiously. “The 
hand is fake!”

Raythen made a show of sighing heavily.
“We’ve been over this,” he said, making sure he was 

speaking loudly enough to be overheard by the rest of the 
taproom. “Yes, the hand is fake. No, I’ve not stuffed cards or 
coins in it. Look.”

He grasped the wooden prop with his other hand and 
unbuckled it, removing it from the sleeve of his green cloak.

“Solid fairoak,” he said, tossing it across the table. “Inspect 
it for yourself. Again.”

Slevchek snatched the carved object and squinted at it, 
blinking rapidly as he tried to focus through his inebriation. 
He let out a grunt of frustration and tossed it to the accomplice 
on his right, who turned it over in his own hands, searching 
for some sign of duplicity.
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“If you’re quite done, I’d appreciate it back,” Raythen said, 
holding his good hand out. “Perhaps we can also stop insulting 
and harassing an old dwarf and get back to the game? Unless 
you manlings would rather call it a night?”

“I want my money back,” Slevchek barked, hitting the table 
again as his friend reluctantly passed Raythen his replacement 
limb.

“You can win it back,” the dwarf said brightly, refastening the 
hand. “What do you say to one more round? All or nothing?”

“Liar,” Slevchek bellowed, attempting to rise from his seat 
but falling back into it instead. He fumbled at his belt and 
drew a long, lean bullock dagger, the candlelight winking 
from its slender blade. “Give me my money!”

Raythen reached out with his good hand and snatched 
the front of Slevchek’s jerkin. Ignoring the knife, he hauled 
him forward so he was planted firmly against the table’s edge, 
knocking over a flagon of ale and scattering coins and cards 
as he did so.

“I didn’t lie about the hand, you stupid manling,” he 
snarled. “It’s solid. But I do just happen to have a third 
one, and it’s currently pointing a loaded hand bow at your 
manhood, underneath the table. So, settle down, smile, and 
play one more round, and you won’t be spending the rest of 
the night trying to pluck a quarrel from the only treasure that 
really matters. Agreed?”

Raythen fixed Slevchek’s eyes with his own, their faces 
inches apart, the stink of unwashed, intoxicated, idiot 
manling almost more than the dwarf could bear. He saw the 
slow, pained realization in Slevchek’s bleary gaze, giving way 
to the spark of outrage.
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“Choose your next words very wisely, my friend,” he urged. 
This was the decisive moment, the one he’d been expecting 
since he’d first offered the three merchants a game. Either 
Slevchek would accept what was happening and would be 
walking out of Skellig’s unharmed but with a lighter purse, 
or Raythen was about to be forced to make a hasty exit of 
his own with the money he’d made thus far. The ace up his 
sleeve – not quite literally, in this case – was the false hand he 
sometimes employed to confound opponents. An extra sleeve 
was sown into his heavy green cloak, concealing his real arm 
and hand while the focus of those across from him remained 
on his wooden prosthetic. His finger tightened fractionally on 
the hand bow he was grasping below the table.

Play the odds right, and nine times out of ten you’d come 
out on top.

“Raythen,” said a voice, shattering the moment.
Still gripping the front of the merchant’s tunic, both 

Raythen and Slevchek look up, slowly. While the dwarf 
had been trying to get his point across, a hulking bear of a 
man had approached their table. He was clad in a fur-edged 
cloak, his head shaved, a huge, bristling moustache drooping 
down almost to his chest. He loomed over the table, looking 
pointedly at Raythen.

“You’re late,” he rumbled.
Raythen let go of the tunic abruptly, letting Slevchek slump 

back in his chair. With practiced speed, he began to unload 
and conceal the crossbow beneath the table, all the while 
smiling up at the big man.

“You know, Cayfern, I was actually early. Couldn’t find 
you anywhere though, so I thought I’d entertain these fine 
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fellows until I spotted you. I suppose I lost track of time. My 
apologies.”

He finished with the hand bow as he spoke, slipping it into 
his rucksack. Cayfern grunted. He seemed oblivious to the 
attention much of the bar was giving him  – the big human 
was practically a minor celebrity in parts such as these, a well-
known face in the taverns and inns that crammed their way 
along Frostgate’s icy streets.

“Well, if you still want a job beyond tavern pickpocketing, 
I suggest you come with me,” he said. “Now.”

“Absolutely,” Raythen said, rising and offering a short bow 
to the merchants. “Duty calls I’m afraid.”

Slevchek rose unsteadily to confront the interloper, and 
Raythen couldn’t help but smirk as he saw the man’s anger 
turn to dismay as he realized he barely came up to Cayfern’s 
chin.

“I would sit down if I were you, Slevchek,” Cayfern said. 
“Enjoy the last of your ale and go home quietly to your wife.”

He extended a hand to Slevchek’s shoulder as he spoke, 
patting it. Slevchek once more fell back into his chair.

Avoiding making eye contact with anyone else, Raythen 
swept his winnings into his sack, slung it over his shoulder 
and followed Cayfern through the taproom into a small 
space through the back of the bar. It had once been a pantry, 
but its shelves were now empty and thick with dust, the only 
sign of its former use a few old sacks of meal still heaped in 
one corner. A single table and four chairs filled the cramped 
space, lit by a lonely, festering tallow candle. Cayfern sat 
across from the door, his chair creaking beneath his weight.

Raythen hesitated before taking the seat opposite. They 
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were not the only two in the room. A woman was already at 
the table, looking decidedly bored as she passed a small stone 
shard between her fingers. She was dressed in an embroidered 
golden coat that turned to long, flowing pleats below the 
waist, worn over a silken white shirt with flared sleeves. Her 
hair was long and dark, plaited down her back and held away 
from her forehead by a red and gold wrap. Bangles and charms 
decorated her wrists, and a carved bone staff was propped 
casually against the chair behind her, topped by a shard of 
blue tanzanite that seemed to shimmer like the ocean depths. 
Her face was lean and sharp, like a hawk’s. Raythen could 
practically feel the sorcery bleeding off her.

“I didn’t know we’d have company,” he said.
“Sit,” growled Cayfern.
He obeyed. The woman slipped the shard she’d been 

toying with into the pocket of a bag strapped around her 
waist. Raythen looked at her directly.

“Can I be the first to say what an honor it is to be in the 
presence of a runewitch?” he asked.

“You know me?” she replied, her accent thick. If she was 
surprised, she didn’t show it.

“Every adventurer worth employing has heard of the great 
Astarra, Greyhaven’s finest protegee,” Raythen said, smiling 
at her.

“I dislike you already,” the sorceress said. Raythen laughed. 
Being disliked was hardly a break from the norm for him.

“Astarra, this is Raythen, formerly of the Dunwarr city 
of Thelgrim,” Cayfern said. “He will be joining you on the 
expedition.”

“Will he indeed?” Raythen asked, turning his attention 



The Gates of Thelgrim by Robbie MacNiven 107

back Cayfern. “That’s good to know. Last I heard, Raythen 
had only expressed mild interest in finding out why the great 
Cayfern had put out a call in the bars and taverns of Frostgate 
for Raythen to join him.”

“I know you well enough, dwarf,” Cayfern said. “I know 
that when you start preying on fat, drunken merchants in 
Skellig’s, it means your coin pouch is empty. My employer is 
offering to change that. You’ll take the job.”

“That all depends,” Raythen said.
“The money is good.”
“That’s a start, but I was rather wondering about the 

company.”
“If you know of Astarra, you will know of her abilities,” 

Cayfern said, nodding briefly to the woman.
“Exactly,” Raythen said. “And I suspect those abilities 

probably don’t come cheap. So just what sort of task is dire 
enough to see your mystery employer paying out to hire 
a runewitch? And, more importantly, who else are we still 
waiting for?”

“I was wondering that myself,” Astarra said.
“Four chairs,” Raythen added, nodding to the last, 

unoccupied seat. The room had clearly been set up for the 
meeting, and he knew their host well enough to be certain he 
wouldn’t have accidentally set out extra spaces.

Cayfern said nothing. He was a well-known facilitator 
in the northern Baronies, a go-to between the rogues, 
malcontents and bravados that populated places like the Free 
City of Frostgate, and those who wished to employ them 
anonymously for work across Terrinoth. Raythen had been 
contracted by him four times previously, though whether 
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the person actually paying him had been the same one or 
a different client each time, he had no idea. What mattered 
was that Cayfern always paid up in full when the time came. 
He clearly chose his employers carefully, and in this sort of 
business, that counted for a lot.

The facilitator didn’t answer Raythen’s question. Instead, 
he looked pointedly past him, towards the door. Raythen 
twisted in his chair as it opened.

A tall figure stepped inside, forced to duck under the 
mantle. By the dirty light of the candle, his immediate 
appearance was nightmarish. He was achingly gaunt and 
pale, his skin seemingly stretched too tightly over a jagged 
skull. His ears came not to one point, but three, and his 
eyes were black as fresh pitch, sunken into his bony face. He 
was clad in raggedy, dark robes, and had manacles fastened 
around his wrists and throat. His only visible ornamentation 
was a large, strange-looking key hanging from his waist.

Raythen reached for the axe under his cloak as Astarra 
surged to her feet. Only Cayfern didn’t react, and when he 
spoke it was without concern.

“Welcome, Shiver.”
“What in the name of Kellos’s holy flames is this?” Astarra 

demanded, lifting her staff. Her eyes had gone wide, and her 
knuckles white where she gripped the arcane conduit. The 
figure that had caused such a reaction – a deep elf, Raythen 
realized  – looked at her without a hint of emotion, though 
he felt the temperature in the pantry plummet, as though a 
window had just been opened directly onto the icy streets 
outside. His breath started fogging in front of him.

“This is the third member of the expedition,” Cayfern said, 
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as though it was the most obvious thing in all of Mennara. 
“His name is Shiver. Like the rest of you, he was chosen 
specifically by my employer.”

“He’s a dark sorcerer,” Astarra snapped, apparently 
sensing the interloper’s aura. “What are you, creature? A 
necromancer? A slave to the Ynfernael?”

“You are Cayfern?” the elf asked the big man, ignoring 
Astarra. His voice was hoarse and scratchy, as though 
unaccustomed to use.

Cayfern nodded. “That I am. My employer thanks you for 
answering his call.”

“I do not know your employer,” Shiver said. “But I have 
seen you enough in my dreams to know this path is the one I 
am bound to tread.”

He grasped the back of the last unoccupied chair and 
pulled it out with a long, slow scrape. Astarra was still on her 
feet. Her staff had started to glow a cold blue.

Raythen cleared his throat and reached over to his false 
hand, beginning to unbuckle it.

“I can do magic too,” he said pointedly, removing it and 
freeing his real hand, which he placed flat on the table next 
to the other. “See? If we’re going to have a sorcerous duel in a 
tiny closet, I should warn you both, I won’t hold back.”

Cayfern laughed. Astarra looked from Shiver to Raythen, 
but the tension was broken. Slowly, the light of her staff 
started to fade. Raythen noted that he could no longer see his 
breath either.

“Aren’t you going to chastise the elf for being late?” he asked 
Cayfern. The manling ignored him, though Shiver turned his 
black gaze on him.
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“I was waylaid several times,” he rasped. “Waking visions.”
“Oh, well that’s alright then,” Raythen said. “Perhaps 

Cayfern can get on with telling us why we’re here, and I can 
get on with rejecting his offer of a job with either of you two.”

Cayfern looked pointedly at Astarra. She sat, though she 
kept her staff in one hand.

“I don’t work with dark sorcerers,” she said, looking hard 
at Shiver. “I have learned enough over the years to know that 
death stalks all those who do. No good will come of it.”

“Shiver is not a dark sorcerer,” Cayfern said. “My employer 
does not pay those who dally with the unnatural arts.”

“He feels like one, and he looks like one,” Astarra pressed.
“And I look like a completely trustworthy, honest Dunwarr 

ranger, but I’m not,” Raythen snapped, beginning to lose his 
temper. “Now, I didn’t come to this… lovely establishment in 
this wonderful city just to sit and debate the philosophies of 
magic. So, could we please get to the point. Cayfern?”

The facilitator looked at him silently for a moment before 
starting to speak.

“A month ago, Thelgrim, ancient city of the Dunwarrs, 
closed its gates. Since then, there has been no contact 
whatsoever with the inhabitants. No one has entered, and no 
one has left. All lesser entrances and exits into the mountains 
also appear to have been closed. The city has been sealed off.”

“I had heard that the Dunwarrs had grown silent,” Astarra 
said. “But if you want to know why, perhaps just ask the 
Dunwarr sitting opposite you?”

Raythen scoffed.
“I can assure you, if I was in any way privy to the thoughts 

of Ragnarson and the other short-sighted fools who rule 
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that place, I would not be here right now,” he lied. He had no 
intention of elaborating on his knowledge regarding the king’s 
mindset. “I haven’t set foot in Thelgrim in almost twenty years.”

“None know why the city has been shut off,” Cayfern said. 
“My employer has asked far and wide, and has received no 
satisfactory answer. That is why he has brought you together–”

“No,” Raythen interrupted. The trio all looked at him. He 
kept his eye fixed on Cayfern.

“If your master thinks I’m going back to Thelgrim, he 
hasn’t done his research,” he went on. “I thought you knew 
me better, Cayfern.”

“You have unfinished business there,” the manling said. 
“That is why you will go. And this…”

He planted a bulging leather purse down on the table. It 
clinked heavily.

“That’s just the initial payment,” he said. “My employer 
promises more once the contract is completed. It’ll be enough 
that you don’t have to spend your evenings robbing drunken 
oafs in stinking, dirty taverns in Frostgate.”

“Maybe I enjoy doing that,” Raythen said, not moving to 
pick up the bulging pouch. “What’s the payment in?”

“Honest Dunwarr silver,” Cayfern said. “My employer 
vouches for it.”

“I’m sure he does,” Raythen said.
“And just who is your employer?” Astarra asked, seemingly 

unimpressed by the offering on the table. Shiver, who hadn’t 
said anything since sitting down, nodded once. Raythen had 
been wondering the same thing all evening, though he’d 
done this enough times to know there was no point in asking 
a professional facilitator like Cayfern. Whoever they were, 
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they had a lot of dwarven silver for a start, and an interest in 
Thelgrim, but not the personal contacts necessary to find out 
what had actually become of the subterranean city. Raythen 
had been trying to think of a match for someone like that, 
and so far, he had nothing. That, in his considered experience, 
didn’t bode well.

“My employer will remain anonymous,” Cayfern said. “All 
you need to be sure of is that they can pay, and pay well. I will 
attest to that.”

“Forgive me if I don’t find that overly reassuring,” Raythen 
said. “Not while you still haven’t told us what he actually 
wants us to do.”

“He wants us to go to Thelgrim,” Astarra said, as though 
Raythen was an idiot. He smiled condescendingly at her.

“To what purpose exactly? Knock on the great gate, ask 
how Captain Lyssa Svensdottir is and whether old Ragnarson 
is in good health, then saunter back here to collect our 
riches? Come on! What else is there to it, Cayfern? Tell us 
the whole story.”

“Once you have entered the city, you will proceed to the 
headquarters of the League of Invention,” Cayfern said. 
“There is an item there which my employer would have you 
collect and return here with.”

“I knew it!” Raythen exclaimed, slapping his palm on the 
table. “I knew you wanted me to steal something!”

“Not steal,” Cayfern said, stoically. “The League know you 
are coming. You are to ask for Mavarin, and he will provide 
you with what you need freely.”

“And just what is it we’re going all the way to Thelgrim to 
collect?” Astarra asked.
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“It possesses magical properties,” Cayfern said.
“A runebound shard?” Astarra asked. Raythen noted a 

pulse of light that ran through her staff as she spoke the words.
“Yes,” Cayfern said.
“Which one?” Astarra demanded, the need in her voice 

obvious.
“I do not know,” Cayfern admitted. “I was not informed. 

But my employer wants it retrieved from the Dunwarr. He has 
already struck a deal for it, and merely requires its collection. 
Bring it here and you will all be paid, and paid handsomely.”

“I have no need for coin,” Shiver said abruptly. The deep elf 
had been a silent, brooding presence since taking his seat, but 
now he clasped distressingly long, black-clawed fingers on 
the table and fixed his unnatural gaze on the facilitator. “Your 
master sought me out, so he must know this.”

“My employer tells me that this may be of greater interest 
to you.” Cayfern removed something from the pocket of his 
furred cloak, planted it on the table and slid it slowly towards 
the elf.

It was a lock, heavy and edged with rust. At a glance, it 
seemed wholly unremarkable. Shiver looked at it for a while, 
his black eyes unreadable, then slowly reached out and 
grasped it daintily between forefinger and thumb, as though it 
was some strange, slightly disturbing insect. He held it before 
his eyes and then, to Raythen’s amusement, sniffed it, before 
placing it back down as carefully as he had picked it up.

“There are more?” he asked in his cold, dead voice.
“Two more, both of greater significance than this,” Cayfern 

said. “If you get the job done.”
Shiver said nothing.
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“I’m not working with him,” Astarra reiterated, as though 
the deep elf wasn’t sitting right there.

“Then that is your loss,” Cayfern said, with an unconcerned 
shrug. “Both in the present, and in the future. My employer 
informs me that they likely have further tasks to complete 
after this one, tasks involving more runeshards. You could 
learn a great deal from them. Their power is, by all accounts, 
formidable.”

Raythen recognized a bluff when he saw one, and right 
now Astarra wasn’t doing a very good job at it. Cayfern, he 
knew, was better at those sorts of games.

“If the contract is of no interest to any of you, I will tell 
my employer as much, and they will reiterate their call for 
interested parties to make themselves known,” the big man 
said, picking up the sack of silver.

“I’ll consider it,” Raythen said. It was getting late, and he 
was in no mood for more distractions, not tonight. “In fact, 
I’ll take the job. But I’m going to need a bigger down payment 
than the… relatively generous one currently on offer. Your 
employer clearly appreciates my abilities. They won’t find 
another Dunwarr dwarf in Frostgate with the skills I possess. 
No one is better suited to this task.”

Cayfern looked at him, face unreadable in the guttering 
light of the tallow candle. Then, he reached into his cloak and 
drew out another pouch, tossing it onto the table with a clink.

Good at bluffing, but not that good. Raythen nodded and 
offered Cayfern a smile.

“I’ll take the job.”
“As will I,” Shiver said. Raythen realized he’d slipped the 

old lock into his robes without him noticing.
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He looked left, at Astarra. The sorceress was glaring at 
Shiver but, slowly, she forced her gaze back to Cayfern and 
composed her expression.

“Tell your employer,” she said, “that the runewitch accepts 
their terms.”

“I will,” Cayfern said. “There will be no signed contract. 
You are expected to be back here with the shard by the first 
full moon following the Feast of Flames. I will be waiting for 
you.”

“That gives us just over two months,” Astarra pointed out.
“Which should be enough time to journey to Thelgrim, 

retrieve the shard, and return,” Cayfern said.
“And if we can’t gain access to the mountains?” Astarra 

asked. “What if we’re delayed?”
“Don’t be.”
“I’ll hold onto these for the time being, just for safe 

keeping,” Raythen said, breaking the silence that followed 
Cayfern’s words. He reached across the table and grasped 
the two pouches of silver. To his surprise, neither Astarra nor 
Shiver tried to stop him. He forced himself to keep a straight 
face as he secreted them in one of the concealed pockets of 
his rucksack. This was going to be easier than he’d expected.

“Well, it’s been a pleasure catching up, Cayfern,” he said, 
nodding to the human. “But I should really get back to the 
bar. I promised Slevchek I’d let him win back his losses.”

“You really think that’s wise?” Cayfern asked. Raythen 
rose and offered him a short bow.

“Would I be worthy of this great undertaking you’ve tasked 
me with if I said no?” He looked at the other two.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you both, and I look forward to 
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becoming further acquainted over the course of our little 
expedition. We’re going to have all sorts of fun, I’ve no doubt.”

“Tomorrow morning, outside,” Astarra said coldly. “I’m 
leaving with the dawn, whether you’re there or not. I don’t 
want this to take any longer than it has to.”

“Don’t worry,” Raythen said. “I think we all share that 
sentiment.” 
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CHAPTER TWO

Raythen snatched onto the outer sill of the window, doubled 
over, and was sick against the side of the wall. It left him in 
a rush of choking, stinking, stomach-churning bile, burning 
at his throat. He resurfaced, gasping, still clutching onto the 
window.

“By Fortuna’s lucky dice,” he managed weakly.
“Did you even sleep last night?” Astarra asked from behind 

him, her voice riven with disgust.
“It’s just a little ritual,” Raythen lied, looking at his reflection 

in the grimy window and cuffing strands of sick from his 
bristling, black beard. “A tradition. Every time I set out on a 
new journey I spew my guts up against a wall.”

He felt his stomach lurch again and, unseen by Astarra, 
screwed his eyes tight shut. He was willing away the churning 
of his insides, the cold, clammy sweat, the pounding in his 
skull. He was in no fit state to embark on a month-long 
trek, back to the city that had already taken so much from 
him. But damned if he would admit any of that to his new 
companions.
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“I’m fine,” he said, opening his eyes and forcing himself to 
take a deep, slow breath, followed by a swig of tepid water 
from the skin at his hip.

“I didn’t ask,” Astarra said. Raythen turned to look at her, 
forcing himself to put on a smile.

“Not a morning person, are you?” he said.
“Apparently neither are you,” Astarra pointed out. She was 

shielded from the cold wind blowing along the dirt street by a 
heavy mantle of mottled leonx pelt, the white fur a contrast to 
the long, black braid of hair that hung over one shoulder. Her 
staff was strapped to her back, its blue tip shimmering slightly 
as it caught the dawn.

“Where did you spend the night?” Raythen asked her as 
he hefted his rucksack and settled it onto his stout shoulders, 
tugging at his muddy green cloak to free it from the straps.

“In one of the bedrooms upstairs,” Astarra said. “And you?”
“Under one of the tables downstairs,” Raythen said. “I 

think…”
He reached up and tentatively probed at the side of 

his head, hissing as he felt the lump that had formed there 
overnight. Everything after leaving Cayfern had been a blur. 
He remembered another bout of cards, though he had no idea 
if Slevchek had been involved or not. There were patchwork 
recollections of shattered glass, shouting, a stool hurtling 
through the air. He’d come to beneath a table in the corner of 
the wrecked taproom. The first thing he’d checked had been 
Cayfern’s silver and the coin he’d won – all intact. That was 
what mattered. He’d forced himself to leave a few pieces with 
a stony-faced barmaid attempting to clear up the damage, 
before stumbling out into the weak dawn light.
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“The question is, where is our third, gallant companion?” 
he wondered out loud, turning away from Astarra to survey 
the street.

Frostgate lay before him, gray and bleak in the gathering 
light. Summer still ruled over this corner of Terrinoth, but it 
had long lost its luster. Raythen knew that soon the traders, 
merchants and mercenaries would be returning to the 
infamous Free City, seeking shelter and coin as the northern 
routes became impassable and the rivers iced over. The 
number of inhabitants would quadruple in the space of a few 
weeks, and a whole new settlement of yurts, tents and shelters 
would spring up beyond its walls. Raythen always made sure 
he was gone by the time the weather turned  – he had too 
many enemies fond of Frostgate to risk being around at the 
height of the season.

“The elf is already here,” Astarra said, causing him to look 
back and follow her gaze.

Shiver was standing in the darkness of the alleyway that ran 
down the flank of Skellig’s, as still and silent as a revenant. 
Raythen almost jumped, unable to mask a scowl. He wasn’t 
used to being taken by surprise.

“Where in Fortuna’s name did you come from?” he 
demanded. Shiver stepped forward into the muck of the 
streets, his tattered robes trailing in the frost-hardened dirt.

“You have sick on your boots,” he said, without answering 
Raythen’s question. The dwarf looked down and realized he 
was right. Without bothering to wipe them clean, he smiled 
and reached up to clap his hand on the deathly figure’s 
shoulder.

“We’re going to be friends, you and I,” he said. “I can tell.”
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Shiver showed no reaction, other than to slowly look 
down at Raythen’s hand until the dwarf removed it from his 
shoulder.

Astarra strode past them both without a word, headed for 
the gate.

“Looks like we’re getting underway then?” Raythen called 
after her, checking his pack one more time and taking another 
slow breath to calm his stomach. “Honestly, if I was in 
Thelgrim and I knew we were coming, I’d shut the gates too.”

Shiver had set off as well, manacled hands in front of him, 
tucked into the long hems of his sleeves. Sighing, Raythen 
began to follow.

The mountains surged on either side, climbing towards the 
heavens, their white peaks shining in the sun while all about their 
feet lay in shadow.

They stood before him, a woman and her child, bowed 
with exhaustion. Their clothes were ragged and dirty, their 
hair tangled and greasy, their eyes hollow, their cheeks 
starved. They stared into his soul like shades damning their 
own fate, and the fate of those who had led them to this. They 
said nothing.

Slowly, the child raised an arm and pointed, past him, 
up at the mountainside. He looked but saw nothing. When 
he turned back, the mother was pointing too, in the same 
direction. Neither had taken their eyes off him.

He heard a sound, low and soft at first, but rising rapidly. 
It was water, he realized, the sound of water rushing and 
surging. It grew and grew, until it was a raging, roaring torrent. 
But he couldn’t see it. He looked all around, turning in a 
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circle, searching frantically. It sounded as though a flood was 
sweeping down the valley, yet there was no sign of it, nothing 
beyond the thunder in his ears.

He realized abruptly that both the woman and the child 
were gone. Then, the water hit him.

Shiver surged to his feet with a gasp, his heart racing. Around 
him the forest lay quiet. Dawn was only just beginning to 
show itself between the branches, a soft, pallid light lending 
color back to the mossy boughs and thick, hanging ivy. 
The undergrowth rustled nearby and a flitwing took flight, 
chirruping as it darted back up into the canopy.

He sighed softly. For a moment he had forgotten where 
he was. But, as the vision sloughed off and his heart eased 
its pounding, reality returned. He had spent the night on the 
southern edge of Blind Muir forest, beneath the boughs of a 
great silverbark tree. His back was still sore from where a knot 
of roots had dug into it. He stretched, feeling aching muscles 
ease and bones pop.

He was soaked, he realized. His robes, his skin, all of it was 
drenched, as though he’d been caught out in a thunderstorm 
while he’d slept. He grimaced. Despite the wetness, he felt no 
chill.

He’d been right to take on the task. That was what he’d been 
telling himself since they’d left Frostgate, the week before. 
Regardless of the company, the memories had been leading 
him here, along the path of the Aenlong, Empyrean magics 
that he had been cut off from for so long. And the memories 
didn’t lie.

He knew a part of him had been afraid. That was why he 
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hadn’t used the lock until last night. He was worried he’d 
made the wrong choice. Worried he had once again been 
misled by hope. The locks had all pointed towards answers, 
and it had been so long since he’d had any. So long since he’d 
known anything beyond his penance.

He was on the right path though. It had been a vision, 
not a memory, that the key had unlocked. He had seen the 
Dunwarrs. The rest, he could not yet explain. The path would 
show him though, in time.

He looked down at his feet and saw the lock the human 
had given him. The key was lodged in it, turned to the right. 
He hesitated, then reached down and grasped it. As he 
picked it up, the rust marring the lock began to spread. A 
thousand years passed in the blink of an eye, as it ate away at 
the metal, gnawing and crumbling it, until the last of the dust 
was carried away by a breeze that gently rattled the branches 
of the silverbark behind him. He was left holding only the 
key.

He tied it around his waist once more. He was tired, but 
the time for rest had passed. The other two would be looking 
for him, likely hoping he wouldn’t return. That didn’t worry 
Shiver. In their place, he’d have felt the same way.

