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PART 1—DARK LORD FALLING




CHAPTER 1
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When he saw the Holy Triad taking position behind the assembled armies of the Realm, Dark Lord Oren Vayd realized his time on this Earth was almost over.
From his vantage point atop the watchtower, Lord Vayd watched as the combined forces of King Ambrosius and the fief lords of the Realm form ranks on the plains leading to Castle Obsidian. Vayd deliberately left this area clear, pulling his Garganite troops back inside the castle, desiring the king to waste time and manpower trying to breach the Vayd Family stronghold. It was a sound tactic. The walls of Castle Obsidian had never been physically breached. With the Holy Triad now poised to finally enter the war, Lord Vayd knew his strategy had backfired. For the first time in history, invaders might enter his ancestral home.
Oren Vayd felt fear claw its way into his heart. Fear that quickly changed into outrage.  “Come and get me, Ambrosius!” Vayd snarled at the armies below. “See what price you’ll pay for your ‘victory’!”
As if responding to his challenge, enemy archers fired a volley of arrows at the smooth walls of Castle Obsidian. Lord Vayd summoned the Dark Power and shaped it into a glowing red shield. Not so much to defend his Garganite troops positioned on the walls but as a display of his strength. Vayd grinned. A vampire would have fled in terror at the sight of Lord Vayd’s smile. Observe, Ambrosius!  See how useless your weapons are against me!

Thousands of wooden shafts descended. Before they touched his shield a bolt of blue-white lightning burst from the night sky. The bolt flew past the arrows and struck Vayd’s shield instead, shattering it. The Garganite troops reeled back, stunned by the blast. By the time they regained their senses it was too late. The arrows completed their flight. The majority of Garganites managed to duck behind cover before the arrows struck. Even so, a few were killed as enemy arrows pierced their bodies.  

Dark Lord Oren Vayd shouted a curse. Why hadn’t he foreseen the coming of the Triad?  He’d had no trouble anticipating his enemy’s strategies before tonight. Between his strategic use of the Dark Power and decades of planning, Vayd manipulated people and events. He had devised numerous attacks and countermeasures. The assault on Castle Obsidian was one of many of Vayd’s ideas. Let the enemy exhaust themselves attempting to enter the castle. It was the only course of action Lord Vayd had left open to King Ambrosius. He deliberately left routes through Ebonland clear. He’d placed Garganite troops out of sight, and when Ambrosius and his armies passed by, Vayd had ordered the soldiers to fall in behind. That way, Vayd would trap Ambrosius between thousands of bloodthirsty Garganites and Castle Obsidian’s outer and inner defenses. It was perfect. Certainly Vayd’s forces were going to take some losses. It was inevitable. There were plenty of Knights still alive and the fief soldiers were sure to put up a fight. Even so, after the battle was over Lord Vayd was confident he’d be the victor. The enemy would lose too many men to begin and sustain a prolonged campaign against him. The Realm would be his!

His plans were ruined when Vayd learned the Garganites he’d positioned had been systematically ambushed and routed. Ambrosius’s forces had passed through Vayd’s lands virtually unopposed. The King arrived at Castle Obsidian earlier than anticipated. The vampire and werewolf units Vayd planned to use were either now destroyed or hadn’t arrived in time.  Enemy archers had cleared the skies of gryphons. Vayd’s foes were now arrayed on the plain in front of the castle. The lava moat was the sole defense against the enemy, yet even that appeared soon to fall. Vayd’s Garganites in the castle walls were hunkered down, safe against the assault but unable to fire back. Not with the Holy Triad backing the King.

Another volley of arrows was launched. This time, the Garganites were ready for them.  They withdrew from the openings and slots. The arrows clattered harmlessly against the castle walls. Vayd sent a silent order for them to return fire. The Garganite archers took position and fired. A near-invisible wave of power sprang from the Triad. The arrows burst into flame the instant they crossed the lava moat.  

Getting his temper under control, Vayd was forced to admit the obvious. The battle was now a standoff, and one he could not break in his favor. His Garganites were unable to prevent the unified armies from advancing. While Castle Obsidian’s drawbridge was closed and magically sealed, the bridge was made of wood and metal, not hardened magma like the rest of Vayd’s fortress. The Holy Triad could pull down the drawbridge if they chose to directly contest Lord Vayd’s power. If that happened Vayd would have to try and stop them as King Ambrosius’s soldiers battled the Garganites. Vayd was not a fool. He wasn’t going to win either way.  

Vayd bared his teeth as impotent fury rose higher in him. Damn Zenobia! He’d sent the little witch for the Black Staff nearly an hour ago! What was keeping her? With the Staff, Vayd stood at least a chance of resisting the Holy Triad until he could form a new strategy.

The archers fired a third volley. Again, their arrows hit nothing. The Garganites were safely entrenched in their positions. Vayd considered ordering them to launch a counterstrike, and then decided against it. Let the enemy waste ammunition. Vayd wanted to save his for the right moment. Meanwhile, the standoff would give him time to hunt down the Black Staff.

Closing his glowing red eyes, Lord Vayd searched Castle Obsidian with the Third Eye.

Normally it took Oren Vayd a few seconds to make contact with the ancient talisman. Its power was almost as great as him own, and equally as impossible to miss. Yet he sensed the Black Staff was gone. It wasn’t in his private chambers where Vayd usually kept it. The cabinet was empty.  The Dark Lord’s heart pounded in apprehension. Where was it? Calming himself, Vayd continued his search. His vision swept through the inner castle. He saw his trusted Garganite commanders frantically plotting a defense in case the castle was penetrated. Not having the time to contribute anything useful, Vayd’s invisible eye searched the corridors, the dining hall, and other private rooms. Vayd paused when he came to the private chambers of his Dark Lady, the Princess Omarose. She was lying on her bed, rubbing her swollen belly and breathing deeply.

The Dark Lord’s rage and desperation momentarily faltered. Omarose’s time was rapidly approaching. No contractions just yet, but it was only a matter of time. Hours, perhaps minutes.  Once she went into labor, Oren Vayd’s life would be measured by how long it would take for her to deliver his child. The boy’s first breath was Vayd’s last.

Kill the child! Vayd’s inner voice urged.  Slay him now!  Slay them both while you still have the time!

It was certainly a viable option. Killing them both would grant him not only the time but also the power to defeat King Ambrosius. He could always find another woman to bear his child.  Smash his enemy here and Vayd would have his choice of women from all over the Realm.

As he was considering this, Omarose stopped rubbing her belly.  She appeared to look directly into Vayd’s invisible eye.  “My love?  Are you there?”

Vayd paused. Does she truly love me? The Dark Lord was momentarily taken off-guard by the idea. The emotion seemed as out-of-character for Omarose as it was for him. Vayd had watched her almost since birth. Omarose had been a rebel since she was a little girl. She was rebellious against her parents, rebellious against the Royal Court where she’d grown up, and rebellious against the Realm itself. Lord Vayd had not needed to use the Dark Power to bring her to Castle Obsidian. Omarose had sought him out of her own free will. She told him plainly she wanted to live her own life on her own terms. If doing so offended God, Omarose said, that was too bad. Vayd suspected her “attraction” to him was merely another expression of her personal rebellion. Personally Vayd had never viewed women as anything more than playthings, toys to be discarded after he’d grown tired of them.

