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 Chapter 1: The Siege
of Sinderost

 
 
 

The goblin hordes of the
Valedictor surged towards the walls of Sinderost, and Tyrcamber
Rigamond fought for his life.

He stood on the northern wall
of Sinderost. On any other day, it would have been a beautiful
sight. To the west, he saw the River Nabia, and to the east, he saw
the River Bellex as it continued its long slow path to the southern
sea. North stretched the road leading to the northern duchies of
Valstrasia and Corbrast, at least until the Valedictor’s armies had
laid them waste, and small villages and freeholds dotted the road.
It was a hot, clear day, the sky fire bright overhead, and it
should have been a pleasant sight.

But tens of thousands of
goblin warriors surged towards the wall of Sinderost in yet another
attack.

The Valedictor had launched
his invasion on the day that the Chancellor of the Empire and the
First of the Republic of Sygalynon had agreed to remain neutral. In
the two years since the full might of the Empire had been engaged
in battles against the hordes pouring out of the goblin wastes.

And the armies of the Empire
had lost.

The duchies of Talgothica and
Carnost had fallen entirely to the Valedictor, their castles
overrun, their populations enslaved. Half of Mourdrech had been
overrun, and the forces of Duke Faramund Berengar had fallen back
to Tamisa. Armies of goblins and ogres had crossed the River Bellex
and conquered the entirety of Valstrasia, drawing closer to the
Imperial capital of Sinderost.

The rest of the Empire was
crumbling. Rumors spread that the Dragon Cult had seized control of
various towns and castles and was preparing to summon hordes of
dragons. Or that the Fallen Order had risen from the dust of the
past and was marching to aid the Valedictor with hordes of the
undead.

Two years after the
Valedictor’s invasion, the forces of the five Imperial Orders and
the Emperor’s armies had been driven back to the walls of
Sinderost. For three weeks the city had held strong against the
invaders, but Tyrcamber was not sure how much longer that would
last.

At the moment, he wasn’t sure
how much longer he was going to last.

Another goblin scrambled over
the siege ladder and leaped onto the rampart, brandishing its
sword. The creature stood about five feet tall, thin and wiry,
though with muscles like bundles of steel wires beneath its blue
skin. Pointed ears rose through its mane of greasy black hair, and
its venomous yellow eyes fixed on Tyrcamber. Its lips pulled back
from its needle-like teeth in a snarl, and black claws tipped the
fingers that grasped the hilt of its sword.

All that flashed through
Tyrcamber’s mind in an instant.

Then he met the creature’s
attack, leading with his shield. The goblin’s sword flashed up but
rebounded from the shield’s solid oak. Tyrcamber nonetheless felt
the blow travel up his arm. The goblins, despite their smaller
stature, were still strong. The goblin raised its sword to strike
again, and Tyrcamber bashed it across the face with his shield. The
creature stumbled, and before it could recover, Tyrcamber attacked
with his sword of dark elven steel. The razor-sharp blade opened
the goblin’s throat, and the creature fell dead against the
battlements, its blue blood staining the gray stone.

There were so many dead
goblins already atop the ramparts…but countless thousands more
outside the walls of Sinderost. Another goblin started to clamber
over the siege ladder and onto the ramparts, but this time
Tyrcamber was ready. He drew on his magic, ignoring the dark
shadows of the Malison that danced at the edges of his mind, and
thrust out his shield hand, opening his fist. A Lance spell of
elemental flame leaped from his fingers and struck the goblin in
the head. There was a sizzling sound, a hideous smell of burned
meat, and the goblin fell backward off the ladder.

And for a moment, just a
moment, the ladder was clear. Tyrcamber saw the ladder shudder as
more goblins started to climb up, but they had an instant in which
to act.

“Sir Daniel!” shouted
Tyrcamber. “Now!”

To Tyrcamber’s right and left
men struggled against the goblins on the ramparts of Sinderost.
This section of the wall had been assigned to the serjeants of the
Order of Embers, but the chaos of the fighting and the sheer force
of the goblin assault had brought reinforcements to the ramparts.
Men-at-arms in the colors of Duke Chilmar Rigamond and the Duke of
Valstrasia struggled alongside the serjeants in the red tabards of
the Order of Embers.

A knight in plate armor
stepped forward, a black surcoat hanging to his knees, a bloodied
sword in his right hand. A stylized sigil of a human eye adorned
the center of his surcoat. Beneath his helmet, his face was pale
and pinched-looking, as if the knight did not often eat enough. He
had sharp black eyes, but as he raised his free hand, Sir Daniel
Tremund’s eyes glowed white.

The Knight of the Order of
the Third Eye cast one of his Order’s secret spells, and invisible
force seized the top of the siege ladder. The ladder wavered for a
second in Sir Daniel’s telekinetic grip and then toppled backward.
Tyrcamber heard an enraged screech from the goblins at the base of
the ladder, followed by a crash as it struck the earth.

But there were still three
ladders against this section of wall, and more goblins rushed up
them.

Another roar came to
Tyrcamber’s ears, louder this time.

He turned towards a siege
ladder propped against the battlements twenty yards to the west and
saw the ogre haul itself up.

The ogres of Malgrist stood
eight or nine feet tall, their skin a grayish-green color, their
arms and legs like tree trunks, their shoulders far broader than
those of humans. This ogre wore steel ring mail and a helmet, and
in its hand carried a huge war axe with an iron blade. Two of the
nearby men-at-arms stabbed spears at the creature, but the ogre
leaped forward, deflecting the spearheads with a sweep of its axe,
and it landed with enough force that Tyrcamber felt the ramparts
vibrate beneath his boots.

The ogre bellowed and swung
its axe again, and the two spearmen fell dead, their heads rolling
off the ramparts to fall into the city below, blood spurting from
the stumps of their necks. Behind the ogre, more goblins clambered
up the ladder. Tyrcamber feared the ogre would seize a foothold on
the wall, a strong point that would allow the goblins and the
muridachs in the Valedictor’s host to take more of the
ramparts.

If that happened, the defense
on the outer wall would fail.

“To me!” shouted Tyrcamber,
running towards the ogre. “To me!”

He cast a spell as he ran,
pointing his sword. Another wave of fatigue rolled through his
weary mind, the dark shadows of the Malison dancing at the edge of
his consciousness. Tyrcamber shoved the shadows aside and summoned
power to work the Lance spell, and a burst of fire leaped from his
sword and struck the ogre in the chest. The creature staggered back
with a growl, smoke rising from the wound, and Tyrcamber cast
again. This time the ogre worked a spell of its own, and a hazy
blue Shield appeared in front of it. Tyrcamber’s Lance shattered
against the Shield, but by then he was close enough to attack. His
sword blurred up, the tip aiming for the ogre’s throat. The ogre
snarled and snapped its axe up, and Tyrcamber's blade clanged off
the heavy weapon. His sword of dark elven steel left a gleaming
scratch in the axe’s blade.

The ogre roared and hammered
its weapon at Tyrcamber, and he danced to the side. The axe struck
the gray stones of the battlement in a spray of sparks, and
Tyrcamber thrust his sword. The tip of his blade opened a gleaming
wound in the ogre’s right arm, and the creature roared again, its
flat black eyes filled with rage as it raised the axe for another
strike.

Sir Daniel shouted, and
invisible force seized the ogre and shoved it against the
battlements. Tyrcamber surged forward, grasped his sword hilt in
both hands, and drove the weapon up, angling it for the ogre’s
throat. The blade plunged into the creature’s neck, and the
greenish slime of its blood burst from the wound. The ogre’s roar
of fury dwindled into a bubbling gurgle, and the creature slumped
against the rampart.

“The ladder,” said Tyrcamber.
Daniel’s eyes still glowed white in his gaunt face. “Quickly.”

“I will need help,” said
Daniel, his voice a hoarse whisper that Tyrcamber could scarce hear
over the roar of the battle. “I have expended much of my
strength.”

Tyrcamber nodded and shouted
a command, and the nearby men-at-arms rushed to join him. He
grasped the ladder’s hooked top and began pushing, trying to heave
the heavy construction of wood and iron away from the battlements.
He felt the wood shuddering as more goblins scrambled up the rungs,
and his muscles strained. They got the ladder a few feet away from
the battlements, but the weight of the goblins below began to push
it back.

Daniel gestured, casting a
spell, and invisible force hammered into the ladder. The top
splintered, and the ladder fell backward to land on the
corpse-strewn ground below. Tyrcamber paused, breathing hard, sweat
trickling down his face from beneath his helmet. His shoulders and
arms and knees ached, and he wanted to sit down, maybe lie down,
and rest until he caught his breath.

But another roar came to his
ears, and his head snapped to the west. He looked just in time to
see another pair of ogres heave themselves over a siege ladder and
leap onto the ramparts, swinging their massive war axes.
Men-at-arms fell dead beneath their furious attack, and behind the
ogres, more goblins hastened up. Once again the creatures were in
danger of establishing a strong point on the wall, and if that
happened, the men of the Empire would lose the northern wall of the
New City of Sinderost, and they would have to fall back to the Old
City.

“To me!” shouted Tyrcamber,
lifting his bloody sword. “Charge!”

He rushed forward, the
men-at-arms following him, and cast a spell as he ran. Elemental
fire erupted from his blade as he worked the Sword spell, sheathing
his weapon in deadly magic. One of the ogres turned towards him,
and Tyrcamber attacked, stabbing his burning sword. He caught the
ogre in the throat, and the blade ripped through the greenish-gray
flesh with a sizzling noise. The second ogre roared and chopped its
axe, and Tyrcamber dodged. He didn’t quite get out of the way, and
the edge of the axe clipped his chest. His chain mail held against
the edge, but the impact threw him backward, and he hit the
battlements, the breath exploding from his lungs, his sword falling
from his numbed fingers. The ogre raised its axe for the kill, and
Tyrcamber dragged power through his fatigued mind and worked the
Lance spell. He didn’t have time to put much power into the spell,
but it did strike the ogre in the right shoulder with a burst of
flame. The creature staggered, and then three serjeants in the
crimson tabards of the Order of Embers overwhelmed the ogre, swords
rising and falling.

“The ladder!” said Tyrcamber,
snatching his sword and ramming it back into his scabbard. He saw
the ladder vibrating as more goblins rushed towards the ramparts.
“Quickly!”

He tried to shove the ladder
back, and some of the serjeants and men-at-arms rushed to follow
suit. Daniel cast another spell, his eyes flashing white, and a
burst of telekinetic force pushed the ladder. For a second it stood
vertical, wobbling as the goblins tried to keep their balance, and
then it tumbled backward with a crash, crushing the goblins beneath
it. Tyrcamber and the serjeants killed the remaining goblins, and
he caught his breath and looked around.

The ramparts were clear of
foes, and it looked like the massive wave of the goblin attack had
been driven back. Dead and dying goblins and broken siege ladders
littered the ground outside the city. Yet the slain goblins were
but a drop in the bucket in the vast horde the Valedictor had
gathered, and already Tyrcamber saw another attack forming up
outside the Valedictor’s siege camps, with goblins carrying more
siege ladders.

“We shall face another attack
soon,” said Daniel.

“Aye,” said Tyrcamber. He
pulled off his helmet, raked a hand through his sweat-sodden hair,
and then donned the helmet again. “All right. Watch for the
ladders, and gather the men to repulse them. We can’t let them get
a foothold on the wall, and…”

A thunderclap boomed from the
city behind them.

Tyrcamber turned in surprise.
The cloak elves had built and then abandoned what would become the
Old City of Sinderost in ancient days, and the Old City was filled
with the soaring towers and broad domes the cloak elves preferred
in their architecture. The first Emperor Roland and his followers
had taken refuge there when they had come to this world. As the
Empire had grown, Sinderost had expanded, and the New City was now
four times as large as the Old, filled with houses built of stone
and brick and wood in the human style. A large market lay before
the northern gate, flanked by a tavern and inn on the eastern side
and a stone church on the west. Men-at-arms and serjeants filled
the square, the reserve companies for the wall, and Tyrcamber
spotted his father’s banner.

With Duke Chilmar stood the
Guardian Rilmael, and he cast a spell.

Again, a thunderclap rang
out, and the sky fire roiled overhead, seeming to ripple and fold.
The air shuddered, and fireballs rained from the sky, dozens of
them. The spheres of flame looked liquid, trailing thick black
smoke as they fell, and they struck the ground outside the wall and
exploded, spraying fire and molten earth in all directions. The
rain of fire ripped through the charging masses of goblins and
ogres, killing hundreds of the creatures and turning their siege
ladders into smoking kindling.

The sound of it, the roar of
the explosions and the howl of the flames, was titanic.

That was enough for the
goblins and the ogres. The entire mass of the attack on the
northern wall collapsed, retreating in disorganized haste towards
their siege camps. Tyrcamber watched them, his shield ready in case
the goblins fired a few arrows as they retreated, but it looked
like the attack had been broken.

For now.

“I wonder what took the
Guardian so long,” said Tyrcamber.

He was talking to himself,
but Daniel answered anyway.

“The Guardian was gathering
power during the entire assault,” said the Knight of the Third Eye.
“Likely it took that long to prepare the spell.”

Tyrcamber started to draw
breath to answer, and then a blast of trumpets rang out from the
square. It was the call to assembly for the Knights of the Order of
Embers and the other Imperial Orders. It seemed that Duke Chilmar
wanted to launch a sortie against the retreating goblins. The enemy
would be in disarray until they recovered from the failed assault,
and this was their chance to hurt the Valedictor’s army as much as
possible before the dark elven lord launched his next attack.

No matter how tired Tyrcamber
was.

“I must go,” said Tyrcamber
to Daniel. “Take command here until I return.”

Daniel nodded, and Tyrcamber
sheathed his sword and jogged for the stairs. He descended to the
streets, turned hard through an alley, and ran to the northern
square.

It seethed with activity as
squires brought horses forth from the stables and knights jumped
into their saddles. Tyrcamber spotted Ruire, master of the Order of
Embers, barking orders to a pair of preceptors. Near him Sir
Angaric Medraut swung into his saddle, muttering to himself, his
face flushed with effort behind his bushy beard.

“Form up!” Duke Chilmar’s
hoarse voice rang over the square. “Knights of the Orders of Embers
and Iron, form up! Strike at the enemy and do as much damage as you
can. But do not venture too far into the enemy host and return when
we sound the recall. No point in getting yourselves killed
uselessly today.”

“Knights of Embers!” shouted
Master Ruire. The Mater of the Order was a balding man with a
scarred face, still hale and vigorous despite his advancing years.
“We shall ride for the nearest siege camp. Prepare to cast the Fire
Torrent spell. We shall burn as much of the enemy’s supplies and
tents as we can before the recall sounds.” He turned and gave some
more commands to the preceptors near him, and then raised his voice
again. “We will ride as soon as the Order of the Griffin
strikes.”

They did not wait long. About
two minutes later, a shadow fell over the square, and piercing
shrieks filled Tyrcamber’s ears. He looked up to see a score of
griffins fly overhead, their white wings and golden, lion-like
bodies outlined against the sky fire. With them came a dozen
massive brown, hawk-like birds, each one ridden by a Knight of the
Griffin. The giant birds were called stormhawks, and they were
deadly weapons in a battle.

The trumpets rang again, the
northern gate opened, and the horsemen issued forth. They left the
city at a trot, forming up in into a broad line among the dead
goblins outside the wall. A mass of goblins and muridachs and ogres
seethed before them in a chaotic mass, trying to reform their lines
after the failed attack. The stormhawks and the griffins soared
overhead, and one of the knights sounded a trumpet. The dozen
stormhawks let out a battle shriek and spread their wings.

As one, lightning rippled
through their bodies and exploded from them, guided by the will of
the knights upon their backs. The stormhawks were creatures of
magic, and they could draw on elemental lightning to hunt their
prey, a talent the Knights of the Griffin had turned to the use of
the Empire. Massive bolts of lightning ripped down from the
stormhawks and slashed into the milling goblins, killing hundreds
of the creatures. Dirt fountained up from the impacts, burning
goblins tumbling through the air. The knights riding on the
griffins loosed arrows and Lance spells at the enemy, though those
attacks seemed feeble compared to the fury of the stormhawks.

Even over the roar and
thunder of the lightning, Tyrcamber heard Master Ruire’s shout.

“Charge!” The Master’s
standardbearer loosed a trumpet call, and the knights and mounted
serjeants put spurs to their horses. Tyrcamber followed suit, and
his mount grunted and galloped forward. They converged towards one
of the goblins’ siege camps, which had tents and wagons lined up in
uneven rows, their ragged banners flying overhead. The Knights of
the Order of Embers worked magic, and a dozen Fire Torrent spells
leaped from their hands and slashed through the tents and splashed
off the wagons. Fatigue and the dark fingers of the Malison snarled
at the edges of Tyrcamber’s mind, but he forced magic through his
weariness and cast the Fire Torrent spell himself. The stream of
flames slashed from his hand and tore through a wagon laden with
supplies and set half a dozen tents on fire. The entire southern
half of the goblin siege camp erupted into flames, and more
lightning rained from the sky as the stormhawks unleashed their
fury. The goblins fled from the storm of fire and lightning, and
for a wild instant, Tyrcamber thought they could press onward,
driving the Valedictor’s host before them like chaff on the
wind.

Then a roar filled his ears,
and one of the stormhawks erupted into flames.

Tyrcamber shot a look at the
sky. The stormhawks and the griffins scattered as a half-dozen
dragons of varying sizes flew overhead, their fiery breath slashing
at the air. The smallest of the dragons was no larger than
Tyrcamber’s horse, likely a soldier or a peasant who had recently
lost control of his magic and been consumed by the Malison. The
largest of the dragons was immense, its body the size of a church,
its great black wings spreading on either side like the sails of a
mighty ship. Scales the color of darkness covered the dragon’s
body, and atop the dragon sat a dark elven lord wearing armor of
blue and silver, a black cloak streaming behind him.

The Valedictor himself.

Tyrcamber reacted on reflex,
forcing more magical power through his weary mind and shaping it
into a spell. He sent a Lance of elemental fire hurtling skyward,
hoping to blast the Valedictor from the back of his dragon. But the
dark elf didn’t even notice. Tyrcamber’s Lance spell struck the
Valedictor but shattered into sparks against the spells layered
over his armor.

Two of the dragons dove,
their wings folding, and unleashed bursts of fire. The flames swept
across the battlefield, and horsemen perished, knights and their
mounts both vanishing in curtains of fire. Master Ruire’s
standardbearer sounded the recall, and Tyrcamber turned his horse
as more dragon fire swept across the ground. The stormhawks and the
griffins wheeled, turning to face their attackers. Lightning leaped
from the wings of the stormhawks, lashing at the dragons. One of
the smaller dragons screamed and thrashed in the grip of the
lightning, and then plummeted to the ground, its body already
swimming with golden fire as it died.

As the duel raged overhead,
Tyrcamber galloped towards the gate with the rest of the Knights of
Embers and the Knights of Iron. Volleys of magic and steel hurtled
from the ramparts, flying towards the Valedictor and his dragons.
Dragons were powerful and dangerous, but they were not invincible.
Tyrcamber saw several ballista bolts punch into the side of a
massive green dragon ridden by one of the Valedictor’s dark elven
vassals. The creature let out a furious roar and turned away, its
rider guiding the dragon towards the siege camps. A volley of Lance
spells hit a smaller red dragon, lightning playing up and down its
crimson scales. The creature thrashed and screamed, trying to stay
aloft, and a griffin flew past it. The knight on the griffin’s back
flung a javelin with all his strength, and the javelin punched into
the dragon’s left eye and sank into its brain. The dragon went limp
and plummeted to the ground, shrinking into its original human form
as golden fire covered its body.

Tyrcamber reached the gate,
and he steered his horse into the northern square of Sinderost. He
turned away from the wall at once, leaving space for the knights
behind him to get into the city. It looked as if most of the
Knights of Embers and the Knights of Iron who had ridden forth had
returned, though several had perished in the dragon attack.
Tyrcamber spotted Angaric in his saddle, wiping sweat from his
forehead, and saw that Master Ruire had survived as well.

The gates boomed shut,
men-at-arms wrestling the doors’ locking bars back into place.
Tyrcamber looked at the sky, fearing that the Valedictor would lead
his dragons over the wall, but the attack of both magic and steel
had driven him back. Whatever happened in the siege, the Valedictor
would not risk his own life unless he had no choice.

Chaos ruled in the square as
knights shouted orders, trying to get their men back in line.
Tyrcamber turned his horse, steering the animal towards one of the
streets to get out of the way. Once the squires came to attend to
the horses, he would return to his section of the wall to take
command again. Then it would be time to tally their losses for the
day, the wounded and the killed, and…

A scream came to Tyrcamber’s
ears.

There was so much noise in
the square he wasn’t sure he had heard it at first. But it came
again from an alley next to the inn, accompanied by a flicker of
golden light.

That flicker of golden light
made Tyrcamber turn in alarm, and he saw the transforming
soldier.

The man slumped against the
wall of the inn, blood staining his face and more soaking his
tabard. It looked like he had been hit by goblin arrows, one in the
chest and another in the stomach. The chest wound was probably a
mercy, all things considered. If the Heal spell could not repair a
stomach wound, that it would likely take the man weeks to die in
intense agony.

But to judge from the golden
fire that shimmered in the soldier’s eyes and veins, it was too
late for that.

The Malison had taken him,
and then man was transforming. Already his body bulged and
distorted, his limbs swelling, his skin ripping to reveal crimson
scales. At some point during the battle, he must have used enough
magic to succumb to the Malison. Or perhaps in desperation, he had
tried to cast the Heal spell on himself, drawn too much power, and
unleashed the Dragon Curse.

The soldier’s burning eyes
met Tyrcamber’s, and his face distorted with pain as fangs burst
from his gums.

“Help me,” croaked the
soldier, “help me, help me…”

For a moment Tyrcamber
remembered the first time he had seen this happen, the day seven
years ago when his friend Corswain Scuinar had lost control of his
magic during the siege of Tongur and started to transform.

“Help me,” repeated the
soldier, and then screamed as talons ripped from his fingers.

Tyrcamber dropped from the
saddle, stepped forward, and plunged his sword into the
transforming soldier’s neck.

There was nothing else to be
done.

Once the transformation had
taken hold, it could not be stopped. The soldier would transform
into a dragon, and with the Valedictor so close, he would
immediately fall under the domination of the dark elven lord. A
dragon within the walls would be a disaster and depending on how
much chaos such a creature caused, could lead to the fall of the
city.

The soldier sighed and
slumped against the wall, the golden fire fading from his eyes and
veins. When a dragon was killed, the creature reverted to its
original form. But caught halfway through the transformation, the
soldier’s corpse would remain twisted, part human and part
dragon.

Tyrcamber cleaned the blood
from his sword and returned the blade to its scabbard, his heart
heavy. He hated doing this, but there was no other choice. Had the
soldier finished the transformation, he would have rampaged through
the city until he was stopped. And if the new-made dragon survived,
he would have been enslaved to the Valedictor for centuries,
perhaps even millennia.

Compared to that, death was a
mercy.

Tyrcamber only hoped that
when his time came, if he lost control of his magic and started to
transform, that someone was there to kill him.

He was so tired, and he felt
the dark shadows of the Malison dancing at the edges of his
thoughts.

***

 

 
 




 Chapter 2: The
Emperor

 
 
 

But no new attacks came for
the rest of that day, or for all the next.

The failure of the assault on
the outer wall and the raid upon the siege camps had disorganized
the Valedictor’s host. Tyrcamber stood on the wall and watched the
enemy, his men ready for an attack, but none came. The Valedictor’s
horde swarmed like ants, goblins and ogres hauling timbers while
muridach engineers assembled them into catapults and ladders. To
the east, across the River Bellex and in the lands of the duchy of
Talgothica that the Valedictor had captured, Tyrcamber saw the
goblins working. They were assembling massive rafts equipped with
ladders. Sinderost’s outer wall rose from the eastern bank of the
River Bellex, and likely the Valedictor intended to attack from
both the north and the east at once.

It would be difficult for the
Valedictor’s forces to manage such an attack, but it would be just
as challenging to defend against it. A great portion of the
Empire’s remaining strength was gathered behind the walls of
Sinderost. The men of the Empire had been driven from the eastern
duchies over the last several years of campaigning, falling back
from castle to castle until they had retreated to Sinderost. The
men of the Empire could retreat no more. Sinderost was the heart of
the Empire, and if the city fell and the Emperor was slain, the
Empire would cease to exist. The remaining Dukes of the western
Empire would become independent warlords, and the Valedictor would
conquer them one by one.

Sinderost had to stand, yet
Tyrcamber did not know how to save the city.

Still, if he had to fight a
defensive battle, he was glad to do it here. The Imperial capital
had the strongest walls in the Empire, and the city’s storehouses
held sufficient food to last for years. Every attack on the
northern wall had been repulsed, inflicting massive casualties on
the goblin and ogre soldiers. Yet the Valedictor’s hordes seemed
endless, and an army could only take so many defeats. The men of
the Empire had been driven from the eastern duchies and into
Sinderost, and morale was low.

