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From The Dark Lord’s Tale and The Sword Of Fire:

––––––––
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On the night Corban Vayd is born his father, the Dark Lord Oren Vayd, stands on the verge of defeat. Oren’s Black Staff has been stolen by his lieutenant, the witch Zenobia. With the combined armies of the Realm outside of Castle Obsidian and his power weakening Oren challenges King Ambrosius to a duel. Ambrosius is instructed by the Holy Triad to accept. The King meets the Dark Lord armed with the Sword of the Archangel. Both are killed in the course of the duel. When Lord Vayd dies Corban is born. Orens’s army, the creatures known as Garganites, are driven away. The Holy Triad guides Sir Avidan, Knight of the Realm, to take the newborn in secret to Fief Aeyrie and raise Corban in the ways of righteousness. As Avidan leaves Castle Obsidian, Basilius, the son of Ambrosius, is crowned king. The Holy Triad take the last of the Dark Lord’s weapons, the Sword of Fire, and seal the castle.

Corban grows up without knowing his heritage. He leads a normal life until midnight of his eighteenth birthday. It is then the Dark Power possesses him, giving him the powers of a Dark Lord. He is told by Lucifer his true identity and fate. Corban refuses to accept his destiny and vows to break his family’s curse. The only place he knows that may have that knowledge is Castle Obsidian, ancient home of the dark lords. Along the way he joins a caravan with the fledgling White Wizard Mandan Aherne and his wife. When their caravan is attacked by werewolves, Mandan and Corban fight back. Corban momentarily loses control and kills Mandan’s wife by accident. Mandan swears vengeance as Corban runs from the caravan, ashamed of his actions.

Reaching Castle Obsidian, Corban makes two new friends. One is Norval, the last surviving gryphon. The other is Galya, a female Garganite sent to Castle Obsidian to plead with the new Dark Lord to free her people. The majority of the Garganites have been enslaved by the Baron Waldemarr of Reychland, another fief of the Realm. The Baron grows rich and powerful off the backs of the Garganites. Corban is reluctant to free them as he would become their master. Yet Corban is disgusted by their treatment. He agrees to make the attempt to free the Garganites. Traveling to Reychland Corban meets with the Baron, who is willing to turn control of his slaves back over to Corban but for a price: the Dark Lord must kill the Black Witch Zenobia, who is using the Black Staff to commit even worse atrocities.

Finding Zenobia, Corban learns this was all a trap. Zenobia wants the Dark Power encasing Corban’s body. She uses the Black Staff to battle Corban, but since it was made to serve the dark lords and not her Corban overcomes Zenobia. He sends her to Hell and returns to Reychland. When he confronts the Baron, Corban changes him into a disgusting creature which one of the Baron’s soldiers quickly kills. Corban leaves Reychland along with the now-freed Garganites. Thus ends the Dark Lord’s Tale.

The Sword Of Fire begins with the Regent, Prince Mogens, learning of the Baron’s death. Mogens hatches a scheme to seize the throne and eliminate the new Dark Lord. He will force a confrontation between Prince Lange and Corban Vayd. When both are dead Mogens will be crowned king. He enlists the aid of his illegitimate son with Zenobia, Vogel, who is a black magician. Mogens invites Corban to the Palace and offers him a deal. Mogens agrees to leave Corban alone if he becomes king. As a sign of good faith Mogens offers Corban the Princess Rebekah as Corban’s hostage. Corban doesn’t believe the Regent but the Holy Triad convince him to accept the Prince’s offer. Rebekah is in danger from the real enemy of the Realm, who the Triad won’t name. Corban agrees.

Penetrating the defenses of Castle Windhaven, Corban finds he’s drawn to the Princess. She is fascinated by him as well. Corban demonstrates he is not a monster by curing Rebekah’s mother of a slow-acting poison. Rebekah believes Corban that she is in danger and accompanies him back to Castle Obsidian.

Upon hearing his sister has been kidnapped by the Dark Lord, Prince Lange demands he and the King’s Army immediately assault Castle Obsidian. Mogens advises caution and gives Lange the Sword of the Archangel. Lange, the Knights, and the White Wizard Mandan plan their attack to rescue the Princess from Corban. Mandan is suspicious of Mogens but says nothing. He believes this is his opportunity to avenge the death of his wife. 

Corban and Rebekah have begun to fall in love in the meantime. When they hear of the plan to assault Castle Obsidian they conceive a plan to expose Mogens’s manipulations. Corban is afraid to meet Lange with just the Black Staff. Between it and the Dark Power possessing him Corban’s soul teeters on the edge of total corruption. He needs another power which won’t tip him over the edge. Corban learns the Sword of Fire is on the Isle of Skulls. He and Norval use magic to reach the Isle. There Corban fights the vampire/wizard Kroykus and wins the Sword. 

Returning to Castle Obsidian, Corban and his army meet Lange’s army at the Plain of Gargan. Corban turns Rebekah over to Lange and accuses Mogens of treason. Mogens is placed under arrest but Mandan challenges Corban to a duel. Mandan is given the Sword of the Archangel while Corban is armed with the Sword of Fire. They battle for a time but Mandan eventually brings Corban to the brink of death. The Holy Triad appear as Mandan prepares to deliver the deathblow. They accuse Mandan of lack of faith and acting against the will of God. Mandan vanishes along with the Sword of the Archangel. Corban is left alone to heal his broken body with Dark Power. As he heals Corban‘s soul is corrupted. He no longer wishes to get rid of the Dark Power. He desires revenge against those who rejected his offer of peace. 

As Mogens is being transported back to the Royal City, Vogel visits his confined father. He tells Mogens that everything has gone perfectly to Lucifer’s plan. Vogel will not only gain Corban’s power but the throne as well. He assassinates Mogens and sets out to complete the evil one’s plan.

And now begins Dark Lord’s End.
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Prologue
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Ten Years Ago

Old Avidan sat on the edge of his bed; a long knife dancing in his hands. 

It was not his advancing years that made him perform this exercise. Lately Avidan had started worrying about a decline in his strength and reflexes. It was common for men his age to develop bad joints and poor eyesight. Yet his physical and mental abilities were fairly close to what they had been when he and his adopted son first arrived in Fief Aeyrie eighteen years ago. Yes, he was slowing a bit. He could not lift the same amount of weight as before. Avidan needed more sleep nowadays, too. Still, given his years and the punishment inflicted on his mind and body, Avidan counted himself among the blessed. There were men in this fief who were half his age that were unable to match Avidan’s abilities.