Now, though, Vayd wondered what she was truly feeling. Seeing the want and need in Omarose’s eyes, the Dark Lord had to reassess his opinion of the young woman. Omarose appeared to feel genuine love. For him or for the child he’d fathered, Vayd did not know, but it was love nonetheless.

Equally as strange, the Dark Lord felt compassion for her as well.

Vayd spoke to her via the Dark Power. “Do not be afraid, my lady.  I’ll be with you soon enough.”

He hastily withdrew from the room, painfully uncomfortable with the alien emotions in his cold heart. He concentrated on the magical power of the Staff. When he found its aura Lord Vayd followed it to its source. 

Vayd found the Black Staff and Zenobia on the other side of the secret passage. She was mounting a horse, preparing to ride away with the talisman. The Dark Lord was more stunned by her audacity than anything else. Not about her knowledge about the corridor under the lava moat. The passageway was a secret known only to a few. He had underestimated Zenobia’s intelligence and determination. Clearly she had made a few discreet inquires, performed clandestine visits to the Vayd Library, and located the passageway. What astounded Vayd the most though was her attempt to steal the Black Staff. Didn’t she know it was impossible? The Staff was made by a dark lord to be used by a dark lord.  

His amazement turned to rage.  I’ll teach you to steal my possessions!

Before he could send a killing spell at Zenobia, Lord Vayd sensed a building of the Holy Power. Releasing his vision, Vayd returned his mind to the watchtower. The Dark Lord saw a blue-white ball hurling towards him. He instinctively threw up his arms and began forming a shield. Too late! The ball exploded when it slammed into the partially created shield. The blast was powerful enough to lift Vayd off his feet and throw him on his back.  

With a groan, he managed to stand upright. It seemed like every part of his body was on fire. His arms and hands were numb. Vayd frowned, stunned by something he could not quite put into words. Yes, he was in pain. He hadn’t felt pain of any kind in decades, certainly not since the Dark Power had enveloped him. His skin was encased in an ebony shell, impervious to any ordinary human weapon. Neither did he feel hot or cold. Granted, he’d been hit with Holy Power. Vayd had been assaulted by that kind magic before, when he’d fought against the last White Wizard. While he’d felt brief pain, it was nothing like this sensation! What in Lucifer’s name could have affected him this badly?  

Raising his hand to examine it, Vayd suddenly understood why he’d felt this attack so deeply.

His ebony skin was now laced with fine cracks in his fingers and palms.

Lord Vayd swallowed fear. It was true, then. The Dark Power was going to abandon him. Not that he ever doubted it. He had studied his family history in detail. There were never two dark lords living at the same time. One died when the other was born. That was unalterable law of the Dark Power. But Vayd had not once stopped to think of this during the last nine months. He had never believed he was going to die. Not after living all these years, carefully plotting and executing his rise to power.  

As the Dark Lord Oren Vayd was coming to grips with his imminent death, more pain shot through his body. He doubled over, unable to keep from screaming. This pain was different.  He had not been attacked. What he had felt was a wrenching in his lower stomach, as if the Dark Power was trying to tear itself out of his body, like a baby about to be born.

Vayd straightened. He knew. He did not need magic to learn the Princess Omarose had just gone into labor.

The door crashed open. Two burly Garganites burst into the room, weapons at the ready.  “My lord!” one of them snarled in concern. “Are you hurt?  We felt a blast and then we heard you shout. Have you been injured?”

Vayd ignored the Garganites. I’m dying! Vayd felt like crying in frustration. He should have been preparing for this day ever since he learned Omarose was pregnant. From the moment the child was conceived, his life was measured as sand sifting through a hole in a pail. And his son was going to be born soon. Vayd calculated he might have four, maybe five hours of life left to him.

The Garganites took a cautious step forward.  “My lord?” the first one asked. His rough voice cracked with fear. “Are you..?”

Vayd waved an arm impatiently, silencing the creature. Say he had four hours to live.  What could he do in four hours? Obviously his plans to dominate the Realm were ruined. So be it.  Vayd also accepted he was going to die. He was not going to kill his son in order to live long enough for his old enemy to crow about Vayd’s defeat. The thought of Ambrosius gloating over this night’s victory made Vayd sick. Still, how could he defeat Ambrosius and secure his son’s future at the same time?

He stared down at the cracked skin on his hand. The answer was literally in front of his eyes, and he had to act fast.

“Send word to King Ambrosius,” he ordered the Garganites. “Tell him I have an offer to end this conflict once and for all.” 
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CHAPTER 2
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Ambrosius, King and Sovereign Lord of the Realm, Commander of the Knights, and direct descendant of the First King, felt every day of his seventy-one years as he rode up the small hill towards the Holy Triad. Not only old, but humbled as well. Neither were feelings Ambrosius had recently experienced. He had known he was going to be king since his earliest childhood. The Realm’s finest teachers had educated him in politics, history, and economy.  Ambrosius learned military strategy and fighting techniques by the greatest Knights living at the time.  

Even so, Ambrosius tried to maintain a sense of humility. Unlike some of his predecessors, he’d never taken his station in life for granted. As a prince and heir apparent Ambrosius could have sat in the Royal Palace while others fought for the Realm. Ambrosius had willingly gone into battle, literally getting bloody to defend the land his ancestors also fought for. He had prayed to God every day since the crown was put on his head for wisdom and strength.  Ambrosius genuinely believed God had allowed him to take the Throne for a reason. He was confident but not arrogant. He constantly reminded himself that he was a steward of the people who ruled only by the grace of God.  

And yet, riding up the hill, Ambrosius felt lower than a dung handler. His power and authority was feeble compared to the three beings from which he was about to seek counsel.

King Ambrosius had only met the representatives of God twice in his life. The first time was at his coronation, where they blessed the ceremony and his reign. The next was when the Holy Triad came to warn him of Lord Vayd’s impending attack. In both instances, Ambrosius felt like a small child. His crown he wore was mere jewelry; his strength and knowledge were childish in comparison to theirs.

As he drew near, Ambrosius glanced at his armor and cloak. They were grimy with blood and mud. He wished he’d had time to change them. Ambrosius felt the message from the Dark Lord was too important to delay, however.

Without any prompting from Ambrosius, the King’s stallion came to a halt. The horse seemed to know how close it could come to the Triad. Ambrosius dismounted, removed his crown and bowed in respect. “Holy Ones, I have just heard from Dark Lord Vayd.”

The Holy Triad did not respond. Ambrosius lifted his eyes and studied each one, hoping to see some reaction. The three merely stood motionless, their bodies and faces impassive.

The Father stood in the middle. Robed in fine white linen, he appeared to be a man of a robust fifty years. His chest and shoulders were broad and solid with strength. His square face and iron-gray beard radiated dignity and power. In one hand he carried a staff made from pure white wood. It was his eyes Ambrosius had difficulty focusing on. They were a deep blue and penetrating. Those eyes seemed to see through a person all the way to their soul.  