“Just where do you go some nights?” Raythen asked as he sat 
by the fire. It had been over a week since departing Frostgate, 
and the trio had not long passed north of Highmont. The 
road was becoming decidedly narrower and more rutted, and 
patchy fields and wooded outcrops had started to give way to 
wild heathland and rugged hills as they traveled further north 
and east. Blind Muir still lay to the left of where they had 



The Gates of Thelgrim by Robbie MacNiven 123

pitched up for the night, a dark, brooding mass that seemed 
to watch them constantly.

Shiver said nothing as he sat, cross-legged, picking at a 
bowl of porridge Astarra had cooked up.

“He goes into the forest at night, like all evil things,” Astarra 
said, not deigning to look at the elf. “I have seen him. Blind 
Muir is cursed. All know that.”

“He probably just doesn’t want to risk you murdering him 
in his sleep,” Raythen pointed out to the sorceress.

“I rest better alone,” Shiver said, tersely.
Raythen didn’t press the matter. Since leaving Frostgate, he’d 

learned a number of valuable things about his companions, 
not least of which included the fact that the gaunt, ragged elf 
was less of a sinister presence and more a miserable loner. An 
aura of fear was convenient when it came to shunning others, 
and Raythen had no doubt Shiver used it to good effect. It 
certainly had Astarra fooled – she was convinced he was just 
waiting for the opportunity to cut their throats, drain their 
blood and sacrifice their souls to some Ynfernael demon.

For her own part, Raythen suspected the runewitch was 
even more powerful than she was letting on. He had seen her 
employ her magics for the first time when they’d come across 
a caravan paused where the road crossed over a stream. One 
of the carts had tipped in, wounding a mother and catching a 
child in the current. Astarra had summoned the energies of 
one of her stones, the Deeprune, and commanded the waters, 
shaping them as a potter might shape clay and forcing them 
to surrender the small girl back into the arms of her mother.

Raythen would have been impressed, if he hadn’t been 
forced to stop Astarra attacking Shiver moments later. The elf 
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had gone to assist the woman injured in the accident, turning 
his strange, chill elven magics to sealing up a gash on her arm. 
Astarra, it seemed, had thought he was draining the life from 
the poor individual.

Once he’d managed to convince her to back down, the 
refugees had shown their gratitude with a gift of some bread 
and oats. It was the third such group they’d encountered in 
the past seven days, each one seemingly more miserable and 
bedraggled than the last. Toiling columns of wagons and carts 
clogged the road, creaking and laden down with all manner of 
possessions, not to mention people – the old, the young, the 
infirm. Those who still could, trudged alongside them, heads 
bowed with exhaustion.

Raythen knew this road wasn’t the only one troubled 
by such processions. He had noted the rise in numbers of 
refugees, from the last job he’d done in Dawnsmoor all the 
way to Frostgate, where sorry clusters of homeless, destitute 
families huddled desperately around sputtering fires in the 
cold streets and alleyways. He’d seen displacement before, 
many times, from those fleeing Riverwatch after the great 
festerskin outbreak, to the dispossessed abandoning the 
Borderlands during the raiding season. He’d never known 
these sorts of numbers though. It was as if all of Terrinoth 
had been forced to take to the road with only what they could 
carry on their backs or heap on a cart.

From what Raythen had seen, there were no unifying 
demographics either. Many of the refugees were human, but 
he had spotted the features and heard the accents of every 
barony as far south as the great woodland of the Aymhelin. 
There were orcs and dwarfs among them too, a few Hyrrinx 
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catfolk, even elves. All brought with them stories of unrest, of 
bandit attacks and Uthuk raids and, most persistently, rumors 
of a great battle that had been fought against the demon-
worshipers in Kell or one of the other eastern baronies.

Wordlessly, Shiver rose from beside the fire and stalked off. 
Raythen caught Astarra’s glare and couldn’t help but smirk.

“Why do you hate him so?” he asked her. “Is there some 
past history between you two that I know nothing of?”

She shook her head defensively. “I saw enough promising 
students at Greyhaven destroyed by the lure of the darker 
forms of magic. I told you, I know one when I see one.”

Raythen grunted noncommittally. Secretly, he was glad 
Shiver had departed for the night. He’d been wanting to talk 
to Astarra for a few days, and had been trying to gauge when 
best to do so. He had questions about her involvement, and 
he wanted them answered before he started putting any more 
trust in her.

“I’ve been troubled by something for a few days now,” he 
said, his tone casual as he glanced at the runewitch over the 
fire. “Since that night in Skellig’s, actually. It’s had me thinking, 
day and night, because I reckon it’s important, but I just can’t 
quite figure it out. Just what do you want in Thelgrim?”

Astarra didn’t reply, gazing stoically down into her porridge.
“You didn’t take the silver,” Raythen continued. “Didn’t 

show any interest in it. Neither you nor the elf have even asked 
about it since I took it all. He at least was offered something 
else, though I’ve no idea what he wants with a collection of 
old locks. Probably something terribly sinister and esoteric. 
You though, Cayfern offered you nothing else, yet you still 
took the job.”
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“I will not discuss this with you,” Astarra said tersely.
“Don’t fancy killing time?” Raythen asked, with a hint of 

mockery. “I suppose you can just talk about how much you 
distrust Shiver all evening if you need to.”

“My reasons are my own,” Astarra said.
“I always follow my instincts,” he told her, deciding to 

change tack, be more direct. “And right now, they’re warning 
me more about you than about our raggedy deep elf. That’s 
quite something.”

“And perhaps mine are the same,” Astarra snapped, finally 
looking at him. “You think you are so much cleverer than 
those around you, Dunwarr, but your imagined intelligence 
is nothing but low cunning. You took the silver only after 
cajoling from the facilitator. You’ve spoken multiple times 
of the fact that you have no desire to return to Thelgrim, 
despite it being the city of your birth. Why is that? Why 
do you hate, or fear, a place that was once your home and 
remains the seat of your people? What are you going back 
to?”

Raythen refused to bite. Astarra had hit upon a flurry of 
hidden wounds with her words, and he wasn’t going to give 
her the satisfaction of knowing it. He bit his tongue.

“Why have the gates of Thelgrim been closed?” she asked, 
clearly intending to take over the role of questioner. He 
glowered at her, doing his best to keep his cool.

“If I knew that, I could have collected my full payment in 
Skellig’s and never left its sordid delights,” Raythen said. “And 
if all goes according to plan, you’ll never have to know why I 
left the city in the first place.”

“As long as it doesn’t interfere with our task, it doesn’t 
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concern me,” Astarra said. “That’s a form of thinking you 
would do well to embrace.”

“If you’re planning what I think you’re planning, I’m going 
to stop you,” Raythen said. “At least until I’m back at Skellig’s 
with another few pouches of silver.”

“And just what am I planning?” Astarra asked.
Raythen smiled at her without warmth, knowing that she 

was still trying to draw him. He wasn’t going to let this escalate 
any further, not with accusations that could break the group 
apart before they had even reached the mountains. It wasn’t 
the time for that, not yet.

“I suppose I’ll have to wait and see,” he said, leaning back 
against his pack and drawing up the hood of his cloak.

On the tenth day, Shiver sighted the Dunwarrs. They were 
too distant for Raythen and Astarra to see at first, but by the 
early evening they were all able to pick out the glimmer of the 
lowering sun, painting the far-off, snow-capped peaks a soft 
pink.

The road took them north, past Blind Muir and 
the township of Fallowhearth, where they spent one 
uncomfortable night in a grubby little tavern. The brooding 
woodland that overlooked the town was left behind as the 
hills grew ever steeper and craggier. On the eighteenth day 
they sighted a watchtower overlooking the road from a 
rocky mount. Part of its upper walls had collapsed, lending 
it a crooked air. Black-winged hookbeaks flocked from its 
deserted parapets, their cawing sounding mournfully over 
the rolling moorland.

“That marks the northern border of Upper Forthyn,” 
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Raythen said, as they passed beneath the cyclopean sentinel. 
“We’re beyond the baronies now.”

They’d barely gone past the tower when Shiver came to an 
abrupt halt. Astarra, as usual, was in front and either didn’t 
notice or didn’t care, but Raythen nearly walked into the back 
of the elf.

“Have you seen something?” he demanded, moving round 
so he was in front of Shiver. In the past two weeks he’d found 
himself growing more and more reliant on the elf ’s wickedly 
sharp senses, envious every time he thought of just how much 
he could achieve in his own line of work if he had those sorts 
of abilities.

Shiver didn’t reply. Raythen quickly realized that the elf 
was not, in fact, detecting some distant threat or presence, but 
appeared to be in a trance.

“Astarra,” Raythen called carefully. The human finally came 
to a halt and turned back.

“What’s wrong?” she demanded.
Rather than answer, Raythen slowly raised a hand and 

clicked his fingers in front of Shiver’s face. The elf didn’t react. 
He was staring blankly into the middle distance.

“He’s frozen up,” Raythen said, as Astarra doubled back to 
join them. “He just stopped in the middle of the road.”

There was a soft rattling sound. Raythen frowned and 
looked down. He realized that Shiver’s hand had started to 
shake, disturbing the manacles clamped around his slender 
wrists.

The shaking grew worse, spreading across his whole body. 
The elf ’s eyes fluttered, and he began to emit a low groan. 
A sense of foreboding gripped Raythen  – he hadn’t seen 
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anything quite like this before, though it reeked of unnatural 
magics to him. Slowly, not wanting to trigger any sudden 
reaction, he grasped the haft of his axe.

With a crack like thunder, power exploded around the deep 
elf ’s body. He lunged, both Astarra and Raythen throwing 
themselves back instinctively. Pale energy blazed in Shiver’s 
eyes and around his wrists, pulling him taut and rooting him 
to the spot, arms outstretched. Through a surge of panic, 
Raythen realized that the light had coalesced as ghostly 
chains, connecting the manacles at his wrists and throat and 
wrapping tight around his body, binding him in place.

Shiver screamed. The noise was hideous, primal, a wail 
that spoke only of loss and devastation. Astarra had her staff 
up, an arcane word on her lips. Raythen snatched her wrist 
roughly.

“Wait,” he shouted over the sound of Shiver’s anguish.
Astarra snatched herself free, but stopped her incantation, 

the spell unfinished.
Shiver’s scream died. The power began to fade as rapidly 

as it had appeared, the chains binding him disappearing. He 
stood, shaking once more, seemingly even more frail and 
gaunt than before.

“What, in the name of Fortuna, was that?” Raythen asked 
aloud. Slowly, he let go of the axe in his belt.

The words seemed to snap Shiver from his trance. His eyes 
refocused, and the shaking stopped.

“What dark sorceries did you just unleash, elf?” Astarra 
demanded. Light was still pulsing from her staff.

“It was… a dream,” Shiver said, slowly and carefully, as 
though unsure of himself. He clasped his hands before him, 
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his expression grave as he took in the roadway, the tower, the 
mountains beyond it, as though he was only just seeing them 
for the first time.

“You were awake,” Raythen said.
“They come whether I’m asleep or not,” Shiver said, his 

tone growing uncomfortable as he appeared to understand 
what had happened. He looked down and grasped the key 
hanging at his waist, seemingly checking it was still there.

“Was it a vision?” Astarra demanded. “A prophecy?”
“No,” Shiver said. “The opposite. A memory.”
He pushed past them both. Raythen didn’t try to stop him – 

it was the first hint of anger he’d gotten from the elf since they’d 
met. He found it as disturbing as the waking vision that had 
gripped him. Not for the first time, the dwarf wondered just 
what he’d gotten himself in to. Glib rogues, thieves, devious 
merchants and collectors of stolen goods were the sorts of 
individuals he knew, the ones he was comfortable dealing 
with. Astarra and Shiver were, in their own arcane ways, very 
different to his usual company, and he didn’t like it one bit.

Without looking back, Shiver began to walk down the 
road, calling out as he went.

“Come. Night is not far off, and this is no place to stop.”
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The first in an exciting new series of heroic 
fantasy novels, Zachareth, explores the past 
of one of Descent: Legends of the Dark’s most 
notorious villains.

Zachareth, Baron of Carthridge, is a driven, 
ruthless and obsessive man – a man who 
could be a hero, but he wants so much more. 
Having watched his father fall under the sway 
of a sorceress, Zachareth grows up craving 
knowledge and power. When his tutor at 
Greyhaven introduces him to forbidden magics, 
Zachareth discovers there is more to power than 
meets the eye. As he returns home to a barony on 
the verge of rebellion and beset by necromantic 
foes, Zachareth must choose his true path – the 
path of virtue and heroism, or that of darkness 
and villany; the line between the two is finer 
than most imagine.
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CHAPTER ONE
Highsummer, 1822

The first punch didn’t draw blood, but the second did.
Zachareth felt it across his lips and in his mouth, warm and 

bitter. He spat, smattering Mikael’s face with red.
The heir to the Barony of Cailn had been astride Zachareth 

in the dirt, but he recoiled. Zachareth seized the advantage, 
heaving against him with both hands and kicking out with his 
feet. The boy was thrown off, sprawling in the dust.

The surrounding stable hands jeered and shrieked. 
Zachareth was only half aware of them as he scrambled back 
to his feet. His ears were full of a dull ringing sound, and his 
cheeks burned. He spat more blood, cuffing it from his lips.

“Is that the best Cailn can do?” he demanded.
Mikael was back on his feet as well, his blond hair unkempt, 

his jerkin dusty and askew. He bared his teeth and flung 
himself at Zachareth.

As was so often the case, it had all happened fast. Castle 
Talon was hosting the Silver Tourney, a contest of arms 
held every four years between the northwestern baronies of 
Carthridge, Cailn, and Rhynn. Mikael, Cailn’s heir, had arrived 
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with his father’s entourage the day before and had quickly 
sought out Zachareth along with several of his squires. Sharp 
words had been exchanged, Zachareth’s own father insulted, 
and the honor of Carthridge questioned.

Zachareth couldn’t actually remember who had struck the 
first blow, but just then he didn’t much care. He tumbled in 
the dust with Mikael, grappling furiously, his long, dark hair 
half blinding him as he tried to rip himself free from the other 
boy’s hold and land a blow of his own.

Mikael was a year older and quite a bit taller, but Golfang, 
the lieutenant of Baron Zelmar’s guard, often told Zachareth 
that he was broad and strong for a thirteen year-old. He used 
that, trying to bear Mikael back down into the dirt, his teeth 
bared, pink with blood. Slowly, agonizingly, he overcame 
his rival’s resistance, his limbs shaking with the strain as he 
pressed him against the ground. He managed to throw a leg 
over to straddle him and poised one fist, his thoughts keening 
with vengeance.

Something struck him in the ribs below his raised arm, not 
painfully so but sharp enough to make him yelp. He twisted 
astride Mikael, expecting to find one of the Cailn squires 
intervening. Instead, he was confronted by Bernard.

“Don’t make me bloody your nose as well as your lip, boy,” 
the heavy old tutor exclaimed, ruddy faced and brandishing 
his walking stave like a spear. Zachareth glared at him, cursing 
the fact that he had found him and was, predictably, now 
interfering. The cursed tutor was always interfering.

“You wouldn’t dare hit me,” he said.
“I just did, and I will again,” Bernard replied, jabbing the 

stave threateningly.
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Zachareth didn’t get a chance to respond. Mikael heaved 
against him, throwing him off. Once again, the two boys 
sprawled, and Zachareth cursed the loss of his advantage.

Bernard waded in, rapping the tip of his stave across 
Mikael’s knuckles as he grabbed the front of Zachareth’s 
doublet before physically wrapping one forearm around 
Zachareth’s throat and hauling him up and away. The baronial 
heir struggled and choked on the musty wool of Bernard’s 
long robe sleeve, finding his feet but remaining clamped in the 
tutor’s grasp. Despite his age, Bernard possessed a fearsome 
strength.

“Cease your squirming, you accursed worm,” he exclaimed 
irritably, keeping hold of Zachareth with one arm.

“That’s quite enough from you too, Master Cailn,” he 
added, using the stave in the other hand to ward off Mikael 
as the boy made to lunge at the pinned Zachareth. “Another 
twitch from either of you and I’ll call for Captain Travas and 
have you both dragged before your parents. I’m sure they’d 
appreciate hearing that you’ve been fighting in public again 
just two days before the start of the tournament!”

Thoughts of parental chastisement took the edge off the 
furious energy coursing through Zachareth. He had no wish 
to stir his father’s anger. He forced himself to be still and 
was rewarded with a loosening of Bernard’s grip. He pulled 
himself free, glaring at Mikael, who glared right back.

“Be gone to your chambers,” Bernard snapped, pointing the 
stave at the Cailn contingent before addressing the gawking 
pages and serving boys surrounding them. “And the rest of 
you, back to work! You should know better than to indulge 
these highborn dolts!”
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As they scattered, Bernard grabbed Zachareth’s shoulder 
and steered him firmly into the nearby stable block, the smell 
of both horses and straw hitting him. The beasts loomed on 
either side, snorting and stamping, seeming to tower over 
him. Bernard marched him between their pens to the trough 
at the far end of the outbuilding, wheezing and muttering 
under his breath, stave clacking against the straw-scattered 
cobbles.

“Avoiding your lessons is one thing, but scrapping like a 
feral street dog? For shame! By the flames of Kellos, if I could 
still travel, I would have taken up that posting at Greyhaven. 
At least there my students would wish to attend my classroom 
of their own volition!”

Zachareth didn’t respond. He was still angry, but he 
knew better than to test Bernard any further. Right now, the 
tutor’s goodwill was all that was stopping him from reporting 
Zachareth’s misdemeanors to his father and, worse, to the 
baron’s advisor, Leanna. That was a conversation he wanted 
to avoid at all costs.

Bernard stood him before the trough and planted a hand 
against the back of his head. Zachareth began to protest, then 
was forced to seal his mouth shut as he was plunged into the 
tepid water. The shock slammed through him, and it was an 
effort not to instinctively exhale the air he’d trapped in his lungs.

Bernard held him under for a few heartbeats, then hauled 
him back up. Zachareth gasped as water poured from him, 
drenching his doublet and running from his lank hair. His lip 
stung.

The tutor turned him around and snatched his jaw, angling 
his head left then right.
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“It’s stopped bleeding at least,” he said, squinting at 
Zachareth’s lip. “If you’re lucky, the swelling will be gone by 
the time you’re called to the hall for supper.”

He let go. Zachareth scowled up at him and swept his 
sopping hair back out of his eyes.

“You look just like your father when you do that,” Bernard 
said, his tone finally losing its hard edge.

“I know,” Zachareth replied. Bernard often said such things, 
and he was never sure if it was meant as a compliment or not. 
He had no wish to turn out like his father, not now anyway.

“You’re late for today’s lessons,” Bernard continued, pulling 
Zachareth’s doublet straight. “I’ll avoid telling Zelmar why, 
but in exchange, you have to make an effort with your readings 
this time. Do we have a deal?”

Zachareth knew he didn’t have much of a choice. He 
nodded.

“We have a deal.”

In the end, Zachareth didn’t get far with the day’s assigned text. 
They had just settled into Bernard’s makeshift classroom – a 
cluttered, dusty garret in the north tower – when a sharp rap 
sounded at the door. Zachareth paused halfway through a 
ponderous recitation of the epic poem The Foxes of Kell and 
looked at Bernard, seated across the scroll-scattered lectern 
from him.

Had the old man betrayed him after all? Zachareth’s 
expression clearly made the accusation for him because 
Bernard held his gaze for a moment before shaking his head. 
He picked up his stave and headed for the door.

Golfang was waiting beyond it, his craggy face unreadable. 
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Like the rest of the baronial guard, the massive orc had been 
fully armed and armored since the arrival of the Cailn and 
Rhynn delegations, and he had to stoop slightly just to look 
in through the crooked attic door. Zachareth doubted he’d 
actually be able to fit through it, certainly not with the heavy-
bladed falchion hanging at his hip.

“The baron wishes to see him,” Golfang said to Bernard, 
nodding at Zachareth.

“He’s in the middle of his studies,” Bernard protested, 
even his heavyset bulk appearing tiny before the hulking 
warrior. Golfang wore a battered breastplate and a chainmail 
skirt over leather breeches, but his arms were bare above 
the vambraces that clad his wrists. To Zachareth, his arms 
appeared like mighty tree trunks, gnarled and axe-hewn, each 
ringed by dozens of white tattoo bands. The orc had once told 
Zachareth they represented every enemy’s skull that he had 
crushed with his bare hands, though Bernard had confided 
that the more prosaic truth was that each band represented a 
year’s service on the baronial guard.

“Still, the baron wants him,” Golfang reiterated, his 
expression stoic as he looked past Bernard at Zachareth. 
Despite himself, he felt his heart quail at the thought of what 
awaited him.

“Is it actually the baron who wants him, or Leanna?” 
Bernard asked, seemingly unwilling to give up his charge. 
Golfang offered the merest of shrugs.

“You would have to ask the baron that yourself. Now, am I 
going to have to come in and take him myself?”

“No, you are not,” Zachareth said before Bernard could 
answer. He forced himself to get down from behind the 
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lectern, pausing to pointedly close the heavy cover of The 
Foxes of Kell. He wasn’t going to let Golfang see he was 
afraid. He valued the guard’s opinion more than he feared 
his father’s summons.

Golfang nodded and moved aside for Zachareth to descend 
the creaking wooden staircase beyond the garret’s door. He 
heard Bernard calling out behind him.

“Don’t think this means you’re done with your studies. I’m 
leaving this book in your bedchamber, and I expect the next 
three chapters read by the time we meet again tomorrow!”

“Then I pray to Kellos that my father’s punishment involves 
making me wear a blindfold,” Zachareth called back, ignoring 
Bernard’s irate response. Golfang chuckled as he followed 
him down the stairs, his chainmail clinking heavily.

“You are wise to only bait the word teacher when out of 
reach of his stave,” he said. “If you had not come quietly, I fear 
I would not have been able to wrestle you from him.”

“You never had to learn letters,” Zachareth complained, 
disgusted at life’s unfairness. “And look what you’ve achieved! 
You’re second-in-command of the baronial guard of 
Carthridge!”

“True,” Golfang admitted. “But I am not a tiny little raven-
haired human pup like you.”

Zachareth half turned to lash out at Golfang, but the orc 
simply swatted him away, laughing.

“Enough,” he said. “It is not for idle merriment that your 
father summons you.”

They passed through the echoing corridor that ran around 
the inside of the keep’s western wall, evening sunlight 
streaming through the arrowslits to dapple the smooth 
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stonework. As they went, Zachareth tried to gauge how bad 
things were.

“You might be in the hot stew this time, pup,” Golfang 
admitted. “Your father knows about your scrapping.”

Zachareth looked up at the guard as they walked, a frown 
crossing his face. “Did Bernard tell him?”

“No,” Golfang responded. “Who do you think?”
“Leanna,” Zachareth growled. It made sense. She seemed 

to know everything, her presence within the baronial court 
of Castle Talon all encompassing. She was a Latari elf but 
had advised Zelmar Carth for almost a decade. She was also 
a sorceress. Zachareth hated her for how she had wormed her 
way into his father’s life, for how she now seemed to rule the 
barony more assuredly than he did. The emotion was so raw 
it momentarily came close to eclipsing his fear.

They descended the next set of spiral stairs and passed along 
the guest chamber corridor, pausing to let a pair of serving 
maids hurry by with bundles of used linen. This part of the 
castle was usually quiet, but now it bustled with the presence 
of the Rhynn and Cailn entourages. They encountered more 
chattering chambermaids, a scurrying errand boy, and a 
member of Greigory of Rhynn’s household, bearing the 
Grandmother Oak on the chest of his jerkin. There were 
also retinue guards posted outside the bedchamber doors, 
who stiffened to attention as Zachareth and Golfang went by. 
Zachareth half hoped he would run into Mikael leaving his 
room. They’d see how that Cailn whelp fared with Golfang to 
back him up.

Their route took them to the antechamber outside 
Castle Talon’s great hall. A taperer was lighting the braziers 
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bolted to the walls, their kindling flames illuminating the 
graven expressions of Zachareth’s grandparents and great-
grandparents, rendered in Carthmount stone in alcoves on 
either side. He always looked at them whenever he passed, 
trying to imagine his own likeness alongside them some day. 
It was difficult because he so rarely felt that he wanted to 
become baron like his father. He wanted more than a lifetime 
of duty and leadership. He avoided the hard, stony eyes.

They halted outside the oaken doors that led into the 
hall. Golfang placed one massive hand on them, but before 
opening them, he paused and looked down at Zachareth.

“You are afraid,” he said.
“I’m not,” Zachareth replied, scowling. The guard was too 

perceptive for his own good. His heart was racing.
“You are a poor liar too,” Golfang continued. “Which does 

not bode well for what is about to unfold. Have courage, little 
pup. There are worse things in this world than a father’s scorn.”

“If that’s so, I have yet to encounter them,” Zachareth said 
heavily, steeling himself and staring straight ahead. Golfang 
let out a short laugh and opened the doors.
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CHAPTER TWO

“Don’t just stand there, boy,” Zelmar Carth barked, his voice 
ringing from the timber rafters. “Come here where I can see 
you.”

Zachareth stepped across the threshold and into the great 
hall. It was a high, wide space, the finest of its kind in northern 
Terrinoth. Though the arching ceiling and its rafters were 
built from timber, the walls and floor were fashioned from 
stone, great slabs that had been set in place centuries before. 
Tapestries decorated the flanks of the long room, massive 
lengths of woven cloth depicting moments in time from both 
Carthridge and from wider Terrinoth. There were hunting 
scenes with loping hounds and boars and soaring hawks as 
well as representations of the marriages and deaths of the 
noble line of Carth, interwoven alongside the construction 
of Castle Talon upon its crag, the defeat of terrible dragons 
wreathed in flame, and silver knights driving into the legions 
of Waiqar’s undead. Zachareth loved to sit and stare at them 
and imagine himself in the midst of each depiction in turn, 
but right now, he was too afraid to even glance at them.

The floor underfoot was covered by a wide red and gold 
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rug, worn and faded but still soft underfoot. Zachareth’s great-
great-grandmother had, according to the chronicles Bernard 
made him read, been a princess from far-off Al-Kalim. The rug 
had been part of her dowry. A section of it had been removed 
so it didn’t rest up against the vast fireplace that dominated 
one wall, its blackened bowels freshly rekindled. A heavy 
timber feasting table, each leg carved with the likeness of one 
of the Carthridge barons of yore, sat unoccupied along the 
opposite wall. Zachareth passed by it on the way to the room’s 
far end.

It felt like a long walk. Golfang didn’t go with him but 
remained by the doors. Zachareth suddenly felt very alone 
as he passed beneath the gallery of beasts and ancestors 
adorning the walls.

Zelmar waited. He was reclining on his baronial throne, 
clad in a white gown with silver trim, one leg raised and 
planted on a footstool. His face hinted at the fact that it had 
once been like Zachareth’s, the features formerly strong and 
well defined, but it had long lost the freshness of youth. 
His eyes were hooded and sunken, his jaw fattened, his 
long, black hair thinning and rooted in gray. He was not yet 
forty Highsummers old, but he seemed older. Again, as he 
approached, Zachareth found himself wondering when and 
why his father’s love for him had turned so bitter.

Leanna was with him, as ever. She sat on the consort’s 
throne beside Zelmar, the place Zachareth knew would once 
have been occupied by his mother before her death. She 
wore a dress of silver scales that shimmered in the firelight, 
its skirts widening into great folds of black silk. A staff rested 
in one hand, designed like a twisting length of root knots and 
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enameled black. Her hair, a dusky red, was piled high upon 
her crown. Her face always left Zachareth feeling cold. It was 
beautiful, in a deadly sort of way, high-boned and sharp-eared, 
her elven heritage unmistakable. She reminded him of one of 
the hawks woven into the hall’s tapestries, cruel and keen and 
deadly. Her golden-yellow eyes rarely seemed to blink.

