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 Chapter 1: Cynan’s
Tower








Sixty days after it began,
sixty days after the day in the Year of Our Lord 1491 when the sky
ripped open and the dragons returned, Ridmark Arban stood on the
eastern bank and gazed at the River Cintarra.

The sun was just starting to
slip beneath the sky to the west. The sunlight fell in harsh rays
across the landscape, painting both the landscape and the river
with brilliant yellow-gold light. The River Cintarra seemed like a
stream of molten metal. The light also outlined the island in the
center of the river, and the half-ruined tower rising stark against
the sky.

It also outlined the goblins
and ogres laboring on the island to prepare fortifications,
rebuilding the walls around the crumbling keep.

That was a problem.

The war in the Cintarra
valley had settled into the grim slog of a stalemate over the last
two weeks. The forces of Crown Prince Accolon Pendragon held the
city of Cintarra itself and the lands on the eastern bank.
Additionally, Accolon’s forces also controlled the town of Rhudlan,
the strongest point on the western bank of the River Cintarra.
Rhudlan was currently commanded by a castellan that Accolon had
appointed, since the town’s lord Lhanwyn Corinium and his heir had
proven treacherous and had died in the fighting.

The rest of the River
Cintarra valley was held by invaders from the world of the Frankish
Empire, the Dragon Cultists led by Merovech Valdraxis and Aeliana
Carhaine. Merovech’s forces controlled all the lands west of the
river and south of the duxarchate of Durandis. Accolon had rallied
the loyalist Cintarran nobles to his side, but even with their
combined forces and the assistance of Queen Mara’s Anathgrimm, the
Crown Prince didn’t have enough soldiers to force a crossing and
drive Merovech’s army back.

Worse, Merovech was summoning
reinforcements from the world of the Frankish Empire. Calliande had
meditated with the Sight, seeking for active Dwyrstones on the
western side of the river. She had found only one, a massive gate
near Castra Melidern, the fortress that Warlord Shalmathrak’s ghost
orcs scouts said Merovech had fortified as his main base. Companies
of goblins, ogres, and gnolls moved through the gate, strengthening
Merovech’s army. Still worse, Merovech had also made contact with
the dvargir of Khaldurmar, and mercenary companies of dvargir
engineers had come to help the Duke, paid for by slaves taken from
the villages of the western bank.

Reinforcements came to
Accolon’s side as well. More Anathgrimm marched to their Queen’s
army from Nightmane Forest. The men of Durandis and the baptized
orcish warriors of Khaluusk and Rhaluusk were harassing the
northern boundaries the lands Merovech had conquered. Additionally,
the High King himself was coming to his son’s aid, calling his
vassals to his side. The assembled army of Andomhaim would join
Accolon, along with the combined might of the Order of the
Soulblade and the Order of the Magistri.

The Crown Prince’s army just
had to hold until then.

But small forces did not find
the River Cintarra hard to cross. Queen Mara’s Anathgrimm and
Accolon’s soldiers had traversed the river, launching raids on
Merovech’s soldiers. But Merovech’s soldiers had likewise launched
raids of their own, attacking villages on the eastern bank of the
river.

When Ridmark had met Merovech
at the parley before the battle of Rhudlan, his impression of the
Duke had been that Merovech was a violent, brutal thug…but
nonetheless possessed of considerable cunning and tactical skill.
Subsequent events had proven Ridmark right. Merovech could have
taken Rhudlan if he had wanted, but the casualties would have
mauled his army. Instead, he had kept Accolon’s troops bottled up
at Rhudlan, and sent raiders across the river.

Many of his raids had come
from Cynan’s Tower.

The island in the middle of
the river was small, barely four acres in size, the River Cintarra
flowing around it on either side. In the middle of the island rose
a keep surrounded by a crumbling curtain wall. Because of the
narrower streams, it was easier to cross the river at the island
than anywhere else save for the great bridges of Cintarra
itself.

Centuries ago, when the House
of Gwyrdragon had founded the city of Cintarra at the mouth of the
river, the orcish tribes of Khaluusk and the ghost orcs of the
Shaluuskan Forest had made war upon the men of Andomhaim. Cynan’s
Tower had been raised by one of Prince Tywall’s ancestors to keep
raiders from crossing the river. In time, the orcs of Khaluusk had
accepted baptism and the suzerainty of the High King, and the
Shaluuskan orcs had withdrawn into their borders. As the Prince’s
lands grew more peaceful, Cynan’s Tower had been abandoned,
becoming a landmark marking an easy location to cross the river. It
had been nothing more than a crumbling historical curiosity for
over a century.

Until Merovech had sent
goblin and ogre soldiers to seize the castra and fortify it.

His forces now held Cynan’s
Tower and had hastily reinforced the damaged curtain wall with
wooden logs. If the army of the Dragon Cult held Cynan’s Tower for
much longer, Merovech could send much larger forces across the
river, perhaps even make a thrust towards Cintarra itself.

Which meant that the Crown
Prince had to take Cynan’s Tower before much more time passed. But
between the troops necessary to hold Rhudlan and patrol the eastern
bank, Accolon did not have many soldiers left to spare.

And that meant if Accolon’s
soldiers were going to take Cynan’s Tower, they had to do something
clever.

Ridmark had a plan. He
thought it would work.

But he had been wrong
before…and plans of battle tended to shatter when they encountered
the enemy.

Ridmark took one last look at
the dark shadow of Cynan’s Tower on its small island, and then
turned to the east, looking at the forces under his command. They
were few enough, but they would have to serve. Ridmark wondered if
Accolon’s soldiers were trying to defend too much at once, if it
might not be wiser to concentrate the army and engage Merovech’s
forces in a single decisive battle. No, too risky – the battle
might easily go against them. Better instead to wait for the royal
host marching with the High King.

And, in the meantime, to do
what they could.

Ridmark had a thousand
Anathgrimm soldiers with him, commanded by Hhazakar, a veteran
centurion of the spiny orcs. He also had two hundred and fifty
royal men-at-arms, and another two hundred and fifty men gathered
from the overrun lands on the western bank of the River Cintarra.
On the surface, it was a small force to attack a stronghold like
Cynan’s Tower, even one that was crumbling and dilapidated. But
Ridmark had other advantages. The Anathgrimm were the best infantry
soldiers he had ever encountered. The men from the western bank
knew the river’s currents very well.

And Calliande was with
Ridmark. His wife was the Keeper of Andomhaim, the most powerful
wielder of magic in the realm, and she was more than a match for
any of the spells employed by the Dragon Cultists.

Ridmark’s hand strayed to
where Oathshield hung on his belt.

Perhaps he had an advantage
or two of his own to bring to the battle.

The air a few yards away
rippled, and a figure appeared out of nothingness. A tall orcish
man, clad in leather armor and carrying a bow, stood before
Ridmark. Most orcs had skin the deep green of a forest in summer.
This orc’s skin was an odd sort of silvery-gray, and he was less
bulky than most orcs, though still well-muscled. The gray skin was
a stark contrast with the long black hair that hung loose around
his shoulders. His cloak was a strange blurring color that seemed
to merge with his surroundings. No doubt it aided in remaining
unseen.

But given that the ghost orcs
of the Shaluuskan Forest could turn invisible at will, the cloak
was more of a bonus.

Ridmark inclined his head.
“Warlord Shalmathrak.”

“Shield Knight,” said the
Warlord of the Shaluuskan orcs in accented Latin, his voice a deep
rasp.

“Thank you for coming. Is
there any news?” said Ridmark.

He always made sure to treat
the Warlord with respect. So far, Shalmathrak and the priestesses
of Shalask had been content to follow Accolon’s lead in the war
against Merovech and the Dragon Cult. But Ridmark knew that
Shalmathrak was the equivalent of a Dux or perhaps an elected king
among his own people, and the ghost orcs had been the enemy of
Andomhaim for centuries before the arrival of the Heralds of Ruin.
A common foe was a superb way to overcome an ancient enmity – but
best not to forget that the enmity had been there for many
years.

And the ghost orcs were such
skilled scouts that Ridmark had no wish to lose their aid. The
reports brought back by the Warlord’s rangers had given the men of
Andomhaim a powerful edge against the Dragon Cult.

“Nothing has changed, Shield
Knight,” said Shalmathrak. “The enemy fortified themselves in
Cynan’s Tower. A mixed force of goblins and ogres, commanded by
knights of the Dragon Cult. But no additional forces have moved
along the western bank. The garrison of Cynan’s Tower has no
reinforcements.”

“Good,” said Ridmark. “Any
sign of Merovech?” He hesitated. “Or Aeliana Carhaine?”

“None,” said Shalmathrak.
“Our last report of the children of the Warden said that they
remained near Rhudlan with the soldiers watching the town. I do not
believe they will be able to react in time to stop us.”

Ridmark nodded, thinking it
over.

The children of the
Warden.

That was what the priestesses
of Shalask had started calling the two Heralds of Ruin who led the
host of the Dragon Cult. To the men of Andomhaim, the Warden was a
figure of distant terror and dark rumor, the dark elven sorcerer
bound within the ruined citadel of Urd Morlemoch. But to the ghost
elves, he was a villain from their history, one of the ancient
lords who had kept the orcs as enslaved soldiers. When Calliande
had discovered that the Warden had forged the corrupted soulblades
and given them to the Heralds of Ruin, that revelation had given
the ghost orcs all the more reason to fight. For the ghost orcs had
been created by the dark elven sorcerer known as the Sculptor,
against whom they had rebelled…but even their hated former master
feared the Warden.

And of all the men of
Andomhaim and Owyllain, Ridmark knew the power and cunning of the
Warden of Urd Morlemoch. He had escaped twice from Urd Morlemoch,
but his first escape had been engineered by the Warden. With his
great magic, the Warden had foreseen that Ridmark would return to
Urd Morlemoch with Calliande…and the Warden had moved his spirit
into Calliande’s body, intending to escape his imprisonment and
build a new empire for himself.

Ridmark and Calliande and
their friends had escaped the Warden’s trap, but only barely. The
Warden himself might remain trapped in Urd Morlemoch, but the
knowledge that he had found a way to send his power outside of his
prison, bound within the dark soulblades and wielded by his Heralds
of Ruin, was disturbing.

Especially when that power
was wielded by someone like Aeliana Carhaine.

The daughter of Ridmark’s old
enemy was a beautiful woman, but that beauty was a mask over dark
malignancy and festering hatred. During their parley, Aeliana had
threatened to kill Ridmark, Calliande, and their children. Aeliana
had become the kind of woman who would kill Ridmark’s children
simply to make him suffer.

Under other circumstances, he
might have felt sorry for her. A woman raised by the Red Family of
Cintarra and shaped by the Warden of Urd Morlemoch would have no
choice but to become a monster.

But when Ridmark saw Aeliana
next, he was going to kill her.

“Shield Knight?” said
Shalmathrak, and Ridmark realized that he had paused too long.

“My apologies, Warlord,” said
Ridmark, shaking off the dark reverie. “Your news is welcome. I was
thinking about the best strategy for dealing with our foes.”

Shalmathrak inclined his
head. “The children of the Warden. You understand the danger. To
the other men of Andomhaim, the lord of Urd Morlemoch is almost a
myth. Something to be feared, but barely real. But you have stood
in his presence and escaped his wrath.”

“I have,” said Ridmark,
pushing aside his brooding. “Let us see how we can hinder his
servants.”