Yet it seemed that morale was
just as low among the enemy. For two days after the failed attack,
the Valedictor’s army seethed outside the walls. Three times
Tyrcamber saw groups of goblins and muridachs come to blows, and
the last brawl was so severe that one the Valedictor’s dragons took
flight and breathed fire upon the melee.

Peace was restored to the
enemy camp soon after that.

Tyrcamber wondered if the men
of the Empire could turn that discord to their advantage. They were
a long, long way from Urd Mythruin, and the Valedictor’s supply
lines had been stretched to their limit. For that matter, the
Valedictor’s army was composed of different tribes and nations of
goblins, ogres, muridachs, and umbral elves that all hated each
other. Without the Valedictor’s iron hand, they would turn on each
other in an eyeblink.

Though Tyrcamber could not
think of a good way to turn that to the advantage of the
Empire.

On the third day after the
failed attack, the Emperor summoned the chief lords and knights of
the army to a council of war. Tyrcamber was neither a preceptor or
an officer of the Order, but he was a Knight of Embers, so he
accompanied Master Ruire as part of his bodyguard. Sir Angaric
Medraut was one of the bodyguards as well. For once the usually
ebullient Sir Angaric looked tired. Angaric was one of the most
powerful wizards in the Order, and he had used his magic again and
again in the last few days to help repulse the assaults from the
Valedictor’s forces. He had to be feeling the strain of keeping the
Malison at bay, of the constant magical activity.

But Angaric perked up as they
left the New City of Sinderost and came to the Old City.

Sinderost’s New City had been
built up gradually over the last eight hundred years as the Empire
expanded and grew. The Old City, though, predated the Empire itself
by millennia. Once it had been the cloak elven city of Cathair
Sindar, the seat of an elven kingdom that had ruled a large portion
of the central Empire. In time, the relentless assaults of the
Dragon Imperator had worn down the strength of Cathair Sindar, and
the remaining cloak elves had fled, taking refuge in the hidden
city of Cathair Kaldran. The Dragon Imperator and his vassals had
never bothered to raze the abandoned city.

Then the first Emperor Roland
and his army had arrived here, drawn through a wild gate from Old
Earth. They needed a place of refuge, and the empty city of Cathair
Sindar had been available. So Cathair Sindar became Sinderost, and
the Empire had exploded across the face of the world, struggling
against the dark elves and their armies until at last the Dragon
Imperator had been slain.

And now the Valedictor had
claimed the Dragon Imperator’s throne and threatened to destroy the
Empire.

Despite his bleak mood,
Tyrcamber looked around with interest as they passed through the
inner gate and into the old city. The inner wall was built of the
pale white stone the cloak elves used in all their construction,
and inside the wall stood slender towers and sprawling palaces of
white stone crowned with gleaming domes. The first Emperor had
claimed the entirety of Sinderost as his personal demesne and
granted various lords and merchants the right to houses and towers
as it pleased him.

“And there,” said Angaric,
“is the house where my ancestors were granted their titles and
lands.” Angaric was fascinated with history, and inevitably a visit
to the old city of Sinderost prompted a lecture on the topic, even
though Tyrcamber had served as a squire in the Imperial Palace for
years.

That had been only ten years
ago, but it seemed like an eternity had passed.

“And over there,” said
Angaric, pointing at a mansion of white stone within a courtyard,
“is the motherhouse where the Order of Embers was founded.”

“Yes, I know,” said
Tyrcamber. “We were there when we arrived at Sinderost.”

He almost said when they fell
back to Sinderost but stopped himself. A dozen serjeants
accompanied Master Ruire as they strode deeper into the Old City.
Tyrcamber was a Knight of the Order, and he had to set an example
for the soldiers of the Order. That included keeping morale up.

Though optimism was a polite
fiction. The common soldiers knew just as well as the nobles how
badly the Empire had been losing the war with the Valedictor.

“It is part of our duty as
Knights of the Order of Embers to know the history of the Empire,”
said Angaric. He grinned behind his beard. “Besides, you need to
read more.”

“There’s been so much spare
time for it lately,” said Tyrcamber.

“Then I shall endeavor to
fill the gaps in your education,” said Angaric. “Really, you need
me to look out for you. Remember that business at Falconberg?”

“Since we were nearly killed
by muridachs and then almost had the Shield’s mansion burn down on
top of us, yes, I remember it quite well,” said Tyrcamber in a dry
voice.

“Well, after that, you could
have bedded Sigurd Rincimar,” said Angaric. “She was giving you
that dewy-eyed look women get. All you had to do was crook your
finger, and she’d fall into your bed. Instead, you left the banquet
early, and she wound up marrying the Count of Eichenfel.”

Tyrcamber hid his smile. What
Angaric didn’t know was that Sigurd had also left the banquet
early, and she had said farewell to Tyrcamber most
enthusiastically. But what Sigurd had really wanted was a powerful
and wealthy husband, so as a favor to Tyrcamber his sister Adelaide
had arranged for Sigurd’s betrothal to the Count of Eichenfel, one
of the vassals of the Duke of Roxaria. According to rumors that
Tyrcamber found entirely believable, Sigurd ruled the Count’s
household with an iron fist while her husband busied himself
hunting and fishing.

Though Tyrcamber supposed the
Count was with the army of the western dukes now.

“A good point, sir,” said
Tyrcamber. “Without your counsel, I would be lost indeed.”

Angaric gave him a suspicious
look, but then resumed his lecture on the history of Sinderost.

They came to the southernmost
tip of the city, where the River Nabia joined the River Bellex as
it flowed south to the sea. Each river was nearly half a mile wide
this far south. Combined with Sinderost’s ancient walls, it
provided for a strong barrier against any attackers, which was why
the Valedictor’s hosts had focused their attacks on the northern
wall of the New City so far. But Tyrcamber knew if he climbed to
the top of the eastern wall and looked over the River Bellex, he
would see goblin engineers cutting down trees to build rafts and
ladders. Once they were ready, they would launch an assault across
the river, no doubt at the same time as another assault from the
north.

Was the city strong enough to
fend off a powerful attack from two directions at once?

Tyrcamber didn’t know. They
had beaten back the attacks aimed at the northern wall so far, but
he wasn’t sure if their soldiers could withstand attacks from the
north and the east at the same time.

But he suspected they were
going to find out sooner rather than later.

Then the sight of the
Imperial Palace and the Square of the Empire pushed away his
worries, if only for a little while.

The Imperial Palace filled
the triangular southern tip of the city, the River Nabia flowing
past its western wall and the River Bellex past its eastern wall.
It was a soaring castle built in the cloak elven style, with
gleaming white walls and soaring domes and towers. The highest
slender tower rose nearly four hundred feet from the ground, and
the watchers the Emperor kept there had given the defenders ample
warning of the enemy’s movements.

Before the castle’s northern
gate stretched the Square of the Empire, where the first Roland had
declared himself the Emperor, and the Guardian Rilmael had appeared
to instruct the men of the Empire in the Seven Spells and the
dangers of the Malison. On the western side of the square rose the
Imperial Cathedral, the primary church of the Empire, a building of
white stone with a broad domed roof. Tyrcamber didn’t know what the
church had originally been. The cloak elves had built it, and they
had never bothered to reveal its function during their embassies to
the Emperor’s court.

A broad flight of stairs led
to the cathedral’s doors, and the chief lords and knights had
gathered upon them. The Dukes and Counts who had brought troops to
the Emperor’s muster stood there, flanked by some of their knights
and men-at-arms. The Masters of four of the five Imperial Orders
were already there – the Masters of the Order of Iron, the Griffin,
of Winter, and the Third Eye. Tyrcamber spotted Sir Daniel standing
next to the Master of the Order of the Third Eye, Sir Olivier of
Falconberg with the Master of the Order of the Griffin, and
numerous other knights he had met during the campaign against the
Valedictor and the siege of Sinderost.

Tyrcamber’s father stood at
the head of the stairs, frowning. But he always frowned. Chilmar
Rigamond had iron-gray hair and a long beard of the same color and
wore scarred plate armor that had been repaired numerous times.
Other nobles wore armor inlaid in bright colors or adorned with
jewels, but not the grim Duke of Chalons. Some of Tyrcamber’s older
brothers stood near their father. They looked like younger versions
of the Duke, with black hair instead of gray. Though his father
looked stern and cold, while his brothers merely looked cruel.

The Emperor stood near
Chilmar.

“Master Ruire,” said the
Emperor Alarius Roland, “welcome.”

Ruire and the other Knights
of the Order of Embers bowed to the lord of the Frankish Empire,
and Tyrcamber followed suit.

Alarius Roland gazed back at
them. He wore elaborate steel plate armor embossed with golden
sunburst designs, and Tyrcamber knew that the armor had been
enspelled by the master smiths of the Order of Iron. The Emperor
had iron-gray hair and deep black eyes, his beard hanging to his
chest. An ancient sword hung at his belt, a longsword of slightly
wider and shorter design than common in the modern Empire. It was
the sword Durendal, the sword of the Emperors, and the first Roland
had carried it with him from Old Earth. According to the tales, the
ancient wizard Merlin had imbued the weapon with powerful magic and
given the sword to Roland. The power of the blade let it cut
through anything, whether sword or shield or armor, though
Tyrcamber had never seen the Emperor use the sword.

Tyrcamber straightened up,
and behind the Emperor, he saw the Guardian Rilmael. The Guardian
stood a little apart, both hands on his dragon-headed staff of red
gold, his gray cloak stirring in the wind. His alien elven eyes,
deep and silver, fell upon Tyrcamber, and the Guardian nodded.
Tyrcamber nodded back. He had known the Guardian for years, even
before the Valedictor’s invasion had begun, and Rilmael’s counsel
had always warned against potential disasters.

Or helped Tyrcamber avert
those disasters.

Though he wondered if
anything would be enough to stop the catastrophe that threatened
Sinderost.

“My lords and knights,
welcome,” said the Emperor. “Now that we have all gathered, it is
time to plan the defense of the city, and how to defeat the
Valedictor and drive his host back to the Goblin Wastes.”

“My lord Emperor?” said
Hulderic Grimnir, the Duke of Valstrasia. He was only a few years
older than Tyrcamber since his father the previous Duke had been
killed in the first weeks of the Valedictor’s campaign. Most of the
Duchy of Valstrasia had been overrun by the Valedictor’s hosts.

“Aye,” said the Emperor. “We
fight for survival in this siege. We have been fighting for
survival ever since the Valedictor thought to claim the throne of
his fallen master and invaded the Empire. Our situation has been
dire, my lords. We know full well that if Sinderost falls, the
Empire is doomed. Some of the duchies will survive for a time,
ruled by their Dukes, and as will some of the Imperial Free Cities.
But you know as well as I do that the Dukes and the Counts cannot
cooperate without a strong hand to guide them.” Some of the
gathered nobles looked offended by that, others amused. “It is
before the walls of Sinderost that we must break the
Valedictor.”

“And how shall we accomplish
that, my lord Emperor?” said Alaric Chevalreaux, the Duke of
Talgothica. Like many of the other eastern lands of the Empire,
much of Talgothica had been overrun and laid waste by the
Valedictor’s hordes. The remains of Duke Alaric’s forces manned the
walls of Sinderost. “We have enough strength to hold the city, but
only just.”

“Especially,” said Duke
Hulderic with a scowl, “since the western dukes have not deigned to
return to us yet.”

“We have a plan, my lords,”
said Duke Chilmar in his harsh voice. “The Valedictor’s strength
appears overwhelming. But in warfare, the initiative lies with the
attacker, but often the ultimate advantage rests with the defender.
Sinderost is a long way from Urd Mythruin, and the Valedictor’s
lines of supply are stretched thin. Additionally, the Valedictor
rules over a motley assortment of goblin, ogres, and muridachs, all
of whom hate each other almost as much as they hate humans. If we
deal them a solid enough blow, they will turn on each other, and
the Valedictor’s army will crumble.”

“All that is true enough,”
said Duke Alaric. “But we are not in any position to deliver that
blow.”

“Not yet,” said the Emperor.
“But we soon will be. What is not yet known to you is that the
western Dukes have gathered a new army accompanied by ten thousand
gnoll mercenaries, and they are marching to our relief even now.” A
stir went through the nobles, and Tyrcamber blinked in surprise.
The Dukes of the western Empire had been forced to return to their
lands to raise new troops and resupply. More than a few of the
eastern and southern nobles grumbled that the westerners had
abandoned the fight at the first opportunity, preferring to tend to
their own castles and towns rather than facing the foe that
threatened the entire Empire. “Master Erchwulf?”

The Master of the Order of
the Griffin was a wiry, leathery man with skin creased from too
much time beneath the harsh light of the sky fire. His gray hair
receded from his scalp, and he had an enormous bushy mustache the
color of iron. He stepped forward, cleared his throat, and looked
over the assembled nobles and knights.

“My lords,” said Erchwulf.
“As you know, the griffins of my Order have been flying patrols
over the countryside, keeping watch to make sure the Valedictor
isn’t sneaking another army to Sinderost. It’s our great advantage
over him. A griffin can’t take a dragon in a straight fight,
especially an older dragon, but our griffins can fly faster and are
more maneuverable, and a dragon cannot catch a griffin-mounted
scout. Anyway, the army of the western Dukes is marching hard
through the valley of the River Nabia, under the command of Duke
Merovech Valdraxis of Swabathia. They should arrive tomorrow if all
goes well.”

A murmur went through the
lords and knights. The Emperor let it continue for a few moments
and then spoke.

“When our reinforcements
arrive, they will cross the River Nabia, and we will attack,” said
the Emperor. “Caught between a wall and reinforcements is one of
the worst possible places for an army to be. If we strike boldly,
we can smash the forces the Valedictor has north of Sinderost. At
the very least, we will force the Valedictor to retreat across the
River Bellex, and we can begin the campaign to retake the eastern
duchies from a position of strength.”

“How will our reinforcements
cross the River Nabia?” said Hulderic. “A contested river crossing
is one of the most difficult maneuvers to manage in warfare.”

“If Merovech did his job
properly,” said Chilmar, “his army ought to have built rafts while
they were moving through the forests of Roxaria. Pine logs aren’t
good for much, but they will float.”

“They are carrying rafts with
them, my lords,” said Erchwulf. “My scouts have seen them. Probably
that is what has slowed their progress so much.”

“All of you, make your men
ready for battle,” said the Emperor. “Tonight, we shall attend mass
and ask for the aid of God and the Dominus Christus in the battle
to come. Tomorrow, when Merovech begins his river crossing, we will
launch sorties to support the western army. And once enough of our
reinforcements are across the river, we shall attack the
Valedictor’s siege camps.”

Tyrcamber said nothing. It
was a bold plan, and it could easily fail. Yet half of the
Valedictor’s strength was camped north of Sinderost, and the other
half was on the far bank of the River Bellex, building rafts and
preparing to attack the eastern walls of Sinderost. If the knights
of the Empire struck boldly, they might be able to break half of
the Valedictor’s horde. If God and fortune favored them, they could
even get a chance to strike down the dark elven lord himself. If
the Valedictor fell, his army would disintegrate into a rabble of
squabbling goblin tribes and ogre chieftains, and the men of the
Empire would push them back to the Goblin Wastes.

But while Master Erchwulf’s
griffin riders made superb scouts, dragons could fly as well, if
not as swiftly. Tyrcamber had seen smaller dragons circling
overhead, ridden by umbral elves and lesser dark elven nobles. They
stayed well away from the city for fear of ballistae, but they
soared over the surrounding countryside. The Valedictor had to know
that the western Dukes were coming with reinforcements. Surely, he
would not simply sit here and wait for his enemies to smash
him.

None of the nobles opposed
the Emperor’s plan. They, too, knew that they had to act or be
overwhelmed by the Valedictor. The discussion turned to the
practical details of strategy, logistics and supply, and Tyrcamber
listened with half an ear. All that was beyond his authority. His
task would be to command a deputation of serjeants and men-at-arms
and hold a section of the wall or to ride out with the mounted
sorties when the Emperor moved to help the army of the western
Dukes.

The council of war ended, and
the Emperor led the way into the cathedral. The lords and knights
of the Empire would attend mass on the eve of the great battle,
asking for the favor of God and the saints before taking up arms.
Tyrcamber wondered if God was listening. Of late, it seemed that
heaven had abandoned the Empire to the iron rod of the
Valedictor.

“Sir Tyrcamber.”

The familiar voice, deep and
a little hoarse, shook Tyrcamber out of his dark musings.

The Guardian Rilmael stood
next to the double doors leading into the great cathedral. He wore
his usual gray cloak, but ever since he had come to aid the Emperor
against the Valedictor’s invasion, he had also worn a cuirass of
overlapping plates of golden metal, the steel of the cloak elves.
He had been in the thick of the fighting for the last several
years, and often his magic had been the deciding factor between
victory and defeat for the Empire’s forces, and several times his
power had been the only thing that kept defeat from becoming a
total crushing rout.

Over the years, a few of
Tyrcamber’s friends had speculated that the real reason the
Guardian aided the Empire was to use humanity as a shield to
protect the cloak elves of Cathair Kaldran from danger. Tyrcamber
supposed that was true. Cathair Kaldran had only sent a few
thousand warriors to face the Valedictor, though they had fought
well. But Rilmael had been in the thick of the fighting again and
again, and no man could accuse him of cowardice.

“Guardian,” said Tyrcamber.
“Do you think we can win tomorrow?”

With anyone else, it would
have been idle speculation. But Rilmael had the power of the Sight,
and that sometimes let him glimpse the shadows of the future or at
least potential futures. Tyrcamber had been relieved to learn that
the future was not written in stone, or at least that it was in
constant flux.

Because if he had to guess,
he would have said that the Empire’s defeat was inevitable.

“The toss of a coin, I
think,” said Rilmael. “We shall see on what side the coin lands
tomorrow.”

“Cheering thought,” said
Tyrcamber.

“The Emperor’s plan is
sound,” said Rilmael. “It might smash the Valedictor’s host and
force him to the eastern side of the River Bellex. Of course, the
Valedictor’s plan is sound as well. Tomorrow we shall discover who
is right…and not even the Sight can see what will happen.”

Tyrcamber let out a breath.
It had been seven years since he had first met the Guardian on the
road to the town of Tongur, and Tyrcamber had seen unceasing
battles since. Or at least it felt that way. Seven years ago, he
had wanted to win glory and renown as a knight of the Empire.

Now he just wanted to
rest.

“I suppose it is in the hands
of God,” said Tyrcamber at last.

“Aye,” said Rilmael. “God,
and the hands of the men of the Empire. And perhaps a small number
of the men of the Empire.”

Tyrcamber felt a chill.
“Tomorrow will be…important, then?”

Rilmael had warned him of
coming events before – at Tongur, at Tamisa, at Falconberg. Every
time, the Guardian’s warning had foretold a conflict with the
Dragon Cult, and disaster had barely been averted.

“It will be,” said Rilmael.
“For obvious reasons. One way or another, the future of the Empire
will be decided.” He hesitated. “And I think you will stand in the
heart of that storm, Sir Tyrcamber.”

“Is it the Dragon Cult?” said
Tyrcamber, alarmed.

“No, I do not think so,” said
Rilmael. “The Valedictor regards the Cult as a useful tool and
nothing more. He will work with the Theophract when convenient, but
the Valedictor intends to put Sinderost to the sword. Any cultists
in the city will die alongside the innocent. We do not face any
treachery from the Dragon Cult.” He took a deep breath. “But be
ready, Sir Tyrcamber. The battle will be challenging.”

“I will do what I can,” said
Tyrcamber. Inside the cathedral, he heard the priest call the
congregation to order. “The mass is starting. I need to go.”

Rilmael inclined his head.
“Go. May God be with you.”

Tyrcamber nodded and strode
into the church.
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Rilmael walked away from the
cathedral and into the square, gazing at the slender white towers
of the Imperial Palace.

It hadn’t always been the
Imperial Palace. Rilmael could remember when it had been the seat
of the King of Cathair Sindar, the heart of a powerful kingdom of
the Liberated. But the Dragon Imperator’s armies had crushed the
strength of Cathair Sindar and slain its last King, and the
survivors had fled to the refuge at Cathair Kaldran.

Cathair Kaldran, which
guarded the door that must never be opened.

Which, Rilmael supposed was
the entire reason that he was here.

That, and he wanted to help
the humans.

He hadn’t expected humans to
come to this world, but they had, and they had all but exploded
across the world with strength and vigor, establishing their Empire
and battling the armies of the Dragon Imperator. They were capable
of such violence and cruelty…and at the same time some of them
possessed the capacity for profound valor.

Tyrcamber Rigamond, Rilmael
thought, was one such human.

And a heavy fate awaited him
tomorrow.

Rilmael gazed at the towers
outlined against the sky fire, wondering what to do. He had seen
more of the future than he had told Tyrcamber. It wasn’t the
soldiers of the Empire who would decide the fate of humanity.

It was Tyrcamber Rigamond
himself.

Somehow, the choices
Tyrcamber made tomorrow would decide the fate of the Empire.
Rilmael didn’t know how, but he suspected.

And because he suspected, he
hadn’t told Tyrcamber the entire truth, because the complete truth
might make the young knight kill himself in despair.

Rilmael could hardly blame
him for that.

He would help Tyrcamber to
survive the storm to come.

If he could.

***

 

 
 




 Chapter 3: The Fall
of the Empire

 
 
 

The blast of trumpets jerked
Tyrcamber out of sleep.

He blinked awake, trying to
clear his head. Sleep had not brought him rest for weeks now, and
his bones felt as if they had been made of lead. The dark shadow of
the Malison flickered at the edges of his thoughts, and Tyrcamber
shoved it away on reflex. He had been using so much magic for so
long that a constant edge of dull fatigue seemed woven into his
flesh.

For a moment, Tyrcamber could
not remember where he was or how he had gotten there. He was lying
on the floor in the great hall of a merchant house, a half-dozen
knights wrapped in their blankets nearby. The air smelled of sweat
and oil and leather.

Then his mind snapped back
into focus.

Sinderost, he was in
Sinderost. The city was filled to overflowing with knights and
men-at-arms, and the soldiers were billeted wherever they could
find room. Tyrcamber was a Knight of the Order of Embers, and his
rank meant he had to share a room with only six other men, instead
of sleeping on the streets or in a tent.

“The call to arms!” said one
of the other knights, sitting up.

Alarm burst through
Tyrcamber’s mind, and he surged to his feet, his fatigue
forgotten.

The trumpet was the call to
arms at the northern wall.

The city was about to come
under attack.

The hall of the merchant’s
house exploded into motion as the knights got to their feet and
armed themselves. Tyrcamber pulled on his armor and sword belt in
haste, checking the straps as quickly as he could manage. In less
dire circumstances, a squire should have helped him, but every boy
old enough to hold a spear or a bow had been recruited into the
defense of the city. He’d heard some of the other knights complain
incessantly about the lack of servants, and Tyrcamber supposed that
even in the face of the destruction of the Empire, some nobles
would never surrender their pride.

The trumpets rang out again,
and Tyrcamber forced his mind to stop wandering, turning his
attention to his armor. He checked the straps one last time and
then joined the other men as they hurried into the street and
dispersed to their stations. It was just a little past dawn, the
sky fire brightening from blue to the harsher yellow-orange of
daylight, and shadows lay heavy upon the streets of the Imperial
capital.

Tyrcamber jogged to the
north, heading towards the outer wall. The trumpets sang again,
more urgently, and Tyrcamber broke into a run. Around him, he heard
the clatter of armor, the shouts of knights and men-at-arms as they
roused their soldiers and got to their positions.

He reached the square before
the northern gate and saw the Emperor’s banner. The Emperor himself
was in the square, flanked by the knights of the Imperial Guard,
and Tyrcamber caught a glimpse of Rilmael’s gray cloak and golden
armor. Tyrcamber scrambled up the stone stairs, jogged along the
battlements, and came to his section of the ramparts.

The sound of drums rose from
the Valedictor’s host.

Sir Daniel Tremund was
already there, clad in his black armor, his expression serene as he
gazed to the north. He looked well-rested, but Tyrcamber wondered
if the Knights of the Third Eye ever slept at all. The mind magic
the Order of the Third Eye wielded had strange effects upon its
knights.

“Sir Daniel,” said Tyrcamber,
catching his breath. “What’s going on?”

He saw activity among the
Valedictor’s camp. Ranks of goblins and ogres had formed up, the
brightening sky fire glinting off their helmets and spear points.
In the center of their formation, facing the northern gate, was
something that looked like a barn, albeit a barn on wheels.

It was the housing for some
kind of siege engine.

“The enemy prepares to
attack,” said Daniel. “I don’t know if you saw it, but their rafts
are crossing the River Bellex to the east. The Emperor and the
Dukes had to send many of our reserves there. The Valedictor is
going to attack from the north and the east simultaneously.”

“Risky,” said Tyrcamber.

“Or perhaps bold,” said
Daniel, his voice quiet.

“Aye,” said Tyrcamber. The
army of the western Dukes would begin crossing the River Nabia to
attack soon. If the Valedictor wasn’t careful, he was going to find
himself caught between the fortifications of Sinderost and the
approaching reinforcements. But if he was bold, he could seize
Sinderost today and have a strong point from which to repel the
western army.

