
















ripping it from her grasp and sending a spike of agony 
up her arm as the bones in her wrist snapped like twigs 
beneath the onslaught. 

Grigor chose that moment to attack, bounding across the 
distance between them with startling speed. Turning to 
meet his charge, she was forced to transfer Earthsplitter to 
her left hand. As Grigor’s rune-covered axe crashed down, 
she knew she would not be able to deflect it fully. 

The trollkin snapped her pick down to catch Grigor’s axe, 
but he was faster, and the steel blade darted in under her 
guard and bit into the skirt of rune stones hanging from 
her belt. A handful of the stones shattered, and the axe 
penetrated the ring mail she wore beneath, gouging into the 
flesh of her left thigh. 

Janissa cried out in agony and backpedaled, tearing the axe 
from her body in the process. Grigor rushed forward again 
and lashed out with a heavy boot, kicking her feet out from 
under her. Janissa crashed to the ground, and the air left her 
lungs in a brutal rush. She rolled over and tried to crawl 
away, but she didn’t make it far.

“Yield!” Janissa heard Grigor yell, and she felt the lethal 
point of the Vanguard’s polearm spike at the small of her 
back. She wanted to scream her defiance, but she could not 
suck enough air into her lungs to cry out. 

The sounds of combat in the room began to fade; Janissa 
surmised her kriel warriors had broken off their melee with 
the Winter Guard for fear she would be killed. Feeling the 
pressure of the Vanguard’s weapon ease from her back, 
Janissa rolled over, ignoring the searing pain in her left 
arm and thigh. The stone floor beneath her was slick with 
blood, and she hoped her natural hardiness would halt the 
bleeding before she lost consciousness. 

She saw that Grigor had turned away from her to stand 
before the throne. The Orgoth warrior held Harrowdim 
across his arms, its hilt projecting over his armored 
forearms. Horror coursed through her as she realized what 
was about to happen.

“I am victorious,” Grigor said. “Give me the blade.” 

The Orgoth stepped forward. “So you are,” he said, his face 
a mask of predatory glee. “And so I shall.” The hilt of the 
sword was now mere inches from the Khadoran’s face. 

“Grigor,” Janissa managed to croak. “Do not do this.” 

The Khadoran whipped his head around, his face twisted 
with rage and a desire so potent it was almost palpable. 
“The sword will go to the Covenant,” he said. “We will use 
its power to bring defeat to our enemies and glory to the 
Motherland.”

“Take it and those things will be yours,” the Orgoth warrior 
said. “Take it and become part of the legend of Harrowdim.”

“Yes,” Grigor said. He licked his lips and allowed his hand 
to hover over the hilt of the great blade. “I have bent many 
such artifacts to my will; this one, too, shall serve me.” 
Janissa thought she heard a moment of hesitation in his 
voice, even fear, and she hoped that would force reason 
back into his mind. Her hope had barely flickered to life 
before it was crushed beneath the smothering weight of 
despair, as Grigor’s hand curled around Harrowdim’s hilt.

“No, no, no,” Janissa breathed as she climbed to her feet. 

The room was suddenly bathed in an eerie green glow as 
the writhing faces along the blade began to exude a terrible 
luminance. The light moved from the blade to Grigor’s 
body, outlining him in poisonous green. 

The Orgoth warrior stepped back, and Janissa saw 
something she hadn’t expected. He collapsed back onto 
his throne and whispered something in a language she 
did not recognize, the weariness and longing in the words 
unmistakable. He sagged into his armor as his flesh began 
to melt before her eyes, sloughing away from his bones in a 
semi-liquid tide. In seconds, all that remained was a pile of 
slime-slicked bones and ancient armor. The terrible force that 
had kept the Orgoth warrior alive for untold centuries had left 
him—and now resided in Grigor. 

Janissa had been moving slowly backward toward the three 
kriel warriors who had survived their battle with the Winter 
Guard. The humans, however, stood frozen, staring at their 
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leader in shock. The glow from Harrowdim’s blade had faded, 
leaving Grigor apparently unharmed. The change was subtle, 
but when Janissa saw it, she felt sick terror: Grigor’s eyes, 
formerly a hard steel gray, had become glittering orbs of black 
onyx that shone with a malign intellect that was not his own. 