He walked south along the
riverbank, Shalmathrak following him in utter silence. It was still
uncanny how quietly the ghost orcs could move. Ridmark passed the
waiting Anathgrimm and came to the camp of the men of Cintarra. The
soldiers gathered from the ruin of the villages on the western bank
had been busy, assembling logs, tar, and rope to make crude rafts.
Over a score of the rafts were finished and waited on the sandy
riverbank. Hundreds of human soldiers stood nearby, checking their
armor and weapons and preparing for action.

Two men oversaw the activity,
one young, one middle-aged.

“Sir Niall,” called Ridmark.
“Sir Ricatus.”

The two knights turned. Niall
of Ebor was young, barely twenty, with curly brown hair matted with
sweat and bloodshot blue eyes. He wore chain mail and dusty leather
boots, sword and dagger hanging on his belt. He was a vigorous
young man and a skilled fighter, but there had been a shadow on his
face ever since the siege of Rhudlan. Some of it, Ridmark had no
doubt, was the carnage that Niall had seen during the fighting. And
some of it was that Pompeia Corinium had seduced Niall and tried to
use him to hand the town to the Dragon Cult. Niall had defeated
Pompeia’s attempt to betray the Crown Prince, only for her to fall
to goblin arrows before the town’s gate could be closed.

Ridmark wasn’t sure if that
had inspired a death wish in the young knight or not. Whatever the
reason, Niall had fought like a demon since the battle of Rhudlan
and was always in the thick of the fighting. He was becoming a
leader, and the common soldiers were willing to follow him.

“My lord,” said Niall with a
hasty bow.

“Lord Ridmark,” said Sir
Ricatus Eborium.

If Niall was youth and
strength, Ricatus was cold, hard iron. His face was lined and
seamed from the sun and looked like oak that had hardened to the
strength of metal. His hair and beard were the color of cold steel,
and his dark eyes were icy and pitiless.

Ridmark did not like Ricatus
and found it hard to trust the man. Ricatus Eborium had been one of
the lords who had enclosed his lands for sheep at the bidding of
Cyprian and the Regency Council, driving off his commoners and
freeholders. The villagers of Ebor had made their way to Castarium,
which was how Ridmark had met Niall and his aunt Rhiain. Ricatus
hadn’t been one of the Drakocenti, but he was nonetheless a
ruthless and greedy man who cared nothing for the misery he wrought
so long as he profited from it.

Yet for all his failings,
Ricatus Eborium was a fearless fighter and a skilled tactician. His
lands had been lost to Merovech Valdraxis, but Ricatus and his
surviving men-at-arms had been at the forefront of the fighting.
Like Niall, he seemed to be a natural leader, though he inspired
fear rather than love. Ridmark didn’t trust Ricatus, but the knight
had been obedient to every command from Accolon, and the fighting
was desperate enough that the Crown Prince needed every leader and
good fighter he could find.

“You’re ready?” said
Ridmark.

“Aye, my lord,” said Niall.
“All the rafts are finished. They’ll float, and they’ll be
quiet.”

“My watermen know their
business,” said Ricatus, his voice just as cold as his eyes. “We’ll
cross the river in silence when the time comes.” He glanced at the
sky, and for the first time a touch of worry entered his voice.
“Assuming the weather holds.” The western sky was clear, but the
southern sky was heavy with gray clouds. It looked like a storm was
sweeping off the southern sea and heading north over the River
Cintarra.

“Calliande says the weather
should hold until a few hours before dawn,” said Ridmark. He looked
at the jagged shape of Cynan’s Tower. “This will be decided by
then, one way or another.”

“Aye,” said Ricatus. “If the
Keeper speaks, then indeed it must be so.” Ridmark resisted the
urge to grimace. Ricatus had a gift for remaining perfectly polite
while delivering a subtle insult with his words.

“I saw the Keeper kill
dragons at Castarium, Sir Ricatus,” said Niall with the stiff
courtesy he always used when speaking with his former lord. “I’m
inclined to believe her.”

“Indeed,” said Ricatus, and
again a flicker of worry went through his cold face. “Let us hope
that Merovech and his whore are busy elsewhere. If the
Dragonmaeloch catches our men while we’re on the water, our rafts
will go up like kindling.”

“Fear not, Sir Ricatus,” said
Shalmathrak. “Our scouts report that Duke Merovech and Lady Aeliana
remain near Rhudlan. Even if he turns south immediately upon
hearing word of our attack, he will arrive far too late to affect
the outcome.”

“Very well,” said Ricatus.
“You do your part, Lord Ridmark, and Niall Lordsbane and I shall do
ours.”

Niall winced a little. He
didn’t like that nickname at all.

“God go with you,” said
Ridmark. Niall and Ricatus nodded, and Ridmark turned and strode
back towards the Anathgrimm, Shalmathrak trailing after him like a
shadow.

The Anathgrimm arrayed
themselves for battle, facing the island and the tower. Queen
Mara’s warriors were as tall and broad as normal orcs, but they had
been mutated and altered by her father, the dark elven lord who had
called himself the Traveler. Their bones were harder and thicker
than normal orcish bone, and spikes of bone rose from their
forearms. Thanks to those spikes, an Anathgrimm warrior could not
be disarmed without killing him. Masks of the same black bone
covered their upper faces, stark against their green skin, and
Ridmark knew the bony armor wrapped around their torsos. The
Anathgrimm loved war, even more than the rest of the orcish kindred
enjoyed battle. Queen Mara and Prince Jager had managed to convince
the Anathgrimm that commerce was a more efficient form of warfare,
but the spiny orcs still rejoiced in battle above all things. It
was what the Traveler had made them to do.

Hhazakar stood with his
troops, scowling. After Mara had slain the Traveler and the
Anathgrimm had sworn to her, it had taken Ridmark some time to
learn to tell individual Anathgrimm apart, since the bone masks
made them all look similar. But he had years of practice by now,
and he recognized Hhazakar at once. The Anathgrimm centurion had a
customarily belligerent expression, and looked at his troops, ready
to upbraid them for the slightest lapse in discipline or duty.

“Shield Knight,” growled
Hhazakar. “Warlord. Has the hour for battle come?”

“Soon,” said Ridmark. “Your
men are ready?”

“The Anathgrimm are always
ready for battle,” said Hhazakar. “Shall we teach the foe the
futility of standing against us?”

“Soon,” said Ridmark. “When
the hour is right.”

Hhazakar grunted. “Cynan’s
Tower shall be ours.”

Ridmark nodded and kept
walking, Shalmathrak still following him. The Anathgrimm stood in
waiting ranks, ready to assault Cynan’s Tower. Likely the Dragon
Cult watchers on the walls of the half-ruined fortress were
unconcerned. A thousand Anathgrimm warriors were a powerful force,
but half the River Cintarra was between them and the Anathgrimm.
And the Anathgrimm, with both their natural bone armor and their
heavy steel chain mail and plate, were not good swimmers and
avoided the water whenever possible. They either needed dozens of
rafts to cross the water, or would need to build a bridge, and a
bridge could not be built overnight.

Well, the Anathgrimm could
not build a bridge in a night.

Calliande had no such
limitation.

Ridmark stopped at the edge
of the Anathgrimm soldiers and looked at his wife.

Calliande wore her preferred
green cloak over the golden elven armor she had taken from the
ruins of Cathair Selenias far to the south. Her long blond hair had
been tied in a severe braid and tucked into the back of her cloak.
She held her worn wooden staff in both hands, leaning on it a
little as if she was fatigued.

Icy white mist swirled behind
her in a pillar ten feet tall.

Ridmark had seen her use a
similar spell often enough to understand how it worked. Calliande
could summon considerable amounts of magical power, more than
nearly any other human wielder of magic, but even she had her
limits. But she could draw power and build upon it, like a
stonemason raising a tower with course after course of blocks. For
the last several hours she had been busy summoning the power of
elemental ice and layering it into the pillar of icy mist. Now a
great deal of magical force writhed and twisted within the pillar,
waiting for Calliande to release it.

She smiled and straightened
up. “Ridmark.” She saw Shalmathrak and inclined her head.
“Warlord.”

“Keeper of Andomhaim,” said
Shalmathrak. He looked at the pillar of mist. “A most formidable
construction. Vhorshala and the priestesses said they have rarely
sensed so much force gathered in one place.”

“It is necessary,” said
Calliande. “Water is capable of absorbing large quantities of
energy, whether magical or otherwise. If we are going to freeze the
river for any length of time, we need a lot of magical power.
Antenora says that is why it is warmer near the southern ocean. In
summer, the ocean absorbs the heat, and in winter, the water
radiates it, keeping the coastlands warmer.”

“I confess that I had given
the matter little thought,” said Shalmathrak. “Still, it seems the
application of the principle shall give us victory. The priestesses
of Shalask have an interest in such…scholarly matters. Perhaps your
apprentice would be willing to discuss them.”

“I am sure she will,” said
Calliande. Antenora, Ridmark knew, was most likely with the High
King’s army, or with the forces of Dux Constantine of the
Northerland. Her husband Gavin was a Swordbearer of the Order of
the Soulblade and a vassal of Constantine Licinius…and both the
Order of the Soulblade and the men of the Northerland would
accompany Arandar Pendragon as he marched to war.

“A more practical matter,”
said Shalmathrak. “If the priestesses can sense the spell, then
almost certainly the defenders in Cynan’s Tower can detect it as
well.”

“There’s no way to avoid
that, I’m afraid,” said Calliande. “The spell requires too much
power. Still, while every human, goblin, gnoll, and ogre from the
Frankish Empire can use magic…most of them aren’t very good at it.
They know the Seven Spells that Sir Tyrcamber mentioned and little
else.”

“Not surprising,” said
Shalmathrak, “given they learned the Seven Spells to keep the
Malison from devouring them.”

“Any Dragon Cultists in the
tower will sense the spell,” said Calliande, “and they will know we
intend an attack.”

“That will work to our
advantage,” said Ridmark. “The defenders know an attack is coming,
and they will focus their full attention on us. Meanwhile, Sir
Niall and Sir Ricatus will move into position.”

“Indeed,” said Shalmathrak.
“Chance and fate rule all…but perhaps your cunning has loaded the
dice in our favor, Shield Knight. If you will excuse me, I must
prepare my rangers and the priestesses for the battle.”

“Of course,” said Ridmark. “I
shall look for you in the courtyard once Cynan’s Tower has
fallen.”

Ridmark wasn’t nearly as
confident as he sounded. So many things could go wrong in a battle.
But Ridmark had been leading men in war for a long time now, and he
knew that it was necessary to project confidence, lest the soldiers
lose confidence and waver. Of course, Shalmathrak knew that just as
well as Ridmark did…but still the ghost orc smiled briefly behind
his tusks.

“As shall I, Shield Knight,
Keeper,” said Shalmathrak. They exchanged polite bows, and
Shalmathrak strode away to rejoin his forces.

Ridmark stood in silence with
Calliande for a moment. He reached over and took her free hand, and
she squeezed it hard.

“It is strange,” she
murmured.

“What is?” said Ridmark.

“That Warlord Shalmathrak is
the leader of a nation of pagan orcs, and Sir Ricatus is a vassal
of the Prince of Cintarra and a baptized son of the church,” said
Calliande. “And I still trust Lord Shalmathrak more than Sir
Ricatus.”