Tonight it was not his old age troubling him. Avidan practiced this knife exercise to stave off an emotion he usually was able to keep under control. Tonight the old warrior was afraid of the decision he soon must make.

Despite stories to the contrary, fear was something every Knight of the Realm faced at one time or another. They might be the chosen warriors of the Lord God but they were at the end of the day just human beings. Knights faced death from a variety of sources, both natural and supernatural. One was granted the status of Elder not due to one’s age but on the missions they survived. God was the only One who granted life. It was His choice alone on when that life was over. In Avidan’s case, he’d faced fear and death years before he became a Knight. 

Avidan had been a boy of six when he started down the Lord’s path. The village he’d lived in had come under assault by Garganites sent by the Dark Lord Oren Vayd. Like all children back in those days Avidan was aware of the cruelty and viciousness of those monstrous soldiers and the evil one who commanded them. Dark Lord Vayd had no concept of mercy or honor, his parents and teachers repeatedly told him. Not even infants were spared when Vayd sent his Garganites into battle. On that bloody evening so long ago Vayd had an even stronger motivation to assault Avidan’s old village. Lord Vayd had learned one of his family members was living there. At that time the Dark Lord was systematically murdering every Vayd and those who harbored them. As Avidan was later told, Lord Vayd wanted no opposition to his or to his heir’s rule.

The blade whirled and danced in the air. Its rhythm did not vary in the slightest as Avidan recalled how his parents died. His sinewy fingers caught the knife and then continued its dance in the air. The fighting knife was almost as old as the man using it. The blade was as sharp as any razor in Fief Aeyrie. One slip, one second of distraction, and Avidan could kiss a finger goodbye. This was why Avidan performed this exercise; to maintain composure as he dealt with his thoughts.

When the village horns sounded the alert, Avidan’s parents immediately rushed him to a barn on the outskirts of their small ranch. They hid the young boy under a stinking feed trough in the hopes the foul scent would deter the Garganites. Avidan may have been out of sight but he was able to listen to his parents’ conversation. 

“I’ll join up with the rest of the Baron’s militia,” his father said. “What I heard is they intend to divert the Garganites’ attention away from the village. They may pass by this barn but they’ll be too intent on chasing us to bother searching it. Once we’re out of sight I want you and Avidan to head straight to the Royal City. Lord Vayd is not so brazen yet to send his troops into Royal Territory!”

“Don’t you believe that for a second,” his mother responded. “Look, it’s me they want. The Garganites will cut through the militia in no time at all. The best way to divert them is for me to show myself and make a run for it. You and Avidan—”

“In your condition?” Father broke in. He let out a bitter laugh. “You’re barely over the fever! You’re barely strong enough to stand, let alone run.”

“I can still ride a horse. Leave me the fastest one. The Garganite mounts have to be tired from all their running. You know I’m an excellent rider and know the terrains as well as you do. I can double back and meet with you a few days from now.”

“Still too risky. Do you know what those...those things will do to you if they catch you?”

“Of course I do! Love, I spent my first thirteen years living at Castle Obsidian. Nobody knows more about what Oren and his Garganites are capable of doing better than I! Oren’s probably ordered the destruction of this village already regardless if they find me or not. More than likely he’s prepared to burn this entire fief to the ground because I’ve lived here! He’s that determined to wipe out every last Vayd that poses a threat to him!”

Father growled. From under the trough Avidan saw his thick leather boots nervously pace back and forth. He heard the big man’s fingers drumming on the old battle-ax he carried. Avidan figured Father was stumped for an argument. He paid him little heed, however. Avidan’s young mind was struggling to wrap itself a stunning revelation: Mother was a Vayd! 

Mother sighed in both impatience and concern. “Listen to me! We don’t have much time. If Oren’s tracked me here then odds say he knows where we live. If I draw the Garganites away that buys you and Avidan enough time to flee to the southwest. The Garganites will be focused on me, not the village. The militia can use the diversion to evacuate the rest of the village and warn the Baron. If there’s enough of them the militia may even be able to strike the Garganites from the rear. Either way, you and Avidan will be safe. Please, my love! Do this my way!”

To this day Avidan had no idea what decision his father made. As Mother’s words left her mouth Garganites burst inside the barn. Avidan could not tell how many. Enough to overpower two people for sure. He heard his father roar and charge the attackers. Father was a big man. He was the village’s chief blacksmith and armorer. He was not a soldier yet he was familiar on how to use weapons he made. At the same time Avidan heard his mother scream something in a language Avidan had never heard before or since. Years later, when he was a young apprentice Knight, Avidan guessed she tried using magic on them. Neither of his parents’ efforts was effective. Garganites were raised from infancy to fight and they were immune against anything but the strongest magic. They cut his father down in the span of five rapid heartbeats. It took less than that to kill his mother. Given his mother’s recent fever he doubted she had the strength to do anything more than deliver a mild sting. 

Avidan snatched the long knife by its handle with seeming ease. The memory of his parents’ deaths no longer caused him pain. There had been a brief time between when the Knights found him and before he took his oath as a Knight when Avidan blamed God for his loss. If He was so powerful, why hadn’t He intervened? Time, mentoring, and prayer ended this period. As Avidan learned, how can one explain the motivations and actions of the Creator of All Words? The same went for when Avidan blamed himself. Why hadn’t he done anything? The answer to that one was easy. He’d only been six years old. The Garganites would have skewered him like a pig about to be roasted. The only one to blame was the Dark Lord Oren Vayd, and God had seen to ending his reign of terror. That was enough to satisfy any Knight.

His resolve and dedication was tested eighteen years ago, almost to this very hour, when Avidan was led by the Holy Triad to the infant Corban Vayd. Oren Vayd was dead thanks to the sacrifice of the then-King Ambrosius. Oren Vayd’s son was still alive. That meant the baby would one day inherit his father’s powers. The danger to the Realm was not over. Not while the baby lived. The Holy Triad placed the life of Corban Vayd into Sir Avidan IronArm’s hands.