Assuming, of course, the
Valedictor could storm Sinderost. It seemed unlikely on the
surface. Yet the Valedictor was careful, methodical. He had spent
the decades since the fall of the Dragon Imperator preparing for
this war. Tyrcamber couldn’t imagine the Valedictor launching an
all-out attack on the city unless he thought it would succeed.

“They have more siege
ladders,” said Daniel, pointing.

“Larger ones, too,” said
Tyrcamber. Armored ogres carried the new ladders, which were
broader and heavier than the ones from the last attack.
Additionally, barbed steel hooks topped the ladders, which would
help them grip the battlements and make it harder to throw them
down.

Another roll of drums came
from the Valedictor’s host, and thousands of muridachs and goblins
and ogres shouted at once. He heard another roar coming from the
east, accompanied by the growing sounds of violence and occasional
splashes. The Valedictor’s host was trying to cross the River
Bellex. Tyrcamber hoped that the men on the eastern wall could
hold.

But they had their
responsibility, and Tyrcamber had his.

There was a roar, and a
winged shadow rose from the goblins and soared into the air. The
Valedictor’s great black dragon spiraled upwards, wings flexing,
and Tyrcamber glimpsed the dark elven lord riding upon its back. As
the dragon circled over the enemy host, dozens of gray-skinned
figures moved to the side of the wheeled siege engine, clad in blue
armor and dark cloaks. They were umbral elves, and as Tyrcamber
watched, they took up escort positions around the wheeled
engine.

“Sir Tyrcamber,” said Daniel,
peering at the wheeled device, one hand raised to shield his
eyes.

“Aye?” said Tyrcamber.

“I think there is a ram
inside that housing,” said Daniel.

Tyrcamber frowned. “Our own
catapults and ballistae should destroy a ram before it reaches the
gate.”

“Probably,” agreed Daniel.
“But I wonder why all those umbral elves have gathered near the
ram. Surely they are not going to push it forward.” A dry note
entered his calm voice. “The umbral elves are not overly fond of
physical labor.”

“They are not,” agreed
Tyrcamber, who had spoken with umbral elves. As he watched, dozens
of ogres armed in steel plate marched to the ram’s housing. They
wore the heaviest armor Tyrcamber had yet seen among the
Valedictor’s soldiers, armor so heavy it would have been a
challenge even for a creature with an ogre’s strength to move while
wearing it.

The ogres took position on
either side of the ram’s housing, grasping wooden handles
protruding from the walls. For a moment the Valedictor’s entire
host stood in silence, and then the Valedictor’s dragon roared,
shooting a blazing plume of fire across the sky. The thousands of
goblins, ogres, and muridachs cheered, and the ogres carrying the
siege ladders began to march forward. Muridachs armed with shields
screened the ogres, while the ogres at the ram roared and began
shoving.

The wooden housing and the
ram shuddered forward, the massive wheels churning at the
earth.

A blast of trumpets came from
the gatehouse. Tyrcamber glanced to the west and saw that the
Emperor himself stood on the ramparts over the northern gate to
direct the battle. Likely the Dukes, the Masters of the Orders, and
the Guardian Rilmael would be with him. Another blast came from the
trumpets, and behind Tyrcamber and the serjeants, archers raised
their bows. They released as one, sending volleys of arrows soaring
into the sky and falling like steel-tipped rain among the
enemy.

Yet this time the
Valedictor’s soldiers did a better job of defending their siege
ladders. The muridachs screening the ladders carried massive tower
shields, and the shields were thick enough to deflect most of the
arrows. Some of the shafts got through and pierced the ogres
carrying the ladders, and the catapults and ballistae on the wall
released stones and bolts. The tower shields proved no defense
against the fury of the siege engines, and the missiles ripped
through the muridachs and the ogres.

But there were far, far more
goblins, ogres and muridachs than there were siege engines, and the
Valedictor had ample replacements. Other soldiers rushed forward to
take the places of those killed by the arrows and the ballistae,
and the wave of ladders drew ever closer to the city’s wall.
Tyrcamber saw a flash of silver light from the ramparts, and a
brilliant bolt of lightning screamed down from the sky fire and
struck one of the approaching ladders. The ladder ripped apart into
burning splinters, and the explosion killed dozens of ogres and
muridachs. Rilmael had thrown his magic into the fray, and
Tyrcamber had seen him use that powerful lightning spell many times
before.

In rapid succession, the
Guardian destroyed two more ladders.

Yet the rest of them kept
coming despite the arrows.

“That ladder is going to
reach our section of the wall,” said Daniel.

“Serjeants forward!” said
Tyrcamber. “Conserve your magical strength!” He did not want to
have to kill any men who succumbed to the Malison and began
transforming into a dragon. Tyrcamber had been forced to do that
too many times already.

The nearby serjeants moved
forward, shields raised and swords drawn back. Tyrcamber slid his
shield onto his left arm and drew his sword, the blue steel
flashing in the harsh light of the sky fire. The archers behind his
serjeants unleashed a steady rain of arrows at the approaching
ladder, but it kept moving forward.

With a cry, the ogres
carrying the ladder shifted position, raising it, and the ladder
swung upward and slammed into the ramparts, the steel hooks at the
end grasping the battlements.

A steel-armored ogre grasped
the end of the ladder. The hulking creature would have stood eight
or nine feet tall, its skin gray, its eyes a harsh yellow. The ogre
wore steel plate armor that covered it from head to foot, heavier
than a human could have borne. Through the slit of its helm,
Tyrcamber glimpsed its glaring eyes and the fang-filled mouth. In
its right hand, the ogre grasped a heavy steel-bound club. It
whipped the club around in a vicious swing, and the force of the
impact drove back the two serjeants. The ogre lumbered forward with
a bellow, and behind it, goblins began clambering up the ladder,
swords in hand.

Tyrcamber summoned magic and
cast the Lance spell, throwing a bolt of flame at the ogre. He
aimed for the creature’s face, but it was too quick, and his blast
struck the ogre’s cuirass instead. Tyrcamber put enough power into
the spell that it melted a hole in the armor, and the ogre rocked
back with a howl of pain. He lunged forward before the creature
could recover its balance and slashed his sword into the gap
beneath its helm. Tyrcamber felt the keen blade cut into the ogre’s
thick hide, and dark blood welled across the steel cuirass. The
ogre fell to its knees, and one of the serjeants finished it off
with a mace blow that left a fist-sized dent in the steel
helmet.

By then the goblins swarmed
up the ladder and onto the ramparts.

Tyrcamber caught the thrust
of a goblin sword on his shield. The creature’s attack landed with
enough force to send splinters flying from the thick wood.
Tyrcamber caught his balance, and over his shield’s rim, he saw the
goblin’s blue-skinned face beneath its steel helm, its yellow eyes
and the needle-like teeth bared in a furious snarl. He surged
forward with a burst of speed as the goblin prepared another
attack, and Tyrcamber hammered his shield into the goblin. The
creature rocked back, and Tyrcamber’s sword darted out, plunging
through the gap in its helm and into the goblin’s throat. The
goblin fell dead, but two more took its place.

Steel rang on steel as
Tyrcamber’s men closed around the goblins, trying to push them
back. Magic flared as the goblins cast Lance spells of ice or
lightning, and Tyrcamber’s serjeants responded with Shield spells,
deflecting their attacks. The goblins attacked with ferocity, but
Tyrcamber had more men, at least on this section of the ramparts.
To the west and east, he heard fighting along the walls, and the
huge ram in its massive wooden housing crept ever closer. The
ladders had reached the wall before the ram, but no doubt that was
the Valedictor’s plan. Let the goblins scrambling up the ladders
pin down the defenders while the ram crawled to the gate. Tyrcamber
hoped that the Emperor and his advisors saw the danger.

But right now, Tyrcamber had
more immediate problems.

He joined the fray as his
serjeants tried to drive the goblins back. The fighting was brutal
and bloody. Tyrcamber caught the thrust of a sword on his shield
and plunged his own weapon into a goblin soldier’s stomach. Another
goblin lunged at him, and Tyrcamber twisted, shoving the impaled
creature into the line of the second goblin’s attack. The goblins
tangled together, and Tyrcamber ripped his sword free. Before he
could strike, another serjeant put an axe into the second goblin’s
skull, and both creatures went down.

Sir Daniel stepped forward
and gestured, casting a spell. His eyes glowed white, a shimmering
haze around his fingers as he worked a spell of mind magic. A pulse
of power flowed out from him, and suddenly the goblins fighting in
front of the ladder went limp, their minds dazed.

“Strike them quickly!” said
Daniel, his voice calm but strained. “I cannot hold them for
long!”

“Go for the ladder!”
commanded Tyrcamber, and he ran forward, the serjeants around him.
Two dazed goblins stood in his path, and Tyrcamber cut them down.
It felt like cold-blooded butchery, but they needed to get that
damned ladder off the wall. He seized the steel hooks at the end of
the ladder and heaved, and six other men clustered around him. They
managed to push it a foot from the battlements, and a goblin
scrambled up the top rung, raising an axe. Tyrcamber worked a quick
Lance spell that caught the goblin in the shoulder. Since the
goblin was holding onto the ladder with that arm, the creature
screamed and fell backward, hitting the ground.

The serjeants gave one last
heave, and the ladder tilted backward and fell to the ground with a
thump. A cheer went up from the serjeants and men-at-arms nearby,
and a few of the soldiers threw Lance spells at the advancing
goblins.

 
 
 

“Hold your magic!” said
Tyrcamber. “Save your power. Archers, forward. Forward! Keep that
ladder pinned down!”

The spearmen and the
swordsmen stepped back, and the archers moved forward. Once they
reached the battlements, they raised their bows and began sending
shafts towards the fallen ladder. They killed goblin after goblin,
keeping them from raising the ladder and reaching the ramparts
again.

“Serjeants!” said Tyrcamber,
calling his magic. “Burn the ladder. Lance spells, quickly!”

He hurled a Lance of magical
fire at the fallen ladder, and a half-dozen serjeants followed
suit. All the men of the Order of Embers, whether noble knights or
common serjeants, trained with the use of the magic of elemental
fire, and the Order’s harsh lessons made them stronger. The volley
of magical fire hit the ladder, and several of the rungs began
burning, spreading to its sides.

That threat was
neutralized.

Tyrcamber sucked in a deep
breath and looked to the east and to the west, trying to take in
the situation. Up and down the wall he saw furious fighting as mobs
of goblins and muridachs and ogres scaled the walls and stormed the
battlements, though the defenders were holding. Tyrcamber was not
sure how long that would last, given the horde outside the wall.
From the east, he heard fighting as the Valedictor’s forces crossed
the river on their rafts and attacked. Tyrcamber didn’t know how
the defenders on the eastern wall fared.

He supposed that was outside
of his responsibility. It was the task of the Emperor and Duke
Chilmar and the other high nobles to oversee the entire battle.
Tyrcamber’s task was to hold this section of the wall, and so far,
he had done so.

But that ram was starting to
concern him.

It had covered considerable
distance while Tyrcamber and his men had fought off the ladder, and
it had picked up speed as the armored ogres put their backs into
it. The archers and the siege engines near the gate had turned
their attention to the ogres, but their armor was thick enough to
deflect most arrows. Those few ogres who fell were quickly
replaced.

There was a flash of light,
and a massive lightning bolt screamed from the sky fire and towards
the ram and its housing. It seemed that Rilmael had seen the threat
of the ram as well.

Then Tyrcamber saw why umbral
elves accompanied the ram.

In unison, the umbral elves
summoned magic, and dozens of overlapping Shield spells covered the
ram and its housing, creating a mesh of protective magic. Rilmael’s
lightning blast struck the web of Shields and rebounded, hurtling
to the north to blast into the Valedictor’s army. The errant bolt
of lightning killed a score of goblins, the thunderclap booming
over the battlefield, but the ram kept coming.

Tyrcamber heard a blast of
trumpets and men shouting, and the archers on the walls turned
their attention towards the approaching ram. Volleys of arrows
hurtled towards the ram, and again the umbral elves cast spells in
unison, sheathing the ram in Shields. The ram had gotten too close
for the catapults to target, but the ballistae had no such
limitation. Shafts hurtled towards the ram’s housing, and the
umbral elves managed to deflect most of them, but several got
through, killing both the armored ogres and the gray-skinned
elves.

But it was not enough.

Yard by yard, the ram crept
closer, until it had almost reached the gate.

And as it drew nearer,
Tyrcamber could see into the housing, and the sight puzzled
him.

He had seen siege rams
before, and he expected the ram’s shaft to have been constructed
from tree trunks. Given the size of the ram, it would likely be a
dozen tree trunks lashed together with iron bands, and the ram’s
head would be a massive ball of stone or metal. Heavy iron chains
would hang from the framework of the housing, holding the ram
suspended and allowing the ogres to draw it back and swing it
against the closed gates. Tyrcamber saw the iron chains, and he saw
the thick shaft of the ram.

But the ram didn’t have a
head.

And after a moment, Tyrcamber
realized that the ram’s shaft wasn’t made of tree trunks.

It had been built from bones,
dozens of thick, enormous bones. Flickers of golden fire danced
along the bones, almost like the light from a dying ember. Those
were dragon bones, dozens of them lashed together. Why had the
Valedictor built a ram from dragon bones? Dragon bones were hard
and strong, true, but so were iron and wood, and those were much
easier to obtain. When a dragon was killed, it reverted to its
original form, to whoever it had been before the Malison had taken
hold. The only way to obtain dragon bone was to cut it from the
dragon while it was still alive, a procedure to which the creature
would object violently.

The Valedictor must have gone
through dozens of dragons to assemble the necessary bones for the
ram. But why? It would have taken months, maybe even years of work
to gather that many dragon bones, and the Valedictor had been busy
gathering the armies now invading the Empire. Why go to such
efforts?

Tyrcamber remembered the
fighting in Falconberg a few years ago, how the Theophract and the
Dragon Cult had almost used a weapon made from a dragon’s skull to
destroy the city. The skull of a dragon could be fashioned into
mighty weapons of dark magic. The rest of a dragon’s skeleton
wasn’t as powerful, but the bones could still nonetheless make
potent weapons…

And what kind of power could
dozens of dragon bones unleash?

Tyrcamber felt a chill.

“It’s not a ram,” said
Tyrcamber.

“I’m sorry, Sir Tyrcamber?”
said Daniel.

“It’s not a ram,” said
Tyrcamber. “It’s a weapon of dark magic. We must not let it reach
the gates of the city.”

Storms of arrows hissed
towards the housing, and volleys of magic thundered at the umbral
elves and the ogres. Rilmael called more lightning, and the knights
near the Emperor hurled Lance spells. More umbral elves and armored
ogres fell to the fury of the attack, but more rushed forward to
take their places, and the dragon bone weapon continued its steady
roll towards Sinderost.

At last the weapon thudded
against the city’s northern gate.

Nothing happened.

“If that was supposed to
break the gate,” said Daniel, “then it seems our enemy has
failed.”

“Something else is
happening,” said Tyrcamber. The armored ogres and the umbral elves
fled, retreating to the northwest and the northeast as fast as
their legs could carry them, holding Shield spells to block arrows
as they ran. Why not retreat straight to the north? That was the
most direct line back to the Valedictor’s host, and the diagonal
path left them exposed to arrow fire for longer.

The Valedictor’s mighty black
dragon loosed a terrible roar and the creature dove from the sky
over the horde. For a moment, Tyrcamber thought the Valedictor was
going to crash his dragon into the earth, but at the last instant
the great black wings unfurled, and the dragon turned to the south,
flying no more than twenty or thirty feet over the ground.

It was hurtling straight
towards the ram.

Arrows, Lance spells, and
more of the Guardian’s lightning flew towards the Valedictor, but
the dark elven noble cast a spell, and a dozen Shield spells sprang
to life, whirling around him and deflecting the attacks. The
dragon’s jaws yawned wide, and a blazing gout of flame rolled
across the field and swept across the dragon bone weapon. Its
housing went up in flames immediately, the thick wood going up like
sawdust. But the golden glow around the dragon bones shone
brighter, becoming hotter and more intense. As Tyrcamber watched,
the dragon bones drank the fire, soaking it up like a sponge.

Even without casting the
Sense spell, Tyrcamber felt the titanic power radiating from the
ram of bones.

“Sir Daniel,” said Tyrcamber.
“We had better…”

He never got to finish the
sentence.

There was a howling noise,
and the ram exploded.

He just had time to realize
what had happened. The weapon of bone had absorbed the dragon’s
fire, augmented it, and then blasted it into the gates of the
city.

A brilliant flash filled the
world, accompanied by the howl of hot wind, and the shock wave of
the blast threw Tyrcamber backward. He hit the rampart and bounced,
his armor clattering, and for an awful instant, he was sure he
would roll over the edge of the rampart and fall to his death in
the street. He clawed at the stonework and grasped the edge of the
rampart, and managed to stop himself from falling. His eyes opened,
and he saw debris tumbling overhead, bits of broken stone and
burning wood.

He heaved himself back to his
feet and looked for the gate.

Or he tried. He couldn’t find
it.

The explosion had destroyed
the gate.

Tyrcamber gaped in shock. The
blast of fire had shattered the gate, the watch towers, and a
portion of the walls for twenty yards in either direction. A cone
of fire had blasted through the gate and ripped into the New City
of Sinderost, and Tyrcamber saw dozens of buildings wreathed in
flame. Screams and shouts rose from the northern square, where
soldiers in reserve companies waited for the call to battle. The
fire would have scythed through them, killing hundreds if not
thousands. Tyrcamber didn’t know if the Emperor had fallen in the
explosion, or maybe even the Guardian Rilmael himself.

And a huge, yawning hole had
been ripped into the wall.

The Valedictor’s dragon
soared up, and the dark elven lord’s beautiful, terrible voice
thundered over the battlefield, driven to colossal volume by a
spell.

“My warriors!” roared the
Valedictor. “Advance into the city! Slaughter every last human!
Kill the men, the women, and the children! Charge!”

His army let out a roar, and
the goblins and muridachs and ogres began moving in a massive rush
for the shattered gate.

A blare of trumpets, ragged
and uneven, rang out from the burning ruins near the gate. The
Emperor was still alive, or someone was still in command, and they
were calling everyone to the northern square to fight off the
invasion.

Tyrcamber shared a look with
Daniel.

“We have to go,” said
Daniel.

“Let’s move!” shouted
Tyrcamber. “Serjeants of the Order, with me.”

The serjeants of the Order of
Embers moved to join Tyrcamber. The common-born soldiers of the
Order were the best infantry in the Empire, drilled and trained to
obedience and skill. They, at least, would follow Tyrcamber’s
commands without question. But the militiamen of the city and the
men-at-arms on the wall wavered, looking with horror at the broken
gate. They might rout and panic, fleeing to safety. Likely the army
would have to do that anyway. The host of the Empire would have to
withdraw into the Old City since the New City could not be held.
That would let the Valedictor prepare himself to face the armies of
the western Dukes, and he might be able to repulse their attempt to
cross the River Nabia.

Tyrcamber pushed the worries
out of his head. That was beyond his level of responsibility. Right
now, he had to get to the shattered gate, to answer the summons and
help the defense. Tyrcamber reached the rampart stairs, hurried
down them to the street below the wall, and led his serjeants west
at a jog. More serjeants and knights rushed towards the northern
square, and Tyrcamber saw men withdrawing from the wall. Some of
them were fleeing, trying to get through the fires burning in the
New City to reach the safety of the inner walls.

Tyrcamber tried to ignore
them, though rage flared at their cowardice.

Then he and his serjeants
reached the northern square, and all other thoughts fled.

A scene of destruction and
carnage greeted his eyes. The blast from the dragon bone ram had
ripped a huge gash into the wall and sent burning debris spraying
into the city. All the buildings lining the square had been
destroyed by the blast, and Tyrcamber saw dozens more houses
burning to the south. Hundreds of twisted, charred corpses lay on
the ground, their armor half-melted from their limbs. Heat radiated
from the flagstones, and the stink of burned flesh and smoke was
almost overpowering.

Already thousands of goblins
rushed towards the broken gate in a tide of steel.

But Tyrcamber saw that the
Emperor was still alive.

He wasn’t sure how. Perhaps
Rilmael had realized what was about to happen and had saved the
Emperor and as many men as he could, urging them to retreat from
the rampart over the gate. Or maybe Rilmael had somehow warded the
Emperor and the leaders of the army with a spell more powerful than
a mere Shield, and they had survived the explosion. But regardless
of the reason, Rilmael and Alarius Roland were still alive, and so
were the chief nobles and the Masters of the five Imperial
Orders.

But many, many other men had
died in the explosion. As Rilmael had said to Tyrcamber, more than
once, no matter how much the Guardian regretted it, he couldn’t
always save everyone.

With the tide of goblins and
muridachs and armored ogres charging towards the ruined wall, the
Emperor and the nobles might join the burned dead sooner rather
than later. Already goblin soldiers rushed into the northern market
of Sinderost, clambering over the rubble from the blast, and the
Emperor and the chief nobles fought. Lance spells snapped out in
fire and lighting and ice, and Sword spells sheathed blades in
magical power. Rilmael unleashed deadly volleys of magic, and his
spells ripped apart goblins, sending their frozen or burning bodies
tumbling through the air. Yet the goblin mob was driving them back,
and Tyrcamber saw one of his father’s vassals go down with an axe
through the skull even as Chilmar Rigamond cut down a goblin.

“To the Emperor!” shouted
Tyrcamber. “Defend the Emperor!”

The serjeants yelled in
answer, and Tyrcamber sprinted into the square, sword drawn back to
strike, his shield leading on his left arm. His serjeants took the
goblins in the flank, and Tyrcamber killed two of them in rapid
succession. For a moment, the goblin attack wavered as more
companies of men charged into the square, but the sheer number of
goblins and muridachs pushed the defenders deeper into the city.
Tyrcamber found himself retreating, desperately trying to keep the
enemy from flanking his men, but to no avail. In short order, they
were surrounded as the goblins poured into the city, even as more
soldiers rushed to the defense of the Emperor. Tyrcamber had no
choice but to cast both the Sword and the Armor spells at once,
sheathing his body and his blade in elemental flames, fighting with
all the savagery and strength he could muster.

He felt his strength running
out, felt waves of exhaustion pour through him, the black fingers
of the Malison dancing at the edges of his thoughts, but Tyrcamber
fought on. If they did retreat soon, if they did not reach the Old
City, then it was all over. And with the hordes of the enemy
pouring into Sinderost, even retreat seemed like a remote
possibility.

Tyrcamber realized that he
was likely to die here, along with the chief nobles of the eastern
Empire, and perhaps the Empire itself.

Then the armored ogres
stormed into the square, dozens of them.

Some of them had helped
pushed the dragon bone ram to the gates. Others had come from
within the host to reinforce the attack. All the ogres wore steel
plate armor and carried massive shields on their left arms. In
their right hands, they carried massive battle axes or heavy maces,
and they pushed into the fray and began killing, swinging their
heavy weapons like blacksmiths hammering at hot iron.

The ogres tore into the
defenders, killing with every step. The line shivered and began to
collapse in a dozen places. Tyrcamber shouted for his remaining
men, urging them to come to the Emperor’s aid, but it was too
late.

One of the ogres strode
forward, swinging his mace for the Emperor’s head. Alarius parried
with Durendal, and the ancient sword sheared through the mace
without slowing. The ogre stumbled with the sudden loss of weight,
its yellow eyes going wide, and the Emperor killed the creature
with a quick thrust of his sword. Not even the thick steel of the
ogre’s cuirass could resist the edge of Durendal, and the ogre
slumped, dying.

Before the Emperor could
recover his balance, another ogre stepped forward and swung its war
axe.

The heavy steel blade sheared
through the Emperor’s neck. Alarius Roland’s head rolled off his
shoulders and hit the ground, his helmet clanging against the
flagstones. Blood jetted from the Emperor’s neck, and the armored
corpse fell to its knees, and then to its side, Durendal tumbling
from the limp fingers.

Tyrcamber shouted and
attacked the ogre. The creature twisted with fluid speed despite
its size, and its axe lashed out in a sideways swing. Tyrcamber
jerked back and lifted his shield, which was the only thing that
saved his life. The ogre’s axe clipped his shield with terrific
force, and the impact tore it to kindling. Tyrcamber fell and hit
the ground hard, and the ogre lunged after him, the axe coming up
for the kill.

Despite the pain, despite the
exhaustion, Tyrcamber raised his left hand and worked the Lance
spell. The bolt of magical fire burst from his hand and shot
towards the ogre’s face. The creature saw it coming and twisted,
and the bolt struck its armored shoulder. The ogre roared in a fury
and stumbled, and it raised the axe again, casting a spell. White
mist swirled around the blade as the ogre cast the Sword spell,
sheathing the heavy weapon in magical ice.

By then Tyrcamber had gotten
to his feet, every inch of his body aching, his limbs leaden with
fatigue. He raised his own weapon and cast both the Sword and the
Armor spells simultaneously. Anything else, and the chill from the
ogre’s enspelled axe would communicate itself into his arms,
numbing his fingers, and he was so tired that would be fatal.