Ridmark shrugged. “Honor can
be found in men of any creed, and the Warlord is an honorable man.
Sir Ricatus might have heard every lesson the church can teach on
charity and mercy, and he disregarded them all. Still, Niall has
every reason to hate Ricatus Eborium. And if Niall can put aside
that and fight alongside him, then so can we.”

“I know,” murmured Calliande,
her eyes distant as she gazed at the dark shape of Cynan’s Tower.
“And I know that Ricatus fights for pride and advancement. He is
affronted that invaders have come to Andomhaim…and he wants more
lands for himself if we win the war. Probably he wants to become
the new Comes of Rhudlan.” Suddenly she smiled. “It is the mother’s
instincts in me, I fear. My heart feels that if people act for pure
reasons, all will be well. But my mind and experience know that men
can do good for evil reasons or work great harm with the purest of
intentions.”

“We can be sure of one
thing,” said Ridmark. “Neither Merovech Valdraxis nor Aeliana
Carhaine act from pure motives.”

He wondered if mentioning
Aeliana had been a mistake. Calliande was kindly, soft-spoken, and
gentle, and the best healer in Andomhaim…but any threat to her
children made that mercy evaporate without a trace. But she only
looked thoughtful.

“No,” said Calliande. “And
their motives may not be their own, not any longer.”

“What do you mean?” said
Ridmark.

“I have no doubt that
Merovech became a Herald of Ruin to advance his own power,” said
Calliande, “and that Aeliana sought out the Warden to find the
power to kill you. But a soulblade alters its bearer, you know
that. The knights of the Order of the Soulblade, if they live long
enough, are healthier and more vigorous than men of comparable age.
A high elven soulblade fills its bearer with a hatred of dark
magic. I wonder how the dark soulblades are altering Merovech and
Aeliana. They may not even realize it is happening.”

“And the Warden of Urd
Morlemoch,” said Ridmark, “is not a man to give power without a
steep price attached to it.”

Calliande shivered a little.
“He most certainly is not.”

They stood in silence for a
moment.

“But, come,” said Ridmark.
“Perhaps we can deal the Heralds of Ruin a defeat tonight.”

She smiled. “You’re trying to
raise my morale, aren’t you? Strange how you can do that even when
I realize that’s what you are doing.”

“You give me abundant
opportunities for practice,” said Ridmark, and she rolled her eyes.
He looked towards the darkening sky. “It’s time to get ready.”

Calliande’s smile faded, and
she nodded. In the place of amusement rose grim resolution. She had
seen as much war as he had. Far more, even – she had been alive
during the first war against the Frostborn, centuries before
Ridmark had been born. Calliande knew battle as intimately as he
did.

The sun went down, and the
stars and the moons came out as Ridmark arrayed his force for
battle. Six of the thirteen moons were out, their mingled light
covering the landscape with an eerie greenish-blue glow, and they
would have no trouble seeing. The Anathgrimm warriors formed up on
the riverbank at Hhazakar’s shouted commands, swords and shields
ready. Ridmark saw shapes moving on the crumbled curtain wall,
goblin and ogre sentries watching the movements. There was no way
to conceal the preparations for the attack, but that was just as
well.

There was no sign of Sir
Niall and Sir Ricatus and their men.

Ridmark sent a mental command
to his staff. Aegisikon shivered in his left hand, and the wooden
staff became a round shield fitted perfectly to his arm. With his
right hand, he reached to his belt and drew Oathshield, the
soulblade rasping against its scabbard as he lifted the weapon. The
sword’s blue metal flashed in the dim moonlight, the soulstones set
into the tang and the pommel flickering with a pale white glow. The
sword’s blade did not burst into white flames, which was a good
sign. There were no users of dark magic nearby, and some of
Merovech’s knights wielded dark magic with considerable
prowess.

“We are ready, Shield
Knight,” growled Hhazakar.

“As are my warriors,”
murmured Shalmathrak.

Ridmark nodded and took a
deep breath. “Calliande?”

She stood before the pillar
of mist she had conjured and began gesturing with her staff, her
face tight with concentration and effort. White fire flickered
around her hands. Ridmark had no magical ability whatsoever, but
after a decade of marriage to the Keeper of Andomhaim, he had a
good grasp of the mechanics. Calliande was working a spell of
elemental water, and she was using the mantle of the Keeper to
charge it with additional power.

Calliande shouted and thrust
her staff towards the river, and the column of mist exploded
outward. It shot forward in a line and stabbed into the River
Cintarra. A loud crackling sound filled Ridmark’s ears, and in the
blink of an eye, a large section of the river between the bank and
the island froze, becoming a wide bridge of rough gray ice.

“Hhazakar,” said Ridmark.
“Now!”

“Advance!” boomed Hhazakar.
The Anathgrimm shouted, and they marched forward, Ridmark and
Calliande with them. They stepped onto the ice, the frozen bridge
crackling beneath their boots. The Anathgrimm were heavy, but the
ice was thick and cold, and Ridmark felt the chill radiating from
it. The ice was also rough. Ridmark had feared that the ice would
be slippery, but it felt like walking on concrete.

Calliande had a great deal of
experience at war…and she had as much experience creating frozen
bridges over rivers to allow soldiers to cross.

The sudden consternation atop
the curtain wall was obvious. Ridmark saw both goblins and ogres
rush forward, some of them holding crossbows, others casting
spells. An intermittent volley of quarrels felt from the curtain
wall, but the Anathgrimm held their shields raised, and the
quarrels did little damage. Some of the goblins cast spells,
hurling bolts of lightning or fire, but Calliande worked a spell of
her own, and a shimmering wall of transparent white light rose
before the Anathgrimm, deflecting the attacks.

Then they drew closer to the
wall, and some of the Anathgrimm produced ropes and grapnels,
preparing to fling them to the battlements.

It was time.

Ridmark took a deep breath,
keeping his shield raised to ward off any arrows, and focused on
his link to Oathshield, reaching for the power locked within the
soulblade.

Three heartbeats passed, the
battle beginning around Ridmark.

He had just enough time to
wish that Third was at his side, and then the power of the Shield
Knight poured through him.

White fire erupted from the
sword and encased Ridmark, the fire hardening into plates of blue
steel that covered him from head to toe. A masked helmet concealed
his face, but he had no trouble seeing through it, and if anything,
his vision was better. Power surged through the armor, making
Ridmark stronger and faster than even a normal Swordbearer. The
armor of the Shield Knight gave Ridmark superhuman strength and
could withstand nearly any attack, though he could only use that
power for a few moments every day.

Which meant that Ridmark had
to put those moments to use.

He sprinted forward and
leaped, slamming into the curtain wall about halfway from the top.
The old stonework crumbled a little beneath the impact, and Ridmark
kicked off the wall and jumped again. This time his leap carried
him over the battlements, and he landed on the ramparts, raising
Aegisikon in guard and drawing back Oathshield to strike.

The goblins gaped at him in
astonishment. The creatures lined the wall, scores of them. They
were a little over five feet tall, with blue skin and venomous
yellow eyes like those of a serpent. Thick black hair crowned their
heads, and they had pointed ears. Black claws tipped their fingers,
deadly sharp, but the goblins hardly needed the claws. They were
strong for their size, and all of them carried swords and shields.
Additionally, the goblins could use magic, though they were rarely
powerful. Nevertheless, a single blast of magical fire could kill a
man.

The more goblins Ridmark
killed now, the more Anathgrimm would survive.

Before the goblins recovered
from their shock, he went on the attack.

Ridmark surged forward and
slew three goblins in rapid succession. The remaining creatures
rallied, and Ridmark began chopping through them. Swords clanged
against his armor and spells blasted against the blue steel, but
Ridmark ignored them, did not even make any effort to dodge. The
armor was more than capable of withstanding the attacks.

Metal clanged against the
battlements as the grapnels landed, and a moment later, the first
of the Anathgrimm warriors hauled themselves onto the ramparts.
They roared their battle cries as they attacked, swords flashing.
Soon Ridmark and the Anathgrimm had carved a foothold onto the
wall, and a steady stream of Anathgrimm orcs clambered onto the
ramparts, eager for the blood of their foes. Ridmark cut his way
towards the gate, intending to open it.

More battle cries came to his
ears, and Ridmark looked towards the courtyard. More goblins poured
from the crumbling keep, rushing to join the fray, accompanied by a
dozen ogres. With them came human knights in plate mail, wearing
the red and black surcoats of the Dragon Cult.

They would be far more
dangerous than their soldiers.

Ridmark kept fighting,
cutting his way towards the gate.

***

 



 Chapter 2: Niall
Lordsbane








Sir Niall of Ebor did not
like that the men called him Lordsbane, and he had no idea how he
had become a leader.

He disliked the nickname of
“Lordsbane,” but he supposed it was inevitable. In Castarium, Niall
had killed Abbot Caldorman. He had done it to protect Crown Prince
Accolon, and Caldorman had turned out to be an apostate and a
cultist of the Drakocenti, but Niall had still killed an abbot, a
powerful and influential man.

In Rhudlan, he had killed
Lhanwyn Corinium, the Comes of the town and its surrounding lands.
In the process, he had stopped Lhanwyn and his daughter from
handing the town over to the Dragon Cult. Niall had been lauded as
a hero, which filled him with shame. Not that he regretted killing
Lhanwyn. The man had been a traitor, and he had been willing to
hand over the royal troops to captivity and death to enhance his
own power.

Niall didn’t regret Lhanwyn’s
death…but he did regret Pompeia’s.

Or, more specifically, what
he had done with Pompeia before her death.

In hindsight, he could see
that she had set out quite methodically to seduce him. Pompeia
might have been cold-blooded, but the sight of her had set a fire
in his blood that Niall had been unable to resist, and the touch of
her had turned that fire into an inferno. He had fallen in love
with her (though he recognized now that it had been mostly lust),
and he had planned to ask Lhanwyn for his daughter’s hand once the
battle was over.

Instead, Pompeia had betrayed
him, helping her father to open the gates to Count Alan Rhellgar’s
army. She had also tried to kill Niall, poisoning both him and the
guards at the gate. If Niall hadn’t made himself throw up before
the poison took hold, Niall would have died…and Merovech Valdraxis
would now rule over Rhudlan. But Niall had escaped the poison,
killed Lhanwyn and his conspirators, and stopped them from
surrendering the town.

He’d tried to save Pompeia.
Even knowing that she had betrayed him, that she had tried to
murder him, he could not have lifted his hand against her. Even
after seeing the look of sneering contempt she directed at him, he
couldn’t have harmed her. Niall wouldn’t have betrayed the Crown
Prince and Lord Ridmark for Pompeia, but neither could he have hurt
her.

But the goblin arrows had
found Pompeia’s chest, rendering the question moot.

Sir Rufinius and Crown Prince
Accolon had credited Niall for stopping Lhanwyn…but he felt nothing
but shame and regret as he thought on his decisions.

He supposed the title of
“Lordsbane” had been all but inevitable after that.

Moriah Rhosmor was the only
one who knew the full story. Niall wished he could have talked to
her, that she was here now, but she had gone back to Cintarra to
stop Dragon Cultists from infiltrating the city. He had poured out
the entire story to his aunt Rhiain, who was traveling with Lady
Calliande as her lady-in-waiting and helper. Niall had expected
Rhiain to condemn him, to chastise him, to rebuke him. In truth,
Niall had looked forward to it.