The decision seemed simple enough. If Corban lived, the Dark Power slumbering within the walls of Castle Obsidian would possess Corban when he turned eighteen. His skin would be encased within a black shell impenetrable by any normal weapon. Only a sword, knife, arrowhead, or other weapon enchanted by strong magic was able to pierce the shell. Poisons would at best cause him indigestion. No amount of heat or cold could slow him. His strength and agility would be above any vampire’s or werewolves. Corban would have command of the Garganites and every other evil creature in the Realm. And worst of all, he would wield a black magic so powerful he could challenge a White Wizard. Avidan saw no alternative. The threat posed by Corban Vayd to the Realm was too great. Avidan dared not allow the child to live.

Avidan returned his sword to its scabbard. He could not bring himself to kill the newborn squirming on his dead mother’s bed. It was not guilt or physical exhaustion that stayed his hand. It was mercy and compassion. Corban Vayd might grow up to inherit his father’s title of dark lord, but at that moment he was an infant, innocent and sinless in the eyes of the Lord. Avidan did not know what alternatives were open to him, but one thing was for sure: he had never slain a newborn and he would not taint his soul by doing so now.

The Holy Triad provided Avidan with an answer to his dilemma. The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit charged him with raising Corban Vayd. Sir Avidan IronArm was to disappear.  The Knight would take the newborn to Fief Aeyrie, the most distant part of the Outer Realm, and teach Corban the ways of honor and holiness. He was to learn how to serve the Realm and God. He was never to be told his true parentage. While the task sounded strange Avidan obeyed the Triad. He took the horse and supplies provided by the Holy Triad and vanished. From then on, as for as the Royal Family and the rest of the Realm knew, Sir Avidan had died within the walls of Castle Obsidian. 

He sighed as his thoughts went through the last eighteen years. Avidan believed he’d done a decent job. Corban had turned out to be a remarkable young man. There had been a few times when signs of his true parentage emerged. Corban could be quick-tempered and overly aggressive. Those instances were rare, however. In eighteen years only once had Avidan nearly revealed the truth. Despite all this Corban grew and prospered here in Knotted Pine village. He was well liked and respected. He’d been offered a position within the Duke of Fief Aeyrie’s army. Corban had recently asked a young woman, Brianne Ward, to marry him. Every day Avidan gave praise to God that hadn’t turned out like his ancestors. None of them had ever been noted as being “nice”.

Tonight, though, Avidan was faced with the same decision as one given to him by the Holy Triad eighteen years ago. Tonight Avidan had to decide whether he should allow Corban to live or die.

The curse of the dark lords was unavoidable. Soon, perhaps within the hour, the Dark Power would claim Corban. Even now Avidan felt it approaching. He may not have been a Knight for nearly twenty years, but Avidan had been exposed to enough evil in his lifetime to know its touch. He could sense the cold black cloud rushing towards his house like an avalanche coming down a mountain. The question now was, did Avidan stand by and do nothing or eliminate the heir to Castle Obsidian before the Dark Power possessed him?

The knife lay in his hands, ready for use. He’d been unable to slay a newborn, true. Corban was now a grown man. He had the ability to choose between right and wrong. His soul may not be totally spotless yet Avidan was certain his son was right with God. If Corban died now he would enter into Heaven. If he lived, if Avidan allowed Corban to be taken by the Dark Power, that all changed. The Dark Power corrupted everything it touched. Corban would fight it, yes, but he’d lose in the end. And once Corban was dead, Avidan planned to turn the knife on himself. The only reason the Dark Power hadn’t taken Avidan eighteen years ago was because the rightful heir still lived. Had Avidan slain Corban then the Dark Power would have possessed him, the nearest blood relative. Avidan had no intention of allowing that to happen. He’d kill himself. The Dark Power would leave here and either seek another Vayd or return to slumbering in Castle Obsidian. 

The old man paused, undecided. Was there another Vayd out there, one Oren missed? The Dark Lord was not infallible. Avidan was proof of that. What if another relative managed to elude execution?

He firmed. If there was another Vayd out there Avidan could do nothing about it. His responsibility was to God, his son, and the Realm. By removing Corban and himself, Avidan would at least spare Corban the horrors of Hell. 

“Stay your hand.”

Avidan did not as much as twitch in surprise. He should have expected the Holy Triad to intervene at some point. The voice of the Father, the head of the Triad, sounded like it came from a point near to his right ear. 

“What you are contemplating is not a part of God’s plan,” the Father continued. His voice was strong, commanding, and compassionate all at once. “It is Lucifer who gives you these thoughts. Do you not remember he uses love and good intentions to persuade one to do evil?”

Avidan did remember, although it struck him as strange Lucifer wanted Corban dead. “Doesn’t he want a dark lord in the Realm?”

“The evil one wants a dark lord he can command. You are correct in the assessment of Corban’s soul. While he is as imperfect as any human, you have taught Corban well. He acts more out of righteousness than sinful desire. This is one of his greatest strengths. It will serve to ward off the worst the Dark Power will levy at him.”

“Then why..?”

“It is your soul Lucifer wants. Murdering your adopted son will open a door where sin waits. That sin would dominate you, taint your thoughts and desires, and eventually make you the dark lord Lucifer wants.”

“But if I kill myself—”

“Lucifer would direct the Dark Power to possess you before you performed the act.”

The knife fell from his numb hands. Tears welled up in Avidan’s eyes. “Ah, Father! You tell me hard truths. How can I bear to watch my son become the dark lord? How can I permit him to experience such agony? I’d rather be the dark lord than allow Corban to suffer this fate!”

“Every parent has to allow their children to undergo painful trials at some point. It is hard but necessary if the child is to grow and mature. This is Corban’s destiny. This is a burden he alone must bear. I will not lie to you, Sir Knight. Corban will personally experience and inflict great pain before he accomplishes God’s plan.”

Avidan heaved a deep sigh. “Is there any way I can help him? Protect him?”

The Father fell silent. Avidan sensed he had not withdrawn. Perhaps he was consulting with the rest of the Triad and God Himself. Avidan dared not interrupt them.

“There is,” the Father finally said. “It may not be what you consider help, however. Your influence over Corban will be limited. Still, if done properly, you can guide him at critical moments. But in order to accomplish this your mortal existence has to end tonight.”

Avidan wiped tears from his eyes. He didn’t understand what the Father meant. Even so, Avidan was a man of great faith. “I have sworn to defend the Realm at any and all cost. I have done so in life. Why should it be different in death?”