The Son was physically built similar to the Father, although he was younger and had darker hair. He differed in his manner of dress. He wore armor and carried a sword as if expecting to go into battle at any moment. Despite his apparel, the Son’s face and eyes were filled with compassion. Here, they said, is someone you can talk to, confide in, and confess your deepest secrets.

The Spirit was harder for the King to see. It was though she wasn’t actually here.  Ambrosius swore he could see through her, as though the young woman was made of gauze. Yet her presence was obvious and just as impossible to ignore as the other two. She was young, although it was difficult for Ambrosius to assign her any age. She had dark hair with streaks of blond in it, and forest green eyes. Her eyes stared at nothing as though she was blind. She was not blind, however. Ambrosius had seen her read from the Holy Book at his coronation.  Perhaps, as some Clerics had suggested, the Spirit was seeing beyond the material world.

Ambrosius cleared his throat. “Lord Vayd has challenged me to a personal duel.”

The Father shook his head and sighed. “Leave it to Oren Vayd to make the grand gesture.” His voice was deep and authoritative. Ambrosius suppressed the urge to lower his head in fear at the sound of it.  

“His offer is a two-edged sword,” the Son said to Ambrosius. His voice was similar to the Father’s, except it was softer and more personable. “Vayd presents you with both a way to end this bloodshed and as a trap for you, O King.”

Ambrosius nodded in agreement. “I’m aware of how this dark lord thinks. I’ve known Oren Vayd since I was a youth. He always has been a crafty one. His plans are never what they seem on the surface. I believe this challenge is a way for him to win this battle without having to leave Castle Obsidian.”

“You are correct,” the Father said, “although his motivations are not all as you believe.”

“He is a serpent, deadly and venomous,” added the Son. “Yet even he is driven by the same emotions as any man. It is how he chooses to act on those emotions which separate him from all others.”

Ambrosius frowned, not certain on what they were talking about. He patiently waited for the Son to elaborate.


Instead, the Father said, “You wish us to ask us if you should accept Vayd’s challenge.”  

King Ambrosius nodded. “I need to know God’s will.”


“You are strong for your age. You are an experienced swordsman and are agile enough to hold your own against a Knight.”

“I won’t be fighting a Knight. I’ll be fighting Lord Vayd. His skin is impenetrable to any human weapon. He has the strength of a dozen men, the agility of a lion, and enough Dark Power to burn a demon to ashes. How can I fight against such a monster?”

“If God so wills it,” the Father said, “a child can defeat the most powerful giant ever born.  If He is behind you, how can you fail?”

“Then God is behind me?” Ambrosius anxiously asked.

The Triad stared at him for a few moments. Then the Son said, “That answer should be obvious.”

Ambrosius swallowed, his throat dry. The Son was right. God had been behind him from the start. Despite having rallied a dozen lords of the Realm; despite having destroyed numerous gryphons, ogres, giants, werewolves, vampires, and Garganites; despite having driven Lord Vayd back into Castle Obsidian, Ambrosius still wondered about God’s power. 

“I have my doubts,” Ambrosius confessed. He lowered his head. “Forgive me.”

The Son smiled. “You are forgiven.”

The Father grew stern. “While forgiven, you above all should never have doubted God’s will for you. The Lord Almighty was prepared to deliver to you a great victory, one your grandchildren and great-grandchildren would speak of long after you entered Heaven.  But because your lack of faith, the Lord has decided your victory will come at the cost of your own life.”

King Ambrosius accepted God’s judgment with a nod. He was seventy-one, after all.  Death no longer held the same terror as it did when he was forty years younger.  

“Do not believe the Lord has abandoned you.” The Son drew the sword belted to his side.  He held it out handle first to Ambrosius. “This is the Sword of the Archangel.  It is more than a match for Vayd’s Sword of Fire.”

Ambrosius cautiously accepted the long, shining blade. Naturally he’d heard about the Sword of the Archangel. It was the weapon his ancestor, King Michael, had used to kill the first dark lord. While not inscribed with any special magical runes or prayers, the Sword was said to be able to cut through any metal no matter how well made or powerfully enchanted. Every king and Knight desired to wield the sword for righteousness sake. Gripping the white leather-bound hilt with both hands, Ambrosius had no doubts about the weapon’s abilities. He could feel the Holy Power coursing through it, becoming one with his flesh.

Perhaps sensing his growing confidence, the Father raised a cautioning hand to Ambrosius. “Remember this, O King! The Sword of the Archangel does not instantly make its user invincible. It still requires strength, skill, and most of all, faith in order for it to be effective. As you have said, Oren Vayd is a cunning warrior. Rely on the Lord, and you will win the day.”

The King raised the sword and saluted the Holy Triad. “May God bless us all!”

As the old king rode away, the Son commented, “A brave man.”

The Father sighed. “His bravery lately has rested more on the strength of men than God’s. This has blinded him. He did not consider how his lack of faith would affect the future.”

“You cannot deny his concern for the Realm is genuine. His compassion for the people he governs is without question. Even though he lacked faith in God, Ambrosius accepted his fate and follows the Lord’s will. This speaks highly of his character.”

“I don’t deny either his concern, compassion, or character. No matter his other faults Ambrosius truly has a servant’s heart. What I was speaking of is his lack of foresight. Is he so sure of his sons’ abilities that he is willing to leave the Realm in their hands?”

“Basilius is equal to his father in all respects. He is a Godly man, humble and intelligent.”

“You know as well as I of his fate.”

The Son nodded. “Indeed. The Realm will suffer when he joins his father. Nevertheless, God’s will is clear in this matter.”

For the first time in days, the Spirit spoke. Her voice was soft, almost whispering, and yet at the same time wielded similar power and authority as the other two. “The Princess Omarose is in labor. Her life ebbs. The Dark Lord feels it, too, as well as the Dark Power failing within him.  His life now runs out as God allows the child to enter the world.”

“What if the child?” the Son asked.

“He is strong,” replied the Spirit, “but his life depends upon us performing the task our Lord appointed to us.”

The Father growled deep in his throat. “After all these years, to actually aid a future dark lord!”

“Preventing his birth will accomplish nothing,” the Son said. “The Dark Power would simply find the nearest person with the strongest Vayd blood in them, or go dormant until that person is of age. We are not permitted to interfere any more than God allows us.”

“And there is prophesy to consider,” added the Spirit. “If this child truly is the one to bring it to pass, then he deserves what aid we can provide.”

The Father nodded in acceptance of his uncounted years-long companions. “I think more of what the Realm will endure. Prophesy or no, this night will not end their suffering. They will have respite for a short time, and then it starts all over again. And supposing this child isn’t the one? What do we do then?”

“What God directs us to do,” the Spirit answered simply.

The Father and the Son looked at each other, and then nodded in agreement. They had surrendered everything millennia ago in order to serve God. The thought of turning aside or disobeying never crossed any of their minds. The Holy Triad were servants of God despite their tremendous powers.

The Spirit turned towards Castle Obsidian.  “It has begun.”

Prince Basilius, Ambrosius’ eldest son, was appalled. “No, Father!  Let me face Lord Vayd instead! Hand me the sword!”

King Ambrosius shook his head. “The challenge was given to me. Only I can answer it.  The Holy Triad said so.”

“But how do we know it’s not Basilius’s task?”