Zachareth’s step almost faltered. He managed to make 
himself look at Leanna and noticed the small smile on her 
lips. It sent fresh anger burning through him, momentarily 
scorching away his fear. He carried on until he was standing 
before the pair.

“Your lip is swollen, boy,” Zelmar said. “Who hit you?”
Caught somewhere between fear and defiance, Zachareth 

said nothing.
“Answer me,” Zelmar demanded.
“Mikael.”
“Did you hit him back?”
“I tried.”
Zelmar’s expression darkened further.
“Once again, you embarrass me,” he said. “Brawling like 

a street urchin with the heir of one of our closest allies. The 
Silver Tournament begins in less than two days, and I have to 
apologize to Wilem and Maria because their son was set upon 
in my own castle’s bailey!”

“Mikael insulted you,” Zachareth blurted, his cheeks 
beginning to burn with anger and shame. “He called you an 
old, weak fool who couldn’t even mount a horse anymore. 
He said Carthridge was tarnished, and its might spent. That I 
would inherit nothing that wasn’t rotten or crumbling!”

“And I’m sure you said much the same in turn,” Zelmar 
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sneered, his voice rising to fill the hall, making Zachareth 
flinch. “You think I am so hopeless, so weak that I need a 
scrawny youth like you to defend my honor? You offer me 
greater insult with your pathetic lack of control!”

Zachareth choked up. He desperately didn’t want to cry, 
but his eyes were stinging. He had been dreading this. He 
screwed them shut, trying to master himself. Zelmar let him 
suffer for what, to Zachareth, felt like an age before carrying 
on.

“Fortunately for you, I have already apologized to Baron 
Cailn, and he has accepted it. I have yet to decide on your 
punishment. I’ve a mind to give you the rod.”

“Perhaps a practical redress might prove more beneficial,” 
Leanna said. It was the first sound she had uttered since 
Zachareth had entered the hall. He managed to cuff his eyes 
dry, glowering at her. Every time she spoke, he feared the 
worst.

“I believe Master Carth got into his dispute while avoiding 
the tutelage of Bookkeeper Bernard,” she continued. “Perhaps 
extra lessons are in order to make up for lost time?”

“Bernard’s lessons hardly seem to be having an effect,” 
Zelmar pointed out, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “I pay 
the old fool too much as it is.”

“Nevertheless, Zachareth needs an education,” Leanna 
urged, placing a hand lightly upon Zelmar’s. “Maybe while 
the tournament is on? I would call that punishment both 
fitting and sufficient.”

Zelmar grunted noncommittally, waving his free hand. “If 
you think it’s for the best, Leanna, then let it be so.” He fixed 
his eyes once more on Zachareth.
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“I will inform Bernard, and you will report to him at the 
second dawnsbell tomorrow. He’ll keep you as long as he 
wishes. Your swordplay with Golfang is also canceled for the 
foreseeable future, and you’ll not dine with us tonight. Nor 
will you attend any of the jousts or contests-at-arms over the 
coming days. You can consider all this a mercy. Were it solely 
my decision, I would have you confined to the western tower 
until the tournament has ended.”

“It should be solely your decision,” Zachareth declared, 
managing to find his voice. He felt a small sense of satisfaction 
as he saw Zelmar’s eyes widen with shock.

“I will take the master to his chambers,” Golfang said. 
Despite the orc’s size, he had approached Zachareth from 
the doors without him noticing. He placed one massive 
hand on the boy’s shoulder, an act that might have appeared 
threatening but from which Zachareth took silent comfort.

“That might be for the best,” Leanna said, a warning note in 
her voice. Zelmar was gripping the arms of his throne now, on 
the verge of a fresh tirade.

Holding him firmly, Golfang steered Zachareth out of his 
father’s hall.

It turned out Bernard was as good as his word. Zachareth 
returned to his room to find the weighty text of The Foxes of 
Kell resting on the table beside his bed.

He was tempted to throw it from the tower window, but 
it was so large he realized he would have struggled to fit it 
through. Instead, he ignored it, slumping on his bed.

He felt miserable, and even worse, he was frustrated by 
what had passed in the hall. Braced for his father’s wrath, he’d 



Zachareth by Robbie MacNiven 149

instead been offered a degree of clemency thanks to Leanna, 
which somehow seemed even worse  – it felt as though it 
had put him in her debt. Even without using her magic, she 
was too powerful, too influential. He was certain she was 
poisoning Zelmar against him. The fact that he was going 
to have to spend the duration of the Silver Tournament in 
Bernard’s musty garret was the final blow.

As the sun set outside, he wallowed in his unhappiness, 
trying to ignore his hunger, until a soft knock at the door 
dredged up his thoughts from where they had sunk. He 
ignored the first summons but at the second got up and freed 
the latch.

Leanna was outside. Zachareth immediately tried to close 
the door again, but she planted her lacquered staff between 
it and the frame. Zachareth heaved on it, but despite the elf ’s 
painfully slender build, the door showed no hint of budging.

“We should talk,” she said.
“You should leave,” Zachareth replied.
“If only it were that easy,” Leanna said. Zachareth frowned, 

not understanding.
“What do you want?” he asked acidly.
“To be friends,” Leanna replied. “Or at least to stop being 

enemies. A truce, if you will, with an eye to a lasting peace. 
May I come in?”

Zachareth considered his options. Leanna rarely spoke 
to him directly, especially in private. As much as his anger 
still simmered, a part of him was curious about why she had 
sought him out after having him banished.

“Leave your staff at the door,” he told her. She arched one 
wicked eyebrow.
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“You have nothing to fear from me, Master Carth,” she said. 
“I am your family’s most loyal servant.”

“Then, as my family’s most loyal servant, I’m telling you 
to leave your staff at the door,” Zachareth repeated. Leanna 
offered a terse smile, clearly stung by his stubbornness, but 
she released her staff, propping it against the inside of the 
doorframe. Zachareth stepped back, allowing her in.

“If you want to be friends, you could start by releasing my 
father from the spell you have him under,” Zachareth said, 
backing up to sit on the end of his bed without taking his 
eyes off Leanna. She laughed, the sound cold and clear as a 
Deepwinter morning in the Carthmounts.

“The arrangement between your father and I involves no 
spell,” she said, easing the door so it stood only slightly ajar 
before facing Zachareth, smiling down at him. “I told you, I 
am your family’s servant. I fulfill my duties by advising him.”

“You weaken him so he relies on you more and more,” 
Zachareth said accusingly. “You think I am too young to 
remember a time before you came to Carthridge, but you are 
wrong. He was strong once and kind. He did not stay in his 
chambers day and night, never leaving Castle Talon. Now he 
can do nothing unless you first suggest it.”

“Even my people are not immune to the passage of time,” 
Leanna said, speaking slowly as though he were still a small 
child. “And humankind most certainly is not. Your father is 
not an evergreen ironbark that stands unbowed through the 
ages. Ruling this barony is a weight he has borne since he was 
your age. That he still conducts his duties, despite the lance 
injury he suffered as a youth and his ailments, is a credit to 
him and to his forebearers.”
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Zachareth was hardly listening. He’d heard the sorceress 
defend his father, along with her own presence at his court, 
before.

“One day he will stop listening to you,” he told Leanna. 
“And I pray to all the gods that day is soon.”

She smiled her cold, condescending smile.
“I did not come here to spar with you, Master Zachareth,” 

she said. “In truth, I came to advise you.”
“Advise me?” Zachareth repeated incredulously. Leanna 

moved across the chamber to the chair beside the window, 
lowering herself onto it and pausing a moment to rearrange 
the heavy black folds of her dress. The last of the evening 
sunlight was shining in through the window’s small, cloudy 
panes. It made her red hair look like fire and left her angular 
face half shadowed. The silver scales of her dress glittered.

“I told you, I serve the Carths,” she said, her tone serious. 
“That includes not only your father but you as well. Someday 
I will advise you in your role as ruler of this barony.”

“You seem very sure that day will come,” Zachareth said.
“Fates willing,” Leanna replied. “It occurred to me recently 

that part of our antagonism might spring from the fact that 
you have never really witnessed just how effective my advice 
can be. Take today’s… unfortunate events for example. You 
attacked Mikael outside the stables.”

“He attacked me,” Zachareth responded sharply, though in 
truth he still couldn’t remember who had struck first.

“Who began it has little relevance,” Leanna said. “The 
story that has spread is that you attacked Mikael of Cailn in a 
rage and had to be restrained. You are now experiencing the 
consequences of those actions.
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“You have your own version of events,” she went on before 
Zachareth’s outrage had a chance to vent. “You were attacked 
in your own home by a larger, older rival who insulted both 
your honor and your family’s. You defended yourself and, 
by extension, Carthridge. In such an account, your actions 
appear wholly understandable, possibly even laudable. Such 
a story would have reaped different consequences.”

Zachareth tried to make sense of what she was suggesting. 
He felt as though he was being lectured in Bernard’s classroom.

“Why has your account lost out to the other?” she said. 
“Perhaps it fits the perceptions others hold of you? More 
importantly, though, no one has backed your claims. What 
do you think might have happened in the great hall if I had 
spoken up in your favor? If I had told your father that what 
you had done was bold and brave? Do you think he would 
still have punished you so?”

“You want to prove to me the power you hold over him,” 
Zachareth said, trying to get to the heart of the matter. He 
didn’t trust the sorceress’s words, and he didn’t want to be 
drawn into a verbal game with her.

“No,” Leanna replied. “I want to show you that people’s 
opinions matter. Even more so than the truth. That is the 
first thing I might teach you. The next is how you could have 
avoided your current censure.”

Zachareth found himself listening. The elf ’s words flowed 
so easily, so precisely. For a moment, he did want to know 
more. It was tempting to let go of his reservations, to just sit 
and allow her to speak.

“You and Mikael have shared your disputes for as long as 
either of you can remember,” she said. “Whenever the Silver 
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Tournament takes place, you fight. Such a thing is hardly 
unusual. But I would caution you to be more aware of when 
and how you come to blows with him. If you must clash – and 
sometimes, in your future role, you will indeed be left with no 
choice other than to resort to strength of arms – you should do 
so wisely.”

A furtive note had entered the conversation, Zachareth 
realized. It felt underhanded yet ever more intoxicating. He 
leaned forward slightly on the edge of the bed.

“Go on,” he said carefully.
“If you fight Mikael again, do not do so in the middle of the 

castle courtyard,” Leanna said. “Far too many will see. Strike 
instead when it is dark, and quiet, and when only those whose 
loyalty you are sure of stand nearby.”

“There is no honor in that,” Zachareth pointed out, trying 
not to admit that a part of him was intrigued by the idea.

“Honor is an abstract notion, Master Carth,” Leanna said, 
her tone steady and patient. “It has its uses, but a ruler who 
is hidebound by it will soon come undone. Honor does not 
have an answer to many of the situations you will face when 
you are Baron of Carthridge. It will not gather the harvest, or 
raise taxes, or mine the Carthmounts for silver.”

Zachareth said nothing, considering her words carefully. 
For once, what she said seemed true enough. With the ease of 
hindsight, he could see that his attack against Mikael had been 
foolish. He could still remember the fury that had gripped 
him, the unreasoning heat of it. His father had blamed his lack 
of control. He resolved not to be so weak in the future.

“Now, on to the final reason I am here,” Leanna said, her 
hawkish smile returning. The sun had almost faded behind 
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her, the shadows within the room deepening. “It does involve 
matters of honor, I suppose. Mikael insulted you and, through 
you, your father, and this very barony. You sought redress, but 
it was clumsy and ill considered. It is my duty to offer more 
effective solutions.”

“Speak plainly,” Zachareth said, repeating a phrase he’d 
heard his father use in council. He still wasn’t entirely certain 
the sorceress wasn’t mocking him.

“Mikael of Cailn is due some form of misfortune,” Leanna 
said. “A minor one, of course. Perhaps a trip near the bottom 
of the stairs leading to his chamber corridor or a jammed 
entrance to the garderobe privy.”

“You could make that happen?” Zachareth asked with a 
note of incredulity. He was listening intently, his thoughts 
turning over the possibilities. All his life, he’d viewed Leanna’s 
presence as a threat, her abilities a challenge to be overcome. He  
had never once considered utilizing them for his own benefit.

“Say it, and it will be done,” Leanna said. “I told you, I am 
your family’s servant.”

Zachareth frowned again, pondering what was being 
offered. The temptation to strike back at Mikael was 
overwhelming, but other thoughts troubled him.

“He wouldn’t know I was the one who caused his misery,” 
he pointed out.

“Which is for the best,” Leanna said. “If you wish to avoid 
the likelihood of further punishment.”

“Then it loses its point,” Zachareth said. “Cailn must know 
it cannot challenge Carth.”

“Now you are speaking like the future ruler of this barony,” 
Leanna said.
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“You would put me in your debt as you have done with my 
father,” Zachareth replied, realizing abruptly how close he 
was to falling into the sorceress’s trap. “With little deeds, you 
would control me as you control him.”

“You are perceptive,” Leanna said. “But still mistaken. A 
lord cannot owe his servant a debt.”

“How did my father find out about the fight?” Zachareth 
asked her, deliberately changing tack. It was now too dark to 
clearly make out whether Leanna’s expression changed when 
he asked the question.

“Perhaps your tutor told him?” she said.
“I do not think Bernard would have betrayed me. Either 

way, I wish to know. Were your sorceries responsible?”
Leanna leaned forward so the light from the door caught 

her face. Zachareth saw that she was smirking.
“Indeed,” she said. “I sacrificed one of the stable boys and 

anointed myself with his blood, then used my enchanted 
mirror to scry your whereabouts.”

Zachareth recoiled in horror before realizing that she was 
jesting. She laughed, and he glowered.

“I saw you from my chamber window,” she said. “There is 
nothing more to it than that. Magic has many uses, but it does 
not make me omnipotent. Not yet, anyway.”

Zachareth stood up, making a mental note to ask Bernard 
what omnipotent meant when he was next caught by him. He 
thought he knew, but if the tutor was angry at the time, then 
asking an educational question would probably help distract 
him.

“It has grown late,” he said, using an excuse he had heard his 
father employ with unwanted company. “Time for you to leave.”



Aconyte Descent Novels Sampler156

Leanna rose, brushing down her skirts. She stood wholly in 
darkness now, only the torchlight coming through the crack 
in the chamber door offering any sort of illumination, spilling 
across Zachareth and his bed.

“Consider again the fate of Master Mikael,” she said, moving 
past him to the door, momentarily blocking off its light before 
she opened it wider. “Let me know before the feast tomorrow. 
And, oh, I almost forgot…”

She reached into one of the pockets of her voluminous 
skirts and drew out something bound in a square of linen. She 
unwrapped it to reveal a slice of bread and cheese. She left it 
on the stool by the door. The sight of it sent a pulse of hunger, 
unbidden, through Zachareth.

“I wouldn’t want you to starve, Master Carth,” she said, 
before picking up her staff and easing the door shut behind 
her.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Highsummer sun was beating down on Castle Talon, 
making the stone bake and turning the rolling valley the 
citadel guarded into a patchwork of green, gold, and purple.

Zachareth had spent his morning hiding from Bernard in 
one of the turrets in the castle’s northeastern tower. He’d paid 
the guard who was supposed to be on watch, Skerrif, a silver 
half star to take an hour off, promising to keep a good eye on 
the approaches to the citadel’s crag. Alone, he had instead 
contemplated life’s miseries. His father cared nothing for him. 
He was too busy drinking the poison Leanna dripped into 
his mind, day by day. That was what Zachareth told himself, 
though he was afraid that, in truth, even if Leanna hadn’t been 
a part of the court, Zelmar would still have hated his only son. 
He just wished he understood why.

Bitter thoughts coiled through his mind as he leaned 
against the turret wall, gazing out over the valley. Its flanks 
were mottled with northern heather, just coming into full 
bloom, while the stream that coiled around the base of the 
castle’s rocky outcrop stretched away like a glittering blue 
ribbon along the valley floor, fading eventually into the haze. 
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In the distance, the Dunwarrs stood out against the azure, a 
craggy parapet of far-off white peaks.

He watched the mountains for a while, his mind finding 
refuge as he conjured up epic fantasies of travel and adventure. 
He wished he could go there, could go anywhere really, 
anywhere that wasn’t Castle Talon. Bernard and Zelmar spoke 
only of his duties, of how important it was that he became a 
strong ruler when he was baron. He didn’t want any of that, 
though. Right now, he just wanted a life beyond cold stone 
walls and musty old books.

His fantasies were banished by a flurry of feathers, making 
him yelp. A pigeon had just tried to enter through the turret’s 
arrowslit, veering off at the last moment as it spotted Zachareth 
within. Judging by the twigs and droppings on the stonework 
around him, he realized the creature probably used the tower 
as a refuge just as frequently as he did.

Growing bored, he wandered down through the keep 
toward the bailey, no longer caring if he was apprehended. 
As he stepped out the main doors and into the sunlight, he 
caught the ring of steel and the flash of bared swords.

Two men were fighting in the castle courtyard. One was 
in his forties or fifties with a bushy beard, edged with white. 
He was dressed in a leather smock bearing the oak of Rhynn 
and carried a longsword, his weathered face creased with 
concentration as he used it to defend himself.

His opponent was younger, perhaps in his late twenties. 
He wore blue hose but was naked from the waist up, his lean 
musculature glistening with sweat. His hair was long, thick, 
and blond, and it flew as he swept his own longsword in a 
series of scything motions toward his opponent, the wide 



Zachareth by Robbie MacNiven 159

blows driving the older man back. He fought with a grin on 
his face, and Zachareth suspected he knew why.

The heir of Carthridge slunk into the shade of the castle’s 
curtain wall and planted himself on one of the barrels being 
loaded into the kitchen. The cook’s assistants hefting the 
produce had paused to watch the clash, as had an increasingly 
large number of the citadel’s servants, keepers, and staff.

A gasp went up as the topless combatant appeared to 
overextend with one of his arrogant, sweeping blows, leaving 
himself exposed. The older man lunged in for the kill.

Zachareth had been expecting as much, and so had the 
other fighter. Golfang had always taught him that the most 
important parts of the body during single combat were the 
feet. Zachareth had already noted that the younger fighter 
had been moving his lower half conservatively, even while 
making a great show with his lunges. He wanted to appear 
overly aggressive and lacking in control, but he had kept his 
balance, his center. As his rival sought to take his chance, the 
other fighter twisted his toned form and, with only a small 
flick of his wrist, brought his sword back in, scraping along 
the lunging blade and diverting it off to one side. At the same 
time, he stamped his foot in close, meeting the attacking 
thrust and snatching the wrist of the bearded man’s sword 
arm with his other hand, pinioning it away from his body.

“Almost, uncle,” the younger man panted, his grin staying 
fixed as he released his bested rival and shook his blond hair 
from his eyes.

Zachareth had seen him fight before. He knew them both. 
The bearded one was Augen Rhynn, and his smiling rival was 
his nephew, Greigory, Baron of Rhynn. Zachareth had been 
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introduced to them on several occasions, including at the last 
Silver Tourney, when Rhynn had hosted the competition. 
This was the first time that Zachareth had encountered 
Greigory since he had taken on the mantle of baron, however. 
His father had died of the flux the year before.

Augen stepped away from his nephew, switching his sword 
to his other hand and flexing his fingers. Greigory stretched 
nonchalantly, gazing around at the onlookers as though only 
just noticing them. His eyes swept through the crowd before 
coming to rest on where Zachareth was perched.

He beckoned him with one finger. Childish instinct made 
Zachareth want to ignore the direct summons, but the bared 
steel still in Greigory’s fist had caught his interest, gleaming 
brilliantly in the noonday sun. He hopped down off the barrel 
and approached.

“Bring me a gourd from the well, stable boy,” Greigory said, 
stretching once more.

“I’m not a stable boy,” Zachareth said indignantly. “You 
know full well who I am.”

“If you’re Zelmar’s son, you’ve grown a fierce amount since 
I saw you last,” Greigory said, laughing. “Did your father send 
you down from the keep to spy on me before the start of the 
tournament?”

“I doubt my father would trust me to spy on anyone,” 
Zachareth responded, unable to keep the ice from his tone. 
Greigory looked down at him thoughtfully for a few moments, 
then gestured to Augen, who had been standing by, watching 
the exchange.

“Give him your sword, uncle,” he said. Augen seemed about 
to argue, then thought better of it. He turned his weapon so 
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the blade was resting against his left forearm and the grip was 
extended beyond it, offering it down to Zachareth.

He took the handle, body tense as he fought to control 
its weight. He was able to hold it with both hands, but the 
grip was uncomfortable, a far cry from the sparring sticks he 
normally used with Golfang whenever they trained.

“Child’s too small for a longsword,” Augen said to Greigory, 
smiling. Zachareth glared at him.

“I am no child,” he said. Greigory’s own grin returned.
“No indeed, Lord Carth! How old are you now? Ten 

summers? Eleven?”
“Thirteen,” Zachareth said, trying and failing not to sound 

surly as he focused on keeping the sword’s tip raised. He 
knew Greigory was making fun of him. It stirred his anger, 
triggering that childish desire to lash out.

“Old enough to defend the honor of Baron Zelmar of 
Carth then,” Greigory said. “Or so I hear.” Zachareth felt an 
unexpected pang of embarrassment.

“You know about the fight with Mikael?” he asked.
“Mikael is a little rodent,” Greigory said in a low, 

conspiratorial tone. “His father indulges him too much while 
yours indulges you too little, I think.”

“He is preparing me for my role,” Zachareth said, becoming 
defensive, sensing Greigory’s judgment about his father. 
“To rule a barony, especially one as large and as powerful as 
Carthridge, requires strength.”

“Your familial loyalty does you credit,” Greigory said. 
“Now let’s see if we can take your mind off such matters for a 
while, shall we?”

He raised his sword to salute Zachareth. Face tight with 



Aconyte Descent Novels Sampler162

concentration, the heir of Carthridge returned the gesture, 
immediately adopting a low guard. His heart was pounding, 
and sweat was starting to bead his scalp. The sun felt infernally 
hot, amplified by the high stone walls surrounding them. He 
tried to remember everything Golfang had ever taught him 
all at once.

Greigory adopted a high guard and stamped his front foot 
forward. Zachareth recoiled, then glared when he realized 
Greigory hadn’t actually swung into the attack. He was 
taunting him.

The anger returned. He lunged in at the Baron of Rhynn, 
yelling, all lessons forgotten in an instant.

Greigory swept his blade downward, knocking the point 
of Zachareth’s longsword into the dirt. The clanging impact 
hurt his hands and seemed to shudder right through his 
body. He snarled and threw himself into Greigory’s legs and 
stomach, ignoring both guard and posture. The fact that he 
had been disarmed so easily frustrated him, his earlier desire 
to maintain his self-control evaporating.

The sudden charge caught the baron by surprise. They 
both went down together, Zachareth losing his grip on the 
heavy longsword. He was the first back up, about to leap 
on his opponent as he had done with Mikael, but Greigory 
lashed out a foot, kicking a cloud of dust up into Zachareth’s 
face. He recoiled, coughing and hissing, rubbing furiously at 
his stinging eyes. By the time he’d recovered, Greigory was 
back on his feet, sword in hand.

Zachareth’s fury redoubled. He scrambled in the dirt to 
retrieve his own sword as Greigory watched, heaving it back 
up and lunging once more in an uncontrolled stab toward 
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Greigory’s guts. The baron sidestepped and deftly trapped the 
blade against his torso with his left arm as it slid past, twisting 
his body so it was wrenched from Zachareth’s grip.

Disarmed, Zachareth was about to start swinging with his 
fists when Greigory’s theatrical cry made him stop. The ruler 
of Rhynn dropped his sword and, with Zachareth’s weapon 
still lodged under his arm, stumbled a few paces.

“I am slain,” he announced to the onlooking crowd before 
collapsing in the dirt to a spate of laughter. One of the kitchen 
hands started applauding.

Zachareth stood over Greigory, fists balled, unsure 
whether he was still angry or not. The baron lay prone for a 
few moments, his eyes glazed, then he looked at Zachareth 
and winked.

“You play games,” Zachareth said tersely, part embarrassed, 
part annoyed. Greigory pretended to be shocked as he jumped 
lithely back to his feet and released the sword, catching it.

“The murder of the Baron of Rhynn is but a game to this 
boy,” he said to Augen, who was now grinning as broadly as his 
nephew. “Do the ambitions of Carthridge know no bounds?”

“You mock me in front of my people,” Zachareth pointed 
out, remembering his father’s anger over fighting publicly 
with Mikael. Greigory looked about at the dispersing crowd 
and leaned down to Zachareth’s level, speaking in a stage 
whisper.

“In truth, I wanted to end this before you ran me through, 
little master.”

“There is still time for that,” Zachareth said. Greigory 
chuckled and tossed Augen’s sword back to him.

“You have spirit, Lord Carth,” he said. “Which is more than 
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can be said of some at this tournament. I hope you will be in 
attendance at the feast tonight.”

“My father will make sure of it,” Zachareth said. Just then 
he caught the sound of his name, ringing out from somewhere 
within the keep. He froze, looking up at the towering fastness. 
It was Bernard, hunting for him.

“Is that your tutor?” Greigory asked, noting Zachareth’s 
expression. “Best make yourself scarce. I’ll tell him I’ve seen 
neither hide nor hair of you.”

“Then I’ll consider us even,” Zachareth said, already making 
for the bailey’s outhouses.

Bernard finally cornered him hiding in the pantry beside the 
kitchen block.

“Class,” the tutor snarled, snatching Zachareth by the ear 
and twisting. Hissing with pain, Zachareth allowed himself to 
be led to the foot of the north tower before shaking Bernard 
off.

“It’s almost time for the feast,” he declared indignantly. “I’m 
banned from the tournament, not from the great hall! Zelmar 
will want me to be seen by the guests.”

“I’ve no intention of attending the feast tonight,” Bernard 
said, herding Zachareth up the tower stairs. “I’ve no time for 
sycophants and clowning and bad venison. And since you’ve 
wasted so much of my time looking for you today, I shall 
waste a little of your time in turn, Master Carth. Your father 
has put you at my disposal, feast or not.”

Back in the garret, Bernard attempted to apply Zachareth’s 
thoughts to his spelling and lettering before eventually giving 
up.
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“You are quite the most ungracious, ungraceful boy I 
have ever had the misfortune to teach,” he said as Zachareth 
botched another word, throwing his hands up in despair. 
“Don’t you want to achieve anything in your life?”

“You think I want to be like my father,” Zachareth 
responded, tossing down his quill in exasperation. “Or like 
Leanna or like you. Always talking about prestige or power or 
learning. But I don’t want to be like any of you. I want to be 
like Baron Greigory. I want to be a strong warrior. I want to be 
respected. I want a life beyond this place.”

Bernard looked surprised for a moment, then scoffed.
“That knave. More concerned with his swordplay and his 

handsome face than with his duties. He inherited his role too 
young, I say.”

“He is a good man,” Zachareth replied, instinctively rallying 
to the Baron of Rhynn’s defense. “He treats me like an equal. 
That’s more than anyone else does. All you do is talk down to me 
and scold me! I am forbidden from playing with the servants, 
forbidden from sparring with Golfang, forbidden from leaving 
the castle on my own. Now I cannot even attend the jousting 
tomorrow! My only enjoyment is hiding from you!”

Zachareth expected an angry response to the outburst. 
Instead, Bernard pursed his lips, looking at him. Zachareth 
narrowed his eyes, wondering just what the tutor was planning, 
whether it was going to be some further form of punishment.