The lantern burning next to Avidan’s bed suddenly flickered and dimmed. He felt the room grow cold. The sense of rapidly approaching evil made his skin crawl. 

“The Dark Power is almost here,” confirmed the Father. “Even now it descends to claim its new master. Hear me, Avidan. In order for us to accomplish this task you must give yourself fully over to us. There cannot be any doubt or resistance from you in any way. Open your heart and soul and mind over to God. Allow His will to be done.”

Avidan closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and said a silent prayer. Calmness washed over him like cool water. “I submit all that I am to the Lord,” he announced.

He opened his eyes.

The first tendrils of the Dark Power were beginning to seep through the wood. It looked like rows of tiny black ants marching on the walls and ceiling. As more of the essence came through it, the rows merged and took on the shape of an oily tentacle. It twisted and turned in the air, searching. Avidan remained motionless. He suppressed the urge to pick the knife off the floor and attack it. The fighting knife would be ineffective against the Dark Power. Not that he was in any danger. Avidan sensed the Power was hunting for something. The slimy tendril focused on him for a moment, and then Avidan understood. It was hunting for Vayd blood. He had some in him, but there was a stronger source close by. The tentacle seeped out of Avidan’s bedroom and headed for the sleeping Corban.

For a few minutes, nothing happened. Then he felt power slowly building. The house groaned in protest as more Dark Power entered. Sawdust and splinters started sifting down from the ceiling. Dozens of cracks appeared everywhere. Avidan had to fight to remain still. His nerves throbbed sickly as the Dark Power mounted. It was pure evil, ancient and powerful. Avidan thought he could hear the voices of its previous hosts, all screaming and howling for Corban’s body and soul. Avidan forced himself to stay still. His instinct was to protect his son, only anything he did at this point would undermine the will of God.

There was an explosion of black energy. It blasted through the walls, shattering them. The last thing Avidan saw with human eyes was a wave of midnight mixed with smashed wood rushing towards him. His last sensation was of a cold wall crashing into him. The world vanished. And then, nothingness. 

In a span of time which Avidan could not define, a light appeared in the darkness. It grew and expanded, becoming the purest white Avidan had ever seen. He felt the deepest of peace and joy at the sight of it.

The Voice of God came out of the light, explaining to Avidan the details about his new mission.

Three Years Ago

The Princess Rebekah was having a recurring nightmare.

She was back on the Plain of Gargan, watching from a distance the battle between the White Wizard Mandan Ahearn and the Dark Lord Corban Vayd. While their fight was leagues away she could see flashes of blue-white and orange-red blasting at each other. She could feel each burst of power like a slap in the face. She wasn’t the only one affected, either. The soldiers around her visibly trembled and cringed as they saw, heard, and felt the battle between Holy and Dark rage out on the Plain. It was like watching the fabled War of the Apocalypse coming to life.

The blasts ceased. An eerie silence fell over the earth. Rebekah could see nothing except columns of black smoke rising in the air. The soldiers held their ground, yet they held their weapons close as if expecting to be attacked any second. Rebekah wanted to run. Her body was frozen. It did not have the sense to flee what was coming at her.

From the black smoke burst an uncountable mass of Garganites. Mounted on hideous beasts, they galloped towards the soldiers howling curses and war cries. The earth violently shook as their mounts pounded on hard dirt. 

And rising above those terrible warriors, like a mighty demon from Hell, emerged the Dark Lord Vayd. He was only the shape of a man formed from fire and smoke. Larger than the tallest giant, his eyes burned with fury and hunger. Hunger for blood. Hunger for her. The Dark Lord’s hellish gaze found her. His laughter scattered the soldiers around her like dead leaves. He descended to claim his bride...

Rebekah bolted upright in her bed. Her chest heaved. Sweat covered her body. Her mouth was wide; a scream jammed in her throat. Rebekah closed her mouth and got herself under control. It was only a dream, she told herself. Just a stupid dream!

She lay back down. Gradually her breathing and heartbeat returned to normal. Rebekah had returned to the Royal Palace two weeks ago following the disastrous meeting with the Dark Lord Corban Vayd. Corban had agreed to turn her over to her brother, King Lange. To demonstrate he was not a threat to the Realm, Corban exposed the real enemy: the Regent, Prince Mogens. The Prince’s scheme was to use Corban to eliminate Lange and thereby gain the Throne. To accomplish this, Mogens made a deal with Corban. The Dark Lord would “kidnap” Rebekah and hold her for ransom. That would force Lange to attack Corban, and since Lange carried the Sword of the Archangel, Mogens believed both combatants would be killed. Barring that, the survivor would be too weak to defend himself. The Regent planned on taking him out. 

Mogens’s plan almost worked. What he had not anticipated was Corban and Rebekah falling in love and planning a counter strategy to expose the Regent. Their plan almost worked. Mogens had been placed under arrest as they expected. What they had not planned on was the White Wizard challenging the Dark Lord to a duel.

Once she had composed herself, Rebekah rose from her bed. She walked to her vanity, where a large bowl of water had been placed by one of her attendants. Before she washed Rebekah took a long look in the mirror. Her heart fell at the sight. Her face was pale and drawn. Both eyes were rimmed with dark circles. Her hair hung limply, its once-lustrous color faded. Rebekah hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since she’d left Castle Obsidian. It wasn’t because she didn’t feel safe inside the Royal Palace. It was the thought of what might be happening with the man she loved that worried her. 

Somehow, in a way even the Clerics could not understand, Corban Vayd had survived the battle with Mandan. The White Wizard had not emerged the victor. The proof of Mandan’s defeat was evident. Within hours of the battle the Garganites had come charging at the King’s Army. If Corban had lost then they would have fled. They always retreated when their dark lord was killed. The Garganites launched an assault instead. That meant their master had won. What confused and dismayed Rebekah was why their master ordered the attack. Corban’s original plan was to show his strength and then have the Garganites pull back in a demonstration of Corban’s good intentions. What changed his mind?

The answer chilled her bones. During her time at Castle Obsidian, Corban explained to her the nature of the Dark Power possessing him. Because it had been formed by Lucifer the power was evil. Every time Corban used it the Dark Power blackened his soul. It was evident even at a distance Corban and Mandan expended enough power to decimate entire fiefs. They probably would have had it not been focused on each other. In that case Corban’s soul must have become as black as midnight. He must now be a dark lord in truth. 