All eyes turned sharply to the young man who’d asked the question. Mogens was Ambrosius last son from his second wife, the Queen Ravenna. Mogens was nineteen. He was as tall as his father and older brothers, but other than that, all resemblance to the Royal Family ended.  Mogens was slim, almost feminine in appearance. The armor he wore appeared as though it was about ready to fall off of him any second. His skin was pale and his hair coal-black. One might call Mogens sickly if it weren’t for the bright, avid, pale green eyes. There one could see energetic intelligence residing in that thin body.

“The Holy Triad made it plain I was to face Vayd alone,” Ambrosius responded. “Face him and die defeating him.”

Basilius shook his head, still not accepting the Triad’s judgment. “Father, please listen to me. Lord Vayd isn’t simply a rogue fief lord or black magician with delusions of gaining the Throne. He is the supreme agent of Lucifer in the Realm. His power is beyond belief!”

The King placed a hand on his son’s shoulder, tears in his eyes. Looking at Basilius was like looking at a portrait of himself painted forty years ago. They were the same height and build. Basilius’ hair and beard was still dark blond, and his dark green eyes came from his mother.  “My son, if God so wills, an ant can topple a lion. My mistake was I did not truly believe that.”

Ambrosius removed the glove from his right hand. He slid the royal signet ring from his finger and handed it to Basilius. “This is yours now, my son and heir. I give you my blessing, and may God bless your reign as well. May it be long and peaceful. Always remember that you answer to only two: the Lord who grants you your rule and the people whom you govern.”

Prince Basilius’s face went through a variety of emotions, from anger to grief, and finally, resignation. He took the ring from the King’s hand. “God go with you, Father.”

Ambrosius turned to his other sons. Mogens’ face wore an appearance of concern, yet his eyes told a different story. He was calculating something. It was what he might be calculating that made Ambrosius vaguely nervous.  He gave his youngest son a nod and turned to Groot.

As for the twenty-two year old Groot, Ambrosius saw confusion in him. Groot was a big man, both in height and weight. Whereas Mogens’ armor appeared too big for him, Groot seemed jammed into his. He was sheer size and strength. While he had been educated by the Realm’s finest military commanders and possessed a good grasp of battle tactics, Groot’s strategy was simply to crush his opponents. Ambrosius figured he’d eventually be appointed the Commander of the Palace Guard under Basilius.

“My sons,” Ambrosius said to them, “obey your brother. He is king now. Serve the Realm, and the Lord will bless you as well.”

Groot blinked, still not understanding what was going on. Mogens bowed. “Good-bye, my Father.”  

Sheathing the Sword of the Archangel, Ambrosius turned to mount his horse. An old Knight of the Realm was holding the reins. Ambrosius smiled warmly at him. “I’m afraid you can’t assist me in this battle, friend Nicolaas.”

The Eldest Knight bowed slightly. Nicolaas was the same age as Ambrosius, leaner and wizened in features. He had the face of a kindly farmer. Anyone who thought he was a simple farmer was liable to have his head sliced off, however. The man had earned the title of Eldest Knight. It had not been given to him.

Ambrosius accepted the reins. “We have been friends for too many years to withhold our opinions. Tell me, is this folly?”

Sir Nicolaas smiled. “Folly is going against the will of God,” he said. Nicolaas’s voice was raspy from a long-ago throat wound. It still carried authority and command, however. “I wish you God’s blessing and a fight worthy of history.”

“Thank you, Nicolaas.” Ambrosius mounted his horse. “I do have one favor to ask you, old friend.”

“You have but to ask, Sire.”

“Serve Basilius as you served me. I fear that when I am gone, the fief lords will resume their usual business. Basilius will need your experience and wisdom to guide him.”

Sir Nicolaas bowed. “Done, my liege.”

Ambrosius glanced back at his two other sons. “And watch Mogens. Of the two sons borne to me by my second wife, I fear for his soul the most.”

The Eldest Knight’s face went stone cold. “Rest assured I will, my friend.”

Oh yes, Ambrosius knew Sir Nicolaas had heard the rumors of Mogens’ excesses and radical ideas. The young man might be sowing his oats, so to speak, yet Ambrosius believed there was a time to grow up. If Mogens didn’t, if he continued to pursue his alleged activities, then Ambrosius foresaw trouble for Basilius and the Realm.

Satisfied he had covered everything necessary; Ambrosius spurred his horse around and headed for Castle Obsidian.
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CHAPTER 3
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Soldiers parted as King Ambrosius rode past. To his left and to his right Ambrosius saw the various battle standards and flags of the fief lords who had come to fight the Dark Lord. It gratified his heart to see Olympas, Gaullis, and Zyon standing almost literally shoulder-to-shoulder. On the other side were the soldiers of Aztamas, which lay to the far south, mixed in with the northern-most fief of the Realm, Aeyrie. And amongst them all were the troops of Reychland, the strongest fief outside of the Royal Family. Ambrosius had little doubt Reychland would join the combined armies. Other than the fact Lord Vayd had assassinated the Baron Waldemarr’s father two years ago, Reychland had borne the brunt of Vayd’s army since Oren took up the family calling.

The soldiers and their lords saluted Ambrosius as the King rode by. Ambrosius saluted them back. It warmed his heart to see all these diverse people working together to overcome a common enemy. Hopefully, when this was all over, Ambrosius hoped they would remember this day and become more cooperative.

As he neared the castle, the warmth in Ambrosius’s heart cooled. The closer he drew to the ancient home of the dark lords, the more his doubts threatened to overwhelm him. He could almost feel Vayd’s eyes on him, watching him as Ambrosius drew closer to the main entrance.  Ambrosius lifted his eyes to the slender watchtower. The dark lords often stood there in order to observe their enemies and work their hideous magic. Ambrosius wondered if Lord Vayd was in there even now, weaving a killing spell to launch at him.  

Turn back, a voice whispered in his mind. Turn back now, while you still can.  Abandon this absurd challenge. Vayd was too strong for you even when you were in your prime.  Go back to the Royal Palace, old man, where you’ll die peacefully of old age instead of being hacked to death by the Dark Lord.

Ambrosius closed his eyes tightly. His hand grasped the handle of the Sword of the Archangel. At once, peace and courage flooded into his brain. The whispering voice squealed like a frightened piglet and returned from where it came: the watchtower.  

The King sighed, and smiled. “Thank you, O Lord, for Your protection. While I have doubted You before, I know you will deliver Your promise to me. In Your Name I pray, amen.”

He arrived at the edge of the lava moat. The drawbridge was still up. Ambrosius waited, expecting the drawbridge to lower to allow him inside. After several minutes of sweating and breathing in the sulfuric fumes rising from the lava flow, Ambrosius began to wonder if Vayd had another idea in mind. If he sat here long enough, Ambrosius figured the foul air would kill him just as effectively as a sword stroke.

No, Ambrosius thought. Vayd is testing my courage. He tried it once with magic. Now he’s trying it again with this stupid waiting game.

“Is this your idea of a duel, Oren?” Ambrosius shouted at the drawbridge. “Letting me sit here and sweat? How brave of you!”