The ogre growled and lunged
at him, and Tyrcamber dodged. The axe missed his head by a few
inches, and Tyrcamber felt the chill of the weapon beat against his
face even through his Armor spell. He thrust and felt his sword
bite into the ogre’s arm, the flames of the blade making the
creature’s flesh sizzle. The ogre roared its rage, stumbled for a
step, and then went into a berserk fury, slashing and hammering
with its axe. Tyrcamber found himself driven back, stumbling over
the slain while the battle raged all around him. The ogre was too
big, too fast, too strong, and he could not get a hit on the
creature.

Instead, he resorted to
magic, hurling spells. He cast three Lance spells in rapid
succession. The ogre worked a Shield spell of its own for the first
strike, and Tyrcamber’s Lance hammered against it. But his magic,
even while exhausted, was stronger than the ogre’s, and his next
two spells struck its cuirass. The final one burned a molten crater
in the armor, and the ogre stumbled. Tyrcamber roared and drove
himself forward, his sword plunging into the creature’s chest. He
heard the sizzle as his Sword spell was quenched in the ogre’s
flesh, felt its heartbeat shudder up his sword hilt, smelled the
mixture of burned meat and the sharp tang of ogre blood.

The creature’s cry of fury
filled Tyrcamber’s ears, only to turn to a bloody gurgle as it
died.

Tyrcamber ripped his sword
free, releasing both his Sword and his Armor spells. The New City
of Sinderost had fallen, that was plain, and the surviving
defenders were falling back to the Old City. Unless Tyrcamber
wanted to join the slain, he would have to flee as well.

Right about then, the final
bit of resistance in his exhausted mind crumbled, and the black
fingers of the Malison closed around him.

He had come close to losing
himself to the Dragon Curse before, using magic in battle to the
very end of his stamina.

Always before Tyrcamber had
drawn back at the last minute.

But not this time.

The shadows of the Dragon
Curse filled his mind, and pain exploded through his body.

***

 

 
 




 Chapter 4: Death or
Torment

 
 
 

Tyrcamber screamed or tried
to scream, but he could not get any sound through his throat.

He stumbled and fell to his
knees, in too much pain to shout or even to draw breath. Fire
filled his body, and he looked at his hands to see if his fingers
were indeed burning. He saw only the chain mail that covered his
arms, and the leather and steel gauntlets that protected his hands.
The agony felt like fire flowing through his veins, as if his heart
sent liquid metal through his flesh with every beat.

The Dragon Curse had him. In
another few moments at the most, he would lose himself and
transform into a dragon. So close to the Valedictor, the dark elven
lord would dominate him with ease, and he would turn Tyrcamber
against his comrades. Tyrcamber would help kill the men of the
Empire, would help sack Sinderost and turn it to ashes.

No. No, he couldn’t let that
happen.

When Tyrcamber had first met
Rilmael, years ago, the Guardian had warned him against using too
much magic, against leaving himself open to the Malison. Tyrcamber
had boasted that if he ever made that mistake, he would transform
into a Dragontiarna, a man who had mastered the Malison, able to
shift between human and dragon form at will. Of old, the
Dragontiarna had been the great champions of the Empire, the
winners of some of the Empire’s greatest victories. If Tyrcamber
ever fell victim to the Malison, he had vowed, he would become one
of the Dragontiarna.

What a fool he had been.

What an arrogant, stupid
fool.

Nothing could resist the
horrible power ripping through him, tearing apart his flesh and
making it into a new form. Already Tyrcamber heard something like a
strange, compelling song echoing in his mind, and somehow, he knew
that was how his mind interpreted the mighty aura of the
Valedictor. A human could not hear that aura, but in another few
moments, Tyrcamber would no longer be human.

And once he left humanity
behind and became a dragon, he would have no choice but to obey
that horrible, beautiful song.

He had to kill himself. He
had to kill himself right now before it was too late. The Imperial
Church taught that suicide was a mortal sin, that Tyrcamber would
damn himself if he fell upon his sword. That was true for mortal
men, but Tyrcamber was leaving humanity behind. Perhaps he was not
killing himself, but instead, the horror that he was about to
become.

He hoped God would see it
that way, and that the Dominus Christus would have mercy upon his
soul.

His sword, where was his
sword? He couldn’t remember through the pain filling his mind.
Tyrcamber looked at his hands, wondering if he still held it.

Wisps of golden fire danced
around his fingers, seeming to leak from his gauntlets like steam
from beneath the lid of a boiling pot. But his hands were empty.
His sword jutted from the chest of the ogre he had killed, the ogre
that had beheaded the Emperor. Tyrcamber tried to rise, intending
to seize his sword, grasp the hilt, and run himself through.

Instead, another wave of
searing agony went through him, sharper than before, and he let out
a scream and fell to one knee, wheezing. Blood flew from his lips.
He felt something stabbing into his cheeks and realized that fangs
were growing from his jaws. Tyrcamber let out a croaking groan,
staring at the ground as he tried to gather the strength to stand,
but he barely could stay on one knee.

His gauntlets shuddered, and
he saw dark claws sprout from his fingertips, slicing through the
thick leather and steel with ease.

Frantic, Tyrcamber tried to
get to his feet, but could not rise. The pain made it impossible.
Burning torment filled him, and he felt his body straining against
his armor, heard his boots rip as talons grew from his toes. There
was a horrible tight pain at the base of his back, and he realized
that a tail was growing from his spine, about to erupt from his
skin like a blister.

Tyrcamber had to kill himself
now, but he did not have the strength to move from this spot.

He looked around, hoping to
find someone who would kill him. But with the Emperor’s death, the
defense had collapsed, and the surviving soldiers in the square
were retreating to the Old City. Were any of the goblins nearby?
They might kill him. Or, more likely than not, they would avoid
him, knowing that he would soon be enslaved to their master.

A sword, he needed a sword.
Even something sharp to cut his throat. His eyes were burning,
blood and tears trickling down his face, and everything looked
blurry. Tyrcamber tried to force his arms and legs to move, to drag
himself to one of the slain soldiers, but he was in too much pain
to move.

Something made a ringing
sound, and Tyrcamber turned his head to see the end of a golden
staff tap against the flagstones.

The Guardian Rilmael stood
before him.

Rilmael looked rather the
worse for wear. His armor was stained with soot and smeared with
blood, whether Rilmael’s own or someone else’s, Tyrcamber could not
tell. His hair and beard had been singed, and his gray cloak was in
tatters. The golden sword in his right hand was stained with blue
goblin blood, and his silver eyes were bloodshot from smoke and
fatigue.

“Sir Tyrcamber,” said
Rilmael, and there was a deep weariness in his voice. Like he had
just seen a tragedy that he had seen many times before and knew he
would see many times again. “I am sorry.”

Tyrcamber managed to find his
voice. “Kill me. Please. Please.” The words coming from his mouth
sounded rough, distorted, probably because of the fangs jutting
from his lips. Even the act of speaking sent pain through him as
the fangs sliced into his lips and cheeks.

“I can, yes,” said Rilmael.
“And I shall if that is what you choose. But there may be another
way.”

Tyrcamber stared at him,
suddenly angry that the Guardian would dangle hope in front of him
at such a moment.

“What?” rasped Tyrcamber.

“There may be a way,” said
Rilmael. “A path that neither ends in your death nor in the
destruction of the Empire. As unlikely as it seems now. I think you
may have the strength to walk that path. But I will not lie to you.
There will be pain. Pain such as few among mankind have ever
experienced. With the time we have left, I cannot possibly describe
what you will face. In your scriptures, the trials of Job would
seem like an unpleasant afternoon by comparison. But if you walk
this path, there may be hope.” He paused, silver eyes unblinking.
Even in the grips of his torment, Tyrcamber felt the age and weight
of those eyes and the ancient mind behind them. “Yet it is your
choice. If you wish, I will slay you now, and you will be spared
this trial. But you must choose now.”

Tyrcamber almost told the
Guardian to kill him. The pain had redoubled while the Guardian was
speaking, and Tyrcamber wanted to fall to the ground and scream,
except he didn’t have the strength for it. And he knew it would
only get worse. He couldn’t resist the transformation of the
Malison ripping its way through him, and once it finished, he would
not be able to refuse the Valedictor’s mighty song. The only thing
to do, the sensible thing to do was to let the Guardian kill him
right now.

And yet…

Something within Tyrcamber
snarled at the thought of dying. And the Guardian had warned him.
Rilmael had said that his decisions might alter the fate of the
Empire. Tyrcamber was a knight of the Order of Embers. His duty was
to defend the Empire, even if the Empire seemed about to fall. If
there was a way, any possible way, he could yet help defend the
Empire, then he had no choice but to take it.

No matter what it cost.

And when Tyrcamber looked
into Rilmael’s silver eyes, he felt the cost would be immense
indeed.

Tyrcamber forced the words
through his burning throat. “I…I will do it. The hard path. If
there is a way…if there is a way that I can stop all this…” He
jerked his head at the shattered gate and the vast army surging
towards Sinderost. “Then I have the duty. I must.”

“So be it,” said Rilmael.

The words seemed to carry a
heavy finality to them, like a priest saying the final words of
internment over a burial.

Or a carpenter driving the
final nails into a coffin.

“Then let us move at once,”
said Rilmael, jamming his sword into its scabbard without cleaning
off the goblin blood first. “This will feel a little strange, Sir
Tyrcamber.”

Tyrcamber tried to say that
he couldn’t feel worse than he already did, but he only managed a
violent, racking cough. He spat out a mouthful of blood upon the
flagstones, and he saw that the blood was glowing with golden
light.

Rilmael’s hand closed about
his shoulder, and the Guardian cast a spell.

The world ripped apart around
Tyrcamber, and he screamed.

He felt as if he had been
ripped into a thousand pieces while simultaneously falling through
a bottomless pit. The sensation could not have lasted no more than
a second, yet it seemed to rake at him for a thousand years.

Then it ended, and Tyrcamber
let out a cry that turned into a cough, more blood falling from his
mouth.

Except this time, he spat the
blood onto green grass, not flagstones.

The racking cough passed, and
Tyrcamber looked up and blinked, baffled despite his agony.

He was no longer in
Sinderost, and the silence after the roar of the battle was
shocking.

Come to think of it,
Tyrcamber had no idea where he was.

He knelt on a grassy, stony
hill, the sky fire a sheet of writhing yellow-orange flame
overhead. To his right, he saw more rocky hills, their sides
cloaked in long grasses. Atop some of the hills stood structures
built of the white stone the cloak elves used in their
construction, towers and houses and colonnades, all of them ancient
and crumbling. To his left, Tyrcamber saw a vast expanse of
rippling water, the sky fire reflecting in its surface, and the
smell of salt filled his nostrils.

“The ocean?” he croaked.
“Where…where are we?”

“Guardian’s Isle,” said
Rilmael. He stooped and helped Tyrcamber to stand. Bits and pieces
of Tyrcamber’s clothing and armor fell to the ground, wisps of
smoke rising from them. More golden blood dripped from Tyrcamber’s
body. “My home.”

“Your home?” said Tyrcamber.
Rilmael urged him forward, and Tyrcamber half-walked,
half-stumbled, leaning on the Guardian for support. His boots
disintegrated, and his clawed feet ripped at the turf. He glanced
at his feet and was horrified to see that patches of his skin had
burned away to reveal hard golden scales. “I thought…wasn’t Cathair
Kaldran your home?”

“I am the Guardian of Cathair
Kaldran,” said Rilmael. That familiar dry note entered his voice.
“That doesn’t mean I am necessarily welcome there. The council that
governs the cloak elves has not always appreciated my advice. Few
people know of this island. We are west of Mourdrech but east of
Roxaria.”

“I…never heard of this
place,” said Tyrcamber. They headed towards a tall hill that
overlooked the ocean. A single slender white tower rose from its
crown. “I thought the xiatami would have conquered this
island.”

“They would,” said Rilmael,
“but my magic discourages visitors. Hurry. We don’t have much
time.”

Tyrcamber stared to answer,
and then another spasm of agony seized him. He stumbled, and he
heard a metallic scream from his back. Rilmael seized his arm,
helping him to stay upright, and Tyrcamber shot a glance over his
shoulder.

Gleaming bony spikes had
risen from his back, ripping through his armor and clothing. He had
seen similar rows of spines on the backs of dragons before.

“Come!” said Rilmael. “We
must hasten.” He guided Tyrcamber up the stony hill, more pieces of
ruined armor and clothing falling away as waves of pain rolled
through him. The door at the foot of the tower was open, and
Rilmael led him inside.

Tyrcamber found himself in a
large cylindrical chamber, the walls built of white stone, the
floor of polished green marble. The claws at the end of his toes
tapped against the floor as he stumbled inside. Interlocking rings
of magical symbols had been carved into the floor, and niches lined
the round walls. And inside the niches…

Tyrcamber froze in horror,
staring at the niches.

At the back of every niche
was a mirror the size of a large doorway, and in those mirrors, he
could see the hideous nightmare that he had become in the last few
moments.

The transformation was well
underway, and the bulging distortions in his limbs and torso had
ripped away his clothing and torn apart his armor, leaving him
naked. Tyrcamber stood a good two feet taller now, almost as tall
as an ogre. Enormous patches of his skin had torn open or burned
away, revealing golden scales that looked like metal. Black talons
jutted from his fingers and toes, and black spikes from his spine.
His jaws had jutted out, filling with white fangs. Golden fire
blazed in his eyes and shone in his veins like some sort of hellish
map.

“Where?” croaked Tyrcamber.
“Where are we?”

“The Chamber of the Sight. It
is time,” said Rilmael.

Tyrcamber tried to ask
another question, but only a horrid growling noise came from his
mouth.

His jaws had changed too much
for him to shape words.

Another wave of pain rolled
through him, and he screamed and fell to his knees. In the mirrors,
the golden fire in his eyes and veins blazed brighter, and
Tyrcamber felt his mind lose its grip on itself. The final
transformation was taking hold. Tyrcamber screamed for Rilmael to
kill him, to strike him down before it was too late, but his throat
could only make roaring noises.

The golden fire flashed
through the chamber, blinding him.

When it cleared, his humanity
was gone.

His body felt like a prison
of alien flesh, and in the mirrors, he saw what he had become.

An immense dragon, fifty feet
long from snout to tail, great black wings furled upon his back.
The jaws in his elongated skull could bite a man in half without
difficulty, and his scales were like armor, his talons like
daggers. Tyrcamber felt the horrible fire burning with him, and he
knew he could unleash it at will.

And the Valedictor’s song
thundered through his skull, so loud that it overwhelmed
Tyrcamber’s mind.

He felt it dominate him, felt
its iron fingers sink into his brain. Tyrcamber turned, and he saw
Rilmael staring at him, horror in the Guardian’s expression. The
song of the Valedictor carried no words, but words were not needed.
The Guardian was an enemy of the Valedictor.

The Guardian had to be
destroyed.

Rilmael stepped back and
started to cast a spell. Tyrcamber intended to remain motionless,
to let the Guardian kill him. He had become a monster, and the
world would be better off without him. The only way to escape was
to let the Guardian strike him down.

But the song of the
Valedictor compelled him, and Tyrcamber moved with the speed of
lightning.

His tail cracked like a whip,
and it struck the Guardian in the chest. The force of the impact
threw Rilmael across the chamber, and he struck the wall with
enough force that Tyrcamber heard bones break. Rilmael slumped to
the floor, stunned, and Tyrcamber turned his head, opened his jaws,
and unleashed his fire.

The blast of flame engulfed
Rilmael. Tyrcamber just had time to hear Rilmael scream, and then
the roar of the flames drowned out everything else.

When the fire cleared, the
white wall of the Chamber of the Sight had been stained black. The
twisted, smoking husk that had been Rilmael, the Guardian of
Cathair Animus, lay slumped against the wall, smoke pouring off his
limbs.

Tyrcamber had just killed his
friend.

***

 

 
 




 Chapter 5: Dragon
Fire

 
 
 

Tyrcamber tried to scream,
but only a dragon’s furious roar came from his jaws.

Rilmael had been the Guardian
for far longer than the Empire had existed, had guided and
counseled every Emperor since Sinderost had been founded. He had
taught the Seven Spells to the men of the Empire, and if not for
his aid, humanity would have destroyed itself or succumbed to the
Malison. He had been Rilmael’s friend, and his advice had helped
Tyrcamber survive the fights at Tongur and Tamisa and
Falconberg.

And now Tyrcamber had just
murdered him.

He would have killed himself
if he could have just found a way.

But the Valedictor’s song
filled him like thunder and fire, and he could not resist it, no
more than he could have ordered his heart to stop beating. And that
terrible song commanded him to come to the dark elven lord’s side,
to serve his true master.

Tyrcamber turned towards the
door, his claws rasping against the floor. He was now too large to
fit through the door, but that didn’t matter. He breathed fire at
the archway until it glowed and began to drip like a candle, and he
smashed his way through. The molten stone felt like rain against
his scales. Tyrcamber tried to turn back, tried to think of a way
to at least bury Rilmael’s charred corpse, but the song drove him
on.

He ran on all fours to the
bluff at the edge of the island and leaped, his black wings
unfurling behind him. Both his vast wings and the fire burning
within him propelled Tyrcamber with terrific speed, and he hurtled
to the north, flying between the sea and the sky fire.

A few hours later he came to
the southern Empire, flying over the River Bellex where it flowed
into the sea, marking the boundary between the duchies of Roxaria
and Talgothica. Tyrcamber fought within the prison of his body,
trying to crash into the water, or at least into the ground. If he
hit hard enough, the impact would kill him.

But the Valedictor’s song
compelled him onward, almost as if iron hooks had been driven into
his skull and pulled him northward.

His flight carried him north,
and soon he flew over the city of Sinderost. The New City was
nothing but ashes and stone shells of houses and churches, and the
Valedictor’s host poured through the shattered gate. Tyrcamber saw
that the assault across the river had been successful, that the
Valedictor’s host had crossed the River Bellex and claimed the
eastern walls. The shattered defenders had withdrawn into the Old
City, but Tyrcamber didn’t think they could hold. One massive
attack from the Valedictor’s host and the city would fall. The
Valedictor would be in a superb position to repel the host of the
western Dukes, and they might not even attempt the crossing.
Without the Emperor to lead them, the Dukes would turn on each
other, and the Valedictor would destroy them one by one.

The Empire was dead. It had
died a few hours ago. It would just take a few years for the corpse
to stop moving…and for the Valedictor to finish enslaving
humanity.

Tyrcamber tried to turn for
the Old City, to join the defenders fighting to hold the Imperial
capital. But he could not resist the Valedictor’s song. He flew
over Sinderost and then began circling down. He saw the goblins and
the ogres and the muridachs staring up at him with wary curiosity.
They were cautious, but they were not afraid. They knew their lord
was the heir to the Dragon Imperator, that he would command any
dragons who had drawn this close.

He landed forty yards from
the Valedictor and his great black dragon, his claws gripping at
the turf. The black dragon’s head turned to stare at him, and
Tyrcamber felt the hate radiating from the glowing golden eyes.
Somehow Tyrcamber knew that the dragon had once been human, but
like him, it had succumbed to the curse of the Malison. And unlike
Tyrcamber, it had happened centuries ago. The long years of
enslavement had driven the dragon mad, destroying whatever remnants
of sanity it still possessed.

Maybe that would be
Tyrcamber’s fate if he lived long enough.

The Valedictor gazed at him,
and Tyrcamber felt the full power of the dark elven lord’s will
pour into his magic-corrupted body. Perhaps a rabbit caught in the
gaze of a hawk felt this way. If Tyrcamber had fought for a
thousand years with every ounce of strength he possessed, he could
not have resisted that terrible will.

“Well,” said the Valedictor
in his deep voice, both musical and terrible. “What have we
here?”

He gestured and levitated
himself from the back of his black dragon, his dark cloak swirling
around him. His blue armor clanked a little when his boots touched
the earth. The Valedictor strode towards Tyrcamber, and a dozen
armored ogres fell in around him like bodyguards. A dozen lesser
dark elves and umbral elves followed the ogres. Tyrcamber wanted to
attack, wanted to burn the Valedictor and his party to ashes. The
Valedictor was the greatest threat the Empire had faced since the
fall of the Dragon Imperator.

But Tyrcamber could not move,
and the Valedictor’s will held him in pinned place.

“A new-made dragon,” said the
Valedictor, stopping a few paces away. His eyes were solid black,
filled with a bottomless void, stark against his alien, pale face.
In his right hand, he carried a staff that looked as if it had been
made from ebony and red gold, its top crowned with a crystalline
orb that gave off a harsh crimson light. Tyrcamber felt the power
radiating from the thing and realized that some of the Valedictor’s
ability to dominate dragons so easily came from the staff. “On your
belly, slave.”

Tyrcamber’s limbs obeyed
without hesitation. He flattened himself against the ground,
pressing himself against the earth. The Valedictor walked in a
circle around him, his advisors and bodyguards following.

“An exceptionally powerful
dragon, as well,” said the Valedictor. “You must have been a human
of rare magical talent. A pity for you that no one managed to kill
you before the Malison overcame you. Still, it is just as well. You
shall make a fine beast of war.”

With that, the Valedictor
levitated up and sat upon Tyrcamber’s back, at the base of his
serpentine neck and between his shoulders. Tyrcamber wanted to
thrash, to throw the Valedictor from his back, but the dark elven
lord’s will was implacable as steel.

This, then, was to be
Tyrcamber’s fate, to be ridden like an animal as he had ridden
horses for years.

The Guardian Rilmael had been
wrong. Tyrcamber’s destiny hadn’t been to decide the fate of the
Empire. But, then, Rilmael had been wrong about his own fate,
hadn’t he? Surely the Guardian hadn’t foreseen that his own fate
was to perish in dragon fire.

Nor had he foreseen that
Tyrcamber’s fate was to transform, lose his humanity, and be
enslaved to the Valedictor.

In the depths of his mind, he
felt his sanity start to give way, and he screamed in horror and
tried to fight. But the Valedictor’s power would not let him
disobey, and the aura of the dark elf turned Tyrcamber into a
puppet of meat.

The black dragon let out a
snarl, glaring at Tyrcamber with loathing. The creature hated its
master, but the dragon also nonetheless did not want to be
displaced. It would kill Tyrcamber if it could.

Tyrcamber would let it.
Anything to be released from this torment.

But he realized that wasn’t
likely, and that his hell was only just beginning.

The Valedictor let out a
contemptuous laugh. “Jealous?” The black dragon cringed from the
Valedictor’s scorn. “Fear not. Do not humans desire equality above
all things? Does not your kindred yearn for all others to be as
miserable as you are? Now humanity shall all be my slaves, and none
of my thralls shall be higher than any other.” Again, he laughed,
the sound rich with spite. “Indeed, I understand the nature of
humans. If you are hungry, you would rather that other men be
hungry instead of feeding yourself. And soon all humanity shall
know equality once they wear my chains and collars.”

The Valedictor gave orders to
his bodyguards and dark elven vassals. Part of his army had moved
into the New City, but the rest of it was waiting outside the
shattered walls. Now the Valedictor’s entire horde began to move
into the dying city of Sinderost. The Valedictor sent a mental
command to Tyrcamber that stabbed into his mind like a hot knife,
and he had no choice but to take to the air, bearing his new master
aloft.
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Tyrcamber had hoped that the
city of Sinderost would stand firm, that it would hold fast against
the Valedictor’s attack.

In the end, the city lasted
until barely before nightfall.

It was clear the death of the
Emperor and the Guardian had shaken the remaining defenders. Much
of the army had survived the retreat from the New City to the Old
City, but no one was in command. Duke Chilmar Rigamond thought
himself the senior lord of the Empire and expected the other nobles
to defer to him in the absence of the Emperor.

Unfortunately, so did every
other Duke in the realm. And the Masters of the five Imperial
Orders, for that matter.

Because of that, the defense
was ragged, unfocused. The serjeants and men-at-arms held their
individual sections of the wall with dogged ferocity, battling to
hold the goblins and the muridachs and their siege ladders at bay.
But with the reinforcements from across the River Bellex, the
Valedictor had more than enough soldiers to spare, and his warriors
hammered at every inch of the northern wall of the Old City.

And while the soldiers
fought, the dragons struck.

The Valedictor rode Tyrcamber
into battle, and without the Guardian’s powerful magic, they
approached without fear. A dozen dark and umbral elves rode
dragons, and they swooped low over the defenses. The griffins and
stormhawks tried to stop them, but the mounts of the Knights of the
Griffin were overwhelmed and slain. Blasts of dragon fire destroyed
the ballistae and catapults of the wall’s watch towers, clearing
the approach to the Old City, and the dragon fire killed hundreds
of soldiers in the process. Seven of the dragons perished as they
flew low over the city, their chests pierced by ballista bolts, and
the dead dragons glowed with golden fire as they fell to the earth
and reverted back to their original forms.

Tyrcamber prayed that would
be his fate, begging God to let him die, but he was not so
fortunate. None of the ballista bolts found him, and the dragon
attacks threw the defenders into disarray long enough for Tyrcamber
and four other dragons to unleash their burning breath upon the
gate.

The massive doors of wood and
steel shattered in an explosion, and the Valedictor’s army surged
forward.