Instead, she had only sighed
and shaken her head.

“Oh, Niall,” she said,
touching his cheek. “I wish I could have been there to warn
you.”

Niall blinked. “It wasn’t
your fault. It was mine.”

“Well, yes, obviously. But
young men are fools,” she said, “especially when a beautiful woman
is involved. And if the woman knows her beauty and uses it as a
weapon…well, that can end badly.” She offered a faint smile. “I
understand, though you might not think it. When I met your uncle, I
was all but overwhelmed by him…he could have had me whenever he
wanted.”

“Um,” said Niall. This was
not something he wanted to discuss with his aunt.

“He was a good man, thank God
for that,” said Rhiain, “but if he hadn’t been…well, he might have
brought me to ruin. I think you understand that now, after that
strumpet Pompeia.”

Niall nodded. “I should have
known better.”

“Aye. But you know better
now, don’t you? And the next time you meet someone like her, you’ll
be forewarned,” said Rhiain. “A hard lesson, but not one you’ll
forget.” She shrugged. “And it’s not as if she made you betray the
Crown Prince, God save him, and you saved the town from these
devil-worshipping Dragon Cultists. It could have been worse. Half a
harvest is better than none.”

That had been one of his
uncle’s favorite proverbs.

“I suppose,” said Niall.

“We need to find you a wife
once the war is over,” said Rhiain. “You obviously need one. The
Apostle Paul said it was better to marry than to burn, and you
clearly have that fire in your blood.”

“You’re probably right,” said
Niall. As awkward as this conversation was, it was an odd sort of
relief. He was used to his aunt trying to arrange all things to her
will.

“What about Lady Moriah?”
said Rhiain.

Niall blinked several times,
and to his chagrin felt warmth flood into his face. “What about
her?”

“She might make a suitable
candidate,” said Rhiain. “She’s a member of the Prince’s court, but
a bastard, so her birth isn’t too high for you. She has no lands,
and Lord Ridmark will give you a benefice near Castarium, so you
will bring something to the marriage. And you spoke very highly of
her after the siege of Rhudlan.”

“I…don’t know,” said Niall,
taken off-guard. He wasn’t sure how to articulate his feelings. At
first, he hadn’t liked Moriah, considering her a cynical schemer
and thief. Yet she wasn’t a coward, and if not for her help,
Rhudlan would have fallen to the Dragon Cult. She had told Niall
the truth about Pompeia, even when he had been too besotted with
Lhanwyn’s daughter to listen. And Niall did find Moriah attractive.
He had caught himself staring at her a few times when she had been
wearing a proper gown, and found himself wondering what the body
beneath the gown would look like…

But how could Moriah possibly
consider that? She had seen him make a fool of himself with
Pompeia. Likely she would laugh in his face if Niall tried to court
her.

“I think Sir Rufinius is
interested in courting her,” said Niall instead of trying to
explain himself. “He’s a great captain and a brave Swordbearer, and
I would not wish to hinder him.”

Rhiain raised her eyebrows.
“Sir Rufinius is the son of Archbishop Caelmark. Like his father,
he is probably more interested in oaths and duties and the church
than in women. And I quite like Lady Moriah.”

“I do, too,” said Niall, “but
I doubt she has any interest in finding a husband.”

“We’ll see,” said Rhiain with
a smile. Niall knew that smile. It usually meant Rhiain was
determined to get her way, and God have mercy on anyone who
hindered her.

Still, Niall felt better
after that conversation, though the guilt and shame still lingered
in his mind.

He had dealt with them by
throwing himself into battle and his duties. Lord Ridmark had kept
Niall with him and the Anathgrimm as he patrolled the eastern bank
of the River Cintarra, and they had driven off several goblin
raiding parties. Niall had been at the forefront of every battle,
throwing himself into the fighting. He had always possessed a
talent for violence, and he had kept it suppressed growing up in
the village of Ebor, fearful of hurting someone.

But here in the war against
Merovech and the Dragon Cult, Niall had found the proper use of his
talent. Archbishop Caelmark was fond of quoting the scriptures, and
he had often said there was a time for war and a time for peace, a
time for killing and a time for healing. The time for war and
killing had come, and Niall was good at it. He was fighting as a
sworn knight of his lord, defending the realm of Andomhaim from the
invaders of the Dragon Cult. Niall could fight without guilt or
restraint.

And because he was good at
fighting, men had begun looking at him to command them. Lord
Ridmark had told him that command was as much about showing
confidence as anything else, that men preferred to follow a lord or
a knight who kept his head and showed no fear. Because of that, men
had begun following Niall’s lead in battle…and Lord Ridmark had
given him formal command as well, giving him soldiers and sending
him on tasks.

The responsibility of it
squeezed Niall’s heart like a cold fist. All the soldiers who
followed him had families, wives and children and mothers and
fathers, and if Niall made a botch of it and got them all
killed…that would be on him. Men died in war, there was no escaping
that brutal fact. But losing men to the skill of the enemy was bad
enough. Losing men because Niall made a stupid mistake would be
much, much worse.

The only upside to his new
duties was that he had barely any time to castigate himself over
Pompeia or to wonder what Moriah Rhosmor was doing now. He was too
worried about his responsibilities.

Because the time had come to
lead men into battle once again.

“How much longer?” murmured
Niall.

“Patience, Sir Niall,” said
Sir Ricatus Eborium, his voice as soft as a serpent’s warning
hiss.

Fitting, that.

Niall stood with Sir Ricatus
and the Magistrius Decimus on the western bank of the River
Cintarra, the bank held by the forces of the Dragon Cult. After the
sun had gone down, Niall, Ricatus, and Decimus had taken the
soldiers under their command and slipped across the river on their
crude rafts. Niall had been half-afraid that the rafts would
capsize, but the carpenters among the soldiers knew their business,
and they crossed without incident. Once on the western bank, the
soldiers had carried the rafts to the north, and now they waited on
the western side of Cynan’s Tower, watching the enemy-held
fortress.

And waiting for Lord Ridmark
to strike.

The plan was simple.
Calliande would freeze the eastern channel around the island, and
the Anathgrimm would use the ice bridge to attack the castra. While
they did, Niall and Ricatus would cross the western channel with
their men and attack from the other side. With the castra’s
defenders focused on the Anathgrimm, the men-at-arms under the
command of the two knights would sweep into the fortress.

Or so they planned.

“Patience?” said Niall.

“Indeed,” said Ricatus. He
stood motionless as a statue, a dark shadow in the eerie light from
the moons. “When the foe is occupied in another direction…that is
the best time to strike.”

Niall said nothing. There was
nothing to be said.

For one thing, Ricatus was
right.

For another, Niall didn’t
like him.

He ought to have hated the
former lord of Ebor. Ricatus Eborium had enclosed the lands of his
benefice for sheep, driving the villagers of Ebor from their home.
Niall had hoped that Ricatus was one of the Drakocenti, but Ricatus
was no cultist. He was too selfish and ambitious to become one of
the fools who followed Cyprian of the Scepter Bank to his doom, and
indeed Ricatus held both bankers and merchants in contempt. No,
Ricatus had been one of the nobles who had taken the excuse the
Drakocenti had offered to enrich himself. A ruthless, hard man,
utterly without mercy or compassion, a man who would seize as much
as the law and custom would allow him to seize.

And yet…the war had shown
another side of Ricatus’s character. He was utterly fearless in
battle, and with a sword in hand, he was a terror. Niall had a dim
idea that the men both liked and respected him, but they feared and
respected Ricatus, and lived in terror of the rough side of his
tongue. To Niall’s unease, he and Ricatus worked well together. He
didn’t like the older knight, and Ricatus regarded him with a sort
of amused, polite contempt. Yet in battle, when the swords came out
and the blood flowed, they fought alongside each other, able to
guess the other man’s intent without need for speech.

Next to Niall, the Magistrius
Decimus stiffened. Decimus looked a great deal like Ricatus, come
to think of it – a middle-aged man with leathery skin and graying
hair. But Decimus smiled a lot, and Ricatus rarely did. Decimus had
previously been the court Magistrius of Comes Lhanwyn, but Niall
had killed Lhanwyn, and the goblins had killed Pompeia, leaving
Decimus without a position. The Magistrius had instead decided to
follow Niall in gratitude for saving his life on the day of
Lhanwyn’s treachery.

“Magistrius?” said
Ricatus.

“Lady Calliande has cast her
spell,” said Decimus. “God and the saints, it’s powerful.”

“The Anathgrimm will cross
the river,” said Niall. “We need to move.”

“Agreed,” said Ricatus. He
pointed at the decurion in charge of the royal footmen, a man in
his middle twenties named Tiberius. “Get the men moving. And by
God, you’ll be quiet. Any man makes a noise, he’ll be digging every
damned privy trench until the end of the war.”

“Sir,” said Tiberius, and he
gave quiet orders.

The soldiers moved in haste.
They carried the rafts to the bank and set them into the water.
Niall and Decimus took one raft, Ricatus another. That way, if one
of them drowned, the other knight could take command of the small
force. By the time they were aboard, Niall heard the faint sounds
of fighting echoing over the river and Cynan’s Tower.

Ridmark’s attack was
underway.

“Let’s move,” said Niall.

The order went up and down
the line of rafts, and they set off across the river.

Niall stood on the edge of
the raft, his heart thumping in his ears. He was a strong swimmer,
but he was aware of the weight of his chain mail, helmet,
gauntlets, sword, and shield. If he lost his balance and fell into
the water, he might not be able to reach the bank before his
stamina failed, or perhaps the weight of his armor would pull him
into the waters. He watched the curtain wall of Cynan’s Tower,
fearing that at any moment, he would see ogres maneuvering a
ballista into place or a knight of the Dragon Cult about to hurl a
fireball into the rafts.

But the sounds of fighting
grew louder, and it seemed Ridmark’s attack held the entirety of
the enemy’s attention. The rafts scraped onto the shore of the
island, and Niall and the men rushed onto land.

“Now,” said Ricatus.
“Forward, you dogs. Ropes and grapnels ready. Get on the wall as
fast as you can.”

They ran up the shallow slope
of the island to the base of the castra’s stone wall. The wall in
this section was mostly intact, though the goblins had repaired two
breaches with logs cut and bound in haste. Niall ignored those and
headed towards an intact section of the curtain wall. He whirled a
grapnel over his head and flung it, and felt it catch on the
battlements. Niall scrambled up the wall, feeling the weight of his
armor and shield dig into his shoulders as he climbed.

About two-thirds of the way
up, he heard the familiar deep voice of a goblin raised in
alarm.

Well, so much for
stealth.

Still, it was remarkable that
they had gotten this close before the alarm had been raised.

Niall heaved himself over the
battlements and rolled to one knee. A goblin soldier stood a short
distance away, clad in chain mail, a short sword in the creature’s
right hand. The clawed fingers of its left hand blazed with
elemental flame as they swung to point at Niall.

A spell.

Niall reached over his
shoulder, seized his shield, and flung it at the goblin. The
creature saw it coming and tried to dodge, but the sheet of heavy
oak and iron struck the goblin in the hip. The impact knocked it to
the side and the bolt of elemental fire that would have burned
through Niall’s head instead splashed against the battlements. The
goblin tried to cast another spell, but Niall was already moving.
He surged forward, his sword singing from its scabbard, and opened
the goblin’s throat. The creature fell off the ramparts, landing
with a thump in the courtyard below.