No response. The drawbridge did not budge. He caught glimpses of movement in the openings placed within the smooth, thick walls of the castle. Garganites, probably, Ambrosius guessed. Lord Vayd rarely allowed any other creature inside of his home.

Abruptly, the drawbridge began lowering with a low groan. The thick wood, hardened by a special pitch and by centuries of exposure to sulfuric heat, landed on the ground with a loud thump.  Ambrosius did not move a muscle the whole time. He stared inside the portcullis. He could see nothing. It was as black as a moonless night.

He urged his horse forward. The white stallion whinnied in protest, stomped his front hooves several times, but stayed put. Ambrosius couldn’t help chuckling at the stallion’s refusal.  The horse is smarter than I am. The King dismounted and slapped the horse in the rear. “Go back, my friend. I must do this alone.”

The stallion needed no other urging. The horse paused, reared in salute, and then galloped back towards camp.

King Ambrosius drew his sword and strode into the portcullis.

It was like being swallowed by a monster. The instant he passed through the portcullis and the gatehouse, Ambrosius was plunged into darkness. The temperature dropped equally as sudden, drying the sweat on his body. He couldn’t help shivering. The air lost most of its sulfuric smell, although it grew stale, rotten, as if Ambrosius had walked into a tomb. The King did not break his stride. He would not show weakness or fear now.

As he passed the outer wall, Ambrosius saw eight Garganite soldiers flanking the main entrance. Wearing black armoring and helmets plumed with dark orange bristles, the muscular creatures grinned hungrily at Ambrosius. Their weapons were drawn, and they seemed eager to attack.  

Despite the obvious threat they posed, King Ambrosius almost laughed at their presence.  He had nothing to fear from them. The Garganites weren’t here to assault him. If Lord Vayd possessed any honorable trait, it was he settled his scores personally.

Passing the soldiers, Ambrosius emerged into the courtyard. Although he was the first king in ages to enter Castle Obsidian, Ambrosius was familiar with the castle’s layout. The ground was fine, black sand. A fountain, formed from one piece of molten rock, sprayed sulfuric-smelling water into the air. Behind the fountain was the Main Hall, the personal living quarters of the dark lords.  

Ambrosius’s stride unconsciously slowed. The very air of Castle Obsidian dampened his strength, and his spirit. As he passed the fountain, Ambrosius found his knees were trembling.  From fear of from weakness, he could not tell the difference.

“Give me strength, Lord,” Ambrosius prayed. “You have brought me this far.  You cannot intend to abandon me now.”

Taking a deep breath, Ambrosius lifted his head. “I’m here, Oren!” called the King.  “Come out and face me, if you dare!”

A lazy chuckle came from nowhere, from everywhere. “Welcome to my home, my dear old friend.”

Ambrosius immediately recognized the voice. He’d heard it too many times in person and in his nightmares. The instant he heard it, his muscles told him to run. Ambrosius stood his ground, however. The Lord is with me!

“Still the one for dramatic entrances, Oren?” Ambrosius laughed. “Not bad for a third-rate troubadour.”

“Third-rate?” Vayd sounded hurt. “You never did have appreciation for the theater, Ambrosius. Neither do you have any concern about what history will say when this moment is written. I do so desire our last meeting to be a memorable one.”

“It will be remembered as the King answered the challenge of the Dark Lord, but the Dark Lord refused to show himself.” Ambrosius gestured at the waiting Garganites. “Are they whom I’m supposed to fight?”

Lord Vayd laughed. It was sarcastic sound. “Ever the soldier, aren’t you, Ambrosius?  You simply refuse to enter into the spirit of it all. Why can’t we just sit down like two old friends and reminisce a little? Talk about old times? Like when we snuck out of the Palace to rendezvous with those two lovely young ladies. As I recall, I almost went home with...oh, what was her name?”

“Evelyn.” Ambrosius felt his anger rise. The Lady Evelyn had been his first wife. She died shortly after giving birth to Basilius.  

“Yes, Evelyn! She was a beauty, all right. So vibrant, so full of energy, with curves that made a man eager to be in her company. I often wonder how our lives might have gone should she have taken my offer of returning home with me.”

Ambrosius said nothing for a moment. Oddly enough, his fury over Vayd’s implications dissipated as if made of mist. He saw the jibe for the impotent gesture it was, and laughed. “Is that your best shot, Oren? Insulting the memory of the woman I loved? You’re more pathetic than I thought!”

Vayd did not respond. While not visible, Ambrosius could feel the Dark Lord’s rage.  The King smiled in grim satisfaction. He’d turned the tables on Lord Vayd. That didn’t happen too often. Ambrosius expected a bolt of energy to burn him to ashes.  

“You are right, Ambrosius,” Vayd said. All pretenses of humor and camaraderie were gone from his voice. “Childhood is long over. Your life is in its last stages. All that is left of you is the role you’ve been assigned to play by your uncaring Deity. Pray to Him, Ambrosius. Our duel is almost finished. Behold the victor!”

Orange fire erupted from the top of the Main Hall. When the blaze cleared, Ambrosius saw his old enemy. The Dark Lord Oren Vayd. He was just as Ambrosius remembered. Oren was tall, white-haired, leanly built, and surrounded by an aura of unnatural, evil energy. His eyes reflected the Dark Power filling him. They were glowing, red-hot balls pulsating naked hatred.

His skin was ebony black and harder than any stone or metal.  

Vayd spread his cloak wide. Then, like a monstrous bat, he floated down to the courtyard below. When he landed, the Dark Lord removed his cloak and let it drop to the ground. He slowly drew the sword belted to his waist. Like Vayd’s eyes, the blade glowed red, as if just removed from the forge. 

The Dark Lord pointed at the Sword of the Archangel. “I see the so-called ‘Holy’ Triad has given you a weapon they believe matches mine. Fools! Perhaps it will purchase you a few seconds more of life. But it will not alter the outcome of our battle one whit.”

Ambrosius raised the sword. “You’ll have to prove it.”

Vayd made a gesture at the waiting Garganites. The creatures hastily turned and left the courtyard. “That I will, old friend.”

The Dark Lord raised a hand. Ambrosius felt an invisible fist slam into his chest, knocking him off his feet. He fell against the sand, stars bursting before eyes. Almost all the air in his lungs was forced out. Yet, by some miracle, Ambrosius managed to keep hold of the Sword.  

As the stars faded from his sight and air began refilling his lungs, the King was jerked back on to his feet. He was spun around like a baby’s toy and slammed against the fountain.  Ambrosius felt ribs crack on impact. Pain shot through his chest. Despite this his hand refused to let go of the sword. The metal and his flesh seemed fused together.

Vayd laughed. “You stupid old fool! That piece of enchanted steel can’t protect you from the Dark Power. Nothing can!”

Power flowed from the sword and into Ambrosius. The pain in his chest eased. His muscles firmed. Ambrosius stared directly into Vayd’s burning eyes. “If the Lord so wills it, He can deliver me from the fires of Hell itself.”

The Dark Lord’s eyes blazed even hotter. He jerked as though Ambrosius had punched him in the stomach. Vayd recovered quickly. “Oh, is that right?” He gestured. “On your knees!”

Ambrosius was slammed to the ground. The Sword of the Archangel abruptly came up, the sharp end of the blade touching his throat.