Janissa heard the Old Witch’s words echo again in her mind, 
and their meaning suddenly became horrifically clear: The 
trollkin runes had kept the evil imprisoned because the arisen 
Orgoth had long ago ceased to be a living creature. Through 
the blade, his will had passed to a living man. Grigor Orlov 
would not be subject to the ward’s magic, and the evil 
possessing him would be free unto the world again. 

Harrowdim would animate Grigor if Janissa could somehow 
manage to strike him down—and subject him to the power of 
the runes. But that was not an option; she lacked the power for 
such a task. Only one option remained, if she still possessed 
the strength to see it done. Finally reaching her kriel warriors, 
she leaned on one for a moment before giving the order. “We 
must leave,” she said. “Now!”

The trollkin began moving toward the passage to the surface. 
Without light, they would have to navigate the subterranean 
darkness by touch alone. Janissa looked back at Grigor 
just before they entered the passageway and saw that the 
remaining Winter Guard had clustered around him, their 
blunderbusses aimed at their former leader. He had not 
moved since taking possession of the sword—perhaps it took 
some time for his will to be entirely subsumed—but then, as 
if he sensed her gaze upon him, Grigor lifted Harrowdim in 
one hand and pointed it at her. His face bore a rictus grin of 
malevolent delight that filled her with cold dread. 

“Run!” she howled at the kriel warriors, and they surged 
ahead heedless of the darkness. A blind, fear-maddened flight 
to the surface ensued, and though they navigated the passage 
in under a minute, it seemed to take far longer. Janissa kept 
looking back over her shoulder expecting to see a gangrenous 
green light growing brighter as the thing in the tomb gleefully 
pursued them into the world above. But it never came. The 
trollkin burst from the tomb and into the bright, forgiving sun 
of the late afternoon. 

Janissa and the kriel warriors collapsed onto the lifeless 
gray earth surrounding the barrow mound in a tangle, 
breathless and nearly mad with terror. But it was not over. 
Janissa struggled to her feet and stepped toward the dreadful 
entrance. Slamming Earthsplitter into the ground, she closed 
her eyes and allowed her will to permeate the earth beneath 
her, feeling every rock, clump of dirt, and grain of sand. She 
delved deeper, into the very bones of the earth, and there 
she took hold of the primal energies that roiled in the blind 
depths. Janissa drew strength from the power she sensed in 

the rune-inscribed columns around her, each imbued with the 
lore and skill of predecessors dating back centuries.

It began as a slight tremor, a deep thrumming that shifted the 
loose dirt in the clearing. As Janissa continued to pour her will 
into the ground, the shaking grew into a bass rumble that made 
the dead trees clatter like kindling gathered for a fire. Sweat 
stood out on her brow, and the pain in her wounds rose along 
with the shaking—but she would not relent, not even when 
the ground before her began to buck and writhe like tossing 
waves on a stony sea. Finally, when her strength was nearly 
gone, the Orgoth barrow mound that had been so cunningly 
constructed succumbed at last to the mighty forces she had 
assembled against it. The mound sagged and then collapsed, a 
tide of dust and stone exploding from the epicenter. 

Janissa fell to her knees, exhausted, and watched the chain 
reaction she had set in motion unfold. The ground continued 
to heave, uprooting the tottering trees around the clearing 
and tossing them into the air to crash back down in a shower 
of dust and dry-rotted wood. Though the runic pillars around 
the barrow mound had been buried deep, the violent shaking 
tore them loose. The kriel warriors behind Janissa dove to the 
ground and held up their shields against the onslaught of 
debris raining down upon them.

Finally, the shuddering earth subsided. When the dust had 
settled, Janissa saw that the barrow mound had been nearly 
destroyed. It was now little more than a bare hillock, the 
opening in its side smashed flat and sealed completely. She 
rose shakily to her feet, wincing at the pain from her wounds, 
and walked slowly over to the nearest pillar. It lay on its side, 
cracked in half, and when she reached out to touch it, she 
could not feel the familiar thrumming of the sigils’ magic. 

The words of the Old Witch once again rose to the fore of 
her mind: Wards made to contain the dead are not obstacles to 
the living.

Was Grigor still down there, buried beneath tons of earth 
and stone yet kept alive by Harrowdim until he could claw 
his way free? What if the crushing weight of the collapse 
was not enough to contain that evil? Janissa again regarded 
the destroyed pillar before her; new runes would need to be 
carved in order to contain the living as well as the dead. She 
had much work to do.
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