Up and down the curtain wall,
men-at-arms pulled themselves over the battlements. Niall saw a few
groups of goblins rushing to stop the attackers, but there were not
enough of the creatures. Most of the castra’s defenders had been
drawn to the eastern side of the courtyard to stop Ridmark’s
attack.

Niall grabbed his dropped
shield and rushed into the fray.








###








An ogre roared and lumbered
towards Ridmark, massive axe rising for an overhand strike. The
ogre stood nearly seven and a half feet tall and was far broader
than a human or orc, the arms and legs thick and heavy with muscle.
The creature had leathery, yellowish-green skin as tough as leather
armor, and it wore steel plate heavier than a human could bear. An
ogre had killed Ridmark’s brother Valmark Arban at Castarium, and
the creatures were among the deadliest fighters in the army of
Merovech Valdraxis. Even the Anathgrimm often had a difficult time
fighting ogres.

But Ridmark had the power of
the Shield Knight.

He dodged at the last second,
and the massive axe fell like an avalanche, the ogre’s strength
driving the heavy steel blade into the earth of the courtyard. The
ogre roared and wrenched the weapon free, but Ridmark was already
moving. Oathshield stabbed out and hammered into the side of the
ogre’s head. The soulblade failed to penetrate the steel helmet,
but the power of the impact staggered the ogre.

Before the ogre could recover
its balance, Ridmark swung Oathshield again. This time the edge of
his soulblade slipped through the gap between the ogre’s cuirass
and helmet and bit deep into its neck. The ogre growled and fell to
one knee, and Ridmark kept swinging. Even with the power of the
Shield Knight driving his arm, it still took him four blows to
sever the ogre’s head. The armored body fell to the ground with a
clang, the head rolling away across the courtyard.

Another ogre charged towards
him, and then came to a skidding halt. A half-dozen arrows sprouted
from the creature’s armor, and a seventh plunged into its eye and
deep into its brain. The ogre let out a gurgling noise and
collapsed, and Ridmark risked a look over his shoulder at the
eastern curtain wall. The gate stood open, Anathgrimm soldiers
pouring inside and driving back the goblin warriors, but Ridmark
spotted the cloaked forms of a score of ghost orc rangers atop the
ramparts, their bows in hand.

He turned back towards the
keep and saw a flare of magical fire.

Three knights in red surcoats
stood before the door to the keep, the black sigil of the Dragon
Cult upon their chests. All three knights worked spells, preparing
to rain destruction on the Anathgrimm soldiers. Ridmark didn’t
think they would be able to repulse the attack, but he would rather
not take the chance.

He raced towards the
knights.

The Dragon Cultists saw him
approaching and turned, shifting their aim. Two of the knights
hurled blasts of magical fire, while the third flung a spike of
ice. Ridmark stepped right into their attacks, making no effort to
dodge. The elemental fire splashed against his armor, and the ice
spike shattered without leaving a mark. Ridmark was unharmed, but
he felt a deep wave of fatigue. The power of the Shield Knight was
too great for mortal flesh to bear for long, and Ridmark could only
hold that power while his stamina lasted. He hadn’t yet reached his
limit – but it was drawing near.

Which meant he had to finish
these three Cultist knights now.

The Frankish knights seemed
stunned that he had survived their attack but recovered soon
enough. They started to draw their swords, and then Ridmark was on
them. He cut down one of the knights with a quick slash from
Oathshield, and the other two Cultists stepped back and cast
spells. Elemental fire blazed along their swords, sheathing the
blades in magic, and both knights attacked. Their swords rang
against Ridmark’s armor, and he felt his fatigue increase, felt his
grip on the power of the Shield Knight start to waver.

He ignored the fatigue and
killed both knights in rapid succession, their armored bodies
slumping against the wall of the keep. The sound of running
footsteps came to his ears, and Ridmark cursed, turning to the
north and preparing himself to face more goblins.

Instead, a mob of human
soldiers in chain mail ran around the corner of the keep. Many wore
tabards with the Pendragon colors, a red dragon on a field of blue.
Niall was at their head, his sword and armor stained with goblin
blood. A wave of relief went through Ridmark. The plan had worked –
Niall and Ricatus had crossed the River Cintarra unawares and enter
the castra. Even as Ridmark looked, Ricatus and his men came around
the southern side of the keep, and both parties of men charged into
the battle.

Ridmark took a step back,
cleared his mind, and released the power of the Shield Knight. His
armor dissolved into white flame and seemed to flow back into
Oathshield. A deeper wave of fatigue rolled through him, stronger
than before, but the bracer of blue metal on his right forearm
caught and absorbed that fatigue like a dry sponge drinking
water.

He let out a long breath and
looked around, but the battle was over. The few remaining goblins
fell even as he looked.

Cynan’s Tower was theirs.

Now they just had to keep
it.

***

 



 Chapter 3: We’re Not
Friends








“We are going to hold here,”
said Ridmark to the others.

It was drawing close to
midnight. Ridmark stood in the great hall of the keep, a small
rectangular room of stone with a flagstone floor, the stonework
stained with moisture from the damaged roof above. A hearth
dominated the northern wall. The Dragon Cultists had left it
burning before Ridmark had killed them, and the flames still danced
over the wood, throwing flickering shadows over the room.

The chief leaders of his
force stood facing him – Hhazakar, Sir Niall, Sir Ricatus, Warlord
Shalmathrak, and the decurions of the men-at-arms. Calliande would
have been there, but she was in the courtyard, using her magic to
heal those human soldiers and Anathgrimm who could be saved.
Decimus was with her, lending his power where he could, though he
was not as skilled with the healing spell as Calliande. She would
save many who might have otherwise perished, but she would still
blame herself for not saving more. Both she and Ridmark were used
to her pattern by now.

“For how long will we hold
here?” said Ricatus in his cold voice. “This is not a very strong
fortification. As we just proved, taking it with less than two
thousand men.”

“For as long as necessary,”
said Ridmark. “Which will not be very long. The High King is
marching for Rhudlan with the gathered army of the realm. The army
will pass by Cynan’s Tower on its way to Rhudlan. It will be only a
matter of days.”

“Which means,” said
Shalmathrak, “if the enemy wishes to send a flanking force behind
the High King’s army, they will either have to assemble enough
watercraft to cross the river…”

“Or force a crossing here,”
growled Hhazakar.

“Aye,” said Ridmark. “We’ll
need to be on our guard. I don’t think Merovech will make a
significant move against Cynan’s Tower. Rhudlan is a far greater
threat to his position than us. But he may try to retake this
island if he can manage it. Or he could send a large force to the
western side of the river to prevent us from raiding into his
lands.”

“Or,” said Ricatus, “he could
take dragon form and burn both the island and the castra to molten
slag. That’s what I would do if I was in his position.” He
shrugged. “If I cannot hold the island, no one can.”

“If Merovech comes to the
island,” said Ridmark, “the Keeper and I will deal with him.” He
made himself sound more confident than he felt. Ridmark had faced
Merovech in battle once, and he and Calliande had fought the
Dragonmaeloch to a draw. Had Merovech decided to push the battle
rather than retreating after Third and Selene had been pulled
through the Great Eye, he might have been victorious.

“Perhaps the foe will come,
perhaps not,” growled Hhazakar. “Regardless, we must prepare our
defenses. I have set my Anathgrimm to digging a moat around the
curtain wall, lining it with stakes, and repairing the damaged
sections of the stonework.”

“I sent the rafts and some of
our men-at-arms to carry our supplies across the river to the
island,” said Niall. “I think we can hold out here for quite some
time if necessary.”

“Aye,” said Sir Ricatus. He
scowled as if preparing to spit on the floor, decided it might
offer insult, and stopped himself. “This place is half a ruin, but
better half a harvest than none.” Niall gave him a surprised
look.

“Warlord Shalmathrak,” said
Ridmark. “I request that you send your rangers across the river to
the west. If the Dragon Cult intends to move against us in force,
you will be able to warn us well in advance.”

“I concur, Shield Knight,”
said Shalmathrak. “Additionally, I shall dispatch messengers to my
men traveling with the Crown Prince at Rhudlan, letting them know
of the fall of Cynan’s Tower.”

“I’ll ask Magistrius Decimus
to send a message as well,” said Niall. He hesitated and looked at
Shalmathrak. “Meaning no disrespect to your men, Warlord. But the
Magistri can use their magic to send messages instantly across a
long distance.”

“No offense was taken or
offered, young warrior,” said Shalmathrak. “Against a foe as
powerful as the Heralds of Ruin, we must exploit every
advantage.”

“Another urgent question,”
said Ricatus, “is who shall become lord of Cynan’s Tower. The
island is valuable.”

Ridmark repressed a sigh. Sir
Ricatus had made it very clear he intended to take as many lands as
he could manage to hold once the Dragon Cult was defeated. Ricatus
had started the war as a vassal knight of Lhanwyn Corinium and the
Constable of Rhudlan, but it was clear he intended to finish the
war as one of the greatest lords of Cintarra.

“I suppose by right of
conquest,” said Niall, “Lord Ridmark is now the lord of Cynan’s
Tower.” Ricatus shot a sour glance at him.

“God and the saints, no,”
said Ridmark. “Serving as the Comes of Castarium is headache
enough, I don’t need another. That’s a question for the Crown
Prince, Sir Ricatus. Enough nobles died during the unrest in
Cintarra and Merovech’s attack that I have no doubt Accolon will
distribute lands after the war.”

“Though we must first make
sure we can hold this fortress,” said Shalmathrak. “The lordship of
Cynan’s Tower will bring you little profit, Sir Ricatus, if the
enemy takes it from us tomorrow.”

Ricatus hesitated and then
offered Shalmathrak a polite bow. “As ever, you offer wise counsel,
my lord.”

“We have our tasks,” said
Ridmark. Keeping the men busy would prevent them from thinking
about spoils. And as Shalmathrak had said, no one could enjoy
spoils if the enemy reclaimed them. “We had best get started.
Centurion Hhazakar, Sir Ricatus, Sir Niall, set up a rotation. Let
some of your men rest but put the rest to work preparing our
defense. If God and fortune favor us, we will only need to hold
here for a few days until we have word from the High King.” He
gripped Oathshield’s hilt. “Meanwhile, I am going to see if I can
do anything to aid the wounded.”

They filed out of the hall
and into the courtyard.
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Niall wasn’t entirely sure
what time it was.

Two or three hours to dawn,
maybe?

He had carried out Ridmark’s
commands and set the men to work. Some of the Anathgrimm were busy
digging a moat at the foot of the western curtain wall. Among the
royal soldiers and militiamen were some men who had experience with
masonry and carpentry, and Niall and Ricatus put them in charge of
overseeing the wall repairs. They organized work gangs, and Niall
helped them carry stone and chop down the small trees on the
island. It was fortunate that several moons were out. They provided
just enough light to work, if barely.

Confidence was one facet of
leadership, Niall had learned. He had realized that another was
setting an example for the men. He couldn’t ask them to do anything
he wouldn’t do himself, so he helped with the labor. In a way, it
was almost relaxing. It reminded him of working on his uncle’s farm
when he had been a boy. For a moment, the thought made him almost
melancholy. Life had been simpler back then, more orderly. The
planting and the harvesting and all the work of a farm had
dominated his life, and there had been no time to brood upon doubts
and failures. Indeed, as a child, Niall hadn’t possessed any doubts
about life, or his place in the world. Perhaps if Sir Ricatus had
not enclosed the lands of Ebor, Niall and Rhiain would be there
even now. Maybe he would have married one of the village girls…and
he would not be haunted by the memory of his folly with
Pompeia.