“I can kill you with a thought, Ambrosius,” Vayd snarled. “All it takes is a minor flexing of my wrist, one small exertion of the Dark Power, and I can make you cut your own head off.”

The King stared directly into the Dark Lord’s smoldering eyes. “Then do it.”

“I want you to beg me for mercy first. I want to hear you cry out for me to end your life.”

“Never!”

Vayd made a fist. Ambrosius screamed as his ribs were seized by an invisible hand and squeezed. Air rushed out of his lungs, and his newly mended bones threatened to break under the pressure. “Beg me, Ambrosius, or by Lucifer I’ll grind your bones to pulp!”

Suddenly, the pressure vanished. His sword arm was free. Ambrosius gasped for air and staggered to his feet. Blinking tears from his eyes, he saw Lord Vayd clutching his abdomen as if in agony. Vayd’s mouth was wide open yet no sound came from it. The fire in his eyes seemed to flicker, as if about to go out. The Sword of Fire was slack in his hand, forgotten by the Dark Lord.

“Not...now!” Vayd gasped to no one. “Give me another few minutes!”

Ambrosius did not hesitate. He staggered towards Vayd with all the strength his old body could muster, Sword of the Archangel aimed to cleave the Dark Lord’s head in two.

In the space of several seconds, Vayd’s agony passed. He raised his head just as Ambrosius began his attack. The Sword of Fire intercepted Ambrosius’s strike almost at the last second. Red and white sparks flew as both pieces of enchanted metal came together. A concussion of force made the ground tremble in response. Ambrosius expected his arm to break on impact. Instead, he felt the impact vaguely, as if they were using pillows to fight with rather than the most powerful weapons ever forged.

Vayd snarled at Ambrosius and retreated a few steps. The King pressed his attack as Holy Power fueled his muscles. He felt twenty again, only with decades of combat experience behind him. He weaved the Sword of the Archangel in an intricate pattern, trying to catch Vayd off-guard. Ambrosius probed for his enemy’s weaknesses, hoping all the while to deliver a wounding blow.

The Dark Lord was not an easy opponent, however. Unlike many of the other Vayds who’d held the title, Oren Vayd was no coward. Neither was he unskilled in swordsmanship. While at first he fought defensively, Vayd was soon fighting to cripple or kill Ambrosius. Their blades clanged together, sending gouts of energy and fire upwards. The forces of both Holy and Dark were in each man, using them as their champions.

Vayd lashed out with one leg, catching Ambrosius in the stomach. The King was thrown to the hard sand. He felt his lower spine snap on impact, and his legs went numb. He struggled frantically, yet the truth was undeniable. He’d lost.

The Dark Lord lowered his sword, cautiously approached King Ambrosius. He grinned at Ambrosius’s spastic movements. “Well, well,” he drawled. “It appears your God has abandoned you, old friend.”

A spasm of pain flashed across his face. Vayd grew serious. He raised the Sword of Fire and aimed it at the King’s heart. “Pardon me if I don’t gloat, Ambrosius, but my time is almost over.”

As Vayd’s muscles tensed, his face contorted in agony. He reeled backward, clutching his stomach. Ambrosius thought he saw cracks appear on the Dark Lord’s face. No, it was not his imagination. Black flakes floated downward. The lines remained. It was as though Vayd was literally crumbling before Ambrosius’s eyes.

“Not...now!” Vayd howled again. “Let me have my vengeance!”

Shaking his head, Vayd clumsily lunged at Ambrosius, blade forward to run Ambrosius through.

As the Dark Lord charged, Ambrosius felt energy surge through his weakened muscles. He lifted the Sword of the Archangel. Not to deflect his enemy. Ambrosius aimed it at Vayd’s midsection.  As Vayd crashed down and the Sword of Fire pierced Ambrosius’s armor, skin and muscle, the Sword of the Archangel penetrated the Dark Lord’s armor and body at the same moment.  

King Ambrosius died first. The Sword of Fire cleaved his heart in two. Ambrosius lived long enough to know he had delivered a death-blow his life-long enemy. He smiled as he lost consciousness, knowing he had fulfilled his purpose on Earth.

The Dark Lord Oren Vayd did not die right away, unfortunately for him. He felt the Sword of the Archangel slice into his body, and howled like a werewolf cheated of its prey.  Were Ambrosius not already dead, Vayd’s death cry would have literally blown out his brains. It was heard not only inside the castle but out of it as well. The blade missed Vayd’s heart, yet the damage was fatal. Holy Power passed through the sword and into Vayd’s body, forcing the Dark Power out and destroying the flesh containing it.

The ebony skin, which had encased Oren Vayd for many decades, shattered like fine glass, revealing the man within it. Vayd had the appearance of a man in his early twenties, with handsome, aquiline features and flawless white skin. His white hair and eyebrows were lustrous with health. Even his teeth were flawless. Only Vayd’s eyes maintained their fiery glow.  

This appearance lasted perhaps a few seconds. Vayd began aging rapidly as his life began to end. The flawless skin wrinkled, mottled, and dried out. His cheeks fell in. His teeth yellowed and rotted.  The white hair turned wispy and fell out. The fire in his eyes abruptly ceased as the Dark Power left him. Vayd’s eyes grew filmy, and turned white as cataracts formed.  

Oren Vayd heaved in one last breath, exhaled. An oily black cloud oozed from his nose and mouth. It formed above the dying Dark Lord and hovered a few minutes, perhaps expecting to return. Vayd’s heart stopped as the last of the Dark Power left his body. The cloud drifted higher, watching as Vayd fell to the ground beside King Ambrosius.  

The Sword of the Archangel was not finished, however. Vayd’s skin dried out completely, turning into parchment. His white eyes fell in, leaving empty sockets behind. In less than a second Oren Vayd became an ancient mummy, then bare bones, and finally, dust. The only trace of Vayd’s existence was a sword-pierced suit of black armor.

When the last of Vayd’s body was gone, the black cloud began spinning, generating wind. The cloud grew larger and stronger, creating a hurricane force gale within the castle. What Garganites remained in Castle Obsidian were struck by the foul storm and were instantly killed.  Not by flying debris or poisonous air, but by sheer, unrestrained Dark Power. Those Garganites fortunate enough to survive were the ones who had the sense to flee Castle Obsidian before their master died.

After several minutes the wind settled. The black cloud dissipated, seeped into the cold stone of the castle. There the Dark Power slept, waiting for its new master to come of age.

Outside of Castle Obsidian, behind the terrified lords and soldiers, the Spirit said, “The prophecy is now in motion.”
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Most of the fief lords’ armies broke ranks when they heard Dark Lord Vayd’s death howl. Everyone saw the massive cloud rise above the walls of Castle Obsidian, and heard the wind tear through the inner structure. All living instinctively knew what this cloud and wind was: the Dark Power, the source of Oren Vayd’s magic. The soldiers, lords, and even a few Clerics of the Church were terrified at the sight of this manifestation of evil. They began retreating, unable to stand being so near such horrific power.