Rebekah scrubbed her skin, grateful for the warm water. It forced her blood to flow. She hadn’t been sleeping well lately. In the two weeks since her return to the Palace Rebekah hadn’t heard any news from the King’s Army or her brother. Only two messengers managed to reach the Royal City. They said ten others had been dispatched earlier. It was evident they’d been intercepted by Corban’s army. All the two said was the newly crowned King Lange had ordered full mobilization of the King’s Army. All reserve battalions were to report to their commanders and fortify the Royal City. No word on if Dark Lord Vayd was on the march. That was enough to distress Rebekah, however. Lange would not have given such an order unless he felt it necessary. Her older brother had been trained for command by the Knights of the Realm. He was levelheaded and cool under pressure. Rebekah could not imagine Lange succumbing to panic. 

As she was dressing, Rebekah heard the sound of horns blaring three times. It was the signal the king was entering the City. Dashing to her balcony, Rebekah peered downward at the broad Central Avenue. People were gathering along the sidewalks. Rebekah guessed they were as eager to hear what had occurred on the Plain of Gargan as herself. She turned her eyes towards the gates. No sign of the King’s Army. Of course, without a decent-sized telescope she wouldn’t be able to see anything. She’d have to wait to see what color of flag the advance guard carried to the Palace. If it was white, it signaled the King’s Army had been victorious in battle. A green flag indicated an agreement had been reached. Rebekah prayed to see either of those, and not the black flag. 

A faint sound from the avenue reached her ears. The guard must be nearing the Palace. A few minutes later Rebekah caught sight of him. Even at her distance she could clearly see the color of the flag he carried. 

It was black. The color of defeat.

As the rider rode down the avenue the crowd voiced the despair the Princess felt. How bad was it? Rebekah wondered. How many did we lose? And on the heels of those questions came a third. Is Lange all right?   

The guard turned towards the Palace. A few minutes later four more horsemen appeared. They shouted and waved at the crowd. Rebekah could not hear them over the sound of the people crying in surprise, but she understood the gestures the horsemen were making. The soldiers were clearing the streets. There would be no welcome for the king this day. She doubted Lange wanted one. While Rebekah was certain the people would voice their support for him, she knew Lange well enough to know he did not take defeat well. He was going to need support, however. First, she had to know what happened.

Hastily finishing dressing, Rebekah went to the door of her bedroom and tugged a red velvet cord. A moment later there was a knock on her door. Rebekah opened it to find a teenaged girl outside. “Yes, my Princess?” the servant panted. Obviously she had ran from where ever she’d come from. 

“Go to the guard post at the Palace gate,” Rebekah instructed her. “Tell the guard captain that I want to speak to the advance horseman immediately on his arrival. I’m on my way.”

The teenaged servant clumsily bowed. “Yes, my princess.”

––––––––
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THE HORSEMAN WAS DISMOUNTING as Rebekah entered the guard post. The soldiers manning it came to attention as she strode past. Rebekah barely acknowledged them. Her attention was on the rider. 

He was a young man, slim and wiry in build. Typical of a messenger. They tended to be lighter so their mounts could run faster and longer. His purple and gold uniform was covered with mud, grime and sweat. Rebekah saw dark circles under the soldier’s eyes. She guessed he hadn’t slept much in days. His horse was equally as tired and filthy from the hard ride. When the soldier saw her approaching, he straightened and gave her a salute. “My Princess.” His voice was firm yet Rebekah could hear his exhaustion. 

She gave him a comforting smile. “At ease, soldier. Your report?”

“Princess, I wish the news I bear was not so grave. The Dark Lord Vayd is victorious. The King’s Army is in retreat. King Lange has dispatched messengers to nearby fiefs to warn them the Dark Lord is on the march.”

Rebekah felt her legs grow weak. The world reeled. She locked her knees and held firm. This was no time to act like a helpless woman in a child’s fable! “How is the King?”

“He is well, my Princess. The King rides in the company of Knights. They are escorting him back to the Royal City. If I am correct, the King should be entering the City by early evening.”

She could not help breathing a sigh of relief. The Knights of the Realm would sacrifice themselves to protect Lange. “What of Dark Lord Vayd? Is he still pursuing the King? How many legions has he dispatched?”

The soldier unexpectedly laughed. It sounded bitter. “The Dark Lord pulled back all but one legion, my lady. One! That was all he needed to turn us into panicked chickens!”

A bulky older soldier clapped him hard on the shoulder. “Mind your tongue, boy! This is the King’s sister you’re speaking to!”

Rebekah hardly paid him any attention. Her mind was reeling in disbelief. Only one legion had kept the King’s Army in flight? She knew Corban was a brilliant tactician and the Garganites were fanatically loyal, but it sounded impossible. “Surely the King’s Army was able to drive back one legion.”

“They tried, my lady. Oh, did they try!” The soldier shuddered at the memory. “General Groot sent two divisions of mounted cavalry to harass the Garganites, slow them down. Which they did. The two divisions sacrificed themselves to buy us half a day.”

Rebekah’s jaw fell in astonishment. Surely two divisions were capable of delaying one legion for longer than a day! “Where is that legion now? Are they still in pursuit?”

The soldier wearily sighed. “They withdrew eight days ago, my Princess. That was when I was ordered to make a run for the Royal City. General Groot believed they weren’t brave enough to test the defenses of the Royal Territory. Still, I took no chances. I rode as fast and as hard as I could.”

The bulky soldier grunted. “You were scared!”

“Damn right I was scared!” the young man shouted. “And I wasn’t the only one! General Groot was practically trembling in his boots when he gave me my orders.”

The bigger man slapped the young rider across the face. “I said, mind your tongue!”

“Enough!” Rebekah shouted. She glared at the big soldier. “You will attend to this man’s needs. If I hear he has so much as a bruise I’ll hold you personally responsible! Am I clear?” 

The older man bowed his head, humbled. “Yes, my Princess.”

She addressed the young rider. “Why did not the king use the Sword of the Archangel?” Mandan may have lost the battle yet Lange still possessed the Sword. That alone should have slowed the enemy at least.

The man wiped blood from his mouth. “King Lange reportedly gave it to the White Wizard.”