Then again, if he had stayed
in Ebor, perhaps he would have fallen under the spell of some rural
equivalent of Pompeia. Given that he and Rhiain could have starved
to death after Ebor had been enclosed or killed by the red orcs of
the Heptarchy, perhaps things could have been worse.

After a few hours of work,
Niall looked at the progress. Repairs were well underway, and he
decided to get what sleep he could before dawn. Shalmathrak’s
rangers had departed to watch the shore, and they would have ample
warning before the enemy returned.

Unless, of course, Merovech
decided to cut his losses and burn Cynan’s Tower to glowing
slag…

Well, Niall could do nothing
about that. He turned and walked back into the eastern courtyard,
seeking for a place to lie down. A pale flicker caught his eye, and
he saw the Magistrius Decimus step from the keep’s door, the long
white coat of his order spattered with dust and mud from the road.
Niall wondered why the Magistri wore white – it was such an
impractical color for work.

“Magistrius,” said Niall.

“Sir Niall,” said Decimus,
stifling a yawn.

“How are the wounded?” said
Niall.

“Thankfully, not all that
numerous,” said Decimus. “The Anathgrimm are very fierce fighters.
I think we had about fifty men who took wounds between the
Anathgrimm and our soldiers, and perhaps only fifteen serious ones.
The Keeper and I healed them, and the others will just need time
and rest.” He shrugged. “Magic can only do so much, even the magic
of someone like the Keeper.”

“Well, we are certainly
better for your aid than without it,” said Niall. “Thank you.”

Decimus shrugged again. “I do
what I can. It never seems like enough, but as you said, it is
better than nothing. Now that…”

“Sir Niall.”

Niall turned, his hand
falling towards his sword hilt on reflex.

Sir Ricatus stepped towards
him, a scowl on his face. Niall’s first thought was that Ricatus
was going to attack him, that Niall needed to draw his sword, but
he stopped himself. He didn’t like Ricatus, but they were on the
same side.

“There is a problem,” said
Ricatus.

“The enemy comes?” said
Niall.

“No, a dispute between the
soldiers,” said Ricatus. “An argument over who is going to camp
where. Come, we need to settle this.”

Niall nodded, and he and
Decimus followed the older knight to the northwestern corner of the
courtyard. The argument between two decurions was well underway.
Both claimed that section of the courtyard for their men and Niall
suspected that some of the quarrel was the rivalry between the
Cintarran militiamen and the royal soldiers.

He and Ricatus settled the
dispute in short order. Ricatus threatened them with flogging and
the digging of latrine ditches. Niall thought that excessive and
pointed out that they were all tired, and it was better to consider
the matter with clear heads. Decimus suggested that they settle the
matter with a coin toss, and the two decurions agreed. After three
coin tosses, the corner of the courtyard went to the militiamen,
and the royal decurion accepted the outcome with good grace, albeit
somewhat truculently.

“You are too soft on them,”
said Ricatus with a shake of his head, watching as the men moved to
their new positions.

Niall frowned. “What do you
mean?”

“Andomhaim is at war,” said
Ricatus. “We have no room to coddle weakness. Frankly, we should
have flogged those decurions as an example to the others.”

“They did nothing to warrant
flogging,” said Niall, his dislike of Ricatus starting to bubble
over his respect for the older knight’s skill in combat.

“Disorder is its own
offense,” said Ricatus. “And we cannot show the enemy any display
of weakness.”

Niall’s frown deepened. “The
men just fought a battle. Some of them have taken wounds, some of
them saw friends die. A bit of…of irritability is not a flogging
offense.”

Ricatus scoffed. “You are too
sentimental. You…” He paused and looked around. “This is not a
discussion to have in front of our inferiors. Come.”

He strode away without
another word. Niall felt the urge to say something insulting, or at
least to make a rude gesture to Ricatus’s retreating back. But
another part of leadership was not quarreling with the other
knights in front of the men. So, Niall took a deep breath and
followed Ricatus, Decimus trailing after him. Niall found himself
grateful for the Magistrius’s presence.

Ricatus climbed the stairs to
an intact section of the curtain wall, and Niall followed. The
older knight glanced at Decimus and seemed to dismiss his
presence.

“So,” said Niall. “What are
we going to talk about?”

“You’re too soft on them,”
said Ricatus. “Too coddling. Too…sentimental. You’re going to have
to get harder, boy, if you want to win the war.”

“You can ask the goblins I
killed how I coddled them,” said Niall.

“That’s different,” said
Ricatus. “Killing a foe is one thing. Learning to wield authority
and power is another. A man must seize the advantages that are
offered to him, or else a stronger man will take them.”

“Like when you enclosed your
farmlands at Ebor?” said Niall, annoyed. He regretted saying it at
once. Showing weakness to a man like Ricatus, who boasted of his
ruthlessness, was a mistake.

Ricatus offered a hard smile.
“That still annoys you, doesn’t it? I think you would have liked it
better if I was one of those cultist fools who followed Cyprian and
his bankers. That would make more sense to your mind and the way
you see the world.”

“And how do I see the world?”
said Niall.

“In black and white,” said
Ricatus. “You don’t see the truth, which is that morality is
decided by those with power. I was within my legal rights when I
enclosed your farmlands for sheep. The commoners were free to go
elsewhere…or to die of starvation on the road. Either was
acceptable to me.”

“I’m surprised you’re wasting
your breath talking to me, a mere commoner,” said Niall.

Ricatus raised his eyebrows.
“You were a commoner. Now you’re not. You proved yourself stronger
than the mass of the commoners, and Lord Ridmark knighted you. We
are social equals…but you still don’t see the world as it is. As
you no doubt learned with Lady Pompeia.”

Niall scowled. “What do you
mean?”

“I’m not blind, boy,” said
Ricatus. “And I knew how Pompeia went through her favorites.”

“Did you?” said Niall. A
disturbing thought occurred to him. Had Ricatus been one of
Pompeia’s lovers? A sudden image of Ricatus in Pompeia’s arms
filled his mind. Disgust filled him rather than jealousy. Niall
supposed that would be one way to discard his lingering regret over
her death.

“Oh, she was pretty, but I’m
not stupid enough to take a serpent like her into my bed,” said
Ricatus. “She would choose a favorite, extract whatever use she
needed from him, and cast him aside in favor of another. I’ll say
this for you, Sir Niall, at least you were smart enough not to let
her wrap you completely around her little finger. Else you’d
probably be a Dragon Cultist by now.”

Niall said nothing for a
moment.

“You shouldn’t have enclosed
the lands of Ebor,” he said at last. “It might have been your legal
right, but it was still wrong. You should have thought more about
the commoners on your lands. And if the enclosures hadn’t weakened
Cintarra so much, we might have been able to fight off Merovech by
now.”

Ricatus snorted. “You’re
young, boy. You’ll learn. Whether you wish it or not.”

With that, he turned on his
heel and walked from the ramparts.

Niall and Decimus stood in
silence for a moment.

“You don’t like him very
much, do you?” said Decimus.

“No,” said Niall. “He caused
a lot of pain and suffering to my neighbors, to my aunt.” He
remembered how Rhiain had gotten sick outside Castarium, how he had
stolen the livestock to help her recover. “And he might be a good
fighter, but…”

“He is a wicked man,” said
Decimus, voice quiet. “He did not join the Drakocenti out of
conviction, but because he thought them beneath his contempt.”

“I know,” said Niall. He took
a deep breath, trying to still his roiling emotions. “But he is
right about one thing. If we don’t fight alongside each other,
Merovech will win…or the Heptarchy will return and kill us
all.”

Decimus clapped him on the
shoulder. “Get some sleep, sir knight. Things always seem better
after some rest.”

Niall didn’t like Ricatus
Eborium…but if Merovech’s soldiers came to reclaim Cynan’s Tower,
that did not matter in the slightest. They would have to fight
alongside each other or fall to the enemy.
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Ridmark was commanding the
small force, so he claimed the one intact bedroom in the keep for
his own use.

The keep was in bad shape.
Most of the rooms had holes in their walls, and the turret at the
tower’s apex had collapsed. That was disappointing. Ridmark had
hoped that they could assemble ballistae or perhaps even a small
catapult or two atop the keep, but that was impossible.

Hopefully, they would not
need siege engines, but in war, Ridmark knew better than to trust
to hope. Preparations were better. Still, all the preparations that
could be made were underway.

The intact bedroom was on the
third floor of the keep, and the slain Dragon Cultist knights had
left a fire burning in the hearth. There was no furniture, but
Ridmark spread cloaks on the floor to serve as a bed.

He lay atop the cloaks now,
Calliande curled against him, his hand stroking her back as their
breathing returned to normal. Their clothes and armor and his
weapons lay piled in the corner, ready to be donned in haste should
the need arise.

When they had first been
married, after a battle, Calliande would cast the healing spell
over and over until she collapsed from exhaustion, and he had to
carry her to bed. Their experiences in Owyllain had changed her.
After channeling the magic of the Sword of Life to heal him from
manticore venom, the ordeal had left both Ridmark and Calliande
with new vigor.

Now, after she used a great
deal of healing magic, more often than not Calliande sought to lie
with him. He had been surprised (though uncomplaining), and she
explained that she knew everything there was to know about pain.
The healing spell required her to feel the agony of any wounds and
injuries as if they were in her own flesh. Calliande wanted to be
reminded that the human body could feel something other than pain,
something other than crushed flesh and ripped skin and broken bones
and bleeding wounds.

Ridmark was happy to
oblige.

“Feel better?” said
Ridmark.

“Mmm. Yes,” murmured
Calliande. “I would rather be at home with our children. But this
isn’t so bad, right now.” She sighed again. “I wish I could have
another baby. That you had put another child in my womb right now.
I’m just barely young enough for it. But…well, we both knew that
Rhoanna would be the last one.”

“Perhaps it’s just as well,”
said Ridmark. “You were always sick and miserable while you were
pregnant.”

“It went well enough with
Rhoanna,” said Calliande.

Ridmark laughed despite
himself. “Because of the last shard of magic from the Sword of
Life. Not the sort of thing that repeats.”

“No,” said Calliande. “I
should be grateful for what I have.” He felt her smile. “How many
women who have lived for a quarter of a millennium have any
children at all?”

“Not many, I expect,” said
Ridmark. “Selene doesn’t…”

He fell silent, thinking of
Third, and of Selene.

“They’ll be safe,” said
Calliande, guessing his thoughts. “If anyone can survive in the
Frankish Empire, Third and Selene can.”

“I know,” said Ridmark. “I
still miss them. And I wish they were here. Especially Third.” He
shook his head. “I tried to count up the number of battles I’ve
seen with Third, and I couldn’t manage it.”

“We’ll see her again,
Ridmark,” said Calliande. “I’m certain of it.”

He hoped that she was
right.

Calliande’s breathing slowed
as she drifted off to sleep, and Ridmark felt his own eyelids grow
heavy.

He fell asleep, and a brief
vision flickered through his mind.

Ridmark stood alone in a
forest, and a young woman stared at him. She had blue eyes and
thick black hair, and an intense, worried expression.