“Put the city to the sword!”
said the Valedictor, magic driving his voice to colossal volume.
“Kill every man, woman, and child! Spare none of the humans! Let
all see the folly of opposing my armies!”

The host of the Valedictor
poured into the city, and the butchery continued well into the
night.
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The next morning, the army of
the western Dukes of the Empire attempted to cross the River Nabia
to come to the aid of the stricken capital.

They were too late, of
course.

Sinderost had already become
a city of ruins, ashes, and corpses, and the Valedictor’s soldiers
moved from house to house to hunt down the few remaining survivors.
But Duke Merovech Valdraxis commanded the western army, and
Merovech was not the sort of man to give up easily. His army had
been hard at work preparing, and hundreds of crude rafts built of
pine logs began to cross the River Nabia, ready to assail the
Valedictor’s host.

But the Valedictor was more
than ready to face them.

His muridachs fortified the
eastern bank of the Nabia, preparing earthwork walls to block the
approach of the rafts. And then, a few moments after the rafts
launched from the western bank, hundreds of the craft holding
thousands of soldiers, the Valedictor unleashed his dragons.

Tyrcamber flew over the river
again and again, the Valedictor riding on his back, and breathed
fire with the rest of the dragons. He set ablaze dozens of rafts,
incinerating hundreds of men and sending the rest to drown in the
river beneath the weight of their armor. The attempted river
crossing was an utter disaster. Thousands of soldiers died, and
Duke Merovech had no choice but to withdraw.

The Valedictor was utterly
triumphant.

In the space of two days, he
had slain the Emperor, the Guardian, most of the nobles of the
eastern Empire, and broken the back of the Empire’s armies. The
eastern Empire was his, and only the west and the south remained to
subdue.

Tyrcamber had sworn to defend
the Empire, and instead, he had helped the Valedictor destroy it,
all because he had lost control of himself and let the Malison
devour him.

He would have wept, had
dragons been able to weep.
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With Sinderost secured, the
Valedictor sent part of his army across the River Nabia to prepare
the invasion of the western Empire. The rest he accompanied south
in a lightning campaign to seize the duchy of Mourdrech and crush
its nobles. The soldiers of Mourdrech were among the best in the
Empire, hardened by the constant raids of the xiatami cities to the
south. The forces of Duke Faramund had been cut off from the rest
of the Empire when the Valedictor seized the lands of Talgothica,
and the Duke had been fighting against the Valedictor’s host ever
since. With his full attention turned towards Sinderost, the
Valedictor had been unable to spare the strength to deal with
Faramund Berengar and his vassals.

But with the Imperial capital
in ruins and the Empire shattered, the remaining Dukes squabbling
with each other, the Valedictor had more than enough strength to
deal with the duchy of Mourdrech.

The campaign lasted less than
a month. The Valedictor’s troops marched south along the coast,
burning and slaughtering everything in their path. They reached the
island city of Tamisa and laid siege to it. The jade walls of
Tamisa, built by the xiatami, were strong fortifications, the watch
towers armed with siege engines.

But the siege engines were no
match for dragon fire.

Under cover of night, the
Valedictor led his dragons in another attack that destroyed the
engines. The goblin and muridach engineers had kept the rafts they
used to cross the River Bellex, dragging them south to Mourdrech.
They reached the island of Tamisa and stormed the walls,
slaughtering the defenders and fighting their way from house to
house.

This time, there was no
general slaughter of the population as there had been in Sinderost.
The Valedictor was rebuilding his former master’s domain, and he
needed slaves to work his fields and harvest the crops to feed his
soldiers. The soldiers were killed to a man, but the people of the
city were put in chains to toil in the fields and mines.

Duke Faramund and his knights
made a final stand before the gates of Castle Berengar, fighting
until they were slain. The Valedictor’s soldiers stormed into the
courtyard, and an old memory flashed through Tyrcamber’s mind. The
castle’s great hall was only half-rebuilt. He had fought Sir
Dietrich Normand there, a Dragon Cultist who had transformed into a
Dragonmaeloch. Unlike Tyrcamber, he had been free from the
domination of a dark elf, but he had been utterly insane, and he
had sacrificed his own men and gone on a murderous rampage until he
had been slain.

Had Tyrcamber possessed the
ability, he would have laughed in despair. The Dragon Cult taught
that mankind would ascend to become dragon gods, immortal and
invincible. Tyrcamber had become a dragon, had become what the
Dragon Cult desired, and he craved death since it was the only hope
of escape from his nightmarish existence. Tyrcamber supposed he
would be damned to hell for all the blood upon his hands since he
had transformed, but surely hell could not be any worse than what
had already become of him.

He landed in the courtyard,
the Valedictor still upon his back. Around him the soldiers battled
through the castle, killing the few surviving soldiers. One of the
ogres smashed open the doors to the castle’s chapel with a few
blows from his axe. The men of the Empire respected the rights of
the church to sanctuary, but the Valedictor did not, and a few
times he had ordered priests nailed to the wooden crosses in their
churches and amused himself by watching them die.

This time, though, it seemed
the priests were fighting back.

The ogre had just started to
rip aside the wreckage of the door when a volley of five Lance
spells caught the creature in the face. The ogre didn’t even have
time to bellow before it collapsed to the ground. Tyrcamber looked
into the church, and a wave of shock burned through him.

He thought he had been inured
to horrors by now, but a fresh torrent of dread poured through his
heart. Women and children crowded the interior of the church, where
no doubt they had taken refuge when the castle had begun to fall.
Most of the women held Shield spells ready, and Tyrcamber spotted
his sister Adalhaid, clad in a sweat-stained gown, her black hair
disheveled and her eyes bloodshot. Tyrcamber wondered if she knew
that she was a widow. Likely she did. Her sons, his nephews, clung
to her legs, hiding behind her, staring at the blood-drenched
courtyard with wide, terrified eyes.

Tyrcamber knew that his
father and brothers were likely dead. They had all been in
Sinderost, and they had either burned in dragon fire or been killed
in the fighting. He hadn’t been close to any of them, and in truth
had despised some of his brothers, but he had mourned their deaths,
nonetheless.

Yet he hadn’t seen them
die.

“Take them alive,” said the
Valedictor to the goblin and ogre commanders who had rushed to
attend him once he landed in the courtyard. “The children are young
enough to be trained to obedience, and most of the women will make
good breeding stock for future generations of slaves. If…wait.”

The goblin and ogre
commanders waited. They would stand there all day if the Valedictor
commanded it of them.

Tyrcamber shuddered as the
Valedictor’s will sliced into his mind, digging into his thoughts.
His dread increased as his mind touched the Valedictor’s mighty
will, and he sensed the dark elf’s lust for cruelty. The dark elves
shared many of the same vices as humans, the lust for flesh and
alcohol and power and wealth. But the dark elves loved cruelty with
searing intensity, craved it the way the drunkard yearned for wine.
Over the months of his enslavement, Tyrcamber had seen the
Valedictor’s love of cruelty firsthand, had seen him stop to
torment prisoners simply because it amused him.

“Ah!” said the Valedictor.
“That is your sister, is it, slave? And her sons? What a peculiar
coincidence. And what an enjoyable one! Fill the church with fire
and kill them all.”

Tyrcamber screamed inside his
mind, and he rallied every bit of strength he had, every shred of
resistance, and tried to resist the command.

But the Valedictor’s will
wrapped his mind like a chain, and he had no choice but to
obey.

His head turned towards the
chapel’s doors, his jaws opening, and fire exploded from him and
stabbed into the church. The fire filled the chapel, and dozens of
women and children died at once. Adalhaid screamed and tried to
hold her Shield spell against the flames, but the dragon fire
overwhelmed her, and Tyrcamber saw his sister and his nephews fall,
thrashing as the fire consumed their flesh.

He heard their screams, their
horrible wrenching screams, along with the wails of the others.

The chapel burned, filled
with the dead, and something inside Tyrcamber’s mind snapped.

He screamed inside his head
and could not seem to stop himself.
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It took the Valedictor the
better part of five years to mop up the remaining resistance in the
western Empire.

With the eastern and southern
Empire subdued, the Dukes of the west attempted to elect a new
Emperor to lead them in battle. By ancient tradition, only a member
of the House of Roland could be elected to the Imperial throne.
Alarius’s three sons had all perished in Sinderost, but there were
a great many cousins and nieces and nephews, all of whom could be
elected to the throne, to say nothing of those nobles whose
families had intermarried with the Imperial line over the
centuries.

Yet the western Dukes were
proud and quarrelsome and could not agree on any one candidate.
Some of them actually went to war against one another, an act of
utter madness in the face of their foe, and one by one the
Valedictor destroyed them, crushing their armies and seizing their
castles. The Imperial Free Cities, their packed houses and
tenements vulnerable to attacks of dragon fire, submitted without a
fight, and the Valedictor appointed satraps to oversee the cities
and extort labor and tribute. Duke Merovech Valdraxis, in his
desperation, allied with both the Dragon Cult and the outlawed
Order of Blood. Merovech transformed into a Dragonmaeloch, and the
necromancers of the Fallen Order raised a vast undead host, but the
Valedictor smashed the undead army and killed Duke Merovech.

The five Imperial Orders
tried to fight on, attempting to rally the nobles. Yet all five
Masters had fallen in Sinderost, along with the greater part of the
Orders’ strength. The surviving knights and serjeants of the Orders
were older, wounded men, those sent to oversee the Orders’ estates
and villages. They fought valiantly, but it did little good. The
Valedictor’s armies crushed them all. Even the Fallen Order was
rooted out of its hidden strongholds and annihilated, its ancient
necromancers destroyed.

And Tyrcamber served as his
master’s mount for all those campaigns. His mind had shattered, his
heart filled with despair, and he obeyed the Valedictor’s commands
as he slaughtered his countrymen. Indeed, he could no more have
resisted the Valedictor’s commands than water could have stopped
itself from flowing downhill.

Five years after the fall of
Sinderost, the Valedictor ruled everything from the western sea to
the gates of Urd Mythruin in the Goblin Wastes.

Rilmael had said that
Tyrcamber would have a chance to alter the fate of the Empire. Oh,
but the Guardian had been right, hadn’t he? Tyrcamber had indeed
altered the fate of the Empire.

He had helped the Valedictor
destroy it. Rilmael hadn’t foreseen that. Nor had he seen his own
hideous fate. In the snarling madness of his mind, Tyrcamber cursed
his cowardice. He should have told Rilmael to kill him. So much
evil would have been averted. Perhaps Sinderost would not have
fallen, and the western Dukes might have been able to defy the
Valedictor. Or the Imperial Orders could have escaped the ruin of
the capital and rallied the rest of the Empire.

But Tyrcamber knew that if he
had died in Sinderost as he should have, then his sister and her
children would still be alive.

The grief howled in the
prison of his mind.

He prayed for death, again
and again, but it did not come. It might never come. Dragons could
live until something killed them.

And Tyrcamber was too useful
for the Valedictor to grant him the mercy of death.

The Valedictor ruled what had
once been the Empire, but not all resistance had ended. All the
cities, towns, and castles were under the control of his captains
and vassals, but there were rebellions from time to time. The
Valedictor put those down with extreme brutality, killing all the
rebels and raising their corpses as undead.

But the Valedictor soon faced
other foes.

The dwarves of Khald Akkar
refused to submit, and for all his efforts, the Valedictor was
unable to assail their underground fortress. The jotunmiri of the
northern mountains waged war against the Valedictor’s forces, as
did the muridach cities, and the ratmen betrayed the Valedictor as
soon as possible. The Valedictor beat back their attacks, holding
onto his conquered lands, but he was unable to take his foes’
strongholds in the mountains, even with the aid of dragons.

But for all their resistance,
the dwarves and the jotunmiri and the muridachs were only irritants
to the Valedictor.

The xiatami of the Serpent
Desert were far more dangerous.

They were organized, and they
wielded both powerful mind magic and blood sorcery. And unlike the
dark elves, they did not betray each other at every opportunity.
More often than not, the rebellions in the Valedictor’s domains
were inspired by his dark elven vassals seeking for a chance to
overthrow their lord and claim the throne of Urd Mythruin for
himself. The cold-blooded xiatami, their minds ruled by icy logic,
had no such weakness.

Their first massive attack
caught the Valedictor off-guard, and hundreds of thousands of
xiatami soldiers and desert goblins swarmed into the lands of the
former Empire. The xiatami even seized the ruins of Sinderost
itself before the length of their supply trains forced them to
stop, and the Valedictor’s counterattack only pushed them back into
northern Talgothica. The xiatami held the southern Empire, and soon
the Valedictor was locked in a battle for his survival against the
mighty Conciliator priests of the xiatami.

The war remained in a
stalemate for centuries.

And Tyrcamber saw it all,
flying through endless battles, endless campaigns as the
Valedictor’s mount.

He watched as hundreds of
thousands of goblins and muridachs and ogres died in the
Valedictor’s wars, only to rise again as undead. He watched as the
xiatami unleashed legions of desert goblins and other creatures
upon the Valedictor’s forces in the name of their god Xophiramus,
matching the hordes of the mighty dark elven lord.

And he watched humanity toil
as slaves under the Valedictor’s iron fist, little more than beasts
of burden. After a few centuries, all memory of the Empire was
lost, and men forgot that they had once been knights and soldiers
and free men and looked only for their next meal.

On and on it went.

Then, seven hundred and
thirty-four years after the fall of Sinderost, the xiatami launched
another invasion into the Valedictor’s territory. During the
initial battle, a ballista bolt punched through Tyrcamber’s armored
scales and found his heart.

The agony filled him, but it
was nothing compared to the torment his existence had been for
centuries.

The Valedictor levitated to
safety, but Tyrcamber crashed into the ground, the impact
shattering bones.

He felt the mortal wounds,
felt his heart sputtering.

The crash had killed him.

Tyrcamber would have wept
with gratitude, had he been capable of it.

Darkness swallowed him, and
then Tyrcamber knew no more.

It was a relief.

***

 

 
 





 Chapter 6: The Long
Death

 
 
 

Death swallowed Tyrcamber at
last.

And then it didn’t.

He stumbled and looked around
in astonishment.

The ballista bolt had found
his heart while he had been flying over the ravaged battlefields in
what had once been the duchy of Talgothica. Now he stood in a
cylindrical chamber of white stone, the floor of green marble
beneath his clawed feet. Interlocked rings of magical symbols had
been carved on the floor, and mirrors lined the walls in recessed
niches.

Tyrcamber gaped at his
reflection.

He looked…well, he looked
terrible. But he didn’t look like a dragon. He looked like a man
caught halfway through transforming into a dragon.

That had happened to him,
hadn’t it?

A long time ago. A very long
time. So long that Tyrcamber could barely remember it…

A flicker of motion caught
his eye.

A cloak elf stood near the
wall, watching him.

The sight startled Tyrcamber.
The Valedictor had been obsessed with taking Cathair Kaldran. The
last city of the cloak elves was hidden in the mountains of the
duchy of Mainzia, but the Valedictor had never been able to
penetrate the potent magical defenses around the city. Had the
Valedictor been able to turn his full attention to the problem, he
would have broken through eventually, but the constant danger from
his other enemies kept him occupied elsewhere.

It had been a long, long time
since Tyrcamber had seen any cloak elves.

And this cloak elf looked
familiar. The elf was wearing battered golden armor and a tattered
gray cloak, a dragon-headed staff in his right hand. A sheathed
sword hung at his belt, the mouth of the scabbard crusted with
goblin blood. Tyrcamber was sure that he had seen this man
somewhere before…

“Rilmael?” croaked Tyrcamber.
It had been centuries since he had been able to speak a word, and
his tongue felt strange in his mouth. His fangs had gotten smaller,
that was it.

Rilmael inclined his head,
his face grave. “It’s starting.”

“What is starting?” said
Tyrcamber.

Then the memories burned
through his skull. The ram of dragon bone, the death of the
Emperor, and the Malison overwhelming him. Rilmael had transported
Tyrcamber from Sinderost to Guardian’s Isle, and had taken him to
the Chamber of the Sight, and then…

And then…

“No!” said Tyrcamber. He had
to warn Rilmael. “It…”

The Malison boiled up and
devoured him, spilling out of his mind and rampaging through his
flesh. Golden fire erupted from him, and when it cleared, Tyrcamber
was back in his dragon form, a shape that had become familiar to
him after centuries of blood and fire and carnage. Once again, the
Valedictor’s song thundered through his head, enslaving his mind
and commanding his flesh.

The Guardian was the
Valedictor’s bitter enemy, had been the Valedictor’s foe since
before humans had come to this world and seen the sky fire for the
first time. The song commanded the Guardian’s death, and Tyrcamber
had no choice but to obey.

The fire leaped from his jaws
and slammed into Rilmael, throwing him across the room. When the
inferno cleared a twisted, smoking corpse lay at the foot of the
charred wall, the melted armor pooled around the blackened husk of
his torso.

He had just killed the
Guardian Rilmael.

Again.

But that didn’t make any
sense.

For an instant confusion
gripped Tyrcamber through the iron chains of the Valedictor’s aura,
but the song of the dark elven lord took command of him once again.
Tyrcamber used his fire to tear his way free of the tower and took
flight to the north. He flew to Sinderost and prostrated himself
before the Valedictor, and again the dark elven lord chose
Tyrcamber as his mount. He felt the power flowing from the ebony
staff the Valedictor carried at all times. In the centuries of his
enslavement, Tyrcamber had heard the other dark elves speaking, and
the Dragon Imperator had once carried a staff like that. The staff
had given the Dragon Imperator much of his ability to command
dragons, and the Valedictor had forged a staff of his own. Several
times the Valedictor’s vassals had attempted to create their own
staffs, which inevitably caused the Valedictor to destroy them.

Or it would cause the
Valedictor to destroy them. Had he already destroyed them? Or would
he destroy them again?

Tyrcamber wondered if he was
going mad. A ridiculous question. He had already gone mad when the
Valedictor had made him kill Adalhaid in Castle Berengar all those
centuries ago. But that hadn’t happened yet. Or had it?

Perhaps this was some new
form of madness, an insanity where Tyrcamber would relieve the
seven centuries of his enslavement as a dragon over and over
again.

And once again, Tyrcamber
helped the Valedictor and his horde destroy the Frankish
Empire.

Sinderost burned, the great
capital of the Empire becoming bones and ashes.

The Valedictor’s army turned
south, and again Tyrcamber killed his sister as Castle Berengar
fell. Again, Tyrcamber helped his master destroy the remnants of
the western Empire, and it all played out exactly as before. The
castles of the western Empire fell one by one, the craven burghers
of the Imperial Free Cities surrendering rather than fighting to
the death as the nobles did. Duke Merovech became a Dragonmaeloch,
enlisting the aid of the Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order, and
again he was defeated.

The Valedictor reigned
unchallenged over the Empire, and once again he had to fight
constantly against both his traitorous vassals and enemies outside
his borders. Humanity degenerated to the level of beasts, the
descendants of the once-proud Empire reduced to terrified slaves
scrambling for their next meal. Tyrcamber spent centuries serving
as the Valedictor’s steed, flying his master from one battle to
another. As before, it was hellish and unending.

Yet there was a degree of
surrealness to it. Tyrcamber had seen it all before.

He knew what was going to
happen, to a degree that no oracle or prophet or seer in history
had ever managed. How could he not?

He had seen these events
before, and the memory of the horror was burned forever into his
mind.

When seven hundred and
thirty-four years passed, when the xiatami ballista bolt slammed
into his heart and Tyrcamber plummeted to the earth, a wave of deep
relief went through him.

Perhaps he would be free at
last.

The darkness swallowed
him.
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Instead, Tyrcamber stumbled,
looking around in confusion.

He stood upon the round floor
of green marble, his claws catching in the rings of magical symbols
carved into the stone. Mirrors in niches lined the white walls of
the Chamber of the Sight, and Tyrcamber saw his reflection, a
ghastly hybrid of dragon and human, caught halfway through the
transformation that would turn him into the Valedictor’s enslaved
dragon.

Rilmael stood near the wall,
his expression impassive.

Tyrcamber had seen him die,
twice.

In point of fact, he had
killed the Guardian twice.

Yet there Rilmael stood.

“What the hell?” said
Tyrcamber.

“It’s starting,” said
Rilmael.

“What?” said Tyrcamber. “What
is starting? I don’t understand. I’ve killed you twice, I’ve…”

His words dissolved into a
scream as his blood caught fire and a golden inferno filled the
world.

When it cleared, Tyrcamber
had become a dragon yet again, and the Valedictor’s song filled his
mind and dominated his will. He killed Rilmael for a third time,
then clawed his way free from the tower and flew north.

And it all repeated.

The Valedictor claiming
Tyrcamber as his steed.

Sinderost burning.

Adalhaid screaming as the
flames took her children.

Duke Merovech dying as the
ruins of Castle Valdraxis burned around him.

The endless battles to drive
back the jotunmiri and the dwarves and the rebellious
muridachs.

The grinding campaigns
against the xiatami.

And after seven hundred and
thirty-two years of war, once again the ballista bolt found his
heart, and Tyrcamber plummeted to the earth.

And for a fourth time, he
killed Rilmael and transformed.

Seven hundred and thirty-two
years later, he killed Rilmael for a fifth time.

Then a sixth.

And a seventh.
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Twenty repetitions and
fourteen thousand six hundred forty years later, as Tyrcamber flew
to the north to Sinderost for the twenty-first time, Tyrcamber
wondered if he was in hell.

Perhaps he had died in truth
all those thousands of years ago. There was so much innocent blood
on his hands, and maybe his soul had been sent to hell. Maybe his
punishment was to relive his enslavement over and over and over
forever.

Tyrcamber had gone mad with
it.

Well, he had gone mad
countless times. His mind had broken in every way that he supposed
that a mind could break. He had plunged into despair. He had blazed
with rage until he was like a mindless animal, howling and
thrashing against his restraints. Or he had sunk into catatonic
numbness, oblivious to his surroundings, only the Valedictor’s will
driving his actions.

And the Valedictor’s
song…

He had been listening to the
dark elven lord’s aura for thousands of years.

Tyrcamber knew every aspect
of it, every flicker and change within it. He knew the ebony staff
with the crimson orb gave the Valedictor his power over dragons,
knew that the Valedictor had somehow recreated the powers of his
slain master the Dragon Imperator. He understood the Valedictor’s
moods and thoughts, knew how the dark elven lord would react in
every possible situation because he had seen the Valedictor in
every conceivable scenario.

That damned song.

He was so sick of it.

And sometimes his madness
clashed with it, creating dissonant notes in the beautiful,
terrible harmony of the aura. Usually, it happened when Tyrcamber
was enraged, when he wanted to lash out and destroy everything
around him, preferably starting with the Valedictor.

When the song became
dissonant, the Valedictor’s iron grip upon his mind started to
shudder.

About three hundred years
after the fall of Sinderost, Tyrcamber flew over a battlefield, the
Valedictor riding upon his back. Below thousands of desert goblins
and xiatami commoners struggled against the Valedictor’s goblins
and ogres. Tyrcamber had seen this battle twenty times before. He
was sick of it. He was sick of the Valedictor and the unending
looped hell that his existence had become. Tyrcamber would have
almost welcomed a new series of torments if only because after
twenty repetitions, he knew exactly what was going to happen at any
given time.

The rage clashed with the
Valedictor’s song, and the dissonance grew stronger.

And for the first time in
nearly fifteen thousand years, the dissonance grew so powerful that
the Valedictor’s iron grip loosened.

For an instant, Tyrcamber was
so confused that he did not know what to do. It had been a long,
long time since he had enjoyed freedom of action of any kind. Yet
it was there, and he felt blazing hatred rise to match his
anger.

He could not resist the
Valedictor’s song enough to attack his master.

But he could disobey.

Tyrcamber wrenched to the
south and flew at the xiatami lines, towards the low hill where
their siege engineers had set up ballistae. He heard the Valedictor
shout in rage, felt his master’s fury. But Tyrcamber did not care.
He decided to plunge into the heart of the xiatami host. The
snakemen would kill him, of course, but they would also kill the
Valedictor, and his domain would crumble into ruin without his iron
hand.

The xiatami, of course, were
no fools, and would not let an opportunity pass them by. Even as
Tyrcamber and the Valedictor wrestled for control of his mind, a
dozen steel ballista bolts hurtled skyward and stabbed into
Tyrcamber’s body and wings. He plummeted like a stone, and the
Valedictor leaped from his back, casting a levitation spell to
lower himself safely to the ground.

Tyrcamber crashed into the
xiatami army, crushing a dozen of their soldiers beneath him. He
felt the golden blood pouring from his wounds, felt his heart
shuddering to a stop.

It did not stop before a mob
of desert goblins and xiatami soldiers closed and hacked him to
pieces.

That was one mercy. This new
way to die was no more painful than the previous one.

And again Tyrcamber awoke in
the Chamber of the Sight, transformed, killed Rilmael, and flew
north to Sinderost to see the Empire fall yet again.

But the rage was still with
him.
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After about two hundred
years, Tyrcamber began to understand.

The Malison stirred within
him in response to his rage.