Rebekah could not help gasping in dismay. Now she understood the bitterness of the soldier. The White Wizard alone was equal to the power of the Dark Lord. If Mandan had Archangel he should have defeated Corban Vayd. Instead Mandan had suffered defeat. Archangel may have been destroyed or in Corban’s hands. Whatever the reason, the Realm would be at a disadvantage when Lord Vayd launched his war. 

“Thank you for your service,” Rebekah mumbled. She spun around and stalked away. Her back was rigid, but not with anger. She did not want the soldiers to see the horror on her face. 

She aimlessly wandered the halls of the Royal Palace for some time, lost in her thoughts and emotions. Servants and caretakers gave her a wide berth. Rebekah was not surprised.  As her late father used to say, bad news seemed to travel faster than the good. Soon, probably before Lange returned to the City, the citizens were going to know what happened on the Plain of Gargan. The people, common and noble, were going to want to know what Lange was going to do to stop the Dark Lord.

Quite frankly, Rebekah was unable to think of anything he could do. Certainly Lange was able to contest the enemy in military terms. Despite this defeat, the King’s Army still outnumbered the Garganite legions. Corban might be a tactical genius and his troops well trained, yet he couldn’t withstand an all-out assault aimed at him. Only Corban had more than just military strength, however. He possessed the Dark Power; black magic created by Lucifer himself. The Dark Lord also held the Black Staff and the Sword of Fire. Those two talismans combined with Corban’s own power would make his forces nearly invincible now that Archangel and the White Wizard were gone. 

She burst into tears at the thought of the man she loved. Oh, Corban! Are you lost to me forever? Has the Dark Power truly possessed your soul?

If so, the Realm might be doomed.

Rebekah clenched her fists, digging her fingernails into the palms of her hands to regain control of herself. Despite her breaking heart Lange and the Realm needed her. In what capacity she did not know. Rebekah did know things about Corban and Castle Obsidian that no one else knew thanks to her time spent there. She was not as educated in military strategy as her brother but she was not wholly ignorant. Unfortunately, Rebekah honestly couldn’t think of a single weakness in the castle or in Corban. Without the Black Staff or the Sword of Fire, and outside the boundaries of Ebonland, the Dark Lord was vulnerable to sunlight. He could not stand to hear the names of God. Corban had the same emotions as everyone else. Rebekah had no idea on how those could be used against him. No human-made weapon was capable of penetrating his ebony skin. Those weapons placed under certain enchantments were able to hurt him, yet Corban was able to sense them. Poisoning him was out of the question. Corban could drink a whole jug of acid and not be affected. There was no amount of heat or cold able to cause him discomfort. So how else could stop such a powerful being?

Wiping tears from her eyes, Rebekah headed for the Palace chapel. If there was nothing humans could do to stop the Dark Lord, then it was time to seek the Lord.

Entering the chapel, the Princess found it deserted. Someone, probably an acolyte cleric, recently changed and lighted the candles. Scriptures had been placed on the table in front of the altar. Rebekah went to the table, fell to one knee and bowed her head in respect, and then rose. She opened the book and read the first words she came upon.

Seek ye the Will of God. Ask, and He will reply. Search, and He will guide. Have faith, and He will deliver you from the hand of evil. Open your heart and allow Him to write His words on your heart.

Taking a breath, Rebekah again kneeled before the altar. She lowered her head and closed her eyes. “Merciful Father, I plead with you to hear me. I come to you with a broken heart and hurting spirit. If I have sinned, if I have performed any evil, then I beg You for forgiveness. If I have acted against Your will, I now repent of it. If the people of the Realm have committed any sin, or the nobility, then I confess it before You. I thank You for bringing my brother and the King’s Army home safely. I thank You for delivering me from the schemes of the truly evil. And lastly I pray for the soul of Corban Vayd. I pray You turn him from the path he appears to be following. I earnestly pray for his deliverance from the plans of Lucifer. What is it You want me to do now? What can I do to end this war?”

“Everything and nothing.”

Rebekah went rigid, suddenly afraid. The woman’s voice was quiet, almost whispery. At the same time it penetrated every fiber of her being. The power behind the whispering voice was as undeniable as an avalanche. 

“Do you know me, Rebekah?” the voice asked.

The Princess had never heard the voice of this woman before, and yet she recognized it immediately. “You’re the Holy Spirit, one of the Holy Triad.”

“Correct.”

“Where have you been?” Rebekah could not help crying out. “Why have you left us?”

“We are still within the Realm. We see and hear all that transpires. Yet our time on this world is drawing to an end. Our days of guiding and protecting these people are coming to a close. But there is one last task we must perform.”

Rebekah understood, although her heart quivered in grief. She knew the story behind the Holy Triad. Once they had been human. They lived in the early days of First King Michael. Who they were and what their names had been was a mystery, although it was known the three people were Clerics ministering to the King’s Army. When Kaiser Vayd became the first Dark Lord and launched his war against Michael, the three submitted themselves wholly to God. His words and His deeds were theirs. When the Holy Triad came before King Michael, they gave him the Sword of the Archangel. Later they helped organize the Knights, curse the Garganites, and created the white wizards to help combat the dark lords. Despite their great power and age the Holy Triad was still flesh and blood. Even they had to face death one day. Rebekah hadn’t expected it so soon, however.

“Even before you began your prayers, the Lord heard your heart,” the Spirit went on. “The Lord is pleased with you, young one. Therefore He is gifting you by allowing you to be told a part of His plan.”

The feeling of joy and relief nearly caused her to faint. “Oh, thank You, Lord! Bless You!”

“Be warned, Rebekah! What is to come will not be easy. Neither will it be bloodless. The evil infesting the Realm will be purged, but it will not go without a fight. Many will die. Yet out of all this pain and suffering will emerge a new Realm, one free of the dark lords.”

Rebekah now felt cold. “So Corban is going to...?”

“While his present action mirrors his ancestors, Corban Vayd will not suffer their fate. For now he pursues a dark and bloody path. He will believe his war against the Realm is justified. Many will feel his rage. But in time he will remember the gift you gave him. Corban will be reminded that there is love in the world. In the end it is that gift that will deliver the Realm from evil.”

“But Corban is the dark lord.”