“You know I take my duties seriously,” Bernard said 
eventually. Zachareth was surprised by the hint of remorse in 
his voice. For a few moments, it seemed as though the stern 
tutor had withdrawn, leaving behind someone altogether less 
fearsome, less sure of himself.
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“I owe the Carths a great deal,” he carried on. “I was but 
a young kitchen hand when I became friends with your 
grandfather. He funded my entry into Greyhaven. I found 
I had no aptitude for the runes, but I learned my letters and 
learned them well. When your father asked me to teach you, I 
thought of it as helping to repay the debt I owe your household. 
It is a serious matter, and I have always handled it as such. But 
perhaps in doing so, I have not treated you as you deserve.”

Zachareth didn’t know what to say. He vaguely knew the 
story of how Bernard had ended up employed at Castle Talon, 
but he had never had it delivered firsthand and not with such 
contrition. He found himself unsure of how to respond.

“I have something for you,” the tutor continued. He 
rummaged through several of the untidy mounds of books 
piled around the loft, then approached Zachareth’s lectern 
with one of the texts he’d unearthed.

Zachareth tried not to feel too disappointed. Another 
book, albeit one far smaller looking than the tomes he was 
usually assigned to read.

“This is The Canticle of Rufus the Bold,” Bernard said, placing 
the book down carefully in front of Zachareth. “Written by 
Malrond the Younger, one of the most celebrated storytellers 
in Terrinoth. You have heard of Rufus?”

“Yes,” Zachareth said, looking down at the book. He recalled 
the name from the lineages Bernard had made him memorize. 
“He is one of my forebearers. A baron of Carthridge in the 
1500s. He helped turn back the unliving armies of Waiqar, the 
dread necromancer.”

“He did,” Bernard agreed, opening the leather cover for 
Zachareth. The first page was a magnificent illustration of 
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a mounted knight in silver armor, trampling over skeletal 
reanimates. Zachareth had seen its likeness before on the 
tapestries in the great hall. It shimmered on the page, almost 
mesmerizing in its color and detail.

“Rufus Carth was one of this barony’s greatest rulers,” 
Bernard said. “His story is a grand one, full of heroism and 
desperate daring, and it is well told by Malrond.”

“It is a chronicle, a historical account?” Zachareth asked, a 
little confused.

“Not entirely,” Bernard said. “The tale it tells is true, but it 
is conveyed with wit and passion. It is not one of the more… 
ponderous texts I have set you.”

“And I suppose you want me to read the first three chapters 
by tomorrow?” Zachareth asked, his heart sinking further.

“No,” Bernard replied. Zachareth looked up at him in 
surprise, wondering what sort of new trick this was. The tutor 
offered him a smile.

“You do not need to read it at all,” he said lightly. “I believe, 
if you give it a chance, you might enjoy it, though. But if it sits 
untouched, it is no great loss. Consider it a gift, yours to keep 
and do with as you please.”

Zachareth had never been gifted a book before. He 
looked at the image page a little longer, drinking in its detail, 
fascinated by it. He noticed he was staring and hastily closed 
the cover, some instinctive part of him not wanting Bernard 
to see he was so intrigued.

“Thank you,” he said. “Does this mean I can go now?”
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A handful of heroes stand between a monstrous 
horde and the destruction of the mystical heart of 
Terrinoth, in this nonstop fantasy novel from the 
world of Descent: Legends of the Dark

The invasion of Terrinoth has begun. Brutal Uthuk 
Y’llan hordes swarm across the land, ravaging 
everything in their path. A great champion has arisen 
in the Darklands: Beastmaster Th’Uk Tar, bent on 
destroying the wild and mystical Bloodwood as 
his first step in conquering the great forests of the 
Aymhelin and annihilating the elves who call it home. 
If the Amyhelin burns, so will Terrinoth. Trapped 
between his army and the forest are a misfit band of 
elven, orcish, catfolk, and human refugees. To repel 
the murderous Beastmaster, they must overcome 
their differences, embrace their skills, and learn the 
secrets of the Bloodwood. They are the realm’s only 
hope.
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PROLOGUE

The city no longer had a name.
The city was burning.
Flames rippled through the fields outside the walls, the 

wind spreading the fires and burning the crops. Flames ate 
at the buildings, engulfing the thatched roofs, consuming the 
beams, thick oily billows of black smoke choking the air. The 
low, continuous drone of the fires drowned the screams and 
the wails of the men and women lost in the inferno.

On the top of the hill, they watched. They had been 
gathered there, one hundred strong and more, seven scores of 
warriors, away from the fight and the plundering. And there 
were others, hungry, in the trees, calling. But they did not 
care about what was in the thickets. They were looking at the 
flames eating the city that was no longer a city, but just a trap 
of fire and fear for their enemies.

“We should be there,” one of them growled.
He was the largest of the warband, tall and broad-muscled, 

his thick skin scarred, the rocky bone spurs on his arms and 
shoulders sharpened by battle.
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“Why are we denied the slaughter?” he said.
Some of his companions grunted in agreement. From 

where they stood, they could barely smell the flames and the 
carnage.

Beneath them, without any apparent sound, a tall tower 
leaned to the side, broke, floundered, surrounded by a rising 
cloud of burning debris. For a moment the tower seemed to 
be frozen in time, and then it crashed into a nearby dome. A 
cloud of dust mixed with the smoke, churned by the wind, 
speckled with bright ember sparks.

The Cathedral was a pile of smoldering ruins.
The city was no more.
It was glorious, and it looked so far away.
“What are we doing here, hiding like curs?” the tall warrior 

asked. “What of the battle we crave? What of the deaths and 
loot that were promised us?”

Most heard the crack of the bone whip before they saw it. It 
cut through the air and wrapped itself around the neck of the 
one that had spoken. He gasped, and his scarred hands closed 
on the bone coils, the spines piercing his skin. He was yanked 
back, stumbled, and fell.

The warband stepped back as one, suddenly silent. 
Beastmaster Th’Uk Tar stood over the kneeling warrior.

“Deaths?” he said. “Battle?”
He twisted his wrist, his hand holding the end of his whip, 

that he called the Tyrant Lash, and the bone coils tightened 
around the neck of the warrior. “Loot?”

The beastmaster was not as massive and powerful as the 
warrior kneeling in front of him. He was taller, but his frame 
was limber and wiry, possessed of a rabid energy that seemed 
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to burn from the inside. He was not like the others, his legs 
shaped differently, his hands larger, his features sharper. 
Spines grew out of his skull, pushing the pierced skin aside. 
His features were sharp, and merciless.

He Who Comes Back Stronger, that was the meaning of his 
name.

And he was stronger. That made him the leader. And more: 
his strength, yes, but also his sharp mind, his ruthlessness, the 
unquenchable hatred burning in his chest. Those that were 
around him, he had tested and marked them as his, one by 
one. Each carried his sign on their chest, etched in pain. He 
was the beastmaster, and these were his pack.

He would deal ruthlessly with their indiscipline.
The kneeling warrior tried to speak. Black blood dripped 

from where the whip cut through his skin, and from the 
corner of his mouth, staining his fangs. Now there was only 
abject terror in his eyes, his voice reduced to a whimper, his 
arrogance dead in his chest. Th’Uk Tar twisted the whip some 
more, and the warrior let out a gurgling sound, like a man 
drowning.

Behind the beastmaster, the huge, armored shape of a 
caecilian cast its shadow over the scene. It hissed, opening its 
strange jaws wide, and its long tongue lashed out, in imitation 
of its master’s whip. Gorgemaw, Th’Uk Tar’s personal war 
beast and companion, never far away when the beastmaster 
was about.

Breath caught in the throat of the kneeling warrior. He 
gurgled again, weakly. He lifted a hand, imploring for mercy. 
His companions waited for what was to come.

“I will fulfill the promise,” the beastmaster said. He stared 
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into the waning eyes of the warrior. “I will give you death.”
He felt a pang of regret. It would have been good to explain 

his plans to the troops. Reassure them, fire them up. There 
would be deaths, and loot, and creatures to join his menagerie. 
And fire and destruction for the hated Latari. All promises 
would be fulfilled, as his army marched east and south 
towards the woodlands where the elves hid in fear. Towards 
the Fountain of Purity, and the Well of Tears. But he owed no 
explanations to his underlings. Their natural bloodlust would 
be enough motivation.

Th’Uk Tar looked into the distance. Along the roads, far 
away and hazy, he could see the antlike shapes of the people 
running from their burning anthill. Scared and helpless. 
Doomed. Other warbands would take care of them, one by 
one. He had no time for that.

A knife-sharp grin split his craggy features, a glint in his 
flint-like eyes. But first, he needed to reinforce discipline. 
Strike one down to keep a thousand in line. He tightened his 
grip, and snapped the bone whip with a flick of his wrists.

The warrior’s head rolled on the blood-stained grass. 
Gorgemaw greeted the sight with a purring sound, and set 
down to consume the body.

The warriors of the warband cowered under Th’Uk Tar’s 
scowl, but he barely noticed them. The hunger and the fury of 
his beasts resonated at the back of his mind, as he watched the 
city that was no longer a city, but a blackened husk consumed 
by flames.

Soon, he thought, he would bathe in the Well of Tears, 
and make true its name. Soon he would crush the Latari, 
squash them, and twist the survivors into his tools. Soon, the 
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beastmaster would be the master of Bloodwood.
His laugh echoed as the city burned.



Part One

RUNNING FROM  
THE FLAMES
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CHAPTER ONE

People on the run. Alone, or in small groups, whole families 
or whole neighborhoods. As Terrinoth seemed to be going 
up in flames, they had taken to the road, heading west, hoping 
for respite and safety, and dreading the menace of the Uthuk 
Y’llan. They carried their meager possessions in baskets and 
bundles. Some had loaded a donkey, or piled the contents of 
their houses on carts. Many ran with what they were wearing 
and little else, too scared and desperate to hold on to their 
belongings.

Survival came first, and survival meant going west, and 
north.

There had been rumors, of course, but then again, there 
had always been rumors, ever since the First Darkness. 
Fearmongering was a healthy business for mystics and rabble-
rousers and a florid trade flourished in the shadow of the 
barons’ castles. Some said the Uthuk Y’llan had once again 
risen from the sands of their land and spilled into Terrinoth 
like the plague from which they had taken their name. It was 
like the First Darkness all over again, they said.
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 These stories had been dismissed as old wives’ tales. 
Terrinoth was at peace. Good citizens had kept working the 
fields and drinking in taverns, laughing at the stories.

And then the Uthuk Y’llan were there. The savages had 
broken into the land, clashing against the forces of the Barony 
of Kell, washing over villages and towns like a bloodthirsty 
tide, spreading like wildfire, hot on the heels of the rumors 
no one had believed. By the time news came of the defeat of 
Baron Fredrick, the Uthuk Y’llan were no longer a rumor, or 
a spook to put children to bed.

The barons and their soldiers had been caught off guard. 
There had been battles, and skirmishes, and the fate of the 
land was now hanging in the balance. Nobody knew what 
would come next, but they all feared it would be bad. What 
of the dwarves of Dunwarr, some asked? What of the Latari? 
There were no answers. There was only the horror, the people 
hunted and killed, the cities sacked and razed. The fires, the 
death and destruction. What else was there to do, but gather 
one’s things and flee?

Grimald of Guyot stopped for a moment and stretched his 
back, his bones snapping like twigs. His big belly rumbled, 
reminding him of missed meals and happier days. He had lost 
the notion of time, and no longer remembered how long he 
had been on the road.

Three days? Four.
He rubbed his unshaven chin. Four days pushing the cart 

with his wares, eating poorly and sleeping rough under the 
cart itself, by the side of the road. He looked at his hands and 
rubbed them together. He had loaded on a pushcart the finer 
items in his shop; bottles of alchemical ingredients, bundles 
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of virgin parchment and fine inks, and, under a cloth, a bunch 
of crude spellbooks, if that was what they really were, quite 
dubious in provenance but sure to fetch a nice price from the 
right people. Food too, but that was gone already. He rolled 
his head, working out the kinks in his neck.

He carried no weapon but the knife in his right boot. He 
was no fighter, and carrying a weapon you can’t use, he had 
learned, was the best way to get in trouble with those that 
could. Maybe someone that wanted to steal your useless 
weapon. The world in which Grimald lived was rife with 
dangers, and the coming of the Uthuk had not discouraged 
brigands and highwaymen.

Grimald took a good look around. As far as the eye could 
see, the countryside was quiet. The fields were unattended, 
yellow, dusty and wild. Twenty yards away, a lone scarecrow 
looked at the traffic on the Old Road. It was leaning to one 
side. A raven perched on its shoulder, underscoring its 
uselessness. The sky was clear, with a hint of clouds to the 
west, and the tang of smoke in the air was gone. Autumn was 
pushing in. The nights were getting misty, and the cold crept 
in as the sun downed.

People walked by, barely looking at him, with pale faces and 
haunted eyes. Grimald took off his wide-brimmed hat and 
fanned himself. He should have listened to his old man, he 
thought. Nothing wrong in being an innkeeper. Or he should 
have stayed in school. Not that he had had much say on that 
front. He wondered briefly if his family’s inn was still there, 
or if the Uthuk had already razed it. He wondered what had 
become of his father, of his sister. He sighed, and squashed 
the hat back on his black hair.
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As for Greyhaven, he was sure the old pile of rock was still 
there. Even if the return of the Uthuk was the First Darkness 
come again, the universities would survive. He chuckled to 
himself. That had been the whole problem, right?

Horses neighed behind him, rumbling wheels approaching. 
His hands already on the handles of the pushcart, Grimald 
turned and watched as a luxury coach thundered on the 
cobbled paving of the Old Road, pulled by four white horses 
with braided manes, and a swarthy man sitting in the driver’s 
box, cracking a whip.

A minor noble or a major merchant, Grimald thought, 
flee ing like everybody else, but in style. And fast. Good for 
them.

A few men and women jumped into the bushes to avoid 
being run over. Showing unsuspected agility, Grimald pulled 
aside as the coach passed, careful not to upturn his barrow. 
He got a flashing impression of an auburn-headed woman 
with cat ears sitting inside, on red-upholstered cushions, and 
a younger woman in a white bonnet, holding on for dear life 
among the luggage piled on top of the coach.

Then the carriage passed him by, the tarp covering the 
boxes in the bag flapping like a loose sail. It left behind only 
the moaned curses of the walkers, getting back to their feet, 
and a cloud of yellow dust. Grimald coughed, and squinted 
at the coach. He shook his head, set down his cart again, 
and retrieved a water-skin hanging from one of the handles. 
Only half full. He took a mouthful of water, and spat it in the 
bushes. Then he drank. He would need to find a creek or a 
stream to replenish it. He could go for a while without food, 
but not without water. His belly rumbled again, and he patted 
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it, running his short fingers over his waist. He patted his 
threadbare doublet, raising more dust.

No horses for him, he thought. He replaced the water-skin, 
picked up his pushcart again, and moved on, trying to remain 
in sight of the other people on the road but without getting 
too close. He pulled the brim of his hat down, hiding his face. 
Wherever they went, they were all going the same way. He just 
did not feel like listening to their whining, not here and now. 
Sundergard lay ahead, with its promise of safety. A promise 
that seemed to draw farther away the closer they came. Life 
was grim enough as it was.

He chuckled. Grim was what they had called him, back 
in the day. The wheels of his cart creaking, he marched on, 
steadily, under the unblinking stare of the scarecrow. The 
raven had flown away. Smart birds, ravens.

The next sound Grimald of Guyot heard was the coming of 
a number of people, on foot, wearing armor. He cursed under 
his breath.

Brix was knitting when the axle broke and her life changed 
forever once again.

She was counting the stitches, striving to ignore the 
bumps in the road and the incessant chatter of the children. 
Lysette, by her side, was busy playing Cat’s Cradle with her 
brother, who sat in front of her, squeezed between his mother 
and father. The kids were laughing and kicking each other, 
oblivious to the gloom that pressed down on the adults.

On the other side of Lysette, Arnost Emery, the children’s 
teacher, smelling of dust and book rot, had buried his bearded 
face in a small volume. Some chronology, or hagiography or 
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history. Boring.
The blonde girl passed the knotted string to her brother, 

and in doing so pushed her elbow in Brix’s side. Brix hissed, 
her ears flattening instinctively.

“Sorry, Mistress Brixida,” Lysette said, in a tone of voice 
that made it perfectly clear she was not sorry at all. She was 
seven, and already showed more than a hint of the supreme 
indifference towards other people that her mother had often 
displayed as she prowled the corridors of the great house in 
Vynelvale.

Brix looked up from her work, worried her masters had 
caught her irritated reaction. A governess was supposed to be 
always calm and detached, an immovable bastion of security 
in the wilderness of the youngster’s lives. Hissing murder 
at the little monsters was in her catfolk nature, but still not 
professional at all. The “quiet, dignified job” that her mother 
had dreamed for her had always proved demanding, and now 
it was turning into a challenge. For two days they had been 
traveling north along the Old Road, two long days during 
which the air had grown stale and the tempers frayed.

Enthroned on her velvet seat, dame Eulalie Petremol was 
lost in her dark reveries, a small kerchief in her gloved hand. 
She sometimes brought it to her eye, as if to dry a lonely tear, 
her haughtiness replaced by a mournful countenance. Her 
husband, master Galter Petremol the Second, head of the 
Petremol family and one of the richest men in the Free Cities 
(or so he claimed), was looking out of the coach window, 
a deep frown etched on his square face. Outside, the open 
fields of the Great Plains were being replaced by hills, and the 
vineyards were fading into thickets of wild trees. There was a 
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faint smell of smoke on the wind, a sooty ghost lingering in 
the air, but Brix knew she was the only one keen enough to 
perceive it.

“Are we there yet?” asked young master Remin, his fingers 
entangled in the string. He was moodier than his sister, and 
despite being younger he had already developed the same 
authoritarian streak as his father. He would inherit the family 
business, and the lands and the houses. He would be a master 
of men, and he knew it. Like his sister he was dressed in blue 
and white, in clothes that were a miniature copy of the adults’. 
And that was how children were perceived in the Petremol 
household, as miniature adults, and raised accordingly.

When nobody answered his question, the boy kicked 
Arnost Emery in a shin. “Are we there yet?” he repeated.

The old man winced, and left his book to turn his sad 
brown eyes on the boy sitting in front of him. “I believe it is 
self-evident,” he said, “that we are not yet, as it were, ‘there’–
wherever that may happen to be. Your question is not only 
badly formed and far too vague, but it is also exquisitely 
superfluous.” He made a long pause, and then, “Young sir,” he 
added.

Remin kicked him again. “And when will we be?”
“Maybe you should ask your father,” Brix said. She traded 

a look with Emery, who gave her a brief nod. She had always 
considered it her duty to save the children from their teacher’s 
dry notions and formal pomposity, and she had often been 
at odds with Emery back in the house; but now things had 
changed, and they recognized in each other the only ally they 
could count on in these strange new times.

“What?” Galter said, turning from the window and looking 
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at them, like he was surprised at finding other people traveling 
with him. His graying hair framed a face pinched with worry.

“When will we get there?” Remin asked. His sister tried to 
take the string back from him, but he let it drop in his lap, 
uninterested.

Galter grumbled, and shook his head. “We should be in 
Sundergard by sundown,” he said. The coach hit a bump, and 
the horses neighed. Estvan, the master’s man, cracked his 
whip, as if that would be enough to keep the coach on the 
road. They were now on a badly maintained tract of the Old 
Road, and the going was uneven. People saluted their passing 
with a chorus of curses and coughs, and rude gestures, 
counting themselves lucky they had not been run over by the 
carriage. Not many refugees could afford a four-horse coach 
to escape the Blight.

“Sundergard is a dump,” Remin said, stressing the last word. 
He had heard his father describe the town like that in the past, 
and now beamed proudly as he underscored the notion. “A 
proper dump.”

Master Galter’s frown deepened. The Petremol family 
maintained a house and an office close by the fortress of 
Sundergard, that with its troops and riders of the militia 
would grant protection to them. Or so Brixida hoped, as they 
all did.

Eulalie suddenly let out a long wail, and pressed her kerchief 
to her eyes. Her children looked at her with open curiosity. 
Lysette’s eyes widened, and Remin chuckled.

Brix thought it was up to her to say something. She looked 
down on her knitting, her pattern forgotten.

A loud crack brought her back to reality. The horses neighed, 
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the people outside screamed, the people inside screamed, 
and the world was suddenly turned upside down. Brix’s claws 
dug deep into the side of the coach as it tottered and rolled on 
the side, in a chaos of tumbling luggage, scattered clothes and 
snapping branches.

The children were the first to run out of the coach, screeching 
and laughing, followed by Brix and then, limping, by Doctor 
Emery.

“Children, stay close!” Brix commanded. Duty and habit 
overcame her bewilderment and pushed back the ache in her 
bones due to the sudden tumble. She quickly took stock of 
the situation.

The children were running around, collecting bits and 
pieces that the accident had scattered. The coach was leaning 
against a tree, two wheels in the gutter by the road, one quite 
obviously broken. The four horses were snorting and shaking 
their heads, the harness pulling at them. The luggage that had 
been on the carriage top had been projected all around as the 
coach had lost its balance. The trunks and boxes had opened, 
spreading their contents about. Clothes and underwear, a 
scattering of silverware, mismatched shoes. A large mirror in 
a gilded frame had landed in a bush. A crack crossed its width, 
doubling the reflection. It was supposed to bring ill luck. As if 
they already didn’t have plenty, Brix thought.

The door banged open once again. Master Galter helped 
his wife climb out of the wrecked coach, and then looked 
around. Estvan was crawling out of the underbrush, a large 
gash on his forehead, the whip still in his hand.

“What does this mean, you ruffian?” Galter exclaimed, and 
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slapped his own hip with a hand. He adjusted his coat, and 
then cast a glance down the road.

The servant cleaned his face on his sleeve. “The front axle, 
master,” he said. A large bruise was spreading over his face. “It 
broke.”

“This is unacceptable!”
“Léa?” Eulalie called. “Where are you, you silly girl?”
Léa, the mistress’ maid, had been riding on the top of 

the coach, among the trunks and baggage. Now stuck in the 
branches of the tree against which the coach was leaning, she 
squealed and waved her arms. In doing so, she lost her perch 
and tumbled down with a scream.

“Stupid girl!” Eulalie snapped.
Emery dove into the bushes, leaning on his walking stick, 

and helped the maid to her feet. Léa was holding her right 
arm and crying. Brix righted a trunk, and patted it, signaling 
for the girl to sit down. Léa nodded a thank you.

“The children!” Eulalie called. “Brixida, please, don’t mind 
the stupid girl. Look after the children.”

Brix gave Emery a look, then nodded. Léa whined, and 
Brix patted her hand. Then she straightened up and scanned 
the stretch of road from which they had come. She squinted 
at the dark clouds on the horizon, knowing those were not 
thunderclouds, but the smoke rising from the burning shell 
of Vynelvale. She shuddered, feeling the fine hair down her 
spine raise against her camisole. Then she focused on the two 
brats, who were playing tug of war with one of their mother’s 
frocks.

Brix clapped her hands. “Lysette. Remin. Order!”
She put as much authority as she could into her voice 
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while still keeping her tone under control. The situation was 
complicated enough without her scaring the children further.

Remin looked at her, and let go of the silk sleeve he had 
been holding. His sister stumbled back and sat down heavily 
in the middle of the road.

“Get away from the road,” Brix commanded. The children 
had learned to pay attention to the tone of her voice. Under 
her stern stare, they marched back to the coach, where Brix 
had them sitting on a box, in the shadow of the wreck. “You 
need to stay close,” she told them, in a level voice.

“Why?” asked Remin, staring at her.
“Because–”
Léa screamed, and Doctor Emery took a step back, raising 

his hands to placate her.
“What now?” Eulalie asked peevishly.
“I am afraid the young woman’s humerus is fractured,” the 

old man said, to no one in particular.
“Well, set it,” Eulalie snapped. “Aren’t you a doctor?”
Emery glanced sideways at Brix. She felt a surge of sympathy 

for the old man. “I am sorry to inform you, my lady,” he said, 
piqued, “that I am a doctor in letters and history. Setting 
bones is not one of my competences.”

“I am surprised we pay you at all,” Eulalie said. She turned 
to her husband. “Why is this man traveling with us when he 
isn’t even a doctor?”

“Please, Lally,” her husband said. “The man’s been working 
for us for thirty-five years.”

Eulalie shrugged and snorted.
“I can take a look at her arm,” Brix said. Dislocated shoulders 

and sprained wrists had been a common occurrence in her 
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father’s school. And then to the children, “You wait here.”
“I want to watch,” Remin said.
“Yes, me too!” shouted his sister.
“You look after the girl, mistress Brixida,” Emery said. “I will 

endeavor to keep the young master and his sister entertained 
in the meantime.”

The horses neighed and kicked, as Estvan detached their 
harness from the coach, and then proceeded to remove the 
straps and belts, releasing them.

Brix tried to focus on Léa’s arm. “Does it hurt?”
The girl nodded, tears streaking down her cheeks. She had 

lost her coif in the fall, and her pale hair was coming undone. 
Brix took a deep breath. The characters in the novels she 
usually read were always setting broken limbs and sewing 
or burning wounds closed. But this was not a novel, and her 
heart fluttered in anticipation, and fear.

The arm was swelling, a large bruise spreading, but the skin 
was unbroken. Brix tried to remember what her father used to 
do in similar cases. “Can you move it?”

Léa tried to lift her arm, and cried out in pain.
Brix took her hand. “Can you feel my fingers?”
Léa nodded.
Brix turned to where the children were being bored to 

distraction by Doctor Emery’s droning voice. “Children!” she 
called. They looked up, and Emery turned to her. “I need your 
help.”

Both jumped up, and walked to her, Emery two steps 
behind them.

“Is she bleeding?” Remin asked, with a bright smile.
“No, she is not,” Brix said. “I need two long straight sticks.” 
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She placed her hands in front of her, about two feet apart. 
She looked sternly at Remin. “This long, and as straight as 
possible. Will you find them for me?”

The boy nodded. “Sure.”
Brix looked up, and Emery nodded and moved to follow 

the child as he ran to the trees.
“I want to go too!” Lysette said.
“No, I have another mission for you, just as important, and 

fit for a young lady. Find me a strong silk shirt, one of your 
mother’s. Can you do that?”

“What do you want a shirt for?”
Brix grinned. “I want to rip it to shreds.”
Lysette’s eyes sparkled. “I’ll find it!”
The half-cat turned to Léa and smiled. Then she placed a 

hand on the girl’s forehead, to check her temperature. Léa 
sniffed, tears running down her cheeks.

By the coach, master Galter was deep in discussion with 
Estvan. His wife stood by his side, sobbing into her kerchief.

Brix looked at the sky and wondered how far behind them 
were those they had not dared mention. She pushed the 
Uthuk Y’llan to the back of her mind.

The children returned, Emery behind them, short of 
breath. Brix found two straight sticks in the bunch that Remin 
had collected, and then used her talons to rip the periwinkle 
shirt Lysette had fetched into a number of even strips. The girl 
gasped and looked at her brother, but the boy was watching 
Brix’s desecration of their mother’s garment, fascinated.

Brix looked Léa in the eye. “This will hurt a little,” she lied.
She grabbed her elbow, pushed with the other hand on the 

shoulder, and as the girl screamed, she nodded and Emery 
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was there, holding up the sticks and helping block the broken 
arm. Léa’s gasps subsided as Brix tied the straps of silk around 
her arm. “This will have to do, for the moment,” she said. 
“There will be a doctor in Sundergard, I am sure.”

“And not a doctor in history and letters,” Emery said, with 
a smile.

Galter called for his children, and they ran to him. Estvan 
had readied the horses, and Eulalie was pulling at the folds of 
her skirt, shaking her head.