“I know you,” said
Ridmark.

“You do,” said Rhoanna, “and
you will. I will help Third, if I can, Father. She will be one of
the three, and I will try to guide her. But you need to beware.
Right now, you are fighting two of the Heralds, but another is
coming. Be wary of him, Father…for he is the greatest of the
servants of the Warden.”

“I will be ready,” said
Ridmark, “if I can.”

But he was still worried
about Third.

***

 



 Chapter 4: A Burning
Sky








Third of Nightmane Forest
stood in a place unlike any she had ever seen.

And considering the large
number of places she had visited over the long centuries of her
life, that was a remarkable statement.

She stood in a forest. That
was not unusual. Third had visited more forests than she could
easily remember, and this particular forest looked much like many
she had seen in Andomhaim. Tall trees rose around her, their
branches arching against the sky. To judge from the thick coat of
fallen leaves on the uneven ground and the budding branches, it was
the end of winter and the start of spring. The air itself felt
chill, but not excessively so, not nearly enough for water to
freeze or frost to form.

The landscape Third saw
around her could have been one of a hundred different forests in
Andomhaim, save for one significant difference.

The sky was on fire.

Third had never seen anything
like it. A sheet of yellow-orange fire filled the sky in every
direction. In fact, the sky looked made from yellow-orange flame.
The heat should have seared the moisture from the air and set the
forest ablaze, but no heat radiated from the sky. She thought there
was a gradient to the flames, with one horizon brighter than the
other. Did that mean a sun was climbing through the sky behind the
sheet of fire? An odd thought. Though she saw several puffy clouds
floating beneath the sheet of sky fire, the light giving them an
eerie inner illumination.

The burning sky was a new
sight, but Third had heard of something like it. Ridmark had told
her of Tyrcamber Rigamond and the world of the Frankish Empire, how
the sky there burned, and how the strange magic of the place had
nearly overwhelmed Calliande and Antenora and transformed them into
dragons. Tyrcamber was a Dragontiarna Knight, and Merovech was his
dark mirror, a Dragonmaeloch, but both men possessed the power to
shift between human and dragon form at will. If Calliande and
Antenora had been overwhelmed by the power of the Malison, they
would have transformed into dragons permanently, vulnerable to
enslavement by the power of a dark elven lord.

Third could not use magic,
not since her transformation, so the Malison was no threat to
her.

But Selene could wield magic.
And she had been with Third during the deadly battle against
Merovech and Aeliana before the Great Eye. Third had been badly
disoriented, but she thought that Selene had been pulled through
the Great Eye with her. Was Selene somewhere nearby? Or had the
power of the Malison already overwhelmed her?

Third didn’t know, but she
intended to find out.

Her course was clear. First,
she needed to find Selene and aid the other woman if necessary.
Then she and Selene would seek out one of Merovech’s rifts and
return to Andomhaim. Ridmark and Crown Prince Accolon would need
help against the Dragon Cult.

And in the process, Third
also needed to keep the key safe.

She didn’t know what it was
or who had made it. The key was enormous, perhaps eighteen inches
long. Its teeth were fantastically detailed, and symbols of pale
white light glowed along its length and its handle. Third could not
use magic, but she nevertheless felt the power radiating from the
thing. It had been forged from the same silvery metal as the Great
Eye and had obviously been created to control and open the Eye’s
portal. Like the Great Eye, Third did not think the key was an
object of dark magic, but it was nonetheless a relic of immense
power.

It was not a thing the
Warden’s servants should possess. Aeliana had carried the key with
her during the battle, and she had used it to unlock the Great Eye.
Once Third and Selene returned to Andomhaim, she would take the key
to Tarlion and secure it in the Tower of the Keeper, putting it
beyond the reach of the Heralds of Ruin.

So, Third needed to find
Selene, return to Andomhaim, and do both while keeping the key
safe.

Simple enough, but simple was
never the same as easy.

But at the moment, Third had
far more immediate concerns.

The undead moved through the
forest, drawing closer to her.

She saw at least a dozen of
the things, the skeletal remains of humans and goblins. Ghostly
blue fire burned in their empty eye sockets, and more wisps of blue
flame danced around their joints, no doubt replacing their
long-rotted ligaments and muscles. The undead wore corroded,
damaged chain mail and helmets, swords in their bony fingers. Third
had seen minor undead like these hundreds of times during her
travels and battles. The lords of the dark elves had been skilled
necromancers, and they had called forth legions of minor undead as
their soldiers. The sorcerers of the orcish kindred had learned
from their masters, and their warlocks and shamans could create
similar undead. For that matter, the urdmordar, the spider-devils
who had overthrown and enslaved the dark elves, were never
wasteful, and they often raised the desiccated husks of their meals
as undead soldiers.

Third had fought such
creatures countless times. They were little threat to her,
especially since she was armed with magic-infused weapons. Still,
she would not underestimate them. Even a rusted blade wielded in a
skeletal hand could prove deadly. And minor undead were often under
the control of a more powerful master.

Had the Heralds of Ruin sent
the undead after Third and the key? After examining the dark
soulblade Ghostruin, Calliande had said there were five Heralds of
Ruin, the emissaries of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch. Merovech
Valdraxis and Aeliana Carhaine were two of the five, wielding the
dark soulblades Stormruin and Ruinheart. Vhalmharak, the slain
bearer of Ghostruin, had been the third. That meant there were
still two Heralds of Ruin that Third had not encountered, and they
might be here in the world of the Frankish Empire.

Best to defeat the undead
first, and then worry about their master.

Third braced herself and
lifted her twin longswords.

Both weapons had been forged
from the golden steel used by the master smiths of the gray elves
of Cathair Caedyn. The sword in her right hand crackled with
elemental lightning, and the blade in her left burned with
elemental fire. Third was not the sort to give names to her
weapons. Swords were tools for killing, and she did not romanticize
them. But Prince Jager had named the swords Storm and Inferno, and
to her mild annoyance, Third had started thinking of the weapons by
those titles. Perhaps they deserved names. They had been forged by
the dwarven stonescribe Irizidur as a gift to the gray elves for
their help, and while Irizidur had been a reckless madman whose
folly had helped the Sovereign unleash the Seven Swords, he had
nonetheless been a weaponsmith of unparallel genius.

King Kyralion of the gray
elves had given the swords to Third as a gift in gratitude for
saving his people. Kyralion’s face flashed before her mind. Third
could have let herself fall in love with him, but his heart had
always belonged to another. He had loved his people, and she had
not.

And Third was older than him,
so much older than everyone…

The undead approached, and
Third realized that while she was older than all her friends,
unless she started fighting, she would not get another moment
older.

She waited until the last
possible instant, until the undead had encircled her and drawn back
their blades to strike.

Then Third reached for the
fiery song within her, the power that filled her blood.

Once she had been an
urdhracos, a creature of human and dark elven blood, a twisted
thing of dark magic. But Ridmark had defeated her and given her a
chance, and Third had repented of her past life (which she had
hated) and accepted baptism from Brother Caius. The resultant
transformation had freed her, and she had become what she was now,
a hybrid woman of human and dark elven descent. As an urdhracos,
she had been enslaved to her father, the dark elven lord called the
Traveler, and her mind had interpreted his malignant aura as a
terrible, beautiful song that dominated her thoughts.

But now Third’s own song
filled her blood, and that song gave her power.

Third drew on that
strength.

Blue fire filled her vision,
and when it cleared, she stood behind the ring of encircling
undead. Third’s power let her travel short distances in the blink
of an eye, and she had grown adept at using that power to its
maximum utility in battle. The skeletal undead froze in surprise.
Under other circumstances, their confusion would have been
comical.

In their moment of
uncertainty, Third moved.

Storm lashed in her right
hand with terrific force, and Third took off the head of the
nearest undead. The easiest way to destroy skeletal undead was to
take off the head, and Third’s arm drove Storm through the spine.
The skull rolled away, the blue fire in its eyes winking out, and
the undead creature collapsed in a pile of bones and rusting armor.
Even as the first creature fell, Third attacked a second, lashing
Inferno across its arm. Magical fire was another excellent way to
destroy minor undead, and the dry bones caught fire, the flame
spreading through the creature and overwhelming the necromantic
spells upon it. Another undead came at Third, and she split its
skull with a swift chop from Storm.

By then, the rest of the
creatures had recovered from their surprise and wheeled to face
her, weapons raised. Of course, they were not surprised, not
really. Minor undead were puppets, unthinking automatons given a
few commands by their master. But they did not tire and suffered
from neither fear nor doubt. If Third faltered, they would
overwhelm her.

She traveled away again,
reappearing behind the encircling creatures. Third destroyed one,
two, three of them in rapid succession, sending bones and rusted
armor falling to the forest floor. The creatures recovered from
their surprise, wheeling to face her, and Third traveled away.

She flickered back and forth
through the trees, striking and vanishing, only to reappear and
attack again. A clever enemy might have dispersed, keeping her from
attacking so many undead at once. But the skeletal undead were not
clever, only tenacious, and they rushed back and forth in a futile
effort to catch her. Third whittled their numbers down one by one,
and a few moments later, she cut down the final creature.

The skull rolled across the
ground, bones and armor rattling against each other, and silence
fell over the forest once more.

Third took a step back and
looked around, breathing hard, her heart racing against her ribs.
Using her power always fatigued her, and she felt that weariness,
though she ignored it. The stamina of her dark elven heritage meant
that the fatigue would soon pass.

She turned in a circle,
watching the trees, but no more undead came forth. Perhaps she had
destroyed them all. Or maybe the undead were simply a band of
wandering creatures, and Third had blundered into them. Often in
the Wilderland north of Andomhaim, ancient undead leftover from
long-forgotten wars wandered the wilderness, still carrying out the
commands of their slain masters. Perhaps Third had stumbled into a
group of isolated undead.

She did not believe for a
moment she was that fortunate.

Third looked around again and
realized that she had no idea where to go next. For that matter,
before much longer, she would need to find water and food. She
might as well pick a direction and start walking. To judge from the
health of the trees and the dampness of the ground, water was
abundant here. From what Ridmark and Calliande had said, the
Frankish Empire was a large and powerful civilization, and almost
certainly, Third would find a road or perhaps a village. Latin was
the language of the lords and the priests, while the commoners
spoke Frankish. Hopefully, Third could find a lord and obtain news
and information.

She supposed if she had to
learn Frankish, she could manage it. Third already spoke dark
elven, Latin, several varieties of orcish, the dvargir tongue, and
the dwarven language, among others. (It helped that the dvargir
tongue and the dwarven tongue were closely related, though both
kindreds would vigorously deny it.) If Third had to learn yet
another language, well, she had done more unpleasant things in her
life.

Far, far more unpleasant
things.

She forced the thought aside
before the memories could come.

For lack of any better
options, she decided to follow the trail the skeletal undead had
left. Perhaps they had been sent out as a patrol. Third would have
to be on her guard. She had no wish to find the master of the
undead, not until she had more information about her
surroundings.

Best to remain cautious.
Caution rarely went amiss.

Third moved in silence
through the trees. It was somewhat disquieting that she could not
determine the directions. The sky on her left was somewhat darker
than the sky on her right. Did that mean west was on her left? Or
maybe it didn’t. For all she knew on this world the sun rose in the
north and set in the south. Or perhaps she was wrong, and there
wasn’t a sun behind the sheet of sky fire, and the relative
gradient of the light was some natural phenomenon she did not
understand.