The men of the Empire had
given the Malison its title, had given it the name the Dragon
Curse. But Rilmael had explained the truth of it to Tyrcamber
millennia ago. The Malison was neither inherently good nor
inherently evil, no more than a sword or a gold coin or a hammer.
The actions that men performed with those items were good or evil,
not the items themselves. The Dragon Curse, Rilmael had said, was
like a burning coal. It had no will of its own. It didn’t intend to
transform men into dragons. It was the natural consequence of using
this world’s innate magic, just as the natural consequence of
picking up a hot coal was a burned hand. Men could use magic in
short bursts, but if they held it for too long, the coal would burn
them.

The Malison would overwhelm
their minds, and the transformation would take them.

And the Malison had filled
Tyrcamber for a long, long time.

He knew it as well as he knew
the Valedictor, as well as he knew the creature that he had become.
When he had still been human, the Malison had seemed liked dark
fingers dancing at the edges of his thoughts. After it had taken
him, he learned that it was so much more than that. The magic of
this world was a vast power, a torrent of overwhelming flame.

A torrent that echoed his
rage.

As Tyrcamber grew angrier, he
realized that the Malison responded to him, the power answering his
will.

Ninety-six years after he
killed Rilmael, Tyrcamber again turned himself towards the enemies
of his master, and this time the dwarves killed him with their
deadly siege engines.

In the next cycle,
seventy-six years after he killed Rilmael, Tyrcamber broke free and
began attacking the Valedictor’s own troops. He incinerated maybe a
thousand goblins before the Valedictor killed him with a spell of
dark magic.

When his hell reset itself,
forty-seven years passed before Tyrcamber was able to attack the
Valedictor’s other dragons. He had millennia of experience in
aerial battle, and he killed four of the dragons before the
Valedictor slew him.

And in the next loop, barely
a month passed before the control shattered.

The Valedictor ordered him to
burn his sister, and the Malison rose in response to Tyrcamber’s
rage. He roared and reared up, throwing the Valedictor from his
back. The dark elven lord hit the flagstones of the courtyard and
rolled, and Tyrcamber whirled to face him. The Valedictor’s guards
rushed to defend their master, and Tyrcamber ripped through them
like a storm, killing with claws and fangs and fire.

A mad glee filled him. At
last, at long last, he would revenge himself on the Valedictor,
would repay the dark elven lord for millennia of torment.

The Valedictor got to his
feet and leveled his ebony staff, and a blast of crimson fire
drilled through Tyrcamber’s head.

Everything went black.
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It was the hundredth time, or
maybe the thousandth, that Tyrcamber stood in the Chamber of the
Sight, the green marble rasping beneath his claws. Did it matter?
He could no longer remember.

All that mattered was the
fury.

He had come so close, so
close to killing the Valedictor.

Tyrcamber felt the
Valedictor’s song fill his mind, and he snarled, raking a clawed
hand through the air, golden fire blazing around his fingers.

No.

He would not yield. The
Malison was his. The power within him answered to Tyrcamber, and no
one else. Certainly not to the Valedictor, whom he hated with an
intensity hot enough to melt steel.

The Valedictor’s song
thundered in his mind, and Tyrcamber pushed it back.

The familiar sensation of the
transformation overtook him…but this time it felt different.

When the golden light
cleared, Tyrcamber looked at the mirrors in shock.

A human man stared back at
him.

For a moment, Tyrcamber did
not recognize the man, but then he remembered his own appearance
when he had still been human. He was naked, his clothes and armor
destroyed during the earlier stages of the transformation. He was
covered in sweat, his chest heaving with exertion, and the dark
hair of his body was stark against his pale skin. Blond stubble
covered his jaw and cheeks since he hadn’t shaved since before the
assault on Sinderost started and sweat plastered his hair to his
head.

His eyes…

His eyes had been blue,
previously, but now they had turned a brilliant gold.

The exact shade of brilliant
gold of the flames that had accompanied his transformations.

The Malison raged inside him,
a torrent of burning magic, and he could hear the Valedictor’s
mighty song. Tyrcamber braced himself for the pain of the
transformation, but it did not come. The Malison’s power snarled
inside him, but it was obedient to his will, and while the
Valedictor’s song filled his mind, he felt no compulsion to obey
it.

Tyrcamber was…

He looked at his reflection,
the golden eyes sending a chill down his spine.

Tyrcamber didn’t know what
the hell he was.

He turned his head, looking
for Rilmael, but the Guardian wasn’t there.

Tyrcamber blinked in
surprise. Rilmael was always standing there. Every single time,
every time Tyrcamber died and returned to the Chamber of the Sight,
the Guardian was standing right there.

Now there was no trace of
Rilmael.

For the first time in
thousands of years, Tyrcamber had no idea what to do next.

Dazed, he walked towards the
entrance and stumbled outside.

***
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Guardian

 
 
 

A searing bolt of pain went
through Tyrcamber’s head as he stepped outside, and he gripped the
arch for balance.

Then the pain passed, and he
felt…

He felt pretty good.

Tyrcamber took a few steps,
staring at the sea. He could not remember the last time he had felt
the wind against his skin. Not much sensation traveled through the
armored scales of a dragon. The wind tugged at his sweat-sodden
hair, and he ran a hand through it. It had been a long, long time
since he had hair.

He heard a cloak snapping in
the wind and turned and saw Rilmael.

The Guardian stood a few
yards away around the base of the tower, his staff grasped in both
hands, his tattered cloak waving behind him in the wind. There was
a stone bench set into the base of the tower, and a bundle of white
cloth rested atop it.

Tyrcamber took a few steps
towards Rilmael. The Guardian turned his head and gazed at
Tyrcamber, his silver eyes weary.

“Sir Tyrcamber,” he said.

A thousand different
questions warred for supremacy in Tyrcamber’s mind.

“How?” was all he could
manage.

“How long were you in there?”
said Rilmael. “It’s been just under an hour.” He looked to the
north, his silver eyes going hazy as he used the Sight. “The battle
for Sinderost is still in the balance.”

“An hour?” said Tyrcamber,
bewildered. “But…but it’s been…”

“How long did the visions
last?” said Rilmael.

Tyrcamber blinked.
“Visions?”

“The Chamber of the Sight has
two purposes,” said Rilmael. “I have the Sight, and I can use it to
augment my power, to look farther into the flow of time and the
world than I could otherwise. But if you do not possess the Sight,
then the magic of the Chamber can show you visions of great power
and clarity. Visions that seem like they were real.”

“It wasn’t real?” said
Tyrcamber.

“To you, it seemed utterly
real,” said Rilmael. “How long did it last?”

“I…I don’t know,” said
Tyrcamber. “Twenty thousand years? Twenty-five thousand years? I
don’t know. God and the saints, I can’t remember it all.”

Rilmael nodded. “That is not
an uncommon experience. Time flows differently during the visions
of the Chamber of the Sight.”

“You…you knew,” said
Tyrcamber. “You knew it would be like that.”

“I did,” said Rilmael.

The Malison stirred within
him, rising in response to his rage. “Why didn’t you warn me? You
should have killed me!”

“I did warn you,” said
Rilmael. His voice was sympathetic, but his expression was
unyielding. “I told you that there were two choices. One of them
was death. If you had asked it of me, I would have killed you on
the spot and spared you this.” He took a deep breath. “The other
was to face the Malison and see if you could master it as so few
have done before.”

“You should have warned me,”
said Tyrcamber.

“I did warn you,” said
Rilmael again. “I told you that there would be pain, unlike
anything you could imagine, pain that would make the trials of Job
in your scriptures seem like an unpleasant afternoon by
comparison.” He sighed. “Did I speak any falsehood?”

“No,” said Tyrcamber. He
shuddered at the memories, at the thousands of years of
blood-drenched sights that now choked his aching head. “No, you did
not.”

“I would have spared you this
if I could,” said Rilmael. “I saw the potential of this moment in
the shadows of your future when we met on the Tongur road all those
years ago. Every man casts a thousand different shadows before him
in the stream of time, but only one of those shadows will become
his future. In the shadows of your future, Tyrcamber Rigamond, I
saw many potential fates. Some let to your death. Some led to your
loss to the Malison and the destruction of the Empire.” Again, he
drew in a long breath, and for the first time, there was something
like satisfaction on his face. “And in some of them, you attained
mastery. As time passed and the shadows of your future darkened, I
saw that your potential paths narrowed. Either you would succumb to
the Malison, become a dragon, and the Empire would fall…or you
would master the Dragon Curse and have a chance to save the Empire
and humanity.” He looked to the north again. “And quite possibly
far more than that.”

“I killed my sister,”
whispered Tyrcamber. Rilmael looked back at him. “I killed her
again and again and again. Dozens of times, I think. I don’t even
remember how many times. I killed you and my father and thousands
of others so many times.”

“It was a vision,” said
Rilmael. “A vision that you lived, true, but still a vision. A
little over an hour has passed since we left Sinderost. Your
sister, as far as I am aware, is still safe in Tamisa. Which may
not last if…”

“I know that!” screamed
Tyrcamber. The unsteadiness in his voice unsettled him further. “I
saw the future. I lived it. I lived it over and over for thousands
of years.” He shook his head, unable to grasp the enormity of the
thought. “I can’t…I can’t…”

“This was the only way,” said
Rilmael. “I am sorry, but these were the only options for you.
Mastery or death. It was the same for all the others.”

“What others?” said
Tyrcamber, casting a bleary look around the hilltop.

“The others who have walked
the path you now trod,” said Rilmael. “They all had to face
themselves. Some endured trials like the one you just faced inside
the Chamber of the Sight. Others had to confront themselves in the
depths of their minds, in struggles that lasted thousands of years
to their perspectives but passed in the blink of an eye. The magic
of this world was never meant to be used by anyone, Sir Tyrcamber.
Not cloak elves, not dark elves, not humans, no one. It exacts a
heavy price for its use, a price that you have paid and that will
leave its scars upon you for the rest of your days. Since you are
now one of the Dragontiarna Knights, it is up to you to decide what
to do next.”

Tyrcamber blinked. “The
Dragontiarna? No. I’m…not…” The Dragontiarna were the great heroes
of the Empire, those few who had fallen to the Malison only to
master it.

That wasn’t Tyrcamber. He had
lost himself to the Dragon Curse, become the Valedictor’s enslaved
dragon for thousands of years.

Over and over again.

The realization flickered at
the edges of Tyrcamber’s mind just as the Malison had once
done.

“Yes,” murmured Rilmael. “You
begin to understand.”

Tyrcamber was not a
Dragontiarna. The Dragon Curse had mastered him, not the other way
around. But he had willed himself back to human form within the
Chamber of the Sight. He felt the Malison burning through him, and
he heard the Valedictor’s song inside his head, but he was in no
danger of losing himself to the Malison and heeding the
Valedictor’s aura.

He had mastered them
both.

Tyrcamber had learned to
master the Dragon Curse, slowly, over thousands of years of pain
and blood and suffering. He knew that the Malison was his to
command now, that he could become a dragon when he willed and
return to his human shape.

“The cost was hideous,” said
Rilmael, “but you paid it, and you are now a Dragontiarna.”

Tyrcamber said nothing,
shivering. He remembered his boast to Rilmael on the Tongur road,
uncounted thousands of years ago, how he would master the Malison,
how he would become like one of the Dragontiarna who had defended
the Empire and defeated the Dragon Imperator.

What a fool he had been. What
an arrogant, oblivious fool.

“What,” whispered Tyrcamber.
His voice cracked. “What should I do now?”

“That is entirely up to you,”
said Rilmael. “As it always has been. Traditionally, the
Dragontiarna Knights of the Empire have been sworn to the Emperor
and no one else, but the Emperor is dead, and the Empire itself
might soon follow.”

Tyrcamber frowned. The
Emperor? Then he remembered. The Emperor had died in the fighting
after the Valedictor’s ram had shattered the northern gate.
Tyrcamber had killed the ogre who had slain the Emperor, but in the
process, his exhausted mind had drawn too much magical power into
itself, and his ordeal had begun…

He raked his fingers through
his sweaty hair again, trying to get his reeling thoughts in order.
Tyrcamber had seen Rilmael die, the Empire fall, and his sister
burn, but none of those things had happened yet. Maybe they would
never happen. The Chamber of the Sight had forced him to live
through potential future after potential future.

Potential…

Could he avert it?

Sinderost was going to fall.
There seemed no way to avoid it. Yet in all those potential
futures, Tyrcamber had been fighting under the control of the
Valedictor. Now the Valedictor could no longer control him, and the
Malison was Tyrcamber’s to command.

What would happen if
Tyrcamber fought against the Valedictor?

Hate and rage rose to drown
his confusion.

His sister was still
alive…and so was the Valedictor.

The Valedictor, who had
enslaved Tyrcamber for millennia. Who had forced him to burn
Adalhaid, who had made him destroy and kill his own people.

The Valedictor…who perhaps
could yet be stopped.

“What can I do?” said
Tyrcamber.

“What do you wish to do?”
said Rilmael.

“Take me back to Sinderost,”
said Tyrcamber. “The Chamber of the Sight showed me one future. I
will create another.”

Rilmael nodded. “As you wish,
then.” There was a glint in his eye. Tyrcamber recognized it. It
was the gleam of a warrior heading to battle with an unexpected
advantage. “But you can hardly charge into battle naked.”

Perhaps Tyrcamber could,
though. The Malison burned through him, and Tyrcamber knew that
meant he could use magic without fear of succumbing to the Dragon
Curse, for he had already fallen to it and come out on the other
side. And if he took dragon form again, he would have no need of
sword and armor or even clothing. A shiver of anticipation went
through him, driven by his rage. For millennia he had burned and
destroyed the soldiers of the Empire.

Now he would have the chance
to destroy the soldiers of his hated enemy.

“In ancient days, long before
humans ever came to this world,” said Rilmael, turning towards the
bundle on the stone bench, “the Dragontiarna Knights of the cloak
elves wore this armor.”

Tyrcamber blinked. “I
thought…I thought the cloak elves were immune to the Malison.”

“They are not,” said Rilmael.
“They would like humans to think so, but they are not. Anyone who
uses the magic of this world is vulnerable to the Malison. The
elven kindreds are more resistant to the Malison than humans, aye,
but we are still vulnerable to it. I am immune to the Malison, but
only because the mantle of the Guardian protects me.” He reached
down and opened the bundle. “But the Dragontiarna Knights were once
the most powerful warriors of Cathair Kaldran, and they needed
armor forged to their needs.”

Tyrcamber gazed at the
contents of the bundle. He saw a cuirass made of overlapping plates
of golden metal, similar to the battered one that Rilmael wore but
more ornate. There were gauntlets of the same metal, and boots
fitted with greaves. The white cloth was a cloak that seemed to
somehow repel any substance other than itself, and a golden sword
in a scabbard of black.

“The armor and sword of a
Dragontiarna Knight,” said Rilmael. “Forged to help channel and
control your power. When you change shape to become a dragon, the
armor and blade will come with you, and return once you resume
human form.”

“Thank you,” said Tyrcamber.
He could not think of anything else to say.

“It is not a gift, but
something you have earned with great pain,” said Rilmael. “Get
dressed quickly. Sinderost may yet be saved, but we must act with
haste.”

Tyrcamber nodded and got
dressed. There were trousers and a tunic, and then a padded
gambeson to support the armor. He pulled on the cuirass, donned the
boots, wrapped the sword belt around his waist, and slid the
gauntlets onto his hands. There was a helmet as well, with stylized
eagle’s wings rising from the side, and Tyrcamber put that on his
head.

He hesitated and then drew
the sword.

The weapon’s balance was
perfect, and it rested in his fingers as if it had been made to fit
his hand. The blade had been fashioned of a strange silvery-blue
metal, and the edges had a peculiar shimmer to them as if they had
been made of crystal or perhaps gems.

“The sword’s name is
Kyathar,” said Rilmael. “It has been borne by the Dragontiarna
Knights of old, and they wielded it in many battles against the
armies of the Dragon Imperator. Now it is yours. You are
ready?”

Tyrcamber hesitated, sliding
Kyathar back to its sheath. It was a simple question, but he felt
the weight of it.

“Yes,” he said.

“Then we will depart at
once,” said Rilmael. “Hold still.”

He stepped closer and put his
free hand on Tyrcamber’s shoulder, his other gripping the
dragon-headed staff. Gray light flashed around the Guardian, and
the world disappeared before Tyrcamber’s eyes.

***

 

 
 




 Chapter 8: Shield of
Flame

 
 
 

Once more Tyrcamber felt that
strange sense of dislocation, of being torn apart and cast in
different directions.

This time, though, it didn’t
hurt at all.

The gray light faded, and
Tyrcamber found himself standing on a burning street. The houses on
either side of the street crackled with flames. Tyrcamber realized
that he was standing in the main street that led from Sinderost’s
northern square to the gates of the Old City. Once more Rilmael’s
magic had carried him hundreds of miles in the blink of an eye,
faster than Tyrcamber could have flown in dragon form.

“That…that didn’t hurt this
time,” said Tyrcamber, looking around.

“Magical travel is an immense
strain on the human mind,” said Rilmael. “You are no longer
entirely human, Sir Tyrcamber.”

Tyrcamber turned, the white
cloak swirling around him, and looked towards the Old City. He
expected to see it in flames, the towers of the Imperial Palace
reduced to stone shells, smoke rising from the corpses of thousands
of slain soldiers. Instead, he saw that the Old City was untouched,
its gates closed and unbroken.

Yes. That was right. The city
hadn’t actually fallen. Tyrcamber had experienced its fall dozens
of times in the Chamber of the Sight, but it hadn’t happened
yet.

But it looked like it would
happen soon.

The northern gate of the New
City was smashed, and goblins and muridachs poured into the square.
Men still fought on the northern ramparts, but the goblins and
troops of armored ogres pushed their way from watch tower to watch
tower. Tyrcamber looked to the east and saw fighting along the
entire wall overlooking the River Bellex. The men there were still
holding, but it looked as if the Valedictor’s assault across the
river was going well.

Tyrcamber had expected to see
the army of the Empire in full retreat to the Old City, but someone
had taken command and stopped the soldiers from routing. Tyrcamber
saw a defensive line forming to block the street, and he spotted
his father standing behind the soldiers with Master Ruire of the
Order of Embers. Beyond them, in the northern square, Tyrcamber saw
goblins and muridachs forming up for an attack.

“It seems your father is
trying to hold long enough for the entire army to withdraw into the
Old City,” said Rilmael.

Tyrcamber shook his head.
“That won’t work. If they do, the Valedictor will besiege the Old
City and repulse the western Dukes’ army. I have seen it happen
dozens of times.”

“Then what do you suggest?”
said Rilmael.

“We attack,” said Tyrcamber,
“and we kill the Valedictor.”

He did not wait for a
response but strode towards the defensive line.

“I have serjeants from the
Order holding the eastern market,” said Ruire as Tyrcamber
approached. The Master’s bald gleamed with sweat, partly from the
exertion of the battle, partly from the heat radiating from the
burning houses.

Chilmar Rigamond shook his
head. “Better to withdraw here. The defenders on the eastern wall
are holding. If the goblins attacking from the river break past
them, then the New City is lost in any event. We will have to make
our stand here long enough for the rest of the men to withdraw into
the Old City. Then we can await the western Dukes.”

“We will lose the men on the
eastern wall,” said Ruire.

“We’ll lose them in any
event,” said Chilmar. “We…” He trailed off and saw Tyrcamber and
Rilmael approaching. “Guardian. There you are. I thought you had
been slain in the northern market.” His hard eyes flicked to
Tyrcamber. “Have you finally brought more cloak elves to our aid?
It would be helpful if your kindred could bestir themselves from
Cathair Kaldran to…” A thunderous scowl went over his face.
“Tyrcamber? What the devil are you doing wearing that armor, boy?
Are…”

Master Ruire sucked in a
startled breath. Chilmar’s annoyed tirade trailed off into shock.
Tyrcamber wondered why.

Oh, that was right. His eyes
had turned golden.

“It will not work,” said
Tyrcamber. “I have seen the fall of the city. If you withdraw into
the Old City, the Valedictor will trap you there and easily repulse
the western Dukes’ attempt at a river crossing. There is only one
way forward.”

“What the devil?” said
Chilmar again. “What is going on, Guardian?”

“There has not been a
Dragontiarna Knight in the Empire since the fall of the Dragon
Imperator when you were a boy, Duke Chilmar,” said Rilmael. “That
has changed.”

“If we cannot withdraw into
the Old City,” said Ruire, “then what do you suggest?”

“We attack,” said Tyrcamber,
“and we kill the Valedictor. I owe him a debt of torment you cannot
imagine.”

“What are you talking about?”
said Chilmar. “You’re not making any sense, boy.”

But Tyrcamber had no further
need for words.

He shoved his way through the
defensive line, pushing his way past shields and spearmen and
swordsmen. The serjeants and the men-at-arms cursed at him, and
then fell silent when they saw his golden armor and his eyes. Once
he was clear of them, Tyrcamber kept walking to the north, and he
reached down and drew Kyathar from its scabbard on his belt. The
silvery-blue blade let out a strange chiming noise, almost like a
crystal tapped by a spoon, and Tyrcamber felt the sword draw on the
inferno of the Malison that filled him. The power flowed into the
sword, and the blade erupted into harsh orange-yellow flames. It
was as if he had cast the Sword spell over the blade, but it was
nothing Tyrcamber had done.

The street ended, and he
stepped into the smoking wreckage of the northern market. The stone
church on the western side was nothing but a shell, the roof
collapsed, flames dancing inside its walls. The tavern on the
eastern side had collapsed to broken rubble and stone, smoke and
flame rising from the debris. Thousands of slain humans and goblins
and muridachs lay scattered across the ground, many of them burned
by the explosion, but others killed by sword and spell and
arrow.

Thousands of living goblins
poured into the square, and quite a lot of them turned towards
Tyrcamber and began to charge.

Tyrcamber walked alone to
face them, his pace unhurried, Kyathar burning in his right
hand.

He ought to have been afraid,
he knew. Fear would have been the only rational response to the
situation. But the fear had been burned out of Tyrcamber. He had
died dozens of times. He had been enslaved for thousands of years.
What could these wretched creatures do to him that was worse than
what he had already experienced?

He didn’t feel fear. Instead,
he felt…

Joy.

A hard rictus of a smile
spread over his face.

For so many millennia, he had
seen this army destroy the Empire and enslave humanity. He had been
forced to help this army destroy the Empire over and over.

And now, at last, he would be
able to fight them. At last, he would have a chance to repay them
for all his torment, for all the horrors he had witnessed.

He would have a reckoning
with their master.

Tyrcamber raised his left
hand and called magic.

The Malison blazed through
him. Previously, there had been limits to how much magic he could
summon at once. The danger of the Dragon Curse meant that he could
only draw on a small amount of magical power lest he lose control
and transform into a monster. But he had already succumbed to the
Dragon Curse. He had become the monster, and he had passed through
the madness and the horror to become something else.

He was the Malison, and it
surged into him at his call.

Tyrcamber gestured and cast
the Fire Stream spell.

It was one of the spells the
Order of Embers taught to its knights and serjeants, and Tyrcamber
had used it before. He was a powerful wizard by the standards of
humans, but he had never been able to use the spell more than once
or twice without needing rest. Now, the limitation of the Malison
no longer applied to him, and the power tore through him like a
surging river.

A bar of fire the width of
his leg leaped from his hand. It blazed white-hot, so hot that
Tyrcamber could not look at it directly. He swept his hand before
him in an arc, and the shaft of fire sliced across the square and
into the goblins.

Hundreds of goblins died in
the blink of an eye.

The shaft of fire cut them in
half as if they had been made of soft butter instead of flesh and
bone. Pieces of the slain goblin soldiers fell smoking to the
ground. Sinderost already stank of smoke and blood and death, but
now the stench of charred meat filled Tyrcamber’s nostrils.

The goblin horde surging into
the market reeled for a second, shocked by the sudden death of so
many of their fellows.

But Tyrcamber still wasn’t
done.

He strode closer to the
goblins and cast another of the Order’s spells. He had been one of
the more powerful wielders of magic among the Order, but he hadn’t
possessed the strength to cast the Fire Rain spell. Only a few of
the strongest knights had that ability – his friend Angaric
Medraut, for one.

Tyrcamber just had time to
hope that Angaric was still alive, and then the power exploded out
from him.

He gestured with his free
hand, and dozens of fist-sized spheres of flame formed overhead.
They began to fall like hailstones, and when they struck the
ground, they exploded in blooms of fire. Each one erupted with
enough force to kill dozens of goblins, and Tyrcamber killed
hundreds of his foes. The stink of burning muridach fur joined the
reek of charred flesh that filled the square. The attack through
the shattered gate reeled back further, stunned by the destructive
fury that Tyrcamber had unleashed.

By then he had reached the
front of the goblins, and he lifted Kyathar’s burning blade before
him and cast the Shield spell. Instead of a dome of light, the
spell twisted through the channels in his armor, and it settled
upon his left gauntlet, a round shield of flame about four feet in
diameter resting on his forearm. Tyrcamber cast the Armor spell,
and a corona of elemental flame snarled around him.

He strode into the goblins
and started killing.