“We ride to Sundergard,” Galter said. He turned to his 
servants, who had come closer. “You will have to continue on 
foot.”

Léa whimpered, and Brix stifled a hiss, training once again 
overcoming instinct. Outrage was like acid in her mouth. 
And yet, a voice whispered in her mind, why should she be 
surprised? She turned to see her own surprised fear in the 
face of Doctor Emery.

“See that you carry all the luggage you can,” added Eulalie.
Estvan was helping Lysette sit on the back of one of the 

big white horses. She found her balance, and Estvan picked 
up Remin and sat him behind her. “You make sure your sister 
doesn’t fall,” he said. “Hold on tight.”

“How am I supposed to get on a horse,” Eulalie said, in her 
customary peevish tone, “when we don’t even have stirrups?”

Estvan ran to her and offered her a leg up.
“We will send a ride back to you,” Galter said. “As soon as 

we are in Sundergard. By tomorrow evening we will all be 
together again, and will laugh at this whole adventure.”

Again Brix looked at the doctor, finding herself at a loss for 
words. Her head was reeling.
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“By your leave, sir,” Arnost Emery said, “but were young 
master Remin to ride with you, and his sister with her mother, 
then Mistress Brixida and Léa could share the fourth horse. 
In this way you would only leave one behind, and that one is 
admittedly old and not fit for such equestrian pursuits.”

“Or Doctor Emery could ride behind Estvan,” Brix said, 
taking a step forward. She was honestly surprised by the old 
man’s selfless proposal. “He is light as a child himself.” She 
turned. “With all due respect, doctor.”

Galter cleared his voice. His wife was already on her horse, 
her skirts bunched up and her pale calves showing, and his 
servant was holding the reins of the two remaining animals. “I 
am afraid that we cannot load too much on these poor beasts,” 
he said. “But rest assured, this is all for the best. You follow us 
at your leisure, and we’ll send a ride for you–”

“Master–” Estvan said, looking south with a frown.
With a snort and a wave of his hands, Galter Petremol 

pulled himself on the back of the horse, and his servant 
handed him the reins.

“Everything will be fine,” the merchant said, trying to bring 
the animal under control. “You just follow us–”

“And you will send a ride for us when you reach Sundergard,” 
Brix said, her voice flat.

“Exactly. Everything will be for the best.”
Estvan vaulted onto the last horse and kicked his heels. The 

others followed at a light canter.
By the broken carriage, the teacher, the governess and the 

maid watched the four horses and their five riders as they 
departed. In a few moments, they were vague dots in the 
distance.
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CHAPTER TWO

Shuffling feet, voices talking, the cry of children and the 
creaking of cartwheels combined in a sound like the breaking 
of waves on a lake shore, and the call of wild ducks.

But the river was behind her, and there were no lakes 
between her and the Bloodwood.

Only a thin strip of the Plains, and a road.
Laurel did not like roads, as she did not like the artifacts of 

the men and their allies.
To her eyes, the landscape had always been crossed by 

simple paths that followed the crests of the hills and the 
course of the creeks, stretching from a standing stone to an 
old tree, past a notch in a cliff. It was along such a pathway 
that she had traveled in the past six days, looking out for signs 
of her enemies. She had left the mountains behind, and the 
green darkness of the Aymhelin. She had hiked through the 
woodland, early autumn tinging the treetops of brown and 
copper and gold. Red too, reminding her of home. And home 
she was going, in the hopes of finding news of her cousin, 
Redstar.
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But now the wilderness had retreated, giving room to 
fields, orchards and vineyards, the land transformed by the 
work of the humans.

It was stewardship of sorts, Laurel knew, and she respected 
it. It was these people’s way, and her mind was curious. What 
need was there for cobblestones and signposts, milestones 
and bridges? Why did they cut the landscape they were so 
lovingly grooming?

Laurel stopped by a tall oak tree. Below her, on the gentle 
slope of the hillside, was row upon row of rust-colored 
grapevines. The ground was clean of grass and wet with the 
previous night’s rain.

Laurel sighed, and took a moment to center herself. 
Weariness and fear for Redstar’s fate were at the surface of her 
mind. Things were as they were, and it was a warrior’s mind 
that accepted such truths as they may come, wasting no time 
to color them with what-might-have-beens. The humans and 
their allies had settled these lands. They were looking after 
them in their own fashion. They had built cities and villages, 
and laid out roads to connect them.

This was neither right nor wrong. It simply was.
And now their fields were abandoned, their orchards grew 

unattended, and their cities and villages burned.
Laurel had witnessed the horror of the Locust Swarms. She 

had killed the Uthuk Y’llan in the light of a burning cabin, 
too late to save whoever had lived there. A new darkness 
was sweeping over the land, and now the people of the cities 
and the villages were fleeing along their ancient road, slowly 
moving west and north.

Or not so slowly. Four white horses galloped along the gray 
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ribbon of the road, carrying their riders towards an imagined 
safety. People on foot hastened to get out of the way.

Laurel waited in the shadow of the oak, and watched the 
river of people pass by. Clouds were gathering. It would be 
raining again soon.

The dust of the horses had not yet faded in the distance, and 
Brixida was already rummaging in one of the trunks that had 
tumbled from the back of the coach. She pulled out clothes 
and scattered them in a multi-colored fan around her.

“May I inquire about what you are doing, Mistress Brixida?”
She turned and looked at Emery over her shoulder. “If we 

are to take to the road, I’ll need practical clothes.” She nodded 
towards Léa, sitting on her trunk. “The girl, too. It’s not like 
we can walk any distance in these skirts and these shoes.” She 
tucked a bundle of clothes under her arm and walked to the 
coach.

“You should do the same, doctor. Look for useful stuff we 
might need. Cloaks, hats.” She eyed the sky. “We can’t carry 
much, but the night is going to be cold. Food too, if they left 
something behind for us, which I seriously doubt. We must 
make haste, and travel light.”

The old teacher mumbled. She ignored him.
She stopped, one foot on the step of the wrecked carriage, 

and turned to look at her companions. Stranded like the 
survivors of a shipwreck, she thought, and she shuddered 
at the idea this adventure would be real, and deadly. The 
adventures she had always read about, and dreamt of, had 
been a lot more fun. More people walked by. Arnost Emery 
shouted at a man who picked up an abandoned leather bag 
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and ran. He shook his fist, and cut through the air with 
his walking stick, but the thief was running on. Someone 
somewhere laughed. The slow flow of refugees continued. 
Nobody stopped to help.

Inside the carriage, Brix found a way to keep her balance 
on the tilted floor. She pushed her knitting bag aside with 
her foot, and quickly got out of her dress and underskirts. 
She kicked the shoes off and flexed her claws, scratching the 
carpet.

She put on a pair of master Galter’s blue corduroy panta-
loons, using her retractable claw to cut the seam in the back, 
for her tail. Next, a black loose shirt. She tied the laces on 
her chest and rolled up the sleeves at the wrists. Unfurling a 
golden sash, she rapidly wound it around her waist, like she 
imagined a pirate would. She weighed the red riding coat, 
with the silver finish and the large pockets. Those would 
come in handy. It would reach down to her legs, and might 
hinder her movements, but she liked the color. She’d be able 
to wrap it around her as a blanket for the night. Of one thing 
she was certain: she would not sit down and cry her eyes out, 
waiting for the Uthuk Y’llan to come and get her.

She paused for three heartbeats.
Having acknowledged the danger looming, she discovered 

a new determination building inside of her. She was not lost, 
she was not afraid. She would need a weapon, she told herself.

Arnost Emery used the end of his walking staff to push 
around the discarded clothes and snorted. Useful, the silly 
cat-woman had said. Thirty-seven years he had been a teacher 
for the Petremol family, trying to infuse some sense in the 
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thick skulls of three generations of the family younglings. 
Thirty-seven years, not thirty-five like his master had said, he 
had spent suspended in that strange twilight world that was 
neither upstairs nor downstairs.

More than a servant, but so much less than a member of 
the family.

Young Brixida Lovell had said that. She had been hired to 
look after the children, shortly after master Remin was born. 
A temperamental young woman, and a half-catfolk at that. 
Very unusual. Emery sniffed and cast a glance at the wrecked 
coach, into which Mistress Brixida was retreating.

Emery had not approved, but of course he had not been 
consulted on this issue, as on any other. Brixida had been 
too young, he believed, and came from an unconventional 
family. And yet that single phrase, spoken out of line one late 
evening, in the house library, had struck him. He had been 
looking for the third volume of Gilvert’s Concise Annals of 
Central Terrinoth, and Brixida had been curled up in a couch, 
reading one of her old romances. Her passion for stories of 
swashbucklers betrayed her young age.

Out of common courtesy, Emery had asked her how she 
was finding being part of such an exalted household. Being 
part of the family, he had said, those had been his exact words. 
Family. And she had corrected him, the cheeky feline: “More 
than a servant,” she had said, “but so much less than a member 
of the family.” He had to concede that, for all of her dubious 
taste in literature and her eccentric manners, Mistress Brixida 
had shown, in that circumstance, a sharp mind and a much 
welcome penchant for concision.

He sighed.
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Three generations of Petremols he had tutored, and each 
had been more spoiled, capricious and disrespectful, with 
eyes only for wealth and thoughts only for profit. He had 
spent his life in their service, and they had treated him like a 
cart horse. And now, after thirty-seven years, here was Doctor 
Arnost Emery, philosopher and erudite, rummaging in the 
laundry to look for a warm cloak. They had left him behind, 
discarded like the rags he was exploring.

He spotted one of his master’s hooded cloaks, rich purple 
velvet, lined with black fur. He bent, his back creaking, to pick 
it up.

Léa squealed, and Emery straightened in time to see a 
young ruffian pick one of the master’s leather bags and start 
running.

“Thief!” he shouted. “Stop him!”
The man laughed and kept running.
There were other people walking by, peasants and town-

dwellers by their looks. A man leading a mule laughed. The 
mule pulled a cart. On the cart sat a woman and two children. 
The woman laughed too. The children looked at the old man 
shaking his fist, their eyes big and haunted.

The coach hatch slammed open and out stepped Brixida, 
wearing britches and one of the master’s rust-red coats. She 
was tying her hair with a strap of leather, pulling it up in a 
thick ponytail, leaving her pointed ears exposed. “Come,” she 
said to Léa, “we’ll find something for you too.”

Léa whimpered. The cat-woman looked at Emery. “Have 
you found something suitable? We must get moving.”

“They will steal everything we leave behind!” he said, 
indignant.
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“They can have it,” Brixida replied. “Some things you can’t 
take with you. Isn’t that what they say?”

Léa made a gesture against ill luck because that was what 
was said of dead people. Then she spotted Emery looking at 
her, and blushed.
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CHAPTER THREE

By dawn the following day, as the refugees slowed from 
exhaustion, a column of sorts had formed. Families fleeing 
from the burning cities, people leaving behind the small 
villages and settlements that dotted the countryside. Some 
traveled with their goats, and Brixida saw a man carrying a pig 
on his shoulders, inside a wicker basket. His children walked at 
his side, trying to keep up with his strides, but he was carrying 
his pig. There was a group of monks, clustered around their 
overloaded mule, carrying on with the rest of the refugees, 
the rising sun at their back. The monks sometimes tarried to 
help the elderly or the infirm and share the provisions they 
carried.

The men and women from the territorial militia walked 
along with the refugees, grim faced with weapons at the ready, 
and their officers ran up and down the road on their weary 
horses, checking for stragglers.

“This is not good,” Brixida said.
Doctor Emery glanced at her. He leaned casually on his 
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black wood walking staff, and was carrying a large leather bag 
slung over a shoulder. Brixida was surprised at the energy 
the old man was showing. They had stopped briefly for the 
night, before being rounded up by the soldiers and joining 
the column. They had no food but a bag of hard candies 
that Brix had brought along to bribe the children into some 
kind of disciplined behavior. They had sucked on the sweets, 
wrapped up in their cloaks, in a light drizzle that had started 
as the sun was setting.

“We are slow,” she explained. Her mouth was dry, and her 
words came out clipped and severe. “And we are easy to spot, 
a multitude here in the open. We make a lot of noise. We 
might as well light a beacon to call the Blight upon us.”

By her side, Léa stumbled, her foot caught in the hem of her 
long skirt. She had refused to wear more practical clothing, 
outraged at the idea. Brix had thought it useless to waste time 
arguing, but now the girl’s choice was slowing them down.

Emery cleared his throat and worked his jaw. “The general 
wisdom maintains there is safety in numbers, and we have the 
militia with us now to protect us.”

“What, twenty bumpkins playing soldier?” Brixida 
snapped. Children and old men pretending to be soldiers, 
the militia had not impressed her for martial deportment or 
warlike attitude.

Then she spotted a tall orc looking at her, hurt passing 
over his features like a brief shadow. He wore a mismatched 
breastplate and gauntlets over plain leather clothes, and 
carried a brutish ax over his shoulder, the handle blackened 
by use and the wide blade dented. The red scarf of the militia 
was tied to his arm. She looked away, and adjusted the satchel 
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she carried. She was sorry he had heard her, but there was 
little she could do now. The orc gave her one more brief look, 
lengthened his stride, and moved on.

“And what would you propose, then?” Emery asked.
Brix eyed the muscular back of the orc. “We should scatter, 

and lay low.”
The old teacher shook his head. “And be hunted like wild 

animals by the Uthuk, singled out and dispatched?”
Léa whimpered.
“The lady is right, you know.”
A man was walking along with them, pushing a wheelbarrow 

loaded with boxes and parcels. He was short and heavy-set, 
with black hair under a slouch hat. His clothes were good but 
well worn, a leather sleeveless vest over a shirt that had once 
been white, and baggy trousers. A grin split his unshaven 
chin, and he nodded at Brixida. Brix started in surprise. She 
had been so caught up in the conversation, she had not seen 
him as he approached. “We make for easy prey here,” he said, 
“bundled all together like this.”

Emery looked at him and arched his bushy eyebrows. “I 
seriously doubt facing the Blight alone would make for a 
better choice, Master…?”

The short man nodded, and doffed his hat, one hand still 
holding the barrow. “Grimald of Guyot, at your service. And 
you are not wrong, because the Uthuk would surely kill us 
all, and relish the opportunity, because that is their nature. 
But what I am saying is, we should leave the road, and find a 
nice, secluded spot in the hills and go to ground. Weather the 
storm because we cannot stop it.”

“Are you a master of the military arts, Master Grimald? Or 
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maybe a natural philosopher, a student of the vagaries of the 
weather that you use so aptly as a metaphor of our current 
affairs?” Doubt and sarcasm tinted the old teacher’s voice. 
Brix felt a surge of sympathy for the one standing on the 
receiving end of Emery’s sarcasm. She had been there in the 
past, and it was not a pleasant position.

But the short man chuckled. “Not by a fair length, sir. I am 
in the trades.”

“Indeed.”
They advanced for a while in silence, the creaking of 

Grimald’s cartwheels the only sound.
Once again, the commander of the militia ran the length 

of the column, barking orders to his soldiers. The shuffling 
of feet and the fragments of conversation, the coughs and the 
sighs, and the crying babies merged in a sound like a distant 
sea roaring against rock cliffs.

“What sort of trade?” Brixida asked suddenly. The short 
man intrigued her more than she would admit. There was a 
hint of craftiness underneath his geniality that made her wary 
but stoked her curiosity.

The short man looked at her. “I’m a vendor of mystical 
supplies. Alchemical components, laboratory equipment. 
Parchments and books, too. The occasional minor runestone. 
Honest Grimald, they call me, because I drive a fair bargain. 
I used to have a shop three streets down from the library–”

“What sort of books?” Emery asked, suddenly interested.
“Compendiums of formulas and recipes, mostly.” Grimald 

shrugged. “A little natural philosophy. Sometimes a… 
spellbook. Tomes of an antiquarian interest, too, occasionally,” 
his voice took a conspiratorial tone, “for a select clientele.”
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Emery opened his mouth to speak, but Brixida cut him 
short. “Is that a sample of your wares you are carrying, Master 
Grimald?”

Grimald nodded, and the wheels of his cart creaked. “But 
a fraction of what I had in my shop. I had to make a hard 
selection, and fast. A lot I had to leave behind, let the Uthuk 
burn it.”

The orc with the axe was back.
“We are taking a rest,” he said, passing by.
“Why?” Brixida asked.
The orc looked at her, his stare hard. “Fatigue kills just like 

the Locust Swarm, my lady. Ten minutes, no more, to catch 
our breath. Rest your legs and drink some water.”

Then he moved on.
“He’s not wrong, you know,” Grimald said. He pushed his 

cart to one side, out of the way, and arched his back, groaning. 
“I wonder if we’ll have time for a bite. I forget the last time I 
ate.”

He looked at Léa, and winked.

No good deed goes unpunished.
Life had taught that to Grimald, and the importance of 

minding his own business. Fastest and farther the lone traveler 
goes, as the saying went. And yet, much as he felt fine when 
he was on his own, he also felt the need for company, and 
conversation, sometimes. He had spent long days pushing his 
cart and barely speaking to a soul. Now he had company, and 
the world looked brighter.

“Hop on the cart,” his mouth said before his brain could 
stop it.
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They were on the march again, and the flax-haired girl with 
an arm in a sling had been so miserable, dragging her feet in the 
dust of the road, he could not refrain from offering her a ride.

She looked at him like he was an apparition.
He shrugged and turned to the girl’s two companions, a tall 

half cat woman in a red coat, and an old man in a purple cloak 
who was looking at Grim like he was some sort of cut-purse or 
smuggler. He wondered what was going on with these people. 
They had sat in silence in the ditch until the militia had called 
again for them to move. They had shared a small water-skin, 
and talked among themselves in soft tones. There was an air 
of quality about them, and Honest Grim had a good eye for 
quality, yet he had still to figure them out.

“We are going the same way,” he said with a grin, “and this 
young lady won’t be a burden.”

The old owl arched an eyebrow, and walked closer to the 
cart. He was leaning on a walking staff, dragging his feet, but 
to Grim’s well-trained eye it was obvious it was not as much 
as a physical problem as the old habit of someone that had 
spent a lot of his time with slippered feet over thick carpets. 
“And you can take turns,” he was hasty to add. “To bring relief 
to your legs.”

The old man stopped, and pursed his lips. “There will be no 
need for any of that, Master Grimald, thank you. My legs are 
perfectly fine.”

Meanwhile, the blonde had hopped on the cart, pushing a 
box of bottled mineral extracts to the side. Grim wished she’d 
be careful. That stuff cost good money. She arranged herself, 
pulling her legs up and smoothing her skirt. She leaned on a 
stack of books, favoring her injured arm.
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“You are very kind,” the cat-woman said. She looked like 
the brains of the outfit. “Léa, say thank you to the gentleman.”

The blonde mumbled a thank you, glancing at him 
sideways. She blushed.

“My friends call me Grim. They think it funny.”
“And are we friends?” the cat-woman asked, in an ironic 

voice.
Just like he had imagined, she was a smart one, and Grim 

liked that. He shrugged. “Companions on the road, if you 
will. There are times when a man needs all the friends he can 
find. And a woman, too.”

“I am Brixida Lovell,” the cat-woman said, her eyes 
gleaming. She pushed her shoulders back. “My friends call 
me Brix. And these are Léa, and Doctor Arnost Emery.”

“And my friends,” the old owl sniffed, “call me exactly that. 
Or just plain doctor, for brevity’s sake.”

“And we are grateful for your kindness,” Brixida added, 
giving a hard stare at the old man and shaking her head.

“You from one of the Houses?” Grim asked.
“We have the privilege of being in the employ of Master 

Galter Petremol,” the doctor said. 
“The merchant.” Grim nodded. He had heard about the 

man, and hoped his distaste did not seep through his voice.
“Wherever he may be at the moment,” Brix added, her tone 

tart. It was the doctor’s turn to stare at her. On the cart, Léa 
had fallen asleep, her chin on her chest, her breathing regular.

“Did he leave you behind?” Grim asked. He was surprised 
at his own surprise. Of course the master had left behind his 
staff. It was a commonplace fact in this world that you could 
not trust management, or look at them for loyalty, or mercy.
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“He had more important things–” the doctor began, but he 
did not sound much convinced.

“Like saving his own skin,” the cat-woman said.
“And his family.” Doctor Emery was indignant.
“He did leave you behind.” Grim nodded. “The coin of the 

rich and all that, uh?”
The doctor opened his mouth, then closed it. “Are you 

quoting to me the poems of Guy deMere, young man?”
“Some things the coin of the rich cannot buy,” Grim said. 

“But that won’t stop them try.”
And it was all right to let them try, he said to himself. Some 

of his best sales had come from letting rich patrons believe 
they could buy the impossible.

“Of course you realize the skald of Mere was referring to 
happiness, and not–”

“Loyalty. Or a family. Or plain common decency. Yes, I 
know.”

Grim saw that Brixida was looking at him sideways, and 
wiggled his eyebrows. The doctor coughed. “Exactly.”

Grim shrugged. “Yet I still think Guy spent a few nights on 
an empty stomach, and made poetry out of it. That’s a poet’s 
life, isn’t it?”

“I thought you said you were a tradesman, not a man of 
literary pursuits, Master Grimald.”

“It’s Grim, doctor. Honest Grim, if you will. And no sane 
man is but one thing and that alone during his lifetime.”

He bent down to push on his cart. The wheels squealed, 
but the girl kept sleeping, cradling her broken arm.

Later, the militia called for another stop, and they settled 
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down for another night on the roadside, trying to sleep in the 
ditch. The militia commander, an old man with a sour frown 
and a spade-shaped gray beard, wanted to move as soon as the 
sunrise came. His soldiers moved up and down the makeshift 
camp, making sure nobody lit any fire, and noise was kept to 
a minimum. Sentries were stationed along the road, and up 
the brief slope of the closest hill. A light rain had turned into 
a proper shower by the time the sun was down, and Grim 
retreated underneath his pushcart, allowing some room for 
the two women and the old man. The forced intimacy was 
not conducive to conversation, and they sat on the ground, 
wrapped in their cloaks.

“Why can’t we light a fire?” Léa asked.
“We don’t want the Uthuk to know our position,” Brix 

replied.
The blonde girl gasped. “Are they so close?”
“Maybe,” Brix said.
Grim shrugged. “Better a cold night on the ground than 

knowing for certain.”
He shared with them the last of his rock-hard bread, and a 

skin of wine he had saved for difficult times. The cat-woman 
had some hard sweets. They huddled together, rain falling in 
thick sheets all around them, and waited for the dawn.

When the dawn came, so did the Blight.

Like all elven hunters, Laurel carried a bullroarer in a pouch in 
her belt, and now, as she pulled it out, she wondered whether 
anyone of those on the road would understand. Keeping her 
eyes on the gray-skinned Uthuk Y’llan cresting the hill, she 
unfurled the string and twisted it.
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Below, the men and women on the road, freshly awakened 
after another wet night, would not see the Locusts until they 
were upon them. It would be a bloodbath.

She could not allow it.
Like a child who steps on an anthill watches with horror 

and fascination as the ground raises in a crawling carpet of 
enraged insects, Laurel had watched with a growing sense 
of horror the Uthuk warbands move through the grass and 
the vineyards. Mostly skirmishers, clad in crimson rags and 
carrying mis matched weapons, and a few blood witches 
scattered in their number, already humming their chants, 
summoning powers to drive the warriors into a frenzy.

Laurel took a long breath. As she started to twirl the singing 
wood, second thoughts came to her, bone-dry and useless, 
like ghosts haunting an ancient battleground. Her mind 
grumbled with self-preservation and hunger. As soon as the 
singing wood started its call, the Locusts would spot her and 
come to take her life. She wondered if it was worth risking her 
own survival to warn the strangers on the road of a danger 
they were too silly to see coming. Were they not the same that 
were welcomed to the Bloodwood with arrows and pit-traps?

But she knew it was worth it. Lives were lives, and past 
squabbles were meaningless in the face of the Uthuk Y’llan.

The instrument started humming as it picked up speed. It 
buzzed, like a large bumblebee, like a whole cloud of raging 
bumblebees, but as she forced it to spin faster, the sound 
turned into a deep roar, like a bullhorn or an enraged deer 
buck venting his challenge.

It echoed in the trees and down the slope, carrying far and 
wide.
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The people on the road heard it. The warriors escorting 
them heard it.

The Uthuk Y’llan heard it.
Somebody understood. A bugle sounded down below, and 

the scream of a hundred bloodthirsty Locusts responded.
Laurel let go of the singing wood, and pulled back her 

bowstring.
One of the blood witches that had driven forth the warriors 

caught her arrow in her neck. The one by her side turned, 
screaming a warning, and another arrow caught her in her 
open mouth, silencing her forever.
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Staggering fantasy adventure in the epic world of 
Descent: Legends of the Dark when a holy warrior 
and a legendary hero fight save a city from a 
demonic evil that threatens all of Terrinoth

Nerekhall: a city of paranoia and fear, where the 
harsh and unbending rule of law is enforced by 
unfeeling automata called the Ironbound. Drawn to 
the city by recurring nightmares, Andira Runehand 
and her companion, Trenloe the Strong, soon find 
themselves caught up in a sinister plot and unable to 
escape. Both have different ideas about what it means 
to be a hero, and both must learn to trust the other. 
For in secret, an uneasy alliance concocts a dark plan 
in the city’s infamous tower to open a portal and 
summon a demonic power, the likes of which has 
never set foot in Terrinoth.
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CHAPTER ONE
Trenloe the Strong

Trenloe hated running. He was too heavy for it, in armor 
or out, and he had no technique. There were few creatures 
in Terrinoth that were stupid enough to chase Trenloe, and 
he had never been the sort to run after someone who had 
already given up on the fight. When Trenloe ran, it was like a 
warhorse trying to get up a flight of stairs.

“Slow… down. By… Kellos.” His armor clattered as he 
thundered down the narrow alley, arms and legs heaving up 
and down as though he was milling flour on a stone. “I’m 
not… going… to hurt you…”

He staggered on another ten yards before collapsing, red-
faced and gasping, against the dark, timber frontage of the 
nearest house. The wood was so old it felt like bone. Thin 
ice, from the morning damp, tinkled onto the muddy lane. 
He gulped on a breath. The ripe, unfamiliar odors of people, 
woodsmoke, and open sewers made him regret it. He coughed 
it back up.

“All I want… is…” He looked up, watching as his coin 
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purse, and the small girl who was currently holding onto it, 
disappeared down yet another unmarked alley. Trenloe 
pushed himself up off the wall with a groan. “My purse back.”

Give him another demon lord to battle. Or a horde of Uthuk 
Y’llan to hold across a ford. Anything but more running.

With a resigned growl, he shook the sweat off his forehead 
and half-ran, half-stumbled after her into the alley.

Somewhere over Nerekhall the sun was shining.
Trenloe had glimpsed it briefly for himself when the guards 

had opened the South Cailn Bridge to traffic from the east 
roads. Whatever had become of it since, it didn’t shine here. 
The buildings held each other close like partners in crime, 
upper stories bowed over the alleys, their roofs practically 
touching. Washing lines threaded the occasional gaps 
between the overhanging jetties, as though the only thing 
keeping the gloomy hovels upright was each other. Given the 
lingering chill of late Snowmelt and the continuing absence 
of sun, drying laundry had given way to thousands upon 
thousands of raucous city pigeons. The birds perched on the 
lines, pecking at the moths fluttering around the jaundiced 
glow from the city’s ubiquitous yellow lamps.

In spite of the hour, the narrow lanes were already full.
Townsfolk in purples, blacks, and grays blended 

anonymously into the dark woods and deep shadows of the 
street. Whispering groups of them stood in close huddles 
over the broken cobblestones to gossip about the war in the 
east, the latest Guild scandal or unexplained disappearance. 
Children, cooped up through the long nighttime of winter’s 
final months, ran and screamed about the alley.