Yet, there were those lords and soldiers who held their ground. They were afraid, to be sure. No human could look upon that much evil and not experience some fear. Still, their faith was in God and His protection. The fighting women of Olympas gripped their weapons, ready to defend themselves against a new onslaught. The soldiers of Reychland also stood their ground.  Being so close to Castle Obsidian, they had endured much of the Dark Lord’s evil. And the unit from the fief of Aeyrie, small yet tough and courageous, remained in their position, their lord and two Clerics praying loudly for God’s intervention.

Only the Knights of the Realm, who were in the vanguard, did not budge. They were not driven into panic when the Dark Power became visible. Indeed, they were the only ones who viewed the black, angry storm with grim joy. They knew what the presence of this cloud meant.  The King had won. The Dark Lord was dead. Still, the Knights viewed the cloud with some dread. True, Oren Vayd had been defeated. Yet the Dark Power survived his passing. It remained within the walls of Castle Obsidian, waiting to possess Vayd’s offspring or nearest relative.  

Sir Avidan IronArm watched as the cloud settled into the ebon stone of Castle Obsidian, unable to share his comrades’ relief. The threat of the Vayds was not over. Oren’s death ended nothing. Avidan knew the Realm had gained only eighteen years of peace. The Dark Power had gone to sleep. Oren Vayd’s heir was inside the castle, too young to be possessed by his family’s ancient curse. When eighteen years was done, this battle would start all over again.

Only a handful of senior Knights were aware of the Vayd blood running in Avidan’s veins.

Physically, no one could tell Avidan shared any kinship with the Vayd Family. He was of average height. His build was stockier, more muscular, than of his relatives on the Vayd side.  Avidan’s hair and beard were iron gray, matching the color of his eyes. His facial features were more square and plain, not the long, handsome faces of the Vayds. Avidan was forty-five, although he looked ten years older. Years of training and combat had hardened not just his skin but his emotional outlook as well. Sir Nicolaas had given him the surname “IronArm” long before Avidan was knighted. The name fit. His only true passions were the defense of the Realm and serving the Lord. Everything else was secondary.

As the Dark Power blended into the smooth rock of the castle, the three Knights nearest Avidan relaxed and sheathed their swords. “It’s finally over,” one breathed happily. The other two nodded in agreement, grins lighting their faces for the first time in years.

Avidan continued watching the walls of the castle, saying nothing. According to history, the Dark Power did one of two things when a dark lord was killed. One was it would slumber within Castle Obsidian until the dark lord’s heir reached the age of eighteen. Then it would seek him or her out, enveloping the person with a power strong enough to contend with the Holy Triad. The second was that if no heir had been born, the Dark Power would seek the nearest person having Vayd blood. That person would become the next dark lord or dark lady. At forty-five, Avidan was not too old to be possessed by the Dark Power. He shuddered as he wondered what might happen if Lord Vayd’s heir had not been born. He glanced at the sword in his hand.  Would it bring me back to life after I fell on my sword?  Avidan returned his attention to the castle. Was the Dark Power merely toying with them, waiting to pounce like a mountain cat on unsuspecting prey?

The Dark Power did not reappear. The castle was silent. Avidan forced his tense muscles to relax. He could see the Dark Power in the walls, slowly winding its way like a monstrously long serpent. The serpent was sluggish, nearly inactive. The immediate danger seemed over.  

Avidan now believed the stories of Lord Vayd killing all of his nearest relatives in order to secure the Dark Power for himself. Nearest did not mean all, however. The Dark Lord had known Avidan’s mother was a Vayd. Oren had sent a squad of Garganites to Avidan’s home village to make certain she wouldn’t make any claim to Castle Obsidian. It was solely by the grace of God the five-year-old Avidan escaped. Avidan’s father had been severely wounded; dying shortly after Knights following the Garganites arrived at Avidan’s village. Those Knights had taken in the young boy. Since then, Avidan had dedicated his life to defending the Realm against his distant cousin. But if the Dark Power had not gone out to seek an heir, that meant one thing. A bad thing.

Avidan felt a hand gently tap his shoulder. “At ease, my mentor. The King has won.”

Avidan tore his gaze from the castle to look at his former apprentice. Sir Lysander was in his early twenties, dark-skinned and strongly built. Avidan had trained Lysander since Lysander was a clumsy boy of ten. After a few years of training, though, Avidan saw why God had chosen him for Knighthood. Lysander’s mind and body were without equal. No one doubted the young man would one day lead the Knights. Avidan prayed he would live long enough to see that day.  Even so, Lysander still possessed the sometimes over-cockiness and sense of invulnerability of the young. Avidan hoped this war had knocked some those things out of him.

The older Knight sheathed his sword. “I’ll rest easy once I see Vayd’s body.” 

Lysander glanced at the castle. “Do you believe the Dark Lord faked his own death?”

“It’s possible.” But not likely, Avidan silently added.

“But we heard him die.” Lysander placed a hand over his heart. “I felt him die, here.”

“And he probably is dead. But if I were a betting man, I wouldn’t put any money on it.”

Lysander shook his head. “Sir Nicolaas says the same thing. I don’t understand either of you! First you say he’s probably dead, and then you imply he might not be. Well, let’s find out.  I say we go into the castle and see for ourselves!”

Avidan smiled thinly. “I suppose you suggested that to Sir Nicolaas.”

“I did.”

“What did he say?”

Lysander grinned at his old mentor. “The same thing you’re about to say to me.  Don’t be so eager to stick your head in the dragon’s mouth.”

“Smart boy. Why not?”

“Because Vayd was probably smart enough to plan for his own death. Since the Dark Power didn’t leave the castle it means Vayd produced an heir. He or she was born at the same time Vayd died. Knowing this, Vayd planted traps throughout Castle Obsidian to protect the child.”

Avidan’s smile warmed. “A really smart boy,” he said with a grim chuckle.

His good humor faded as he once again stared at Castle Obsidian. Oren Vayd was an enemy who dared you to underestimate him. He possessed intelligence equal to the Dark Power he wielded. There were times when he appeared to act foolishly, yet Vayd was a brilliant tactician. When you thought you had him cornered, Lord Vayd was elsewhere and poised to attack you. That was because, unlike many of his predecessors, Lord Vayd studied his opponents. He knew their strengths and weaknesses. The Dark Lord’s only flaw, as Avidan learned from his mentor, was his arrogance. Vayd placed too much faith in his own abilities. He tended to play with his enemies at times. And when his plans and schemes failed, which was rare, Lord Vayd was unable to react fast enough to defend himself. This was what had defeated him this day. Vayd hadn’t counted on the Holy Triad appearing so suddenly.

The Dark Lord had nine months to prepare for the arrival of his child, though. Avidan had to expect Vayd to take precautions in order to preserve his bloodline.

Lysander pointed at the lowered drawbridge. “No one’s seen any movement since the King entered. Why not send a couple of scouts to see what’s happening inside?”

“We will, as soon as Sir Nicolaas gives the word.”

“When is that going to be?”

“Patience, Lysander, patience. Are you eager to stick your head in the dragon’s mouth?”