“He is not the Realm’s true enemy. Indeed, the Lord has chosen him to perform His will on this Earth. God has done this before on this and the other Earths. Some of His deliverers you would call heroes. Others you would call villain. Corban’s role was deliverer was set years before he was born. It is now up to him to take up that role.”

Rebekah didn’t fully understand, yet she did have faith. “What can I do? Where may I serve?”

“You are already performing the task the Lord created you for, young one. Your service is beyond value to the Realm and to your brother. Stand by him. Comfort him. Protect him, from himself and others. Lange, too, has a part to play in the Lord’s plan. For there is coming a day when you will act to save his life from the enemy. He in turn will live a long and prosperous life. Long after his reign is done Lange will be hailed as a great and mighty king. Your name will be spoken of with equal reverence and awe.”

“What about Corban? What about him?”

The Holy Spirit fell silent. Rebekah did sense she had withdrawn. She could still feel the being power close to her. Rebekah took a deep breath. “He’s going to die, isn’t he?”

“Do not grieve long for him, dear Rebekah. While none will replace Corban, know that your heart will feel a similar love for someone else. This is the gift Corban has given to you: the ability to see and love someone for who they truly are.”

Rebekah slumped. While she could not and would never argue against the will of God, she still grieved for the loss of Corban Vayd. 

“Farewell, Rebekah,” the Spirit said. “Speak none of this to anyone. Not until the events spoken of have passed. Keep your faith and love God. He will never fail.”

The Holy Spirit withdrew, leaving Rebekah kneeling on the floor. She remained there for some time, grieving in heart. Finally, she rose and left the chapel. There was much for her to do when Lange returned. Mourning the loss of Corban was going to have to wait until this war was over.

Part 1—The Dark Lord’s War

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


When the capital city of Fief Aztamas, Xiatan, came into sight Corban Vayd grimaced inside his battle helmet. Thus far his campaign against Aztamas had gone smoothly. His forces encountered little in the way of resistance. Naturally this made Corban suspicious. Duke Fernandez’s army was not as large as his northern neighbors. According to the intelligence Corban gathered Fief Aztamas mustered perhaps three legions; under half of what Fief Gaullis was able to field. As Corban had learned over the last three years of his war against the Realm, small numbers were not the same as being weak. His father, Lord Oren Vayd, learned that lesson when he assaulted Fief Aztamas during his war. Oren had been forced to withdraw from this fief when his forces became bogged down in the jungles. He’d left behind pockets of vampires to literally bleed the Aztamas army dry. That tactic hadn’t worked well, either. Aztamas knew how to deal with bloodsuckers.

As one who refused to repeat the mistakes of the past, Corban used Duke Fernandez’s strategies in reverse. Corban deployed his forces along the secondary roads and logging trails. Granted, he could have moved even faster using the main roads. Corban’s assault on the fief was a complete surprise to everyone. There was no reason for the Dark Lord to suddenly turn his forces southward. Corban’s victories over the last three years were no accident, however. They served several purposes, not the least of which was to demoralize the Royals and strike fear in the fief lords. If the fief lords and the common people lost faith in the ability of the King’s Army to protect them, then the fief lords would break their alliances with the Royals and fend for themselves. These made the fiefs more vulnerable to Corban’s legions and weaken the borders of the Royal Territory. When it came time to launch a strike against the king, Corban would have the advantage.

The primary reason Corban wanted this fief went beyond the political or strategic, however. True, his Third Eye and captured Royal messengers revealed King Lange was planning a preemptive strike against him. Lange wanted Fief Aztamas to attack Ebonland, Corban’s territory and homeland of the Garganites, from the south. Corban had anticipated this move, although he hadn’t expected Lange to move so quickly. Still, Corban was not overly concerned about being attacked. Many of the fiefs, Aztamas included, were reluctant to send forces against the Dark Lord. Not when Corban had so many victories under belt, anyway. The decision to conquer this fief came when Corban discovered the identity of Lange’s ambassador. 

The Princess Rebekah was here. 

Galya and Norval, Corban’s most trusted aides, argued this must be some kind trap. The King must know what lengths Corban would go to capture Rebekah. If the information had come strictly from human beings Corban would have agreed with them. Yet his Third Eye, the power to see things and people leagues away, confirmed the Princess was here in Fief Aztamas. Corban had seen her riding towards Xiatan with a small entourage. Of course Corban took steps to insure his visions were correct. The Third Eye was not infallible. It could be deceived. It took a considerable amount of Holy or Dark Power to do it, though. Corban would have sensed that much power being used. Neither did he sense the presence of any sorcerer or wizard capable of wielding such an amount of magic. No, Rebekah was here and he was going to claim her as his own. 

As the hot sun descended towards the horizon, Corban instructed Norval the gryphon to head for the main camp near the city of Xiatan. “I want to go over again the battle plan with Boritz once more.”

“You don’t believe he knows it by now?” Norval’s voice was mild and well-educated despite his fearsome appearance.

“I believe our two legions have had a too easy a time over the last few days,” Corban answered. “The Garganites are spoiling for a real fight, not just a few brief skirmishes. I want to impress upon them that they are to show the appropriate amount of restraint when we finally breech the Duke’s Citadel.”

Norval snorted. “You are suddenly concerned about how many casualties on the enemy?”

Something resembling Corban’s old conscience stirred inside him. “Garganites tend to lose control of themselves during particularly intense battles. I don’t want them slaughtering the Aztamas. I want prisoners.”

That answer appeared to satisfy Norval. The gryphon aimed for the main base camp.

The Garganites were already beginning to encircle the capital city. The main camp was set up directly on the broad road leading up the city’s gates. As Norval circled in for a landing Corban inspected his troops. The Garganites were finishing their evening meals or sharpening their weapons. Corban planned on a night assault primarily because it was cooler for the Garganites. They normally weren’t bothered by extreme heat or cold, yet Corban was worried about his soldiers slowing due to dehydration. Between the heat and humidity of this southern land Corban did not want the Garganites getting unnecessarily killed because of the weather.

Corban slid off Norval’s back the moment he landed. Without removing his helmet, Corban barked, “Boritz! Front and center!”

The overall commander of the two legions hastily emerged from one of the nearby tents. Boritz was short for a Garganite. He barely came up to Corban’s chest. What he lacked in height Boritz made up for in muscle. The general was able to bend an iron bar with his bare hands. Put a weapon in those same huge hands and he’d take out a squad of enemy soldiers. If he didn’t have a weapon Boritz was able to figure out how to use what he did have to defeat his opponents. This was why Bortiz was a general. Corban was impressed by the inventiveness of the mind inside that hard skull. 