He didn’t know what metal had
been used to create Kyathar, but the sword was sharper and lighter
than any weapon he had ever wielded, and it could bite through
steel armor to find the flesh beneath. The inferno of his Armor
spell killed any goblin that drew too near. And the Shield blazing
upon his left arm was so hot that any weapon that touched it
disintegrated. Arrows burst apart into burning splinters. Swords
shattered into glowing shards.

Tyrcamber dodged around the
swing of an ogre’s massive war axe. It blurred past his head, the
metal edge glowing white-hot as it passed through the edge of the
Armor spell. The ogre bellowed in pain as the heat seared its right
hand, and Tyrcamber attacked. Kyathar chopped through the ogre’s
cuirass and sank into its thigh, and the creature bellowed in
agony, stumbling to one knee. Tyrcamber drove Kyathar into the
ogre’s throat, wrenched the sword free, and turned to face another
foe.

As he did, the men of the
Empire charged into the market, hitting the goblins and muridachs
from three sides at once.

Duke Chilmar or Master Ruire
or one of the other high nobles must have organized it. The
serjeants and men-at-arms carved into the goblins, and the
Valedictor’s advance into the market turned into a panicked rout.
Between Tyrcamber’s fury and the sudden attack, the goblins
retreated, falling into disorder as they fled outside of the
city.

Tyrcamber spotted Rilmael,
Duke Chilmar, and Master Ruire approaching, and he turned to join
them. Rilmael looked calm, if weary, and both Duke Chilmar and
Master Ruire seemed unsettled.

Even the grim Duke and the
veteran Master had not seen horror and bloodshed on the scale that
Tyrcamber had.

“They are retreating,” said
Ruire.

“Then we must pursue them and
strike,” said Tyrcamber.

“We do not have the numbers,”
said Chilmar. “Even if we took every available fighting man and
marched from the northern gate at once, we would still be
outnumbered three to one. And the attack on the eastern wall is
still underway.”

“Then get ready to march,”
said Tyrcamber, returning Kyathar to its scabbard. The sword’s fire
went out. “I will deal with the attack on the eastern wall.”

Chilmar scoffed. “All by
yourself?”

“Rafts burn, don’t they?”
said Tyrcamber, turning to the east.

He walked a few steps, far
enough that he wouldn’t crush anyone, and he reached for the
Malison and let it flow through him. The golden fire erupted, and
Tyrcamber expanded, his body swelling into immensity as he took on
dragon form again. Golden scales covered him, talons sprouted from
his fingers and toes as each of his limbs became larger and thicker
than his human body, and the black wings rested upon his back.

His armor and cloak and sword
had indeed disappeared with the transformation. A neat trick,
that.

Tyrcamber felt the nearby
soldiers staring at him in astonishment, his father and the Master
not least among them. Only Rilmael remained unsurprised, but he
knew what was happening.

“He truly is a Dragontiarna,”
said Ruire, shock in his voice.

Tyrcamber leaped into the
air, his wings unfolding, and hurtled to the east, flying low over
the rooftops of the New City. His wings carried him with great
speed, as did the power of the magic that had transformed him, and
he shot over the battlements of the eastern wall and across the
River Nabia. At a glance, he took in the struggle at the eastern
wall. The men of the Empire fought along the entirety of the wall,
battling goblins and muridachs. Ogres stood on the narrow strip of
ground between the wall and the river, holding the base of siege
ladders, massive shields raised over their heads. Dozens of wide
rafts floated on the river, large enough that they were almost
barges. Each one held hundreds of goblin and muridach soldiers.
Arrows hissed from the battlements, along with occasional catapult
fire, but the enemy soldiers had shields and there were so many
rafts the catapults could not get them all.

But the rafts had been built
of rough-hewn pine logs cut from the forests and sealed with tar.
They would not be vulnerable to arrows.

But fire, though…

Tyrcamber could bring
fire.

He flew to the north,
shooting so low over the water that the river rippled beneath him.
The goblins and muridachs on the rafts looked up at him with
surprise, but no alarm yet. After all, they served the Valedictor,
the dark elven lord who had seized both the Dragon Imperator’s
throne and his ability to command dragons. Any dragons they saw
would be on their side.

So their surprise was
absolute when Tyrcamber banked, turned south, and breathed
fire.

He flew along the wall, wings
flapping as he poured fire from his jaws into the base of the wall.
The flames engulfed both the bottom of the ladders and armored
ogres holding them in place. Tyrcamber shot past the southern point
of the city, past the strong fortress of the Imperial Palace, then
turned and flew back to the north. A curtain of flames burned at
the foot of the eastern wall, and Tyrcamber saw the ladders
collapsing in the heat of the fire.

Tyrcamber also saw the sudden
panic among the goblins and the muridachs on the rafts.

More fire burst from his jaws
as he began to burn the rafts.

It did not take much effort.
The pine logs and the tar coating went up like kindling, and
hundreds of goblins and muridachs died as they burned. More died as
they jumped from the rafts, pulled down to drown by the weight of
their armor and weapons. It helped that the rafts were packed close
together as they crossed the river, making it easy for Tyrcamber to
burn them. He swept back and forth over the water, spraying fire
upon the enemy. Some of them had the wit to loose arrows or
javelins at him, but the missiles rebounded from his golden scales.
It would take more than that to pierce the hide of a dragon, and
all the Valedictor’s siege engines were on the other side of the
river for the assault on Sinderost’s northern wall.

Tyrcamber didn’t know how
many of the enemy he killed. Thousands, certainly, and thousands
more drowned in the waters of the river. He had burned about
three-quarters of the rafts by the time the rest of the goblins had
seen enough. They turned their craft and paddled frantically back
to the eastern bank.

He burned two more rafts and
then flew back to the west, soaring over the defenders on the
eastern wall and back to the northern square of the New City. The
men of the Empire had driven the goblins and the muridachs out of
Sinderost, but that would not last long. The Valedictor might not
have been able to get his reinforcements across the River Bellex,
but he still had a strong army north of the city, more than strong
enough to storm through the broken gate and take Sinderost.

Especially when the
Valedictor himself took to the air upon the back of his great black
dragon, flanked by the lesser dragons he had dominated.

Already Tyrcamber saw the
Valedictor’s army moving into position, preparing to force its away
into the city. They would most probably be victorious.

Unless Tyrcamber killed the
Valedictor first.

Thousands of years. For
thousands of years, he had been the Valedictor’s slave.

Today, it would end.

Tyrcamber circled over the
square, spotted his father, Master Ruire, and the Guardian, and
landed in front of them. He commanded the Malison and resumed his
human form in a burst of golden fire. Tyrcamber caught his balance
as he returned to human shape, and he was glad to see his armor and
clothes and sword had come along with him. He had much, much bigger
problems right now, but he was still pleased that he had not
reappeared naked in front of the Master and the Duke and half the
fighting men of the Empire of the Franks.

“God and the saints, Sir
Tyrcamber,” said Ruire. He sounded shaken. “We received word from
the knights in command of the eastern wall. A golden dragon
appeared and annihilated the attack over the River Bellex. We can
recall the men from the wall and march out to fight the
Valedictor’s forces.”

“This is madness,” said Duke
Chilmar. “If we fight outside the walls, we’ll be annihilated.”

“I will kill the Valedictor,”
said Tyrcamber, “and his army will break apart once he is no longer
there to control them.”

Ruire hesitated and looked at
Rilmael.

“This is the hour, my lords,”
said the Guardian. “This is our chance to defeat the Valedictor and
stop him from rebuilding the dominion of the Dragon Imperator. This
is the hour that shall decide the fate of the Empire. The
Valedictor will either triumph, or we shall. There is no other
option.”

Chilmar scowled. He did not
look happy, but he nodded. Whatever else his flaws, no man could
accuse the Duke of Chalons of indecision. “So be it.”

***
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The army of the Empire issued
from the broken gate of Sinderost, forming up to face the
Valedictor’s horde.

The Valedictor’s forces had
fallen back in disarray from the northern wall of the Imperial
capital, but the enemy was organizing. Companies of goblins and
muridachs were marching, and Tyrcamber heard the hoarse roar of
ogre warriors shouting commands. Tyrcamber’s attack and the failure
of the assault on the northern wall had given the enemy a shock,
but they weren’t beaten yet.

The army of the Empire
streamed from the ruined wall, moving into battle array below the
ramparts. Ranks of serjeants, men-at-arms, and spearmen hurried
into lines, weapons and shields turned towards the enemy. Lines of
archers and crossbowmen formed up behind them, checking their bows.
Armored knights atop horses moved to the flanks, preparing to
charge.

“There are still too many of
them,” said Duke Chilmar from atop his horse, scowling at the ranks
of the Valedictor’s horde. Tyrcamber’s father and Master Ruire
between them had taken command of the city’s defense, possibly
because they seemed like the only men who had anything resembling a
plan. “If we march out to fight them, they will envelop us. Or they
will push us right back into the New City, and we’ll have a running
battle in the streets. That will be a bloodbath.”

“Aye,” said Master Ruire, his
voice grim, “but perhaps that may be worth the cost. If the western
Dukes cross the River Nabia and strike while the Valedictor’s force
is bogged down in the city, they might have a chance to smash his
host.”

“It will not come to that,”
said Tyrcamber. He had not bothered with a horse, and he walked
next to Master Ruire’s mount.

He would not need one.

“And just why is that?” said
Chilmar.

“I will find the Valedictor
and kill him,” said Tyrcamber. “Before I do, I will throw his host
into chaos. That will allow you to strike.”

“We will be ready,” said
Rilmael. He had claimed a horse as well, and he sat with his staff
laid across the saddle. “If you create any chaos, we shall use it
to full effect.”

Tyrcamber walked to the side
without another word, ignoring his father’s angry questions. When
the transformation came, he needed more room, and he didn’t want to
accidentally crush anyone. Tyrcamber reached for the fury of the
Malison and called it forth. He felt the magic roar through him.
His armor and weapon disappeared, and again Tyrcamber swelled into
immensity, taking the form of the great golden dragon. The first
time he had transformed all those millennia ago, it had been a
hideous, nightmarish experience, his body twisting and breaking and
becoming a prison of flesh that bound his trapped mind. Now he felt
as comfortable in his dragon form as he did in his human body.

The Valedictor had given him
thousands of years of experience with using his dragon form to
kill.

Now it was time to pay that
back.

Tyrcamber leaped into the
air, his wings flapping, and flew towards the Valedictor’s host. He
saw the shocked looks the soldiers gave him as he passed overhead,
low enough that the wind of his passage tugged at their cloaks.
They would have heard the rumors that a golden dragon had destroyed
the assault on the eastern wall, but rumors were one thing. Seeing
a dragon fighting for the Empire was quite another.

He heard a few cries of
“Dragontiarna” as he passed, and then he shot towards the
Valedictor’s horde, keeping low to the ground. The Valedictor’s
army had siege engines, catapults and ballistae, and the ballistae
were powerful enough to kill Tyrcamber. But all the siege engines
had been targeted at the walls, and there hadn’t been time to
adjust their aim in the mad scramble. Additionally, the ballistae
of the Valedictor’s soldiers were large, heavy weapons, not the
lighter, swifter weapons the xiatami had used to kill Tyrcamber.
Unlike the xiatami, the Valedictor’s soldiers had not expected to
face hostile dragons and had trusted in their own dragons to defend
them from griffins and stormhawks.

It was time to show them the
danger of that mistake.

Tyrcamber opened his jaws,
and fire exploded over his fangs.

He flew over the Valedictor’s
horde, and the fire slashed a burning line through the ranks of the
soldiers. Goblins and muridachs died, and others fled screaming,
wreathed in fire. Tyrcamber passed entirely over the army, reached
the River Nabia, turned, and flew back to the south, breathing more
fire. The Valedictor’s lines shuddered as he passed over them, and
he felt the impacts as the goblins and ogres and muridachs shot
arrows or threw javelins at him. But the weapons were not powerful
enough to penetrate his scales, and Tyrcamber unleashed more fiery
havoc.

A shriek came from the city,
and Tyrcamber saw the Order of the Griffin take to the air. Dozens
of griffins and stormhawks flew over wall of Sinderost, heading for
the enemy. Tyrcamber already saw lightning dancing around the wings
of the stormhawks as the Knights of the Griffin riding the beasts
summoned their powers.

The Valedictor’s dragons rose
in response.

A score of dragons soared
into the air behind the goblin ranks, heading towards the
stormhawks and the griffins. Tyrcamber spotted the Valedictor
riding atop his mighty black dragon, the ebony staff in his right
hand. He felt the Valedictor’s song thunder inside his skull,
commanding him to obey, and hate exploded through Tyrcamber’s
heart.

The griffins and the
stormhawks attacked the dragons, lightning and fire lashing back
and forth through the sky, and Tyrcamber flew towards the
Valedictor, intending to cast his tormentor to the ground. But a
red dragon, slightly smaller than Tyrcamber but just as quick, flew
towards him, fire stabbing from its jaws. Tyrcamber banked to the
side, dodging around the plume of flame, and it clipped his side,
pain ripping through him. A dragon’s scales were hard enough to
deflect steel, but few things could withstand dragon fire. Had
Tyrcamber remained still long enough, the dragon fire would have
melted through his scales and found his flesh.

As it was, the fire still
hurt.

Tyrcamber dodged around the
blast of fire, spiraled upward, and then dropped down, his wings
folding into a dive. The red dragon saw him coming at the last
instant and tried to twist out of the way, but Tyrcamber’s
forelimbs struck the dragon’s side, his claws punching through the
scales to rip into the flesh beneath. The red dragon screamed and
flipped over, unbalanced by the impact, golden blood leaking from
the claw wounds in the creature’s side. Before it could recover,
Tyrcamber’s head darted forward, and his jaws closed around the
dragon’s throat. His fangs ripped through the crimson scales, and
he tore out the red dragon’s throat in a spray of golden blood. The
dragon’s roar of fury turned to a gurgling bellow, and the creature
went limp and fell from the sky. Golden fire blazed along its body
as the Malison departed in death, the dragon’s carcass returning to
its original form before it struck the ground.

As it fell, Tyrcamber pushed
away, his wings unfurling, and soared back into the air. The
airborne melee raged around him, the griffins and the stormhawks
battling the Valedictor’s dragons. Tyrcamber looked around, trying
to find the Valedictor. The dark elven lord was close, and his aura
was so powerful that it was like thunder in Tyrcamber’s head,
though he no longer felt any compulsion to obey. Yet it was so
close that Tyrcamber could not pinpoint its location, and…

A shadow fell over his
vision.

Instinct and thousands of
years of experience took over Tyrcamber’s mind, and he knew at once
that an enemy was about to attack him from above. He banked hard to
the north and dove, and a half-second later a dark shape flashed
through the space he had occupied. It was the great black dragon,
fire lancing from its jaws like a glowing knife, and the Valedictor
sat atop his mighty steed, his ebony staff in hand. Tyrcamber came
out of his dive and leveled off, flying parallel to the black
dragon, and the Valedictor turned and pointed his staff at
Tyrcamber.

The crystal orb at the end of
the staff blazed with blood-colored fire, and the Valedictor’s aura
ripped through Tyrcamber’s skull like thunder. He knew the staff
was how the Valedictor had rebuilt so much of the Dragon
Imperator’s power. The Dragon Imperator, whether through skill or
native talent, had been able to control dragons far more easily
than most dark elves. That had been the foundation of his
conquests, and the Valedictor had gained the same ability.

The staff was the key.
Perhaps it had belonged to the Dragon Imperator before his death,
or perhaps the Valedictor had made it himself. Tyrcamber didn’t
know, and he didn’t care.

What mattered was that the
Valedictor could no longer control him with it.

Did the Valedictor know
that?

Tyrcamber flew towards the
black dragon and the Valedictor. The orb at the end of the black
staff shone brighter, and Tyrcamber saw the Valedictor’s bloodless
face beneath his winged helm, the void-filled eyes staring at him.
He remembered the Valedictor’s glee as Sinderost had fallen, as
Tamisa had burned and Adalhaid and her children perished inside the
chapel. That familiar smirk spread across the dark elf’s face as
Tyrcamber drew closer.

It vanished when Tyrcamber’s
fire erupted from his jaws. The Valedictor snarled and gestured,
and the hazy blue sphere of a warding spell appeared around him.
The magic deflected Tyrcamber’s fire from the Valedictor, but it
did nothing to protect the black dragon, which screamed as the fire
seared away some of the scales on its back and right flank. The
dragon whirled with serpentine grace, spinning to face Tyrcamber,
and the Valedictor began casting another spell, gesturing with his
free hand.

Tyrcamber surged to meet his
hated foe.

Their duel tumbled through
the sky over Sinderost as the battle raged above and below them.
Stormhawks and dragons traded lightning bolts and fire. A stormhawk
fell burning from the sky, the Knight of the Griffin that had
ridden the beast thrown from his saddle to die against the earth. A
dragon plummeted with a shriek, its body riddled by lightning bolts
and dwarf-forged javelins hurled by the Knights of the Griffin. On
the ground, the footmen and cavalry of the Empire strove against
the goblin horde, and the sound of steel upon steel was louder than
the thunder of competing spells.

The Valedictor handled his
dragon well, riding the enslaved creature with skill and precision.
The entire time he unleashed his dark magic against Tyrcamber,
throwing lances of shadow and volleys of deadly blue flame.
Tyrcamber frequently had to break off his attacks and dodge. Dragon
scales would block steel, but not the deadly dark magic the
Valedictor commanded.

Yet Tyrcamber knew the
Valedictor, knew how he fought, knew how he flew a dragon. And the
black dragon had been injured by the fire, the scales burned away
on its spine and sides. Tyrcamber focused his attacks on that spot,
his fangs and claws digging deep into the dragon’s flesh. He was
aided by the Valedictor’s defenses. Whenever Tyrcamber’s attacks
got too close to the Valedictor himself, the dark elven lord forced
his dragon to dodge, letting Tyrcamber land a hit on the creature.
For all his power, for all his skill, in the end the Valedictor was
a coward. What did he know of pain? Had he been enslaved for tens
of thousands of years?

At last the black dragon was
a little too slow, and Tyrcamber’s next blow snapped its spine just
above its heart. The dragon lurched and let out a dying scream, and
the golden fire of the transformation blazed up its limbs. The
creature went limp and began to fall, and the Valedictor started to
jump from its back, casting a levitation spell as he did.

But Tyrcamber had known the
Valedictor would do that. He had seen his former master do it
dozens of times. Tyrcamber spun in midair, and his tail cracked
like a whip. It was as thick as a tree trunk, and it caught the
Valedictor in midair with bone-crushing force. The levitation spell
was active, but the force of the strike sent the Valedictor
tumbling head over heels, falling towards the earth like a
meteor.

Tyrcamber followed the
Valedictor, folding his wings for a dive. The Valedictor managed to
slow his descent, turning to cast a spell, but Tyrcamber slammed
into him first. The dark elf crashed to the ground, and Tyrcamber
landed atop him, seizing the Valedictor in one clawed forelimb. His
talons punched through the dark elf’s enspelled armor and sank into
his chest and torso, and the Valedictor screamed, dark blood
bursting from his lips.

“At last,” snarled Tyrcamber.
His voice was monstrous in dragon form, deeper than anything human.
“At last, I shall repay you.”

“What?” said the Valedictor.
“I do not…I do not…who are you? Who? The Dragontiarna died! They
all died! They…”

Tyrcamber reached up with his
other forelimb and ripped off the Valedictor’s head.

He tossed the body and the
head away in opposite directions. The ebony staff lay a few paces
away, the crimson sphere at its end glowing. Tyrcamber unleashed
his fire. The flames washed over the staff, and both the staff and
the crystalline orb shattered, melting under his fury.

A surge of dark power went
out from the staff as it melted, and roars rang from overhead.
Tyrcamber glanced upward to see the dragons thrashing as the
Valedictor’s control over them shattered. Some of the beasts turned
and fled in all directions as fast as their wings would carry them.
Others went mad, roaring and thrashing until the Knights of the
Griffin brought them down.

The Valedictor’s army began
to disintegrate as the goblins and the muridachs and the ogres
realized what had happened, and bands of the creatures broke off
and fled to the north. The men of the Empire attacked with renewed
vigor, and Tyrcamber took to the air and breathed fire upon the
foe.

The battle was not over
yet.

***

 

 
 




 Chapter 10: The
Price

 
 
 

The next day Tyrcamber sat
alone atop a pile of broken rubble in the northern square, gazing
at the wreckage of the battlefield.

He was in human form, clad in
the golden armor of a Dragontiarna Knight, Kyathar in its scabbard
upon his left hip. Tyrcamber supposed he was technically still a
Knight of the Order of Embers, but by ancient tradition, the
Dragontiarna Knights were sworn to the Emperor himself, and the
Emperor was dead.

The Empire had been saved…but
the cost had been hideous.

Thousands of men lay slain
both outside and inside the city, and much of the eastern Empire
was still in the hands of the Valedictor’s armies. The Valedictor
was dead, but most of his vassals had escaped the battlefield, and
they would try to carve kingdoms for themselves from the lands of
the Empire. For that matter, the goblins and muridachs and ogres
might try to keep the lands they had conquered. There was much work
to be done, but the Empire had no Emperor.

Tyrcamber was so tired, and
whenever he closed his eyes, he saw so many horrors.

A boot rasped against stone,
and Tyrcamber opened his eyes.

The Guardian Rilmael climbed
to the top of the pile of broken stone and sat next to him with a
sigh.

“I thought you would like to
know,” said Rilmael. “The western Dukes are crossing the River
Nabia without trouble. Your father and the Masters of the Imperial
Orders are calling for the conclave of the nobility to elect a new
Emperor. Then your father intends to convince the new Emperor to
launch a campaign to drive the goblins out of Talgothica and back
into the Goblin Wastes.”

Tyrcamber nodded, and they
sat in silence for a while.

“Did you know?” said
Tyrcamber at last, his voice hoarse.

“Know what?” said
Rilmael.

Tyrcamber waved a hand at the
destruction in the northern square. “That it would all…end like
this?”

“No,” said Rilmael. “I never
know what will happen. I can guess, I can foresee what could
happen…but I never know.” He sighed. “I would have spared you this,
if I could. I would have saved all the men who fell in the battle,
if it had been within my power. But I could not. What we did
achieve, though, was to save the Empire, and the lives of many
millions who otherwise would have perished.”

“I know,” said Tyrcamber. “I
saw that future. For thousands of years.”

“And it is because of you
that future was averted,” said Rilmael. “Your choices, Tyrcamber
Rigamond, saved the Empire from destruction and kept mankind from
falling under the slavery of the Valedictor. I know that is no
comfort to you now. It might never be a comfort, given what you
endured. But the Empire still stands, and millions survived because
of your choices.”

“Is it a comfort to you?”
said Tyrcamber. “You must have made similar choices over the
millennia.”

“I have,” said Rilmael. “And
sometimes it comforts me, and sometimes it does not.”

“Why me?” said Tyrcamber.

“I’ve asked that question
myself a thousand times, and never received an answer I liked,”
said Rilmael, and Tyrcamber laughed a little. “I never know why.
Ardrhythain once told me…”

“Ardrhythain?” said
Tyrcamber.

“An archmage of the high
elves on the world where I was born,” said Rilmael. “He once told
me that in the end, you must find trustworthy people, and put their
trust in them and leave the rest to God. I saw you would have a
chance to become a Dragontiarna in your potential futures, Sir
Tyrcamber. I would have killed you, if you had asked it of me…but I
brought you to the Chamber of the Sight, and I trusted that you
would find the path. And you did.”

They sat in silence for a
while.

“In all the futures I saw,”
said Tyrcamber, “in all the repeats I endured, the Valedictor never
once threatened Cathair Kaldran.”

Rilmael nodded. “The
Valedictor, for all his pride, wasn’t the Dragon Imperator, and
didn’t have the Dragon Imperator’s power and brilliance. He would
never have ruled his domains well enough to gather the force
necessary for an attack on Cathair Kaldran.”

“Then why did you help us?”
said Tyrcamber. “If the Valedictor never would have threatened the
cloak elves?”

“I know that some in your
Empire think that I use humans as a shield,” said Rilmael. “That I
use you to defend Cathair Kaldran to protect my own people. And
they are right. I have done that. Because if Cathair Kaldran falls,
if the door beneath the city is opened, then both the cloak elves
and humanity will be destroyed. But…I would not see mankind
enslaved or destroyed, Sir Tyrcamber. I would not see anyone
enslaved, if I could manage it. And in the last eight centuries,
your kindred did what the cloak elves failed to do in fifteen
thousand years, and you destroyed the Dragon Imperator.”

“With your help,” said
Tyrcamber.

“Aye, but I couldn’t have
done it myself,” said Rilmael. “I would see mankind thrive and grow
free of the threat of dark magic and the Malison. Perhaps one day
that will come pass.” He stood. “I will go counsel your father and
the Masters as the western Dukes arrive. Will you come? The
presence of the Empire’s one Dragontiarna Knight would be
useful.”

Tyrcamber wanted to close his
eyes and sleep forever.

“I will,” said Tyrcamber. He
was still a knight of the Empire, and duty compelled him. “Let’s
go.”

Rilmael nodded, and they
picked their way down the rubble heap.