“There is patience,” Lysander growled, “and there is dragging your heels. What’s Sir Nicolaas waiting for?”
Probably the same thing I am, Avidan thought. The Eldest Knight was waiting for a signal from the Lord Almighty. The Holy Triad had sent King Ambrosius inside to face the Dark Lord. Despite appearances, that battle might still be going on. One did not interfere in a fight between good and evil. It usually got the curious party killed.
Avidan grimaced as he considered what the Dark Lord might have left behind. As a Knight, he’d faced a number of Vayd’s servants. He had fought ogres and giants, Garganites too numerous to count, vampires and werewolves, and a gryphon, once. Still, when it came to magic, Avidan was hardly a wizard. Yes, he was familiar with sorcery. Every Knight had to be aware of and be able to counteract certain spells. Only a Knight relied on God to get him through a fight.  Magic tended to splash off them like water. By that same reasoning, Knights were forbidden to use magic offensively, as it could be a snare for their souls. Avidan in particular was grateful for the injunction. He did not need to be tempted to see how close his Vayd side was to the surface.  Now, though, Avidan had to wonder how God intended the Knights to get past Vayd’s traps.

Hoof beats interrupted Avidan’s reverie. “We have company,” Lysander announced. 

Sir Nicolaas and another man were approaching Avidan’s post. Avidan recognized him immediately. It was Prince Basilius, Ambrosius’s oldest son. King Basilius, Avidan corrected.  King Ambrosius was most likely dead by now.

The Eldest Knight deftly slid off his horse. “Any sign of activity?”

Avidan, who was in command of this post, shook his head. “None, sir.”

The thin, wiry man showed no surprise. He seemed more interested in Avidan, and rightly so. As Eldest Knight, and Avidan’s former mentor, Nicolaas was well aware of Avidan’s heritage.  

“The Prince is anxious to learn his father’s fate,” Nicolaas said. “If the King was not slain by the Dark Lord, he may require medical attention.”

Avidan glanced at the castle’s entrance, which was still standing open, and then at the tall prince, who was probably now the king. “I am reluctant to advise anyone to enter Castle Obsidian, my liege.”

Prince Basilius’s face contorted with suppressed fury and concern. “Oren Vayd is dead!” he snapped. “We all saw the Dark Power leave him!  Surely he’s no threat to us now.”

“The power may have left him, Prince Basilius,” Nicolaas said politely, “but Lord Vayd was never a fool. There are certain to be traps set for intruders. Traps we have no knowledge on how to defeat.”

Basilius ground his jaws together, visibly frustrated. Avidan felt sympathy for the Prince.  Avidan had watched his own father fight and die protecting the one he loved. Basilius, like the boy Avidan, wanted to help in any way, even though it was clearly impossible. In many ways, Basilius was like his father. The prince was a man of action, preferring to lead from the front and not the rear. He is going to be a good king, Avidan decided. And, as king, Basilius could not rush headlong into the dragon’s lair. He had to balance personal desires with the needs of the Realm.

Sir Nicolaas placed a hand on Basilius’s shoulder. “Dawn breaks in less than two hours, sire. Permit us to wait until sunrise, and I will send Knights into Castle Obsidian to see what has happened.”

Basilius’s face said the Knights should go in now. Yet, like his father, Basilius recognized the necessity of patience. Only a fool or a holy man of God entered Castle Obsidian while it was dark. The Prince nodded his assent.

“No.”

The Holy Triad materialized suddenly behind Prince Basilius and the Knights. The Father stood before his two companions, white staff planted firmly in the ground. “Your caution is commendable, Sir Nicolaas,” the older man said, “but hear the words of the Lord. Oren Vayd is dead! His body is destroyed and his soul has been taken to the place of final judgment.”

“And my father?” Basilius asked, sounding desperate.

“He has won a great victory,” answered the Father. “Speak of Ambrosius in honor, O King.”

Basilius grimaced and lowered his head. Avidan felt a pang of grief as well. Ambrosius had served God and the Realm well for many years. He had been a man of honor and wisdom.

“Select Knights to retrieve the body,” the Son said to Sir Nicolaas. “The King deserves a hero’s funeral.” He turned to Basilius. “Grieve for your father, O King, but rejoice in the fact he will receive his reward in Heaven.”

The Father said to Sir Nicolaas, “Have your Knights bring us not only the King’s body, but two swords as well. The Sword of the Archangel and the Sword of Fire. We will take the dark lord’s weapon to a place no wizard or magician will dare to go.”

Sir Nicolaas curtly bowed. “What of the Black Staff and Sword of Fire?”

“Do not concern yourself with those talismans,” the Father said.  

“And the Vayd library? Should I torch the books?”

“Do not concern yourself with that, either.”

Avidan gave Nicolaas a confused frown. Not worry about the Dark Lord’s weapons and the Vayd library? Avidan would’ve thought the Holy Triad wanted them all destroyed. The Staff was a dark lord’s primary instrument of evil. The Sword of Fire was a weapon too dangerous to allow into mortal hands. As for the library, it contained all the knowledge a Vayd would ever need. It was said that if those three were removed a dark lord would be seriously weakened.

The Eldest Knight seemed to be thinking along the same lines as Avidan. “Begging your pardon, holy one, but what are we to do with them?”

“It will be tended to, Sir Nicolaas,” the Father said. “Have faith in the Lord’s plans.  Now select your best Knights and do as you have been bidden.”

Nicolaas bowed again. “I hear and obey, holy one.”

The Knights crossed over the drawbridge, weapons in hand. Avidan, who had been placed in command of the detail, did not have to order his men to draw them. This was Castle Obsidian, ancestral home of the Vayd Family. While many Knights dreamed of penetrating the castle and slaying the dark lord, reality said the reigning Vayd was prepared for such an action.  The castle had been built to withstand any kind of attack, from the largest assault to a one-man suicide mission.  

As the squad passed the main entrance, they saw their caution was unnecessary. The Garganites manning the guard posts were dead. Avidan peered closely at the bodies, searching for what had killed them. He saw no blood, stab wounds, burns, or a single broken bone. The only sign they had died of violence was the grimaces of agony displayed on their reptilian faces.  The Dark Power killed them, Avidan realized. He had heard from his mother and from his Knight tutors that the Dark Power could literally suck the life out any living thing. Why it had done so this morning Avidan did not know. Perhaps it needed to consume the souls of these creatures before it settled down to sleep.

Entering the courtyard, the Knights quickly found the body of King Ambrosius, and what was left of Dark Lord Vayd.

Despite the evil power that had buffeted the interior of the castle, Ambrosius’s body was untouched. The Sword of Fire was still in his chest. Other than that, Ambrosius appeared to be asleep. His short, white beard and tanned face did not hold the paleness of death.

The King’s enemy faired much worse. Nothing was left of Lord Vayd except his boots and body armor. The glossy ebon metal of the armor had been seared by terrific heat. Probably heat generated from the Sword of the Archangel, which had pierced Vayd’s breastplate, Avidan figured. He fought the urge to spit on the remnants of the Dark Lord. “Good riddance,” was all he muttered.  

Sir Avidan sheathed his weapon, reached down and grasped the Sword of Fire. He pulled it out with a single tug. The dark metal was warm in his hand. Steam rose from the long blade.  Avidan swallowed, repulsed by the weapon. He could feel the power it contained. Like the Dark Power residing in the walls of the castle, the Sword’s energy had gone dormant. Unlike the Dark Power, a person with the right kind of knowledge
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