The squat Garganite stopped ten paces from Corban and bowed. “Reporting as ordered, my lord.”

“Status, General.”

“All is in readiness, my lord. Our forces are located at the strategic points you pointed out. Weapons and other supplies have been delivered. Per your orders, I distributed an extra ration of water to all soldiers. I have heard of no one suffering from heat sickness or dehydration, but I left strict orders to the commanders to take note of anyone showing symptoms. Unless the army of Fief Aztamas decides to launch a surprise attack, we can begin our assault within the hour.”

Corban nodded in approval. Everything was going according to plan. “Any sign of a rear assault?”

“None, sir. The rear guard has seen no sign of enemy movement. If I may venture my opinion, Lord Vayd, it appears the Duke intends to make his stand here.”

Corban silently agreed. He wondered if he should wait until before dawn before ordering the assault. That would give his Garganites time to rest while Xiatan’s defenders fretted over what the Dark Lord was planning. Whatever pathways led in and out of Xiatan were either covered or under surveillance. It would be difficult for anyone to escape.

Difficult but not impossible, Corban corrected. Rebekah was aware of his limitations. Two legions were unable to cover every path, and Corban did not underestimate his opponents. Duke Fernandez may have routes outside of Xiatan no outsider knew about. The thought of her slipping past him was intolerable. 

His fingers drummed the hilt of the Sword of Fire. “It is my thought that we need not keep the good Duke waiting, General Boritz.”

The squat Garganite’s eyes lit with approval. “Your orders, my lord?”

“Have our troops prepare to siege the city right away.” Corban held up a hand. A blank sheet of parchment came floating out of Boritz’s tent. It came right to Corban’s hand. With his other hand Corban ran his fingers over the parchment. “I will perform the formality of offering the Duke my terms should he want to surrender. If he accepts, you are to order our troops to enter the city. They are to disarm every soldier and secure the Duke’s Citadel. Nothing more. At least, not unless I say otherwise.”

Boritz rumbled a laugh. “Forgive me, my lord, but Duke Fernandez is too proud to surrender.”

The Dark Lord handed him the parchment. “I’m aware of that. Like I said, it’s merely a formality. I want his mind temporarily on something else while we begin our assault.”

“Yes, my lord.” Boritz bowed and turned to leave.

Corban stopped him by saying, “One more thing, general. It has come to my attention the Duke is entertaining a very special guest. She may or may not still be in city, but just in case I want anyone who tries leaving Xiatan captured. I want them brought to me alive and unharmed. Do I make myself clear?”

The general’s broad, reptilian face grimaced in understanding. He’d been in the service of the Vayds long enough to know what they did to those who failed to obey direct orders. He banged a huge fist on his breastplate. “I will personally pass your order on myself, my lord.”

Corban nodded and waved to dismiss the General. Corban then turned to Norval. “Well?”

The gryphon was relaxing in the tall grass. Someone had brought him a haunch of raw meat. Norval was casually munching on it as Corban addressed him. He swallowed and said, “You sound particularly confident tonight.”

Of all the beings serving Corban there was only two who were able to speak this bluntly to him. One was Galya, a female Garganite Corban’s age. The other was Norval, the last gryphon known to exist in the Realm. He was perhaps the only gryphon left in the entire world. Before Corban first arrived at Castle Obsidian Norval had searched this Earth for others of his kind. All he found were long abandoned nests and rookeries. He returned to the Realm when he received the signal a new Dark Lord was taking his place in Castle Obsidian. Norval’s intelligence and natural wisdom were invaluable to Corban.

Over the last three years, Norval had grown more critical of Corban’s actions. He still obeyed Corban’s orders. Like the Garganites, the gryphon had been pledged before birth to serve the reigning dark lord. Yet he questioned Corban’s motivations. Norval continually reminded him that this current campaign of destruction was not originally Corban’s plan. More often than not Norval counselled mercy and restraint. It was Norval who was the first to call for a stand down when Corban took a fief. Mostly Corban heeded the gryphon’s advice. Lately, however...

Corban removed his helmet and ran a hand through his snow-white hair. “In this instance the Duke has handed me Xiatan and Fief Aztamas without realizing it. He believes that by fortifying this city he can defeat the Garganites merely by exhausting them as they attack the city walls. In a way, I’m flattered. The Duke uses the example of Castle Obsidian against me.”

Norval nodded his massive head at the thick stone walls of Xiatan. “Fernandez has a far better defense around his city than any other we’ve encountered thus far. I assume you’ve figured a way around it?”

“Not around it; through it.” Corban patted the Sword of Fire. “First I’ll smash through key sections of the wall to let the Garganites inside. Once that’s done any resistance he may have will melt like butter in a hot pan. Brilliant, wouldn’t you say?”

“The defenders of Aztamas will be like lambs before wolves,” Norval agreed. “You must feel proud of yourself.”

His words stung Corban. In fact he was feeling proud of himself. After his string of victories over the last three years Corban believed he was entitled to a little self-congratulation. He considered his plan brilliant since it would reduce casualties among the Garganites and conquer Aztamas in a short period of time. Norval’s statement cut through Corban’s confidence and pride. It sounded similar to what Corban’s adopted father used to say to him whenever Corban’s ego threatened to grow larger than it needed to be. 

Corban shook his head in a vain attempt to suppress memories of Avidan. “This is the quickest and cleanest way to capture the fief. At least casualties will be kept to a minimum.”

“On our side,” Norval pointed out.

The Dark Lord growled in irritation. “I seem to recall a certain gryphon who argued with me just last month that I place the Garganites in too much danger.”

“I also argued the validity of showing mercy and restraint towards our enemies once they have been defeated.”

Corban barked a sour laugh. “Mercy? Restraint? I showed them both years ago. How was I received? I was nearly beaten to death on the Plain of Gargan and almost lost someone I cared about! Once I have her back then I will show mercy and restraint once more!”

Norval’s eyes narrowed as he scrutinized Corban. “Why are we really here?”

The question caught Corban off-guard. “What?”

“We aren’t besieging the City of Xiatan or Fief Aztamas out of any grand strategic move
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