Trenloe’s own accursed runaway slipped through them all 
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like a mouse across a taproom full of legs. He struggled to 
keep her in sight.

“Excuse me, miss.” Without breaking stride, he scooped 
up an elderly lady who had chosen that moment to cross the 
street. His hands swallowed her stooped shoulders, immense 
biceps bulging as he deposited her as politely as possible on 
the opposite curb. “Make way.”

A circle of older children was gathered around an oxbow in 
the gutter channel, fishing in the scummy water. They didn’t 
move and Trenloe was forced into a swerve to avoid trampling 
them. “Coming through.”

Two men carrying shoulder bags jangling with tools walked 
slowly ahead of him, dragging their feet as they argued about 
an unpaid debt to the river bailiff.

“Begging your pardon, sirs,” he said, turning himself side-
on and barging between them.

“Oi!” one of them yelled after him, but Trenloe was already 
through and several yards down the street and by then neither 
man, having had a proper look and a moment to consider, felt 
like pursuing the grievance any further.

The girl was just ahead.
She threw a sharp look over the shoulder, yelped at the 

sight of Trenloe the Strong bearing down in full armor, and 
veered into another branch in the alley.

Nerekhall was a maze of them. A sunless warren of winding 
alleys, blind-ends, double-backs, and crooked little lanes that 
got a person nowhere except lost. Trenloe had always had a 
terrible sense of direction. His father had despaired of it. But 
Nerekhall was something else. He had seen only one straight 
path in the entire city and that had been the road going in.
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He chased the girl onto the branch, only to pull up when 
he found himself confronted by an unassailable wall of 
bustle.

Several of the crooked houses were fronted by simple 
awnings in a variety of drab, sooty colors. The smell of baked 
loaves and barbecued meats filled the air, seeking to dislodge 
the less savory urban scents and not entirely succeeding. 
Men and women pushed carts and set up stalls, shooed stray 
urchins from their porch steps and hawked homespun wares.

Blowing steam into the cold air, Trenloe planted his hands 
on his hips and surveyed the unexpected crowd.

A maze. There was no other word for Nerekhall that fit.
He had only meant to leave his companions, Andira and 

Owl, at Bridge Market for a moment or two while he found 
directions to the Academy. Now, he was going to have to pay 
a guide just to retrace his steps.

“Damn that… girl.”
She was nowhere to be seen.
Trenloe was not overly concerned about the money. He had 

made and given away more in a single day than he had just lost. 
The occasional clean bed or cooked meal notwithstanding, it 
was not as though he wanted for much. No. It was the fear 
of returning to Bridge Market and facing Andira Runehand’s 
disapproval, having lost what was, after all, technically her 
money, that had kept him running across half of Nerekhall.

His friend terrified him the way no foe ever had.
“Has… anyone seen… a girl…?”
He looked hopefully around the shoppers and traders, but 

wherever he turned, folk glanced quickly away. Nerekhall, 
as Trenloe had been firmly informed by the black-masked 



The Tower of Nerek by David Guymer 219

captain of the watch before being admitted across the bridge, 
is a law-abiding city.

It minded its own business, and it saw no evil.
“Anyone?”
A middle-aged woman in a short dress of tattered fustian 

who was setting out homemade pottery on her windowsill 
caught his eye. She pursed her lip briefly, then nodded 
towards a narrow lane that opened immediately across from 
her window. It was little more than a gap where two houses 
failed to fully meet, effectively hidden away by the clutter of 
street furniture.

A maze.
Trenloe would never even have noticed it was there.
He turned to thank the woman, but she had already 

disappeared, drawing the shutters over her shop window.
It saw no evil.
Taking a deep breath, Trenloe crossed to the alley.
It was so narrow he had to enter sideways. A pair of rats, 

fleeing the sound of metal armor scraping on old timber, 
scampered ahead, their panicked squeaks echoing from the 
high walls. They rose to three stories either side. The way 
ahead smelled of rotting trash and damp.

Had the girl really gone this way?
Could he have misinterpreted the potter’s direction? Was 

there, even, a second alleyway she had been pointing to but 
which he had not seen? Or was everyone in Nerekhall a 
crook, petty or otherwise, and it had simply been the woman’s 
intention to throw him off a fellow thief ’s chase? He shook 
his head, firmly berating himself for the unworthy thought. 
He did not mean to look for the worst in others, but he had 
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grown up with the same stories of benighted Nerekhall as 
everyone and they were difficult to look past.

Nevertheless, he was still torn between turning back or 
trusting the woman and pressing on when a shaft of gray 
sunlight suddenly lit up the alley ahead.

It was not coming from above, but rather from a door that 
had opened at the alley’s blind-end, backlighting and framing 
the girl who had just thrown it open.

She was much younger than Trenloe had been expecting, 
no more than ten years old and strikingly, almost painfully 
thin. Her smock was undyed, the gray-brown color of sheep, 
her frightened face and dirty blonde hair streaked with mud.

Trenloe felt a stab of guilt. He was almost ready to give up 
the chase and let the poor child have his coin.

“Fortuna’s luck,” the girl spat. “What does it take to get rid 
of you?”

She slipped through the open door and pulled it shut 
behind her.

Trenloe sighed, and scraped doggedly along the tight 
passage.

A few seconds behind the girl, he made it to the door. He 
tried the latch.

The door rattled. Bolted from the other side.
He hated himself for it, but this girl was beginning to annoy 

him.
“Gods forgive me. This coin’s supposed to be spent in a 

good cause.”
With absolutely no effort on his part, he threw his shoulder 

through the door.
It crashed onto the neat, yellow-stained flagstones that lay 
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on the other side and Trenloe blinked as he staggered through 
into the unexpected brilliance of direct sunlight. He had been 
expecting the backroom of some pickpockets’ den, but found 
himself instead in what appeared to be a narrow backyard.

A-shaped wooden frames filled the available space between 
the walls. Sheepskins, apparently intended for book bindings 
judging by their size and shape, were stretched taut across 
them, creaking contentedly as they cured in the dim sunlight.

A dwarf in a stiff leather apron and gloves turned towards 
him, bloodshot eyes peering out over a thick woolen mask.

“Girl?” Trenloe managed to pant out.
The dwarf raised a bushy eyebrow and glanced pointedly 

towards the door lying on the ground at Trenloe’s feet.
“I’ll pay for that,” Trenloe added, reaching instinctively 

for the coin purse at his belt before remembering where it 
had gone. “I’ll owe you. I promise. You can find me at the 
Ironbrick Inn. Ask for Andira Runehand.”

The dwarf appeared to scowl, though it was difficult to be 
completely certain through the layers of protective clothing, 
and jabbed a thumb over his shoulder towards the building 
behind him. “Thank you,” Trenloe said, but the dwarf had 
gone back to work as if the giant in his yard had already left.

Trenloe was halfway towards the tannery when a scream 
pierced the cold air. He halted mid-stride, head turning 
towards the sound as it bounced confusingly around the 
jumble of garrets, gables, and walls.

It sounded as though it had come from the next yard over.
He threw another look towards the tannery, indecisive 

only for the time it took him to turn away and size up the 
yard’s stone wall.
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He would make up the lost coin to Andira somehow. Some 
things were more important than gold.

The dwarf, he noticed, was studiously getting on with his 
work, refusing even to look up as a second scream rang out 
from the other side of the wall.

Trenloe would never understand this city.
He didn’t even feel guilty this time as he punched through 

the wall.
The old, dry stone gave before his fists as it might have done 

to a battering ram. Two more punches and a shoulder charge 
and he was through, coughing on stone dust and taking in the 
even smaller, even grayer yard that lay on the other side.

It was a garden. A thin trickle of sunlight fell through the 
overhanging eaves, enough to keep a wall-scrambling holly, 
a few scrags of fruiting mistletoe, and several clay pots of 
young tomatoes alive and green. Postern doorways and 
derelict wooden stairs tumbled towards it from a number of 
neighboring buildings including, Trenloe noticed, the one he 
had just left behind.

And true enough, there was his thief. She must have entered 
the tannery and then double-backed down the outside stair to 
the adjoining garden to throw him off. If she hadn’t stopped 
and cried out, Trenloe would never have caught her.

She was buried to her shoulders in mistletoe, Andira’s purse 
clutched to her chest as though it was Fortuna’s talisman and 
staring not at Trenloe but at what appeared to be a suit of 
armor standing on the opposite side of the small yard. It was 
seven feet tall, more massive even than Trenloe, and in black 
iron from the crest of its great helm to the toes of its boots. In 
its left hand, it was holding a rune-embossed shield. In its right, 
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a monstrous glaive. A tabard bearing the purple and black 
bicolor flag of Nerekhall hung from its groin. The limp cloth 
bore a white heraldic rune that Trenloe didn’t recognize. It 
was one of the ironbound. There had been one accompanying 
the guards on the South Cailn Bridge. But that one had not 
moved.

With a grinding of gears, the suit’s great helm clanked 
around until it was staring at Trenloe. There was no visor. 
No slits for eyes. Its face was a smooth plate of black iron 
patterned with gold. And yet Trenloe felt the full weight of 
its attention on him. A sound, like that of a sniffing hound, 
echoed up from the hollow prison of its helm and Trenloe felt 
a shiver run through him. His every sense rejected the thing 
in front of him.

Unalive, and yet apparently aware. Cold, and yet profoundly 
malign.

Trenloe had seen at close quarters the animus that the 
magisters of Greyhaven had sent east to fight alongside 
the barony of Kell against the Uthuk Y’llan. They had been 
inert lumps of stone, lent a crude and temporary life at their 
master’s command.

But this…
This…
It sniffed again, as though to make certain of something, 

and whatever it smelled was evidently not to its liking. Hot 
steam whistled out through the joints of its armor and runes 
began to glow. Its helmet clanked sharply back towards the 
girl cowering in the mistletoe, who took a deep breath and 
screamed again, and Trenloe did what he was famous for.

He acted without thinking.
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His fist, still gray with dust from punching through the wall, 
smashed across the thing’s face. The helmet gave a hollow 
clang, twisting a quarter turn to the side, but the armor didn’t 
so much as stumble.

Trenloe, meanwhile, roared in pain, drawing his bruised 
knuckles to his chest.

It was like punching an anvil.
The ironbound’s return blow came while he was still reeling 

from the shock, a steel-crumpling backhand that sent Trenloe 
crashing through the wall and back into the tanner’s yard.

He coughed, face buried in the dust and rubble, and 
immediately needed to cough again.

Walk it off, Trenloe, his father had always used to say to him 
when he was down. You’re a big lad, so on your feet and walk it 
off.

Unshipping his shield from his back, he planted its pointed 
base into the crack between two stones and propped his chest 
up off the ground.

He hung his head in near-despair as the ironbound 
stomped through what was left of the wall. It said nothing. 
It made no sound but for the grating of heavy armor and the 
tick-tick-tick of hidden gears. It was not quick, but it came on 
with a relentless indefatigability that was exhausting just to 
watch. At least it was coming for him now instead of the girl. 
From somewhere deep inside, he found the strength to curl 
his injured fingers around the handle of his axe and draw it 
from his belt.

From behind the advancing armor’s back, he saw the girl’s 
pale face peeking through the hole in the wall.

“Run,” Trenloe hissed, as the ironbound built up a head of 
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steam, smashing the flagstones between it and Trenloe under 
its heavy iron boots. It drew back its shield to strike. Trenloe’s 
voice rose to become a yell. “Find Andira Runehand at Bridge 
Market and tell her–”

He never finished.
The armor issued a shuddering metallic howl, iron pushed 

to its breaking point, and its heavy shield stove into the side 
of Trenloe’s head.

Trenloe hit the ground.
And fell silent.
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CHAPTER TWO
Andira Runehand

Bonggg.
The dirge-like notes of the Academy bells rolled across the 

sleeping city, muted by the late hour, dulled by distance and 
by the thick stone walls that surrounded her. They were dark 
and laced with cobwebs.

Bonggg.
Andira reached out for an empty sconce to brush away the 

cobwebs. The rune of power drawn across her palm filled in 
the concavity with a pale blue light, shining so brightly against 
the lingering taint of the Ynfernael that she could make it out 
through the back of her hand. An incomplete circle, a vertical 
line just slightly off-center striking it through. A sword and a 
shield, that was how Andira had always seen it, traced with 
the light of the Empyrean and blurred by the intervening 
meat and bone of her hand.

Bonggg.
She drew back from the wall, her fingers sticky with old 

webs, her brow knotted in confusion. It occurred to her that 
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she was unsure what had brought her to this hallway, this 
building, only that it was important to her, and that she had 
come a long, long way in order to get here.

Bonggg.
A long flight of spiral steps lay behind her like a trap. The 

darkness it harbored was deep, the breeze emerging from its 
rotten stone mouth hungry, and yet vastly patient. It was a 
whisper on the back of her neck, a rumor and a temptation, 
but a warning, too, a small and ephemeral hand tugging on 
her hair, urging her back.

She ignored it.
Andira never turned back.
Bonggg.
The corridor ahead of her was low and narrow. Close. 

The walls and ceiling were crumbling from untold years of 
neglect. At its far end, a small wooden door hung ajar, rotten 
on its hinges. The sight of it made Andira’s breath catch. She 
did not fear death. The threat of pain or failure gave her no 
pause. And yet the aspect of that slightly open door set her 
heart hammering in her chest.

Bonggg.
The funereal bell shivered through her.
“My beloved foe.” The door seemed to breathe outward, 

creaking wider to release something that should have 
remained behind it for all time. “My paramour.”

A horned silhouette stood within the now-gaping door.
Andira blinked, taking the backward step she had sworn 

never to accept, towards the solace promised by the stairwell. 
When she next opened her eyes, the figure was gone.

Bonggg.
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Breathing hard, she reached over her shoulder for the 
poleaxe she always bore with her. It was not there. She looked 
up. The corridor before her had shortened, dragging the door 
towards her, or her to it. The figure stood over her, twelve feet 
of cold, hard ivory, a statue to the pitiless majesty of hate. It 
looked down on her with eyes that were hollow wells, smiled 
with a mouth that never moved.

Andira screamed.
Bonggg.
On the eighth and final bell, she woke up.
Andira jerked reflexively, gripping her thigh plate tightly 

and sitting up, drawing a deep breath and gasping at the cold 
that hit the back of her throat.

She was still in the Bridge Market, an open square filled 
with murmuring crowds and tented stalls, enclosed on one 
side by the slate-gray expanse of the Korina’s Tears River, 
and on the other by the dark timber and brooding stonework 
of Nerekhall itself. From the top of a short flight of granite 
steps, she looked out across the river. The statue of some well-
known local merchant loomed over her shoulder, her long 
blonde hair having thoroughly knotted itself into the grain of 
the stone where she had slept against it.

The warrior she knew as Owl sat three steps down from her 
with his arms resting over his knees. He held Andira’s poleaxe 
loosely in one hand, its small flags and pennons beating in the 
cold breeze off the river. He was dark-haired and unshaven, 
bearing a closer resemblance to a sell-sword down on his luck 
than the nobleman that Andira knew him to be.

His hair had been allowed to grow so long that it obscured 
most of the heraldic symbols on his armor that might have 
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identified him. He had had a name, too, once, and a past that 
went with it, but he recalled neither and Andira had sworn 
never to speak of them. He had the right to find his own path, 
wherever it led. Trenloe, with characteristically abundant 
good humor, was the one who had dubbed him Owl, for the 
gold blazon on his enameled breastplate, and for want of a 
better name, it had stuck.

She looked over her other shoulder. There was no one else 
there.

She turned back to Owl, concerned. “Where is Trenloe?”
Owl shook his head. His gray eyes looked sad.
Andira rubbed the last of the sleep from her eyes, pulling 

the clutter of the recurring dream from her thoughts. It was 
rare that she needed sleep. The rune provided her body with 
most of the rest and nourishment that it needed. To have 
simply dozed off where she had been sitting… it made the 
experience of waking all the more disconcerting.

“It was six o’clock when the guards opened the bridge. That 
means…” She frowned suddenly as her mind cleared enough 
to perform straightforward subtraction. “Trenloe has been 
gone for two hours. Flames of Kellos, he was only supposed 
to be asking for directions to the Academy. Why did you not 
wake me when he failed to return?”

“You needed rest,” Owl replied, and unfolded one of his 
arms from across his knees to present her with a waxed paper 
bundle.

There was a cold meat pasty inside.
“You bought that for me while I was asleep?”
A nod.
“But Trenloe was holding all of the money.”
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Owl tucked his fingers in over the waxed parcel and turned 
his knuckles towards her. One of his fingers was missing a ring. 
Andira shook her head. He was as careless with his money as 
Trenloe, but at least Owl had the excuse of being born noble. 
“You traded your ring for a pie?”

Owl shrugged, shuffling a short way along his step to show 
the empty wrapping he had been sitting on.

Two pies.
“That is kind, but I do not need rest.”
“You do,” Owl insisted.
“What I need is to be on our way. Where is Trenloe?”
But Owl had already turned away, distracted by the boats 

on the river.
Peasants punted their small craft under the stone double-

arches of South Cailn Bridge while two dozen students in 
sleek black boats practiced for the boat race with Greyhaven. 
An annual event that even Andira had heard of, it took place 
on New Year’s Day to mark the end of winter and the start 
of the new academic year. And settling, for the next thirteen 
months, whether it was to be the Nerekhall Academy or 
Greyhaven University with the right to call itself the most 
esteemed college of rune-lore and magic in Terrinoth.

They seemed to be living in another world to the one that 
Andira saw.

But then, eyes could adjust to shadows in time. Why not 
hearts and minds?

“You have not slept properly since the day you found me,” 
said Owl, still watching the boats, and the flocks of Lorimor 
geese scudding belligerently amongst them. “And when you 
do, you…”
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Dream, he did not quite say.
They had started about six months ago, almost immediately 

after the Battle of Furnace Gate and the defeat of the demon 
king, Baelziffar. Nightmares when she slept. Omens and 
portents when she did not. Visions of some rising evil, calling 
her somewhere she knew not, to perform some task she knew 
not.

She seldom recalled much of what transpired in her dreams 
when she awoke, only the unsettled feeling that remained 
when she did. They had only grown more vivid, and more 
frequent, as they traveled further west from Kell, until she 
could barely now close her eyes without seeing her nemesis, 
beckoning her towards some unspeakable goal. She knew 
when she was being drawn somewhere, but not why. She 
could be certain of only one fact, and that was that in coming 
to Nerekhall she was, if not in the place that she needed to be, 
then at least on the correct path.

She hoped to find something more resembling an answer 
in the Academy.

With a glare, because as much as she would sooner deny 
being as mortal as everyone else, she knew that Owl was 
right, she snatched the wax parcel from his hand. He smiled, 
as though pretending not to have noticed, and turned back 
towards the river.

Unpeeling the paper, she bit into Owl’s pasty. The filling 
had turned stodgy as it had cooled, but it had a peppery 
warmth that was welcome against the cold morning. Chewing 
absently on the breakfast, she looked around the Bridge 
Market square.

This was part of the city that few visitors to Nerekhall ever 
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saw beyond. It was all shops, coaching houses, and banks, tall 
buildings with grand, but foreboding frontages, catering to 
the merchants who came from all over Cailn to Nerekhall’s 
markets and the tenant farmers who visited for the day from 
the surrounding fields. The boulevards were wide and open, 
as though the city’s planners had been afraid that if darkness 
was allowed in, even for the few hours before dawn, then it 
would never leave. Or worse, that people might find that they 
liked it.

Tall, wrought-iron streetlamps stood on every corner, 
with similar lamps bolted to the towering half-timber facades 
of those buildings gathered around the market square. In 
spite of the sunrise, currently laying its red fingers across 
the rooftops, they were still lit, lending a sepia pallor to the 
crowded, quiet streets whilst drawing deeply shaded lines 
around the darkness.

As she watched the crowds, licking her finger for the last 
flakes of pastry, she felt a prickling down the back of her neck, 
a vague but familiar tingle from the rune in her hand. It was not 
the nightmare. Food and fresh air had rid her senses of that.

She was being watched.
Andira frowned for a moment, certain that she had seen 

a small child standing suspiciously still amidst the moving 
crowds, but before she could look again to be sure, Owl was 
tugging on her sleeve and directing her eyes elsewhere.

“Look.”
A horse-drawn wain carrying a group of black-robed 

students was pushing its way slowly across the market. Bound 
for the Academy, no doubt, summoned by the bells to their 
morning classes.
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“We could follow them,” said Owl.
Andira sucked on her teeth as she considered, then 

reluctantly shook her head.
The thought of cutting Trenloe loose and continuing on 

without him did not trouble her. Indeed, it had a certain 
appeal. Her first meeting with Trenloe the Strong had been 
on the battlefield at Furnace Gate. Coming so soon after the 
loss of her pilgrim followers and the death of her champion, 
Sir Brodun, joining with a hero of such renown that even she, 
ten years in the wildernesses, had heard his name, had been 
comforting. The novelty had not long survived the westbound 
road. The man was like a performing bear, as innocent and as 
distractable as a child, but if anyone could look after himself 
in a strange city then it was him.

But, if Andira intended to learn why Baelziffar was sending 
her nightmares in spite of his apparent demise in Kell then 
the Academy was the place to find those answers. Trenloe 
claimed that an old friend of his now taught there. How a 
semi-literate Trastan farmhand had come into acquaintance 
with a Nerekhall rune-scholar was a mystery to Andira, but 
the man made friends everywhere. To a woman who had few 
friends anywhere it was a skill as baffling as any magic.

“No, we–”
She stopped, turning her head as though the itch down the 

nape of her neck was the claw of the Ynfernael tapping on her 
shoulder for attention. The child she had felt watching her 
from across Bridge Market had crossed between the stalls and 
was now standing at the bottom of the steps to the merchant’s 
statue. She was a scruffy, feral-looking thing with a rattish 
haircut and nervous eyes, as though she, too, had been awake 
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all night and would never sleep again for the things she had 
seen.

Owl smiled down at her.
Place a child in front of him, and her brooding protector 

became a stuffed toy.
Andira glowered. “You were watching us.”
The girl swallowed. It was obvious that she wanted little 

more than to flee back into the crowds, but for some reason 
unbeknownst to Andira she chose instead to stand her 
ground.

“My name’s Lidiya,” she finally piped up. “And I’m not 
afraid of you.”

Andira raised an eyebrow. She was more accustomed to 
monsters than people, and was more a stranger in Terrinoth’s 
cities than Trenloe. Owl had been the parent, even if he did 
not remember it, not her – she had no idea how to talk to a 
child. “Good,” she answered, stiffly. “I am not afraid of you 
either.”

The girl looked unsure whether she was being teased or not. 
For reasons Andira did not quite understand, the possibility 
seemed to put her more at ease. “You’re Andira Runehand, 
aren’t you?”

“I am. Who sent you here to ask?”
The girl looked relieved. “Thank Fortuna. He said I’d find 

you here.”
“Who?”
“Trenloe the Strong, of course. Who else?”
Andira closed her eyes and let out a long, resigned breath.
Of course. Who else, indeed?
“And what did he say?”
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“Just to find you here. It was… It was all he got to say.” The 
girl’s lips moved nervously, as though uncertain which form 
of expression was the correct one for the words they had to 
say. “Before they took him away.”
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CHAPTER THREE
Thaiden Mistspeak

By mid-morning, half the city had heard that Trenloe the 
Strong, the renowned southern hero, had come to Nerekhall.

Rothbert Tierney, a Wick Lane laborer, had grumbled to 
his workmates of being run off the street by a giant in silver 
armor. One of those same workmates, purchasing two cuts 
of freshwater trout from the jetties later that morning, had 
opined that this must be the very same man who had charged 
into the dawn fair at Dillholme shouting about a thief. 
Several laughs later about the chances of blundering through 
Dillholme at any time of day or night and finding someone 
who was not a thief, it had been wondered whether it was 
the same man, too, who had wrecked the yard behind Olf 
Strengsson’s bookbinders’ shop.

According to Olf himself it most certainly was. He would 
be seeking Trenloe out, he said, and this Andira Runehand 
with whom the hero was supposedly lodging, at the Ironbrick 
Inn to claim the damages he was owed just as soon as his 
friends were fully mustered and armed.
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Knowledge was the only currency worth anything in 
Nerekhall. Over the counter, its merchants and its banks 
traded in the same crowns, stars, and pennies as their 
counterparts across Terrinoth, but they were merely the tools 
to pry the real treasure from its black soil. Information was 
the one thing that Nerekhall could truly be said to produce, 
its principal export, the thing that most who found their way 
within its borders came to find.

And in that, Thaiden Mistspeak was no different.
Nudging up the wide brim of his hat, a pair of brilliant red 

cardinal feathers sticking out of the band, he stood out in the 
coaching yard and looked up at the Ironbrick Inn.

It was reputed to be one of the oldest buildings in Nerekhall, 
having survived war, flood, a mysterious subsidence that had 
claimed three quarters of the city about a hundred years 
before, and fire. The Ironbrick had not always been its name, 
and nor had it started life as an inn, but it had earned the name 
that befit its sturdiness.

Some locals claimed that it was the Mason’s Guild of 
Thelgrim who had built it. Others said that it had been raised 
from its foundations by Soulstone architects at the very 
height of that era’s magical hubris. So far as Thaiden could 
tell, and he had a knack for sifting gossip from rumor, there 
was nothing to choose between the theories and no real basis 
for either. It was always easier to credit Soulstone magic or 
the dwarves than to put genuine thought into how such 
workmanship had been achieved and to wonder why it was 
not commonplace.

It was just a well-made building. And, perhaps, a lucky one.
Three brooding stories of stone and half timbers rose 
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over the secluded yard. The walls were stained yellow, made 
somehow to appear menacing by the sickly guttering of its lamp 
fixtures and what little sunlight had proved able to pierce the 
clouds. Solid transoms jutted from the walls like fortifications, 
the windows’ leaded glass naturally secretive and dark. A dull 
murmur of noise leaked through the rough joins between the 
little diamond-shaped panes and the wooden frames. And 
through the cracks around the heavy door.

It was not much, like listening to a conversation through a 
wall, but it stood in contrast to the general air of wariness that 
pervaded across Nerekhall. Even the Korina’s Tears, some 
miles behind him now, remained as an audible babbling in 
the background of the city.

There was a pair of well-appointed coaches parked in the 
yard. They were darkly colored, the better to blend in with the 
subdued tones of their surroundings, and sparingly decorated 
with gilt. The box windows were curtained. Those curtains 
were drawn. The horses huffed and snorted, whickering to 
one another in the lowest of low voices and obscuring their 
intent behind clouds of vapor.

Terrinoth was an enormous country.
It was a sprawling realm of loosely aligned territories, each 

free city and barony with its own customs, laws, and vested 
interests, little pockets of civilization broken up from one 
another by deep forests, rugged mountains, half-forgotten 
ruins, unmapped rivers, and endless downs.

There were any number of ways that a person who wanted 
to disappear might ensure they were never found, but most 
invariably turned up in a predictable handful of places.

The truly desperate would often find their way to Last 
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Berth in the mountainous north of Rhynn barony, or instead 
struck out east to Last Haven, across the civilized frontier and 
onto the Ru Steppes. Until the Uthuk Y’llan had swarmed up 
from the Darklands and razed it to the ground on their way 
through to Forthyn and Kell, of course. Bad business that, 
but none of his. The adventurous might flee to Isheim. The 
wealthy to Lorimor or Al-Kalim.