Tyrcamber supposed that he
had gotten what he had always wanted. He had saved the Empire, had
gained glory and renown. He had even become a Dragontiarna
Knight.

But the cost had been
hideous, both to himself, and to the Empire.

And he was so very tired.

Yet duty compelled him
onward, and he accompanied Rilmael to the ruined gate.

 
 
 

###

 
 
 

Rilmael walked with the young
Dragontiarna Knight .

The Empire had been saved,
for now, but Rilmael still saw the gathering shadows in the
potential futures. The Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order were
strong, their power waxing.

And darker shadows gathered,
preparing to open the door that must never be opened.

The Warden was coming,
somehow, and five Heralds of Ruin would proceed him.

It was well that Tyrcamber
Rigamond had become a Dragontiarna, despite the hideous price it
had demanded of him.

The Empire would need a
warrior like him in the days to come.

The world would need
Tyrcamber Rigamond.

 
 
 

THE END
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MALISON: DRAGON WAR and the MALISON series!

More adventures lie in store for Tyrcamber Rigamond. Turn the
page to find out about DRAGONTIARNA
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11387),
his next quest.

If
you liked the book, please consider leaving a review at your ebook
site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new releases,
sign up for my newsletter
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1854),
or watch for news on my Facebook
page
(https://www.facebook.com/Jonathan-Moeller-328773987230189/).
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Thank you for reading all
four books of the MALISON series! I hope you have enjoyed them.

But the adventures of
Tyrcamber Rigamond have not yet concluded, and new friends,
enemies, and challenges await him. Turn the page for a preview of
DRAGONTIARNA:
KNIGHTS
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11387), the first
book of the DRAGONTIARNA series. Look for DRAGONTIARNA: KNIGHTS and
Tyrcamber's return at the end of summer 2019!
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Chapter

 
 
 

In the Year of Our Lord 1478,
the Warden of Urd Morlemoch stood atop his high tower and gazed at
the burning desolation around his fortress.

Urd Morlemoch itself was
intact, of course. Nothing could breach the mighty wards around the
citadel, not even the power of the high elven archmage Ardrhythain.
But their duel had laid the hills around Urd Morlemoch waste, and
now the citadel sat on an island in a lake of molten stone.

The Warden himself was
unharmed. Within Urd Morlemoch, he was invincible. But the same
spells that made him invincible also prevented him from ever
leaving. He was trapped within the perfect defense he had made.

But he would find a way to
escape, and the cosmos would be his to order as he pleased.

For the last nine years, he
had prepared a plan to escape. He would thrust his spirit into the
flesh of Calliande of Tarlion, the Keeper of Andomhaim, and he
would open a gate to the world of Old Earth. Using the sciences and
engines of the humans, he would conquer Old Earth, and then open
portals to other worlds, bringing them within his empire one by
one.

But the plan had failed. The
Warden had underestimated Ridmark Arban, and he and Calliande and
their friends had escaped from Urd Morlemoch. The Warden’s form was
undead and required neither food nor drink nor air, but if he had
inhabited a living body, he would have let out a sigh of
irritation.

Nine years of preparation
wasted.

But what were nine years
measured against eternity?

And what Ridmark and
Calliande did not know was that the Warden had more than one plan
underway to escape Urd Morlemoch.

He waited, using his magic to
watch the flow of the world.

Years passed.

Many of the Warden’s warriors
had been killed in the backlash of his duel with Ardrhythain. But
his tribes of mutated orcs, who worshipped him as a god and called
themselves the Devout, lived in cities in the Deeps beneath Urd
Morlemoch and were safe from the lava. After about three years, the
Devout had finished building a causeway to Urd Morlemoch, allowing
them to attend their god once more. Valakoth, the First of the
Devout, had been killed in the fighting, but following their custom
the Devout elected a new First, a powerful wizard named Mhalkhor,
and he came and vowed eternal service to the Warden again.

Still more time passed.

The Warden sent the Devout
into the world to bring him objects he found interesting, or to spy
on his enemies.

With his magic, he watched
the patterns of destiny change and shift and take on a new
form.

“It is almost time,” said the
Warden one day, his blue coat stirring around his undead body in
the cold wind that blew across Urd Morlemoch.

“My lord?” said Mhalkhor with
a bow. Like all the Devout, he was hairless, with his skin more
gray than green. Tumors grew on his temples, shining with a pale
blue light. That was one of the mutations the Warden had induced in
his orcs, which gave them all the ability to use dark magic.

“The dragons will soon return
to this world,” said the Warden.

Mhalkhor waited for his lord
to speak.

“There will be five Heralds
of Ruin,” said the Warden. “And then I shall open the door that
must never be opened.”

Mhalkhor bowed. “I do not
understand your wisdom, my lord, but I await your will.”

Then, in the Year of Our Lord
1488, ten years after Ridmark and the Keeper escaped, a visitor
arrived.

She moved with stealth, but
the Devout spotted her long before she came to the lake of fire and
the causeway.

“A human female, my lord,”
said Mhalkhor. “She is skilled in both stealth and arms, and bears
a weapon of dark magic. It seems she intends to enter Urd
Morlemoch.”

“Let her come,” said the
Warden. Bold adventurers sometimes came to Urd Morlemoch, seeking
treasure or secrets or power. The Warden always let them enter, and
then offered them a challenge, partly for his own amusement, partly
to see if he could derive anything useful from the situation. If
they survived, he let them depart.

If they didn’t…well, he could
always use another undead servant.

Of late, there had been more
visitors. Tales of Ridmark Arban’s escape from Urd Morlemoch had
spread through Andomhaim, and bold fools had come hoping to emulate
his feat. It never seemed to occur to them that Ridmark, now the
Shield Knight, and the Keeper had excellent reasons for never
returning to Urd Morlemoch.

The Warden watched as his new
visitor crept into the citadel. She was skilled, and she evaded the
Devout, sometimes killing them singly and hiding their bodies when
she risked discovery. The Warden waited as she made her way into
the citadel proper and began climbing.

With a flicker of amusement,
he realized that she had come to seek him out.

Yes. This woman could be one
of the five he had sought.

At last, the woman reached
the highest tower of Urd Morlemoch and strode out to meet him.

The Warden regarded her with
both the eyes of the flesh and the eyes of magic. She was young by
the measure the humans, somewhere in her twenties. By the standards
of humans, she would also have been beautiful, with thick black
hair, cold blue eyes, a pretty face, and a lithe, strong body. The
woman wore leather armor and a ragged cloak and carried a sword
imbued with dark magic at her waist.

With the eyes of magic, the
Warden beheld her past, the path she had walked through the
tapestry of fate and causality. He saw blood and death and torment.
A father she had revered, but who had regarded her as a tool. Foes
she had crushed and murders she had committed for profit. A mentor
she had tried to please, who she had come to fear and hate…

Interesting. This woman was a
member of the Red Family of Cintarra, one of the Matriarch’s cult
of assassins. The Warden wondered if the Matriarch had sent the
girl to assassinate him, but the Matriarch wasn’t that stupid. No,
the young woman had rebelled against the Matriarch and come here of
her own will.

She saw the Warden waiting
for her and could not control the flinch of fear that went across
her face. The Warden watched as she mastered herself and strode
towards him. He wondered if she would try to attack him, which
would be entertaining because she had no weapon that could harm
him.

Instead, she went to one knee
before him.

“Lord Warden,” said the woman
in the dark elven tongue. “I have come through great peril to speak
with you, and I beg an audience.”

“You may speak,” said the
Warden. “Name yourself.”

She gazed up at him with
those icy blue eyes. “My name is Aeliana Carhaine, and I am the
daughter of Tarrabus Carhaine, the rightful High King of Andomhaim,
who was betrayed and murdered by his subjects.”

“Indeed,” said the Warden,
keeping the growing pleasure from his face. Yes, she would indeed
be one of his five Heralds…and she might be the one he had sought,
the ultimate vessel for his purpose. “I am most impressed, Aeliana
Carhaine of Andomhaim. I watched you avoid my guards and enter my
fortress with great interest.” Surprise flickered in her eyes, but
she kept it from her face. “Why have you sought me out? What does
the daughter of a defeated king ask of me?”

“I ask nothing of you, Lord
Warden,” said Aeliana. “Instead, I offer an alliance.”

“An alliance?” said the
Warden. “Your impudence amuses me. What do you have to offer?”

“Vengeance,” said Aeliana. “I
know that Ridmark Arban came here and escaped. Ridmark also
betrayed and murdered my father.” Her eyes seemed to burn with
hate. “Give me power, Lord Warden. Give me the power, and I shall
take vengeance upon Ridmark Arban for what he has done to both of
us.”

In truth, the Warden did not
particularly care what happened to Ridmark and his wife. If the
opportunity arose to kill them, he would take it, but individual
humans were never a long-term problem. If the Warden simply waited
another forty or fifty years, they would both be dead, and that
would be that.

But this angry child had come
into his fortress, and her hatred would give the Warden the tool he
needed to free himself and subdue the cosmos to his will.

“Very well, Aeliana
Carhaine,” said the Warden. “You shall have what you wish.”

Follow this
link to continue reading DRAGONTIARNA:
KNIGHTS
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11387).

***

 

 
 




 Other books by the
author

The Demonsouled
Saga

MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is a
wandering knight, fearless in battle and masterful with a
sword.

 
 
 

Yet he has a dark secret. He
is Demonsouled, the son of the ancient and cruel Old Demon, and his
tainted blood grants him superhuman strength and speed. Yet with
the power comes terrible, inhuman rage, and Mazael must struggle to
keep the fury from devouring him.

But he dare not turn aside
from the strength of his blood, for he will need it to face
terrible foes.

The priests of the San-keth
plot and scheme in the shadows, pulling lords and kingdoms upon
their strings. The serpent priests desire to overthrow the realms
of men and enslave humanity. Unless Mazael stops them, they shall
force all nations to bow before the serpent god.

The Malrag hordes are coming,
vast armies of terrible, inhuman beasts, filled with a lust for
cruelty and torment. The Malrags care nothing for conquest or
treasure, only slaughter. And the human realms are ripe for the
harvest. Only a warrior of Mazael’s power can hope to defeat
them.

The Dominiar Order and the
Justiciar Order were once noble and respected, dedicated to
fighting the powers of dark magic. Now they are corrupt and
cynical, and scheme only for power and glory. They will kill anyone
who stands in their way.

To defeat these foes, Mazael
will need all the strength of his Demonsouled blood.

Yet he faces a far more
terrible foe.

For centuries the Old Demon
has manipulated kings and lords. Now he shall seize the power of
the Demonsouled for himself, and become the a god of torment and
tyranny.

Unless Mazael can stop
him.

Read Demonsouled
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=880) for free.
Mazael's adventures continue in Soul of
Tyrants (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=911),
Soul
of Serpents
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1287), Soul of
Dragons (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1727),
Soul
of Sorcery
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1845), Soul of
Skulls (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2808),
and Soul of
Swords (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3599),
along with the short stories The Wandering
Knight (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3073),
The
Tournament Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3677), and The Dragon's
Shadow (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2635).
Get the first three books bundled together in Demonsouled
Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4442).

 
 
 

The Ghosts
Series

 
 
 

Once CAINA AMALAS was the shy
daughter of a minor nobleman, content to spend her days in her
father’s library.

Then sorcery and murder and
her mother’s treachery tore her life apart.

Now she is a nightfighter of
the Ghosts, an elite agent of the spies and assassins of the
Emperor of Nighmar. She is a master of disguise and infiltration,
of stealth and the shadows.

And she will need all those
skills to defend the Empire and stay alive.

Corrupt lords scheme and plot
in the shadows, desiring to pull down the Emperor and rule the
Empire for their own profit and glory. Slave traders lurk on the
fringes of the Empire, ready to seize unwary commoners and sell
them into servitude in distant lands. Yet both slave traders and
cruel lords must beware the Ghosts.

The Magisterium, the Imperial
brotherhood of sorcerers, believe themselves the rightful masters
of the Empire. With their arcane sciences, they plan to overthrow
the Empire and enslave the commoners, ruling all of mankind for
their own benefit. Only the Ghosts stand in the path of their
sinister plans.

And the Moroaica, the ancient
sorceress of legend and terror, waits in the shadows, preparing to
launch a war upon the gods themselves. She will make the gods pay
for the suffering of mankind...even if she must destroy the world
to do it.

Caina Amalas of the Ghosts
opposes these mighty enemies, but the cost might be more than she
can bear.

Read Child of the
Ghosts (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1057)
for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the
Flames (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1265),
Ghost
in the Blood
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1383), Ghost in the
Storm (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1931),
Ghost
in the Stone
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2520), Ghost in the
Forge (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3181),
Ghost
in the Ashes
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3932), Ghost in the
Mask (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4231), and
Ghost
in the Surge
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4637), along with
the short stories Ghost
Aria (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3243),
Ghost
Claws (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3930),
Ghost
Omens (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4235),
The
Fall of Kyrace
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4258), Ghost
Thorns (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4639),
Ghost
Undying (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4662),
Ghost
Light (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5653),
and Ghost
Dagger (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2371),
and the prequel novels Blade of the
Ghosts (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6220)
and Champion of
the Ghosts
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6304). Get the
first three books bundled together in The Ghosts
Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4484).

 
 
 

The Ghost Exile
Series

 
 
 

Caina Amalas was a
nightfighter of the Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the Emperor
of Nighmar, and through her boldness and cunning saved the Empire
and the world from sorcerous annihilation.

But the victory cost her
everything.

Now she is exiled and alone
in the city of Istarinmul, far from her home and friends. Yet a
centuries-old darkness now stirs in Istarinmul, eager to devour the
city and the world itself.

And Caina is the only one
that stands in its way...

Read Ghost in the
Cowl (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4903),
Ghost
in the Maze
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5090), Ghost in the
Hunt (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5244),
Ghost
in the Razor
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5553), Ghost in the
Inferno (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5759),
Ghost
in the Seal
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5924), Ghost in the
Throne (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6145),
Ghost
in the Pact
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6629), and Ghost in the
Winds (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6694)
along with the short stories Ghost
Sword (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4911),
Ghost
Price (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5105),
Ghost
Relics (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5265),
Ghost
Keeper (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5481),
Ghost
Nails (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5504),
Ghost
Lock (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5776),
Ghost
Arts (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5937),
Ghost
Vigil (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6153),
Ghost
Mimic (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6648),
and Ghost
Vessel (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7028),
and read the combined short stories in Exile of the
Ghosts
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7936).

 
 
 

The Ghost Night
Series

 
 
 

Caina Amalas was once a
deadly Ghost nightfighter, a spy and agent of the Emperor of
Nighmar. Now she only wishes to live quietly with her husband.

But civil war grips the
Empire, and Caina's skills are needed against the cruel sorcerers
of the malevolent Umbarian Order.

 
 
 

And Caina has a dangerous
connection to the Umbarians.

 
 
 

For Caina's mother had many
deadly secrets, secrets that might yet kill Caina herself...

 
 
 

Read Ghost in the
Ring (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7928),
Ghost
in the Glass
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7954), Ghost in the
Amulet (https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8895),
and Ghost in
the Tower
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10346).

 
 
 

The Third Soul

 
 
 

RACHAELIS MORULAN is an
Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But
to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the
Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials
they endured.

Those who fail the Testing
are never seen again.

And now the Magisters of the
Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And
there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.

And creatures that yearn to
devour her soul.

If Rachaelis survives the
Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the
astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for
themselves.

And some Adepts of the
Conclave are eager to help them.

Read The
Testing (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1538)
for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The
Assassins
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1540), The Blood
Shaman (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1542),
The
High Demon
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1544), The Burning
Child (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2756),
The
Outlaw Adept
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3341), The Black
Paladin (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3343),
and The Tomb of
Baligant (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=3345).
Read the entire series in The Third
Soul Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4021) and The Third
Soul Omnibus Two
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4061).

 
 
 

The Frostborn
Series

 
 
 

A thousand years ago, the
last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain
through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high
elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the
descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and
prosperous under the rule of the High King.

But a shadow threatens to
devour the kingdom.

RIDMARK ARBAN was once a
Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast,
stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.

But he alone sees the danger
to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped,
they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter.

CALLIANDE awakens in the
darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power
hunting her.

For she alone holds the
secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.

The secret of the
Frostborn.

Read Frostborn:
The First Quest
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4439), followed by
Frostborn:
The Gray Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4069), Frostborn:
The Eightfold Knife
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4437), Frostborn:
The Undying Wizard
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4776), Frostborn:
The Master Thief
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5007), Frostborn:
The Iron Tower
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5183), Frostborn:
The Dark Warden
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5330), Frostborn:
The Gorgon Spirit
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5330), Frostborn:
The Broken Mage
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5860), Frostborn:
The World Gate
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6028), Frostborn:
The High Lords
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6403), Frostborn:
The False King
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6865), Frostborn:
The Dwarven Prince
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7270), Frostborn:
Excalibur
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7414), Frostborn:
The Dragon Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7549), and Frostborn:
The Shadow Prison
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7803), and the
prequel novels Frostborn:
The Knight Quests
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6384) and Frostborn:
The Bone Quest
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8069) along with
the short stories The Orc's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5661),
The
Mage's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=4784), The Thief's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5012),
The
Assassin's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5186), The
Paladins's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5328), The Knight's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5865),
The
Soldier's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6045), and The Soldier's
Tale (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6409).
Read the first three books combined in Frostborn
Omnibus One
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5671).

 
 
 

Sevenfold Sword

 
 
 

Ridmark Arban is the Shield
Knight, the defender of the realm of Andomhaim.

The realm is at peace after a
long and terrible war, but dark powers threaten other lands.

 
 
 

And when a mad elven wizard
comes to the High King's court, Ridmark finds himself fighting not
only for his own life, but for the lives of his family.

 
 
 

For the quest of the Seven
Swords has begun...

Read Sevenfold
Sword: Champion
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7831), Sevenfold
Sword: Swordbearer
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8067), Sevenfold
Sword: Warlord
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8275), and Sevenfold
Sword: Necromancer
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8794), Sevenfold
Sword: Shadow
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9179), Sevenfold
Sword: Unity
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9424), Sevenfold
Sword: Sorceress
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9628), Sevenfold
Sword: Serpent
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9884), Sevenfold
Sword: Tower
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10163), Sevenfold
Sword: Maze
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10505), Sevenfold
Sword: Guardian
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10819), and
Sevenfold
Sword: Sovereign
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11037), along with
the prequel novellas Shield
Knight: Ghost Orcs
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8269), Shield
Knight: Third's Tale
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8796), Shield
Knight: Calliande's Tale
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9181), Shield
Knight: Ridmark's Tale
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9426), Shield
Knight: Soulblades
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9630), Shield
Knight: Gavin's Tale
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9852), Shield
Knight: Duel
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10165), Shield
Knight: Rhodruthain
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10821), and
Shield
Knight: Apprentice
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11039).

 
 
 

The Malison
Series

 
 
 

The histories of Old Earth
record that in the Year of Our Lord 778, Charlemagne’s rearguard
under the command of Count Roland of the Breton March was ambushed
and slain to a man.

But Roland and his men were
drawn through another magical gate, to a new and strange world of
magic and deadly creatures. A world where every man, no matter what
his estate or rank, no matter how poor or common or rich and
powerful, was born with the power of magic.

 
 
 

But the magic of this world
carries a deadly curse, and the price for abusing its power is
ruinous.

 
 
 

This, then, is the story of
the kingdom they built, and the knight who would decide its
fate.

 
 
 

Read Malison:
Dragon Curse
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10509), Malison:
Dragon Fury
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10525), Malison:
Dragon Umbra
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10857), and
Malison: Dragon War.

 
 
 

Mask of the
Demonsouled Trilogy

 
 
 

MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has
prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with
firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed
at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his
strength, the world will fall.

 
 
 

SIGALDRA is the last
holdmistress of the Jutai nation, the final defender of her people.
Now the darkness comes to devour the final remnant of Sigaldra's
home and family. Even Sigaldra's courage may not be enough to turn
aside the darkness.

 
 
 

Read Mask of
Swords (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5429),
Mask
of Dragons
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6511), and Mask of
Spells (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7196)
along with the short stories The Ransom
Knight (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5446),
The
Bronze Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6531), The Serpent
Knight (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5856),
and The Rune
Knight
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7183).

 
 
 

The Tower of Endless
Worlds

 
 
 

THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to
finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a
black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the
Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.

 
 
 

But he soon realizes the last
of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.

And all it will cost is his
soul.

SIMON WESTER needs a job.
Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment,
he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some
corruption, some shady deals.

He doesn't expect to find
black magic.

LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of
the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords
stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam
must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of
salvation.

By daring the horrors of the
Tower of Endless Worlds…

Read The Tower of
Endless Worlds
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2073) for free. The
saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of
the Sacred Blade
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2076), A Wizard of
the White Council
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2078), and The Destroyer
of Worlds
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=2080).

 
 
 

Cloak Games

 
 
 

The High Queen of the Elves
has conquered Earth, but I don't care about that.

I don't care about the High
Queen, or the Rebels seeking to overthrow her. All I care about is
getting my baby brother the treatments he needs to recover from his
potentially fatal disease…and those treatments have a steep
price.

 
 
 

Fortunately, I have magic of
my own, and I'm a very, very good thief.

 
 
 

Unfortunately, the powerful
Elven lord Morvilind has a hold over me. If I don't follow his
commands, my brother is going to die.

 
 
 

Of course, given how
dangerous Morvilind’s missions are, I might not live long enough to
see my brother’s death…

 
 
 

Read Cloak Games:
Thief Trap
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=5969), Cloak Games:
Frost Fever
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6072), Cloak Games:
Rebel Fist
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6225), Cloak Games:
Shadow Jump
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6713), Cloak Games:
Shatter Stone
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7325), Cloak Games:
Truth Chain
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7426), Cloak Games:
Tomb Howl
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7598), Cloak Games:
Hammer Break
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8121), Cloak Games:
Blood Cast
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8140), Cloak Games:
Last Judge
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9259), Cloak Games:
Sky Hammer
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9493), and
Cloak
Games: Mage Fall
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9681), along with
the short stories Wraith
Wolf (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=6735),
Dragon
Pearl (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=7473),
and Iron
Image
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8142).

 
 
 

Cloak Mage

 
 
 

My name is Nadia, and
I’m an errand girl.

Except my boss is the
High Queen of the Elves.

 
 
 

And my errands for
her involve spying on people. Or stealing things. Or hunting down
monsters. Or, on occasion, killing people.

 
 
 

Read Cloak of
Dragons
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10010).

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cloak &
Ghost

 
 
 

Caina Amalas meets
Nadia Moran in this epic crossover novel from USA Today bestselling
author Jonathan Moeller!

My name is Nadia, and
I'm a shadow agent of the High Queen of the Elves.

When the High Queen
sends me to take down a corrupt Congressman, it should be an easy
job.

Except someone else
is coming after the Congressman.

And Caina Amalas
might be a powerful ally or a deadly enemy...

Read Cloak &
Ghost: Blood Ring
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10014), Cloak &
Ghost: Lost Gate
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10027), and
Cloak &
Ghost: Rebel Cell
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10354).

 
 
 

The Silent Order
Series

 
 
 

The
galaxy is at war, but wars are won and lost in the
shadows.

To
the galaxy at large, Jack March is a privateer of the interstellar
Kingdom of Calaskar and a former Iron Hand commando of the
malevolent Final Consciousness. In truth, he is an alpha operative
of the Silent Order, the most efficient and feared intelligence
organization in human space. When there is a crisis, Jack March is
the man to call.

 
 
 

But
there are many forces that wish to enslave or destroy
humanity...and Jack March stands in their way.

 
 
 

Read Silent Order:
Iron Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8468), Silent Order:
Wraith Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8470), Silent Order:
Axiom Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8472), Silent Order:
Eclipse Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8474), Silent Order:
Fire Hand
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8476), Silent
Order: Wasp Hand
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8986), Silent
Order: Master Hand
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9314), Silent
Order: Image Hand
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9724), and
Silent
Order: Ark Hand
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9726), and the
short stories Rail Gun
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=8988) and False
Flag
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=9848).

***

 

 
 




 About the
Author

 
 
 

Standing over six feet tall,
USA Today bestselling author Jonathan Moeller has the
piercing blue eyes of a Conan of Cimmeria, the bronze-colored hair
of a Visigothic warrior-king, and the stern visage of a captain of
men, none of which are useful in his career as a computer
repairman, alas.

 
 
 

He has written the
DEMONSOULED series of sword-and-sorcery novels, and continues to
write THE GHOSTS sequence about assassin and spy Caina Amalas, the
COMPUTER BEGINNER'S GUIDE series of computer books, and numerous
other works. His books have sold over a million copies
worldwide.

 
 
 

Visit his website at:

 
 
 

http://www.jonathanmoeller.com

Visit his technology blog
at:

 
 
 

http://www.computerbeginnersguides.com

Contact him at:


jmcontact@jonathanmoeller.com

You can sign up for
his email newsletter here
(http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1854), or watch for
news on his Facebook
page
(http://www.facebook.com/pages/Jonathan-Moeller/328773987230189) or
Twitter feed
(https://twitter.com/moellerjonathan).
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