But for most, those without the means, the spirit, or simply 
a good enough map, the destination was always Nerekhall. 
It was a large city, overcrowded enough to disappear into, 
secretive enough to hide them, for a cost, cursed enough to 
keep them, if they were less than careful. Thaiden was not a 
native to Nerekhall, but given the nature of his work it was 
something of a second home. He could follow a beast or 
person across a mountain by the month-old tracks they had 
left in the grass, or find a lost treasure by the clues left in the 
shape of the earth, the behavior of the animals, or the nature 
of the foliage that had grown over it.

Removing his hat, Thaiden shook off the collected dew, 
stamped the mud and the wet from his boots on the front 
step, and then pushed in through the front door.

The Ironbrick Inn was the kind of establishment in which 
the opening of a door caused conversations to still and 
patrons to turn in their seats to appraise a newcomer. This was 
not out of any sense of hostility, though Thaiden nevertheless 
felt his collar growing hot under the regard, but because the 
Ironbrick’s clientele tended to be people who were worthy of 
note. The minstrels on their stage, however, discreetly tucked 
away in the stout timber curve of the staircase, never stopped 
playing.
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With a nod to the rich and powerful of central Terrinoth, 
Thaiden stumped his way to the bar. There, he pulled up a 
stool, unslung the light crossbow from his shoulder and 
propped it up against the side of the counter, set his hat on 
the polished wooden top and sat down.

“For your labors,” said the man beside him as he got up to 
leave, pulling on a rich coat and sliding a silver half-star across 
the counter towards him.

Thaiden looked at the coin, perplexed. By the time it 
dawned on him that the man had obviously mistaken him for 
the inn’s hostler he had already gathered up his two children 
and was halfway across the common room towards the  
door.

It took all Thaiden’s willpower to not simply snatch that 
coin off the table and hurl it at the back of the man’s head with 
a curse. No. More than that. He wanted to march back there, 
take the fool by the hair, throw him into the nearest table, 
then drag the man out by the scruff of his fine coat and have 
him empty his purse into the actual hostler’s hands, because 
shoveling manure was as honest work as any in Nerekhall, 
and then roll him into the gutter to consider his life’s choices.

He took a deep breath.
Thaiden was always angry. He could no longer remember 

a time when he had not been. With a smile as thinly worn as  
his boots, he slid the silver coin across the counter, 
summoning the prosperous-looking woman from the other 
side of the bar.

“A plateful of something hot and a tankard of something 
strong.” When the innkeeper continued to regard him 
dubiously, he forced a “Please” to which she gave a resigned 
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grunt and scraped the coin off the countertop into her apron.
She withdrew to the kitchens.
While he waited, Thaiden pivoted in his stool, lounging 

back with his elbows on the bar and watched the room as a 
hawk would a field.

Any fool could secrete himself in a corner booth, smoking 
a pipe with his feet up on the table and his hat pulled down, 
looking about as inconspicuous as a dire wolf at a farmer’s 
market, but the bar was where things happened. It was where 
the ale was poured and the gossip spilled.

The innkeeper returned with a bowl of beef hash, half a 
loaf of nutty bread, and a mug of spiced ale. Thaiden ignored 
her, and so she set the refreshments on the counter and left.

There were as many ways to find a person in Terrinoth as 
there was to lose one, but Thaiden had a knack for it. There 
had been the time he led his clan through the Crags of the 
Forgotten to find safety from Uthuk raiders. The rainstorm 
after the Stormtide Ceilidh in which he had rescued his wife-
to-be from the Gray Wastes whilst half-sober himself. The 
time his sister had hidden their grandmother’s lucky hairpin 
in a haystack, or even…

He stopped short, before he could think too long about 
those friends he had used to have, of how his talents had 
proved equally effective in tracking down their murderers 
and the things he had done to them once he had.

The rage that had driven him to it had never gone away. It 
had stayed with him. The way family should.

He didn’t know how his talent worked. Mostly it was 
doggedness and the ability to pay attention. Amateurs asked 
questions. Thaiden just listened.
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“First Kell and now Forthyn,” Countess Mirabel was 
murmuring to her guards. “It will be Carthridge falling to 
the Locust Swarm next, and I do not plan on still being here 
when it does…”

“No, no, no,” another lady, Vanja Hess, was insisting. “I 
have it on good authority that tangerine is to be the color 
that the ladies will be wearing for the Council of Barons this 
Highsummer. I have two shiploads of orpiment due into 
Jendra’s Harbor from Al-Kalim next week and ready to be 
shipped upriver to Nerekhall…”

“And she told me she intended to marry him,” Commander 
Bregen was growling to the man at his left. “I told her she’s 
here to study, and she’s only been in the city a week…”

If Thaiden has been interested in real gossip, then he 
would have gone to the Rat-Thing King’s in the old city or 
the Wizard’s Keys on Academy Lane. The wealthy rarely had 
anything interesting to talk about.

“Did you hear about the brawl in Dillholme Market this 
morning?”

With cool indifference, Thaiden swiveled back towards the 
counter. He leaned forwards, tearing a chunk of bread off his 
half loaf and dunking it idly in his steaming bowl.

The man who had spoken was sitting a few empty places 
down the bar from Thaiden. His name, Thaiden had gathered 
from listening in with half an ear, was Trence Hanlow. He was 
forty-eight years old and had three daughters, none of whom 
knew what he had done to become rich or would approve of 
if they did. His companion was a boatwoman, named Jadren, 
also a Hanlow, but an in-law, and burdened each day with 
lunch at the Ironbrick with Trence.
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“Always someone getting hit over something in Dillholme,” 
Jadren replied with a shrug.

Trence gave her an indulgent laugh.
Thaiden felt the softened breadcrust crumbling in his grip.
He’d had an older brother once.
“You think I’d mention it if it were some ten-a-penny 

brawl?” said Trence, apparently offended by the accusation. 
“No. Some thoroughbred lump of Trastan farm boy, fresh 
over the South Cailn Bridge, only went and thought he could 
take on one of the ironbound.”

Jadren stirred her soup. “We’re getting a lot of dark 
sorcerers coming up from Artrast now, are we?”

“I wouldn’t like to say. But I’m told he threw the first punch.”
“Now I know you’re yanking my chain.”
“On Aris’ coin, it’s true.”
“No one’d be that dumb. Not even a country Trastan.”
“Good hit, too, or so I hear. Put a dent in it. Right here.”
“Impossible!”
“It’s true. I wonder if he’s looking for work.”
Jadren snorted. “Good luck. You won’t be seeing him 

again.”
Thaiden glanced their way, entirely casual, and nodded 

towards the pair. “Must’ve been a big man. To put a mark on 
an ironbound.”

Jadren looked up, and then immediately back down, as 
though regretting even her passive role in this conversation 
thus far. A person could never be too careful about what they 
said. Or who they said it around. There were powerful people 
in Nerekhall, Thaiden knew, who viewed even idle gossip 
about the ironbound as a subversive act.
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Trence gave him a cursory once-over. If the far northern 
accent, which Thaiden could shamelessly lean into or drop 
entirely, didn’t present him as a harmless outsider then he 
was confident that his appearance would do the rest. His 
cloak was stiff and color-faded. His boots were cracked. Even 
the crossbow, though a good one, contributed to the desired 
effect. Only outsiders and soldiers in uniform bore arms so 
openly in Nerekhall.

It was a law-abiding city.
“Biggest you ever saw,” Trence offered. “Some ogre blood 

in him, I’d say.”
“Still got dragged along his half-ogre backside to the Tower 

though, didn’t he?” said Jadren, as though speaking for an 
audience it was safest to assume was present.

Thaiden dutifully raised an eyebrow. “The Tower of Nerek?”
“Aye.” Trence set his fork down beside his plate and looked 

thoughtful. “Waste of good talent, if you ask me. The river 
trade is always looking for strong men who aren’t afraid of a 
little work.”

“Good riddance, I say,” Jadren added.
Thaiden frowned down into his bowl of hash.
The Tower of Nerek.
The place had a cursed reputation, even in Nerekhall where 

people knew more about curses than most. It was an elven 
ruin to the south of the city, turned later into a prison by the 
master of Nerekhall. Thaiden gave this new information due 
consideration. There was no place he could not get into, and 
no place he could not get something out of. He had been 
paid well, and in advance, to find this person and Thaiden 
prided himself on always finding what he set out to. He had 
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something of a reputation, too. It was, arguably, all he had.
Carefully, as if wary of damaging the table, he set down 

what was left of his bread. He wiped a spot of beef gravy from 
the corner of his mouth.

“Are you finishing that?” said Trence.
Thaiden pushed the half-finished bowl of beef hash towards 

him and left a pair of bronze pennies on the countertop. He 
picked up his hat and his crossbow.

He knew where he needed to go.
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Enter the extraordinary fantasy world of Descent: 
Legends of the Dark through the eyes of its most 
notorious necromancer as he begins his conquest 
of the realms of Terrinoth

Waiqar, Lord of the Mistlands, is a necromancer of 
supreme power, arrogance, and skill. Driven by his 
hunger for absolute dominion, he has the whole of 
Terrinoth in his sights. But before he can raise his 
undead armies and march on the Baronies, his hold 
on the Mistlands must be complete. Waiqar’s court 
is rife with scheming and deception, from corrupt 
vampires with plans to usurp him, to an apprentice 
harboring dark ambition of his own. As his enemies 
vie for power, Waiqar’s own plans come to fruition. 
For power is hard won but easily lost, and the great 
necromancer has more to lose than anyone.
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CHAPTER ONE

Tomaz’s friends took him on the thirteenth day of Chillwind.
It was during the night. The first he knew of it was a hand 

clamping over his mouth, stifling him. He tried to fight back, 
but others gripped him, unseen in the dark, three or four 
assailants who hauled him up from his bed and half-carried, 
half-dragged him out of the university dorm hall.

Tomaz tried to scream, but could not. He tried to struggle, 
but failed to break free. It seemed incredible that none of the 
other Greyhaven students in the long, vaulted room would 
be awoken by the commotion, and yet none came to his aid.

He was taken outside, feeling the cold bite of the new 
winter wind that knifed through the alleys and around the 
slope of Winding Hill. A gibbous moon leered down at the 
city, offering him the faintest half glimpse of his attackers. 
They were robed, with raised hoods and black rags bound 
around their lower faces.

“Put the robes on him,” one snarled. Tomaz realized they 
had taken his long, gray student’s robes with them from the 
dorm, and now one stuffed them over his head.
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Tomaz was terrified. Was it the runemasters? Was it 
witch hunters, come from Nerekhall? Was the Death Cult of 
Greyhaven about to be purged by the authorities?

He should never have joined in the first place. He knew 
necromantic magics were forbidden, that those at the 
university who practiced such dark arts did so in secret with 
good reason. He should have stayed his curiosity and never 
gotten involved.

“Not here,” said one of his assailants as they held him for a 
moment longer, seemingly uncertain about what to do next. 
“Up the slope, to the alley.”

Tomaz was marched into the fetid darkness between the 
buildings just uphill from the Hall of a Thousand Scribes. He 
heard the bell on the Celestial Observance begin to toll the 
hour, the dolorous chimes a fitting backdrop as he was shoved 
down onto his knees in the dirt.

Oh gods, they were going to slit his throat. The hand across 
his mouth came away, and he began to babble, fear rendering 
him incoherent.

“Please,” he managed, looking up at the dark figure 
standing over him. As he did so, something pierced the panic, 
a moment of realization that made him pause.

He knew the robes.
“Wilem?” he asked disbelievingly.
“I told you he’d recognize us,” hissed another of his 

assailants. Tomaz knew that voice.
“Viktor?” he said. He began to laugh, his fear replaced by a 

surge of relief. “Oh, praise the Great Necromancer! I thought 
you were witch hunters! I thought we’d been discovered!”

They were his friends. Or, more accurately, his fellow 
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cultists, members of the society that concealed itself in the 
midst of Greyhaven’s student population. Death Cults, 
dedicated to the study of necromancy, were said to proliferate 
all over Terrinoth, and the arcane university was no different. 
Tomaz had found the members insular for the most part  – 
and understandably so, given that practicing dark magics 
was a capital offence in the Free City – but since his first day 
with them he had found it all wonderfully exciting, a thrill 
compared to the drudgery of most of the first-year lectures. 
A few of the cult’s members had even seemingly grown 
accepting of him.

Now, apparently, they’d decided to play a joke on him. Or 
perhaps they had more practical intentions – they were always 
talking about kidnapping one of the university’s runemasters. 
Clearly, they were just practicing.

“You could have warned me a bit sooner,” he said. The 
figure in front of him dropped his hood and pulled down his 
rags. It was indeed Wilem.

He said nothing. Instead, he punched Tomaz in the face.
The younger student reeled, tasting bitter blood on his lips. 

Before he could recover, they were on him again, pinning his 
hands behind his back and binding his face. He was gagged 
and blindfolded, his wrists lashed together behind him. 
Helpless, he was heaved back onto his feet and marched from 
the alleyway.

Confusion and terror, even more acute than before, 
threatened to overwhelm him. This couldn’t be happening. 
These were his friends. Why were they doing this? Where 
were they taking him?

“Lift him,” he heard Wilem order. He was shoved up and 
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forward, landing on what felt like wooden runners. He could 
smell old straw and dung. A cart, he realized.

He tried to speak, but the gag made him choke. He rolled 
over, but felt a foot plant itself on his chest, keeping him 
down. Moments later it was replaced by something heavy and 
yielding. More was added, pressing onto him, heaped one 
atop the other. Sacking? He was being concealed.

The cart lurched into motion. He gave up struggling 
momentarily, panting through his nose, his thoughts in 
turmoil. A part of him still wanted to believe this was all some 
elaborate joke, or training, or preparation for some greater 
scheme. He was a junior inductee, a Mortificer, whereas 
Wilem was a High Mortificer, the cult’s chief lieutenant and 
second only to Tarmond, the Arch Mortificer and most senior 
student. Perhaps he’d just been chosen because he was new? 
Or maybe this was some sort of test, or a rite of promotion?

He tried to stay with that theory as he endured the 
juddering motion of the cart over Greyhaven’s worn cobbles. 
He expected it to stop at any moment and for him to be 
bundled out at their destination, but it didn’t. It kept going. 
Eventually the uneven movements became less intense, and 
he realized that they were no longer traversing the city’s 
streets. They were out on a country road.

He didn’t know how long the journey lasted, but it was not 
short. The first time he stopped and the sacking was hauled off, 
he hoped that he would be untied, but all that was removed 
was the gag. He hoped desperately that his absence in the dorm 
back in Greyhaven would be noticed, that someone would 
come looking for him, even the authorities he had once 
dreaded. But there was no sign of pursuit.
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“Please, where are you taking me?” he pleaded, panting 
fearfully.

“Drink,” snapped Wilem’s voice. A flask was pressed to his 
lips. He gulped down the tepid water, almost choking.

The gag was immediately reapplied, and he was thrown 
down again. The cart set off. So it continued.

Blindfolded the whole time, it was impossible to tell day 
from night. Sometimes, when they had stopped, Tomaz 
would try to arise from the cart, but a hand would always 
shove him back down and a voice – Wilem, Viktor, Lillian 
the final year head-of-class or Fergas, the highest-graded 
student in Tomaz’s cohort – would snarl at him to lie still. He 
slept intermittently, too afraid he’d wake up to the stabbing 
pain of a dagger in the ribs or at his throat. They fed him, 
bread and cheese mostly, and untied his wrists when his 
moaning indicated he had to relieve himself, but beyond that 
there was no reprieve.

It was like a nightmare, and it was going to become so 
much worse.

Eventually, the blindfold was snatched away. Tomaz 
grunted, squinting in the pallid daylight. Viktor and Lillian 
were standing over him, their robes and rags discarded, their 
clothing muddy from days on the road.

They manhandled him down off the cart. He looked 
around, groggy, trying to get his bearings.

He certainly wasn’t in Greyhaven anymore, nor anywhere 
near it. The cart seemed to have stopped in the midst of a bog. 
The ground around them was a festering morass of black mire 
and springy tussocks, all shrouded in a gray mist that coiled 
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languidly around them like a predator, hemming them in. The 
whole place stank of decay.

Tomaz wanted to ask where they were, but the gag was still 
constraining him. The others stood around him, gazing not 
at him, but off into the mist. It looked as though they were 
waiting for something. Judging by their expressions, it wasn’t 
something good.

He was regretting ever meeting any of them. He had 
only been at Greyhaven for a few months when he had first 
befriended Wilem during his early elementalism lessons. It 
was through him that he had met the others. His own father 
had been a minor dabbler in the art of necromancy – nothing 
major, of course, but he had once managed to briefly reanimate 
the family cat. After that he had seemed like a changed man, 
living in constant fear. He had left home, claiming the priests 
of the Church of Kellos were hunting for him, and had never 
returned. It had all left a powerful impression on Tomaz, 
who had been fascinated by the concept of the Sphere of 
Death, and had worried that during his arcane studies at the 
university he wouldn’t have an opportunity to pursue his real 
interests.

What they called “fell” magic was strictly forbidden at 
Greyhaven, but the university was renowned as the seat of 
Terrinoth’s learning and his parents insisted he attend. It 
turned out that Tomaz had not been alone in harboring a 
secret interest in the magics of the afterlife.

He was now very much regretting that fact.
He whimpered. In vain, he tested the bonds at his wrists, 

and immediately wished he hadn’t. The cords had chafed 
his skin raw. His whole body ached, and he was desperately 
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hungry. He briefly contemplated trying to run out into the 
bog, but knew he wouldn’t get far. He wasn’t exactly the fittest 
of Greyhaven’s student cohort, and both Wilem and Viktor 
were older and taller than him.

Besides, as bad as being kidnapped by his erstwhile friends 
was, he’d still rather be with them than find himself alone in 
the sinister marshland.

A noise disturbed his reckoning, making everyone start. It 
sounded like the call of a hunting horn. It came a second time, 
echoing in the mist surrounding them.

“They’re coming,” Lillian said, fear in her voice.
“We should just abandon him,” Fergas added urgently. 

“They’ll find him easily enough!”
“The Arch Mortificer was clear, we make the handover in 

person,” Wilem said, apparently struggling to hide his own 
apprehension. “You should be glad, Fergas. This is a great 
honor.”

“If it’s such an honor, why isn’t Tarmond here himself?” 
Fergas pointed out.

Wilem didn’t answer. There was another noise now, 
more regular than the sound of the horn – the splashing of 
something in the mire. It grew steadily louder.

Tomaz’s heart was racing. Despite the pain in his wrists, he 
squirmed against his bonds. Lillian noticed and snatched him 
under the arm to hold him firm.

What did Wilem mean by a “handover”? Why had he been 
dragged here, to the middle of some cold, foul bog? Had he 
displeased the cult in some way? Perhaps they thought he was 
an informer? Or not dedicated enough to the cause?

The splashing grew louder. The mud-spattered pony that 
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had been hauling the cart snorted and strained against its 
bridle, seemingly aware of what was coming.

Shapes swept toward them from out of the fog, a trio of 
towering figures, mounted on great steeds. Tomaz only 
understood the true horror of them as they reined in before 
him.

They were, or had once been, knights. They wore plate 
armor, black lacquer that had been slashed and scarred and 
scraped in a thousand places. Their pauldrons and gauntlets 
were studded, as was the barding on their steeds. At their 
waists they bore great weapons, a massive broadsword for 
one, a jagged mace for another and a wicked looking war 
hammer for the third. Shields were slung against their saddles, 
as battered as their armor, all three bearing the same device – 
a white skull with the antlers of a stag, set against a field of 
black and purple.

All three of the riders were long dead. Their great helms, 
crested with antlers like their sigil, hung about their saddle 
pommels, leaving their heads exposed. All were completely 
skeletal, nothing but bare bone, a trio of skulls that grinned 
broadly down at Tomaz as he stared up at them in abject 
horror. Only their eye sockets indicated the source of their 
sentience. Deep purple witch-light glowed there, and it flared 
in the fog as they sat astride their equally skeletal steeds.

Three riders, risen from the dead and come for him. 
Tomaz felt close to fainting. He knew the stories, and knew 
the device on the shields, the horned skull. Even those who 
didn’t hold secret allegiance to a Death Cult recognized that 
mark. It was engrained into a thousand cautionary tales and 
dark fables, woven into tapestries and inked onto the pages of 
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histories and fantasies alike. It was seared into the folklore of 
Terrinoth, into the legends from Forthyn to Trast, from the 
shores of the Sea of Redtyde to the barren borders of the Ru 
Steppes.

It was the sigil of the Great Necromancer, the Undying 
One, the Betrayer. It was the mark of Waiqar.

Viktor pulled away Tomaz’s gag. He tried to speak, to beg, 
but cold dread killed the words before they could be uttered.

“Take him,” Wilem said hoarsely, addressing the riders. The 
others had all backed off. Tomaz remained frozen, unable to 
move as, wordlessly, the lead knight dismounted. It waded 
through the cloying bog until it was towering over him, the 
foul light festering in its eye sockets pulsating.

Tomaz burst into tears. The horror snatched him and, with 
no apparent difficulty, lifted him up and carried him by the 
scruff of his robes. He couldn’t find the courage to fight back 
as he was slung like a sack of vegetables across a moldering 
blanket rolled up on the rear of the knight’s saddle, before 
being lashed there. The undead warrior mounted his steed 
once again and, without even glancing at the rest of Tomaz’s 
former friends, turned and galloped into the mist, followed 
by its companions.

Over the splashing of hooves and his own sobbing, Tomaz 
heard Wilem calling out after him, voice echoing through the 
mist.

“You were always talking about serving the Great 
Necromancer, Tomaz! Well, now you can!”

Waiqar took to his throne just before the start of the banquet.
The grand hall of Zorgas was bedecked in its finery. It 
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was the Night of the Red Feast, the time when the lords of 
Bilehall, Dalibor and their lesser coven-kin renewed their 
oaths of subservience to the Undying One. Waiqar found 
little pleasure in their company, but a part of him still enjoyed 
the act of hosting the occasion. What was the point in ruling 
if he could not, at times, display the more lavish trappings of 
his power?

Tonight the hall reflected that. The lost spirits that wandered 
Zorgas had been momentarily banished and the braziers had 
been lit, partially illuminating a cavernous, vaulted space 
constructed from dark mirestone, its ceiling arching away 
into shadow. The walls were hung with tapestries portraying 
Waiqar’s life and un-life, while two dozen armored figures 
were arrayed around the hall’s edges, each carrying a banner 
displaying the heraldic crests of one of the Bilehall families – 
the black serpent of the DeVays, the skeletal scorpion of the 
Balthazars, the horned drake of the Torvics, and more besides.

Those same families were now gathered like a pack of 
savage beasts around the feasting pit in the center of the 
hall, bedecked in their finery, trying to show restraint as they 
waited on Waiqar’s permission to begin.

They were no better than dogs, Waiqar mused. He had vague 
recollections of a canine he had known in life. He had trained 
it to overcome its excitable nature, until he could hold food 
before it and know that, even when it hungered desperately, it 
would not dare to eat before he gave it permission.

It was the same with these pets, he decided as he watched 
them struggling to control their bestial nature. Describing 
them as dogs was not wholly accurate though. They were 
more like parasites, leeches or fleas dressed up in red silk and 
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gold and black velvet. They could only be strong if others 
were weak. Without the existence of hopeless, vulnerable 
prey, they would not be able to survive. That in turn made 
them contemptuous to Waiqar. They were nothing like him 
and his Deathborn. He did not even consider them immortal.

But they had their uses, and so Waiqar was hosting the 
vampire families of the Mistlands. He had even dressed for the 
occasion, garbing himself as befitted a warrior-king. His ashen 
gray hair was slicked back from his pale, hard-boned face. He 
wore his armor, plate and scale mail, intricately etched with a 
thousand grimacing rune-skulls and edged with brass. At his 
shoulders were the antlers of the Great Stag, Morkai, which 
he had slain in life, and a cloak of deepest, imperial purple. 
At his waist was the ensorcelled horn of the Death Hunt, and 
resting to his right was his broadsword, Bitterbite, and the 
great war axe, Doom’s Edge.

The throne completed the image, a construction of black 
stone with a high, arching back carved to resemble the 
mythical hooded reaper of death. Behind it was Waiqar’s 
standard, a black and purple banner bearing on it the white 
stag’s head that was his ancient crest.

Only one other figure was permitted to occupy the dais, sat 
on a lesser throne to Waiqar’s right. His name was Tristayne 
Olliven, and like Waiqar he was no vampire. Like all of the 
other undead nobility in the chamber, he had cast a glamor 
about himself to hide the rotting effects of time, assuming his 
former, mortal appearance to those he valued – a nicety not 
followed when it came to the lesser dregs and thralls, who 
saw them all for what they really were. To Waiqar, Tristayne 
resembled a man reaching the end of his youth, pallid, with 
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languid, jet-black hair and equally dark eyes. He was clad in 
his robes and bore a long-handled scythe that was currently 
resting against the side of his throne. He was Waiqar’s 
apprentice in the arts of necromancy.

Normally Waiqar kept him separate from matters of state, 
desiring that he focus only on his arcane studies, but he had 
chosen to permit his presence tonight, hoping that he would 
learn something of the primitive mindset of the so-called 
lords of Bilehall and Dalibor. Such an experience might be 
useful in the future, and besides, Waiqar wished to test him.

“What do you think of our guests?” he asked, leaning 
toward Tristayne. The younger necromancer gave a small, 
non-committal shrug.

“They look hungry,” he said. Waiqar laughed, causing some 
of the vampires to tear their eyes away from the feast arrayed 
in the pit beneath them.

“Note that,” Waiqar told Tristayne. “These creatures are 
always best to deal with when their thoughts are on their food.”

“Lord Waiqar,” called out one of the Bilehall lords, Naythen 
Torvic. Waiqar found him a particularly detestable creature, 
though unfortunately he and his sister Lucrezia were also the 
most powerful of the Bilehall nobles. He was a pallid, bald-
headed figure with flabby, waxen-looking skin, dressed in 
oversized finery, and now he dared address Waiqar from the 
far side of the pit.

“Do we await only your pleasure, lord, or might we begin?” 
he demanded. “Given that our latest oaths of allegiance have 
required that we increase our tithes, I would have at least 
expected the Red Feast to start on cue this year.”

The other lords of Bilehall ceased their hissing, and a 
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deadly quiet settled over the hall. Waiqar held Torvic’s gaze, 
until his sister tugged urgently on the sagging creature’s arm, 
hissing words in his ear.

“Not, of course, that we are anything other than grateful 
for your hospitality,” Torvic added with obvious difficulty, no 
doubt on Lucrezia’s advice. Waiqar let the tension run a little 
longer before replying, his voice cold.

“I wish to make a public gift to my apprentice,” he said. “I 
assure you that is all we wait for, Lord Torvic. It shall not be 
long.”

In truth Waiqar had been waiting to see how long it took 
one of them to complain, wondering which would have the 
courage or the arrogance to speak first. Of course it had been 
Torvic. It only further confirmed his suspicions. His instincts 
craved to punish the vile creature before his simpering 
underlings, but he restrained himself. There would be time 
for that. Time was always on his side.

He reached out with his mind, brushing aside the anguished 
souls that sought to latch onto his spirit-thoughts as they 
located the brooding, brutal presence of Ardus Ix’Erebus. 
The champion of Waiqar’s guard was standing just beyond 
the hall’s great doors, bearing the gift. Wordlessly, Waiqar 
instructed him to enter.

The doors swung open and Ardus strode inside, the light of 
the braziers glinting from his heavy armor. One great gauntlet 
was planted on the shoulder of a short, rotund figure, who 
visibly quaked with terror as he was led up onto the dais. 
It was a human, hideously mortal and far too alive. Waiqar 
glanced only briefly at the shaking, fleshy thing, focusing his 
attention instead on Tristayne.
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The necromancer was frowning, clearly confused.
“What is it?” he asked.
“A gift,” Waiqar said, almost teasingly.
“Yes, but why? What does it do?”
Waiqar briefly considered ordering the mortal to say who 

he was, but he looked to be on the cusp of passing out and 
was certainly in no fit state to explain where he’d come from. 
Waiqar did it for him.

“He is from Greyhaven. A student of the runemasters who 
have been dabbling in our beloved arts. I thought it was about 
time you had a servant of your own, and since you, too, were 
once a student of Greyhaven, I believed it might amuse you to 
have someone you could reminisce with.”

Tristayne looked less than thrilled. Waiqar had always 
found his apprentice’s moods easy to read, even without 
driving his own thoughts into the younger necromancer’s 
mind and ransacking them for the truth. It was easier this way.

“Must I feed it? Find it somewhere to sleep?” Tristayne 
asked.

“Do not be petulant,” Waiqar said. “It is important you 
have something else to focus on besides your studies. I 
expressly forbid you from reaping its soul with your scythe. It 
has claimed enough already.”

“If you’re quite done, my lord?” Torvic interrupted again. 
Waiqar glared down at the vampire for a moment, noting 
how he was practically shaking with hunger. He resisted the 
impulse to chastise Torvic. He had pushed them all just far 
enough tonight. That was a start.

Instead, he smiled, and spread his arms wide, his deep 
voice ringing through the hall.
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“Of course, noble Lord Torvic. Let the feast begin!”

Tomaz felt close to collapse, but the skeletal monstrosity 
gripping him held him up without tiring.

The kidnapping had been bad, and even worse the journey 
to a vast, terrible citadel that he had caught only glimpses 
of as he endured the brutal ride, but none of it compared to 
this. He had been dragged up a barren slope and in through a 
cyclopean portcullis, his ears filled with wailing and terrible, 
disembodied whispers. From there it had been up flights 
of spiral stairs and along black, ruinous corridors where 
shambling half-dead things and spectral apparitions had fled 
before the implacable advance of his captor.

One thought kept returning over and over, the only 
coherent one he seemed capable of anymore. He hadn’t 
really believed the stories. He hadn’t really believed that the 
Great Necromancer had returned, that he now ruled from a 
stronghold deep in the blighted northern marshes.

But it was all true.
He had been a fool, and now he was terrified not by the 

prospect of death, but the realization that something even 
worse surely awaited him.

He envisioned being flung in some dungeon or charnel 
pit, his soul wrenched from his body by hungry fiends and 
accursed spirits, yet when the last set of doors before him 
swung open he found himself being brought into what could 
only be the hall of some great lord or king. And that seemed 
worst of all.

Tomaz had never been within the chambers of a noble, 
but this one seemed like a nightmarish parody of the ones he 
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had imagined. It was crumbling and dank, and echoed with 
low hissing and snarling, as though it was playing host to a 
pack of beasts. Rusting, seemingly empty suits of armor stood 
arrayed around the walls, holding great red and black banners 
displaying horrific devices.

In the hall’s center was a pit around which a mass of figures 
crowded. For only the briefest second, Tomaz felt something 
approaching hope. It seemed as though the assembly were 
humans, all of them noblemen and women dressed in their 
finery. But as he was dragged forward, he discovered his 
mistake. None of them were any more alive than the skeletal 
brute gripping him.

Their seemingly fine clothing was raggedy and bloodstained, 
their flesh pale as marble, and their faces were contorted 
with ugly, inhuman expressions that bared their unnaturally 
wicked canines. They looked at him with a naked hunger as 
he passed, eyes gleaming like predators in the flame-shot 
darkness. He was convinced the nearest were about to lunge 
for him, but none dared.

He was marched on, to a dais at the far end of the hall. 
Despite his exhaustion, despite his fear, his body still 
responded instinctively, trying to break free from the iron 
grip as he saw what was waiting for him.

Two figures sat on thrones atop the raised platform. The 
smaller was occupied by one particularly gaunt skeleton, clad 
in what looked like the ragged remains of the dark robes worn 
by senior students of the Academy at Nerekhall. In one hand 
it clutched a long scythe, the blade gleaming in the firelight. 
Sickly yellow luminescence pulsed from within its skull.

The other figure was even more terrible. It, too, was 
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completely skeletal, but far larger. It was clad in heavy armor, 
and bore at its side great weapons. Gnarled antlers framed a 
grinning skull that turned slowly to regard Tomaz as he was 
brought before it. Purple witch-fire, like that of the knights 
who had brought him to Zorgas, flared powerfully in the 
hollows of its eye sockets. It radiated controlled power, and a 
palpable malice that made Tomaz feel sick.

If there was any doubt about its identity, the raggedy banner 
behind the throne dispelled it. The emblem was of a white, 
human skull with the antlers of a stag, the sigil of Waiqar.

Tomaz had been brought before the Undying One, the 
Great Necromancer.

He fell, and had to be physically hauled up onto the dais. 
He kept his eyes on the stone beneath him, quivering, ill. He 
was vaguely aware of words being spoken, though his mind 
failed to register what they were. Not daring to raise his gaze 
toward the seated figures, he turned instead to the rest of the 
hall, seeking any sort of reprieve.

It was then that he realized he was not the only living being 
in the chamber.

The pit in the hall’s center, the one surrounded by the 
vampiric nobility, was filled not with a feasting table, but with 
people. They looked as ragged, desperate and afraid as he was.

The monstrous skeleton on his black throne, Waiqar, 
said something that Tomaz’s fear-addled mind could only 
partially understand. The coven of vampires below let loose 
a dreadful howl and threw themselves down into the pit with 
the corralled humans.

That was when the real screaming began. It lasted for a long 
time.
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CHAPTER TWO

For once, the mist had rolled back from the walls of Zorgas, 
exposing the leagues upon leagues of flat, fetid marshland 
that lay beyond the citadel’s craggy mount.

One man was dying in that bog. Tristayne watched him 
dispassionately as he gargled his last, his throat cut by the 
necromancer’s bone-handled knife. Waiqar had forbidden 
him from using his scythe, saying that it would defeat the 
purpose of the exercise  – as a conduit to the Black Realm, 
it enhanced his abilities, and Waiqar wanted his apprentice 
to rely on nothing but his own raw power that morning. It 
frustrated Tristayne, but then there were many things about 
his apprenticeship to the Great Necromancer that frustrated 
him.

The man’s thrashing stilled, and he began to sink into the 
mire. He was one of the living cattle kept at Zorgas, fodder 
for experiments such as these or for visitors from Bilehall or 
Dalibor. Perhaps in his last living moments he had assumed 
that, with the ending of his life, his suffering was finally over, 
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but that was not the case. He would not be free yet.
“Ki-búr gidem,” Waiqar said, one hand extended over the 

body. “Gaba zidug.”
Tristayne felt the terrible powers that flowed around the 

Great Necromancer stir. To someone attuned to the essence 
of death, it was possible to always feel the foul magics that 
seemed drawn to Waiqar, but when he turned words and 
thoughts to harnessing that energy, it responded with a speed 
and force Tristayne himself had never known.

A choking scream filled the air. Tristayne continued to 
watch, unmoved, as pallid smoke rose from the dead man. 
It twisted and coiled around Waiqar’s outstretched hand, 
slowly materializing into something vaguely resembling the 
unfortunate victim. The screaming continued, broken and 
gargling.

“Silence him for me,” Waiqar instructed.
Tristayne raised his own hand and, with a word, drove a 

flurry of arcane pins through the insubstantial gap that formed 
the spirit’s maw. The screaming was immediately reduced to a 
low, disembodied moan.

“Good,” Waiqar said, and clenched his fist. The phantom, 
which had been coiling and twisting around his arm like 
marsh mist, suddenly ceased its motion, remaining firm, 
almost tangible.

“Now, what can this one tell us?” Waiqar asked rhetorically. 
He spoke another incantation. The spirit shuddered, but 
remained firmly in his grasp, its moaning rising.

“He is from Trast,” Waiqar continued, talking through what 
he was discovering. “A trader by profession. Tell me where my 
servants captured him.”
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The Undying One turned his gaze on Tristayne. For all that 
he had grown accustomed to being in his master’s presence, 
a part of him still baulked. There was no being as powerful 
as Waiqar  – yet. When he had been freed and taken on as 
an apprentice by the Great Necromancer, Tristayne had 
initially rejoiced. With his own formidable abilities married 
to the higher knowledge Waiqar could teach him, he would 
become second to none in the dark arts. Secretly, he intended 
to become even more. There were times though when he still 
found himself in awe of his master.

Angry at his own weakness, he repeated the short chant 
that Waiqar had spoken, reaching into the elemental Mortos 
surrounding them both. Drawing upon that magical essence 
of the Sphere of Death allowed them to fashion the designs 
of those who practiced the so-called dark arts. The energy 
itself was usually only visible to those with the witch-sight, 
and often looked like coiling strands of pale luminescence or 
ectoplasm. Today, the energies of death responded sluggishly, 
as though reluctant to cease being attentive to Waiqar and 
bend to Tristayne’s will instead.

He reached his own hand out, holding it over Waiqar’s as 
he sought to drive his mind into that of the captured spirit. He 
remembered making similar endeavors when he had still been 
a mortal, dabbling in foul magics while enrolled at Nerekhall.

Then, seeking to commune with the departed had felt 
physically abhorrent. It had been like he had been submerged 
in icy waters, shocking at first and then, after a while, numbing. 
Now though, he felt nothing as he pierced the spirit’s essence. 
He had been cold for a very long time.

His mind met that of the murdered man’s. Horror 
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immediately sought to overwhelm him as he experienced 
exactly what the victim was feeling.

“Please,” Tristayne said. “Oh gods, please, what is 
happening?”

“Control it,” Waiqar snapped. Tristayne glared, his own 
embarrassment briefly flaring through the fug of the spirit’s 
emotions. With their minds connected, he had accidentally 
channeled the soul’s thoughts, giving vent to the words its 
own bound lips could not.

He snarled, twisting the mental probe by clenching his 
fist. The spirit twitched and writhed in pain, and he drove 
deeper into its consciousness, doing his best to ignore the 
fear, confusion and agony that was momentarily becoming 
his own.

He was seeking the soul’s memories, rather than merely its 
thoughts. It was like trying to work his way through a maze – 
every turn seemed to lead only to dead ends filled with 
anguish and horror. He felt the pain of the knife at his throat, 
which in turn triggered his own memories of the noose that 
had once choked his own life from him.

He almost lost control. Rigid with effort, he anchored his 
thoughts with a focus word and pressed on. There, finally, was 
a vision, a true and tangible memory.

“He had a wife, and a son,” he said through his clenched 
jaw.

“That isn’t what I asked,” Waiqar said sternly. “Where was 
he taken?”

Tristayne forced his mind on, seeking furiously, letting his 
own desire to not fail, to not embarrass himself before his 
master, burn away the miseries threatening to overcome him. 
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At last, for the briefest second, he saw another of the sights 
that the man had once seen, a brief glimpse of yurts and tents 
and, beyond them, the rising sprawl of an ungainly town of 
timber and thatch, chimney smoke and campfires dirtying a 
slate-gray sky.

“Frostgate,” Tristayne managed to say. “He was taken in 
Frostgate.”

“Good,” Waiqar said. “Now, keep hold of it yourself.”
Without warning Waiqar removed his arm from the spirit’s 

semi-corporeal form. Tristayne immediately felt it drag at 
him. It was trying to escape, to dissipate and finally leave the 
horror of its existence behind.

“You are losing control,” Waiqar said.
Tristayne knew as much. He spoke another binding 

incantation, but he couldn’t stop it. He couldn’t pin the soul 
in place for any length of time, the way Waiqar did seemingly 
without effort. It was like trying to snatch water. It squirmed 
its way from Tristayne’s grasp, breaking the bindings on its 
mouth as it went. With one last terrible shriek it dissolved, 
taking its pall of fear and pain with it.

Tristayne cried out in frustration, letting go of the energies 
he had been harnessing. They fled back to Waiqar, who stood 
impassively, waiting for Tristayne’s anger to spend itself.

“You are not progressing,” Waiqar said.
“Because this is pointless,” Tristayne said. “Mere parlor 

tricks. Any necromancer can commune with the dead! Why 
are you continually testing me on this when we could be 
binding powerful constructs or summoning armies?”

“Interrogating departing souls is no mere trick,” Waiqar 
said. “And you are not communing with it. A hedge 
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wizard can converse with the dead. Souls bound for the 
afterlife or dragged back from it cannot be trusted to speak 
honestly or coherently. This method delves into their very 
memories. Those are far more valuable. You will be able 
to see the realities of places and peoples far from here. It is 
essential if you are to exert influence beyond this benighted 
swamp. That is something no mere army or barrow wyrm  
can do.”

“I would exert even greater influence with undying hosts 
at my command,” Tristayne said, letting his bitterness show. 
More and more, it was beginning to feel as though Waiqar’s 
tutelage was restraining him, rather than increasing his 
abilities. “We torture lost souls when instead you could be 
teaching me the incantations to raise razorghasts or barrow 
wyrms. Terrinoth would tremble before such power!”

“I have told you before, the wyrms are beyond your 
abilities. You would not survive the clash of wills necessary 
to tame the lingering spirit of one,” Waiqar snapped, and 
Tristayne couldn’t avoid a rattling shudder as the energies 
that surrounded the Unliving turned acerbic, making his 
bones ache and causing the sunlight to momentarily flee from 
around them.

“You will only learn such spells with time, if I choose to 
teach you them at all,” he continued. “Do not ask me again.”

Tristayne had long learned when not to push Waiqar any 
further. He managed to make himself incline his head, forcing 
forth words of submission.

“My apologies, master.”
Waiqar grunted, seeming to glare at Tristayne for what felt 

like an uncomfortable length of time.
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“I will have Ardus bring more chattels, and we will continue 
until you are capable of holding and extracting something of 
note from one of them.”

A day and a night passed before Waiqar relented and allowed 
Tristayne to pass back into Zorgas. He still hadn’t made any 
headway. Frustration radiated from the apprentice as he 
stalked the crumbling halls and corridors, lashing out at any 
spirit unfortunate enough to pass him and holding them in 
his grasp.

At first, he spoke to them of his frustrations, ignoring their 
wailing and screeching, but eventually, growing bored of 
their inability to comprehend corporeal struggles, he went in 
search of his servant.

Tomaz was his name, or at least that was what Tristayne 
thought. He struggled to remember such insignificant 
things. In fact, he would have forgotten all about the foolish 
thing’s existence had Waiqar not insisted he assign one of his 
reanimates to care for the mortal. A week had passed since the 
Night of the Red Feast, and it seemed the undead construct 
that had been bound to feed and water the human had 
succeeded in keeping him alive, if apparently not wholly sane.

Tristayne swept into the cell where Tomaz was being 
kept, wondering if he knew what a privilege it was to get 
his own space away from the rest of the cattle. The human 
whimpered and cowered atop rotting old straw, shying away 
from Tristayne as he always did whenever the necromancer 
looked in on him. He was filthy, his Greyhaven robes barely 
recognizable.

“On your knees before me,” Tristayne commanded, 
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speaking loud and slow in the hope that the stinking, mangy 
creature might understand him. It seemed he did. Tomaz 
crawled from his corner to kneel in front of him, eyes averted.

“Can you speak?” Tristayne demanded. Tomaz managed to 
nod and croak.

“Yes.”
“You will address me as master.”
“Y-Yes, master.”
“Do not say anything more unless I question you directly,” 

Tristayne said. “Remain at my side at all times, and do what I 
say immediately and without question. Do you understand?”

“Yes, master.”
“Good. Follow.”
Tristayne turned and paced away down the corridor. He 

heard the shuffle of feet as Tomaz scrambled after him. He 
hadn’t wanted a servant, much less a mortal one. Sometimes 
he worried that in ways he, too, was no more than a servant 
to Waiqar. He owed his freedom from the Black Scythe to 
him, after all. That was a debt Waiqar rarely made mention 
of, but it loomed over him all the same. He sometimes felt he 
had to prove himself, prove that he was worthy of Waiqar’s 
favor, but that was a foolish notion. Tristayne needed to prove 
himself to no one. Still, it was surely a good sign that the Great 
Necromancer had gone to the trouble of finding and gifting 
him a mortal.

He led Tomaz through Zorgas and out of one of the sally 
ports, reaching ahead with his magics to cause the reanimates 
guarding it to swing it open for him. All of the garrison were 
nominally under Waiqar’s control, but it amused Tristayne 
to sometimes wrest that power for himself, if only briefly. He 
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wondered if Waiqar knew he sometimes took ownership of his 
warriors. He doubted it. The old fool was too busy prowling 
the battlements and talking to himself, or locking himself 
away in the great hall with only the spirits for company.

He took the winding path down the eastern face of Zorgas’ 
crag, then out into the marsh beyond. To his credit, Tomaz 
said nothing, merely wrapping his Greyhaven robes tight and 
struggling after Tristayne through the muck. The necromancer 
found himself again considering the mortal’s presence. Fear 
and desperation radiated palpably from the pathetic creature.

“You were a student at Greyhaven?” he asked. Tomaz 
seemed uncertain as to whether the words were a question or 
a statement – he said nothing.

“Answer me,” Tristayne snapped.
“Yes, master, a student of the runemasters,” Tomaz 

stuttered.
“Did you enjoy it?”
“I… I do not know, master. I was not there long.”
“I studied at Nerekhall once,” Tristayne mused, hitching 

his own ragged robes up, though he needn’t have bothered – 
they were already befouled with bog muck.

“At the Academy,” Tristayne repeated. “Until they put a 
rope around my neck and left me to dangle.”

He raised a hand to his throat, running his fingers along 
where the scar had once been. He could still remember it. The 
choking, twitching horror of it. The searing panic of being 
unable to draw breath, the ache in his lungs only making it 
worse. Finally, gray walls closing in, a numbing oblivion that 
he had almost welcomed.

He had died many times since that day, but none had stayed 
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with him like the first. The memories endured, long after he 
had forgotten what it truly felt like to experience air in his 
lungs or the warm vitality of his own heartbeat. They haunted 
him like a phantom that he could neither bind nor banish.

He realized that Tomaz was falling behind. He paused to 
allow him to catch up, leaning on the haft of his scythe as he 
did so. It was an affectation that he had a habit of adopting 
without realizing – after all, since he had passed from life to 
undeath, he had no need of rest, sleep or any other worldly 
sustenance. He did not tire dragging his body through the 
marshland’s cloying ooze, and failed to understand Tomaz’s 
difficulties as he watched him flounder.

“How did you come to be here, you miserable little thing?” 
he asked as the mortal finally caught up, struggling for breath.

“I was betrayed, master,” he whined. Tristayne laughed, a 
low chuckle as thick and foul as the bog.

“Weren’t we all. You belonged to the cult?”
“Yes, master.”
The Death Cults were Waiqar’s eyes and ears throughout 

the baronies of Terrinoth. They had roots in every city, and 
counted among their ranks everyone from criminals and 
killers to knights and professors. Tristayne himself had been 
a member of Nerekhall’s students’ cult, though his interest 
in necromancy had swiftly outgrown them, even more so 
when he had taken the Black Scythe from the city’s Shrine of 
Nordros and corrupted it.

“You were a fool to trust them,” Tristayne told Tomaz.
“Yes, master,” the wretch replied. Tristayne set off once 

again.
The mist had withdrawn from the castle crag that morning, 
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but they were now deep amongst it, wading through an 
ethereal world of muck and tall bog grasses, all shrouded in 
the slowly shifting miasma. The only landmarks were the 
occasional tree, short, twisted and leafless, and the barest 
hint of old walls and ruins that protruded from the tussocks. 
Tristayne was unconcerned. He would find his way back to 
Zorgas easily enough. To one such as him, its accumulation 
of dark energies was like a beacon on the horizon.

“You must consider yourself very blessed, I suppose,” he 
said to Tomaz as they went. “A mortal who has set eyes upon 
the Undying One and still lives. Few can claim such a thing.”

“Yes, master,” Tomaz said, though he sounded anything 
but thankful.

“Sometimes I wish I had not encountered him,” Tristayne 
admitted, realizing he was partially enjoying unburdening 
himself to a being he knew was powerless to do anything 
with the information he gave him. A mortal servant in a place 
like Zorgas was less than nothing. That in itself made Tomaz 
somewhat valuable to him. “I know it sounds like foolishness, 
but he freed me from my imprisonment. To be chosen by 
him, to receive his tutelage, there could be no greater honor. 
But his arrogance is unbearable. He thinks himself a god. He 
believes he is the master of life and death, yet he cannot even 
raise up the bodies of the slain, not without his dust. He is no 
more powerful in that regard than I am.”

Wisely, Tomaz said nothing. Tristayne supposed it made 
little sense to the worm, even if he had been in a Death Cult. 
Necromancy was an imprecise and complex art, and never 
more so than when it came to the specific act of raising the 
dead. Ynfernael energies or the unknowable workings of 



Aconyte Descent Novels Sampler278

the Everliving Engine could imbue unlife into a corpse, 
but the only sure way to create undead capable of acting 
independently was to use the infamous bone dust of Waiqar’s 
Deathborn Legion, coupled with the Black Invocation.

The tale of how the dust came into being was legendary, 
and well known even beyond occult circles. When Waiqar 
had ascended amidst the horror of the Black Rain, his army 
had suffered and been reborn with him in undeath. The 
skeletal warriors of his personal guard, now the Deathborn 
Legion, were so redolent with necromantic energies that it 
had sunken itself into their very bones. Grinding those same 
bones down produced powder which could be combined 
with certain delicate rituals to reanimate the dead. This was 
the only certain way of producing a host of unliving minions.

It was a curse that all necromancers had railed against at 
some point but, thus far, even the mighty Waiqar had yet 
to find a way to bring back bodies without the use of the 
dust, finite though it was. Spirits could be harnessed by the 
Everliving Engine and brought forth from the afterlife, but 
they were not enough to build an army. And that was what 
made Tristayne doubt his erstwhile master.

Really, the Great Necromancer was no greater than any of 
them. Without the essence of his warriors and their remains, 
he was nothing.

“He would do well to remember that,” Tristayne said out 
loud. Tomaz, stumbling behind, clearly thought better than 
to ask what he was talking about.

“Were your masters in Greyhaven fools as well?” Tristayne 
demanded.

“Yes, master,” Tomaz said.
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“Elaborate.”
“They… did not appreciate the power of the necromantic 

arts, master,” Tomaz said after a pause, erring on the side of 
caution.

“We will show them the error of their ways then,” Tristayne 
said. “Sooner, if I had my way.”

He had been right to drag along his pet – it was good to 
speak his thoughts to something other than the mist or the 
bog. He forged out into the marshland whenever Waiqar’s 
tutelage frustrated him, allowing his thoughts to fester 
quietly, away from Zorgas and its desperate wails and echoing 
halls. Out here there was rarely anything but the dull popping 
of the sump and the occasional, far-off screech of something 
unearthly. Nothing dared disturb him.

He liked to be out in the open, too. His imprisonment was 
the only thing that haunted him more relentlessly than his 
hanging. To be bound, sealed in, unable to move so much as 
a finger, his magics useless, his very thoughts held captive…

He shook off the memories, aided by the fact that Tomaz 
had started to whine. He again stopped and looked back 
dispassionately at the human. He was muddied from head 
to foot and looked close to collapse. Tristayne had forgotten 
how easily exhausted mortals were.

“I will see you well-fed when we get back to Zorgas,” he 
told him. “Or you can stay here and become food yourself.”

“Master, it grows late,” the fool dared complain. Tristayne 
was about to punish his presumptiveness when he realized 
that, actually, Tomaz was right. Days in the Mistlands were 
always short, and the weak light fighting its way through 
the fog was fading fast. They had been wandering for longer 
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than he realized. He had never had someone to converse 
with on one of his marshland journeys, and time had slipped 
away from him as thoroughly as one of the souls Waiqar had 
demanded he interrogate.

“We turn back,” he said brusquely, coming about and 
passing Tomaz in the other direction. The servant dragged 
himself after him once more.

Perhaps he had been unwise to come this far. One such as 
he could pass without concern through the Mistlands during 
the hours of daylight, but when darkness descended, none 
but Waiqar could walk abroad in total confidence. There were 
things out in the marshes that defied any but the mightiest 
necromancer, ancient evils that had writhed and squirmed, 
haunted and hungered since the rot had first taken root in the 
thirteenth barony, millennia before.

Tristayne believed absolutely in his own abilities, but he 
had no wish to test himself against the creatures of the marsh. 
Not yet, anyway.

“Quicker,” he snapped back at Tomaz, considering leaving 
the servant. He was surprised something hadn’t snatched him 
from the mire already. They did not dare while he was here, he 
thought. But that would change in the dark.

Night came on quickly. Zorgas was still far off as the 
marsh faded into the gray twilight, the grass and broken trees 
growing indistinct, the mist seeming to thicken. Amidst the 
day’s last dying, Tristayne made out a few pieces of broken 
stone jutting up like great old bones from the marsh. He 
altered course for them, discovering a long-abandoned, 
partially submerged ruin, all crumbling walls and thick 
lichens. The marshes were littered with such places, most 
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now barely distinguishable from their surroundings, relics of 
a time before the Second Darkness when the Mistlands had 
been a prosperous and peaceful barony in its own right. Such 
a place hardly constituted as shelter – indeed, many harbored 
cursed spirits and foul monsters in their own right – but it was 
preferable to being caught out in the open after dark.

Silently, he cursed gods he had long ago stopped believing 
in. He had let his bitterness get the better of him. He had been 
gone for too long. Tomaz managed to join him between the 
remains of the broken walls, collapsing on a patch of semi-
solid ground.

“If you wish to keep hold of your body and soul this night, 
you will not interrupt me,” Tristayne told him. The servant 
didn’t reply, but blanched with fear.

Tristayne had heard something as they reached the walls, 
a distant, ghastly shriek. He began to chant under his breath, 
using words as tools, to shape the energies around him. As 
he did so, more howls became audible, and soon the whole 
twilight was resounding with an unearthly cacophony, 
surrounding the ruin.

There were many strange and unknowable things in the 
Mistlands, but Tristayne knew exactly what was making 
this particular din. Ferrox. The ghoulish beasts infested 
the marshes, neither truly living nor dead, cannibalistic 
humanoids with a disputed origin.

Some claimed they were the descendants of the peoples 
who had once inhabited the thirteenth barony, others that 
they were the result of a diabolic sorcerer’s melding of humans 
with great razorwing bats. Regardless of how they had come 
about, they inhabited vast tracts of the Mistlands. A powerful 
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necromancer was able to bind them to their will, for a time, 
but for the most part they knew no master other than their 
own hunger. A hunger that now seemed to be directed at 
Tristayne and Tomaz.

Tristayne considered leaving his servant to them. He 
was a fleshy morsel, and the pack now stalking them would 
probably rather avoid Tristayne’s obvious power and content 
themselves with the easier prey. That was the logical choice, 
but Tristayne was angry. His frustration at Waiqar’s tutelage 
had turned to annoyance with himself. He should not have 
strayed so far. Abandoning Tomaz would be too easy. If the 
ferrox were foolish enough to threaten him or his servant, he 
would teach them to regret their choice. He was Tristayne, the 
Deathless, heir of Count Olliven, Prince of the Black Realm, 
and he did not flee before anything.

He marshalled his magics, the dark essence of the elemental 
Mortos now coiling around his body and scythe, visible even 
to a mortal like Tomaz. His eyes lit with rotting yellow power, 
a beacon of unholy energy as the last of the day’s light faded 
to black.

“Nam-úš ki lá inem,” he roared into the night. “Inem lugel 
vost!”

The gibbering and screeching around rose in response to 
the challenge. The first ferrox launched itself from beyond 
the edge of the ruins, claws out, fangs bared. Spitting one last 
arcane word, Tristayne met it.
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