Assuming Third found someone
who spoke Latin, she was going to have a lot of questions.

She pondered this as she
walked but was not unduly alarmed. Third had spent a lot of time
traveling alone in dangerous places. This was not much different.
Both the men of Andomhaim and of Owyllain had been amazed that
Third had traversed the tunnels of the Deeps from Andomhaim to
Owyllain, but once she had bullied the dvargir into helping her, it
hadn’t been all that difficult.

Did this world have
underground caverns equivalent to the Deeps?

A dark flicker of motion
ahead caught her eye.

Third came to a halt,
remaining motionless, her longswords in their scabbards so the
light of their magic would not draw any attention. A strange
silence had fallen over the forest. Third might have been on an
alien world, but the familiar forest noises had come to her ears.
The rustling of leaves, the chirping of birds and insects, the
sound of small animals moving through the underbrush.

When she had seen that dark
flicker, those noises had stopped.

She waited, silent and
motionless, though her eyes swept the trees and her ears strained
for any hint of sound.

Then she saw the dark flicker
again, accompanied by a flash of blue fire.

The wraiths came into sight a
second later.

There were three of the
things, and the creatures looked as if they had been fashioned of
shadows and thick black smoke. They looked like the images of
Frankish noblemen, armored in plate mail with long beards and hair,
shadowy swords in their hands. Ghostly blue fire burned in their
eyes, seeming to shine from the depths of the black smoke, and
three pairs of burning eyes fixed on Third.

She felt a chill, though the
warmth of the forest did not change. Third knew that the chill was
her body reacting to the wraiths’ malignant aura. Spectral undead
could drain life with a touch, and her body sensed the dark aura
around them. A Swordbearer’s soulblade was the best weapon to use
against such creatures or the magic of the Well of Tarlion, but
Third possessed neither.

Could she retreat? The
wraiths drifted towards her, and Third knew she could travel away
before they caught her. Yet she suspected the tireless things would
not abandon their pursuit. And if Third did stumble across a
village, the wraiths would rampage through it. Better to make a
stand here, rather than lead the wraiths to men and women who could
not defend themselves.

She drew her swords and
waited to see if the wraiths would try to encircle her. The
creatures drifted towards her like a plume of fog driven by the
wind. That was unfortunate. One of her favorite tactics was to let
a group of enemy soldiers encircle her, travel out of their ring,
and start picking them off one by one.

But if the wraiths didn’t try
to encircle her, Third could still flank them.

The chill worsened as the
wraiths drew nearer, and Third reached for her power and traveled.
Blue fire swallowed her, and Third reappeared on the right side of
the wraiths. The chill intensified, but Third drove both of her
longswords into the wraith. Inferno ripped through the creature,
though its fire dimmed as Third sheathed it in the wraith’s dark
form. Storm jolted in her hand, and a web of lightning spread from
the golden blade to arc through the wraith. The creature whirled,
dark mist rippling around it like a tattered robe, and it raised a
translucent blade.

Third traveled away,
reappeared on the other side of the wraiths, and struck again.

Their flickering, dancing
battle spun through the forest. The wraiths were far more resilient
than the skeletal undead. What was worse, they were more dangerous.
The awful chill sank into Third, icy fingers reaching into her
heart and mind, and her hands started to tremble. That was bad. The
shaking would only get worse, and she needed to wield her blades
with accuracy and speed.

Fortunately, it didn’t matter
where she struck the wraiths. Inferno’s fire did little against
them, but Storm’s lightning ripped at the creatures, tearing at the
necromantic power that bound them. Third circled around the
wraiths, striking again and again with Storm.

She traveled a good distance
away, sheathed Inferno, took Storm’s hilt in both hands, and went
back on the attack. She slashed Storm through one of the wraiths
from crown to hip, and the creature went motionless. A hissing
sound came to Third’s ears, and the wraith unraveled into
nothingness.

The awful chill eased
somewhat. Third let out a gasp of relief and traveled away. With
only two wraiths left, she didn’t need to exercise quite as much
caution, and her attacks grew bolder. She repeated her sweeping
two-handed blows, since the longer Storm pierced a wraith, the more
lightning spread from the blade.

A second wraith unraveled
into nothingness, and the final creature pursued Third. Fatigued
dragged at her, and her breath came hard and fast, heart hammering
against her ribs. She ought to have been drenched in sweat from her
exertions, but she felt cold, deathly cold, her fingers numb as she
grasped Storm’s hilt. The wraith flowed after her as she retreated,
and Third swung at it once, twice, three times. On the fourth blow,
the web of lightning tore through the wraith, and the creature
dissolved into nothingness.

The horrible chill faded,
replaced by the normal cool of a spring day.

Third let out a long breath
and began to pace in a slow circle, focusing on controlling her
breathing. She wanted to fall to one knee or to lie down, but if
she did, it would be all the harder to rise again, and she would
have some nasty cramps. Better instead to stay on her feet and let
her muscles gradually relax. Third supposed that it was impressive
that she had managed to defeat all three wraiths. In the
Wilderland, a single powerful undead like a wraith could wipe out a
village and take residence in the ruins.

And Third had just defeated
three of the damned things.

She sighed and rolled her
shoulders, wishing that Ridmark were here. He would say something
grim and taciturn, and Third would agree. And then they would
continue on their way, trusting each other to keep watch. On a more
practical level, Ridmark would have used Oathshield to dispatch all
three wraiths in less than a minute, and Third would not now feel
so tired.

At least the terrible chill
had passed. Third hoped that Selene had not encountered any
wraiths.

Third returned Storm to its
scabbard and looked around. She had gotten disoriented during her
fight with the wraiths, but after a moment, she located the trail
the skeletal undead had left behind.

She took a step forward, and
a dark shadow caught her eye.

At once, she drew her swords,
raising the blades in defense. The shadow passed over the ground,
and Third realized that something was flying overhead. She looked
up and glimpsed a winged shadow, stark and black against the sky
fire.

The flying thing was circling
around the site of her battle with the wraiths.

***

 



 Chapter 5:
Malison








Third considered her
options.

Was the flying creature a
dragon? Ridmark had told her the Signifier had attacked Castarium
with several dragons, though Calliande and Antenora had been able
to destroy the creatures. Given what Ridmark and Calliande had
learned about the Malison, it seemed reasonable to assume that
dragons were more common in this world, and perhaps one had been
drawn to the sounds of the fighting.

A darker thought occurred to
Third. Was the dragon Selene? Calliande and Antenora had nearly
transformed into dragons during the few moments they had spent
here, and Third and Selene had been on this world for several
hours, depending on how long Third had been unconscious. Selene
could use magic, and perhaps the Malison had overwhelmed her and
transformed her into a dragon.

It was a grim thought.

Though Third thought it
unlikely. Like Third, Selene had been an urdhracos for centuries.
And like Third, Selene had heard the auras of powerful dark elven
lords as mighty songs, but she had her own song now, one that
allowed her to resist the commands of the dark elves. Third
suspected that would make Selene far more resistant to the Malison
than a human.

Assuming, of course, that
Selene did not use too much magic.

It was also possible that the
flying shadow was an urdhracos.

Or some creature that Third
had never encountered before.

Best to remain wary. She
stood motionless, swords ready in her hands, eyes on the sky.

So she saw when the winged
shadow dove towards her like a crimson thunderbolt.

Third reached for her power
at once, disappearing in a swirl of blue fire. She reappeared ten
yards away in time to see the creature strike the ground where she
had been standing.

Her first thought was that it
was a giant cat.

A cat? No, not a mere cat – a
lion. Third was looking at a lion the size of a large ox, its fur
the color of spilled blood. The great crimson beast had claws like
daggers and smoldering crimson eyes over jaws that looked like they
could bite through steel plate. An enormous pair of leathery,
bat-like wings rose from its back, not all that different than the
wings Third had possessed when she had been an urdhracos, though
much larger. A scorpion-like tail, as thick as Third’s leg, rose
from the creature’s haunches, its end tipped with a wicked
barb.

The thing was a manticore, a
deadly hunter and predator. Ridmark had encountered them in the
Durance of the Sovereign, the hellish, otherworldly prison deep
within the dungeons of Urd Maelwyn. The Durance was bound within a
damaged Tyrathstone, and sometimes gates to other worlds opened
within the Durance, drawing creatures within its bounds. Third had
fought goblins for the first time within the Durance, long before
the rifts had opened and the Dragon Cult had come to Andomhaim.

A manticore’s venom had
almost killed Ridmark. If not for his bond with Oathshield, if not
for Calliande’s healing magic, if not for the magic of the Sword of
Life, he would have died in the Durance, or soon after their escape
from Urd Maelwyn. Third was stronger and more resilient than a
human, but she had no illusions of invincibility, and she had no
access to the healing magic of soulblade.

If that manticore’s stinger
pierced her flesh, she was going to die.

At least it would be quick.
The prospect of death itself did not trouble Third. There had been
centuries where she had yearned for death, and after her
transformation, she had committed her soul to the care of the
Dominus Christus. But Ridmark and her friends needed her help. Her
sister and the Anathgrimm needed her help. Selene might need
Third's help right now. Third did not want to die here.

And if she died, the strange
key she carried would fall into the wrong hands.

The manticore turned with
feline grace despite its bulky wings. Third remained motionless,
her swords in hand. Perhaps she ought to flee. The manticore could
fly, but with her power, Third could move faster on the ground.

The creature’s nostrils
flared, and it took a single slow step towards her.

No, she couldn’t flee. The
manticore had caught her scent. Perhaps Third could lead the thing
on a chase. If she outpaced it, maybe it would lose interest and
seek other prey. Then again, it might well be able to see the blue
fire of her power from the air.

Another thought crossed her
mind, fierce and urgent.

Ridmark, Selene, and Kalussa
had all said that the manticores preferred to hunt in packs.

Even as the thought occurred
to Third, a shadow fell over her.

She drew on her power and
traveled, reappearing several yards away. A half-second later,
another manticore landed where she had been standing, followed by
another, smaller manticore. This one lacked the flowing leonine
mane the other two possessed. It appeared that manticore females
hunted alongside the males.

All three creatures turned
their red eyes towards Third. The female and the smaller male began
prowling towards her, their black tails twitching.

Third let out a sigh.

It seemed that she had no
choice but to fight.

But, then, if she had learned
anything after a millennium of life, it was that most choices ended
in a fight.

Third drew on her power and
traveled.

She reappeared to the left of
the larger male. The creature started to turn, but before it could
react to her appearance, Third jabbed it with Storm. The lightning
leaped from her blade and coiled around the manticore in snarling
arcs, and the creature jerked, its claws raking at the ground, its
tail cracking like a whip. Third hammered Inferno into its neck,
hoping to sever its head. But while Third was stronger than a
human, the manticore had a thick neck, and even Third’s strength
and Irizidur’s steel wasn’t enough to take the creature’s head off.
She dealt it a severe wound, but not nearly enough to kill it. The
manticore raised a clawed paw to rip off her head, and Third
traveled away as all three manticores converged on her.

Once again, she fought a
whirling, spinning battle with the three manticores, disappearing
and reappearing before they could strike her. It was far harder
than it had been with the skeletal undead and the wraiths. The
undead had been tireless, but the manticores were faster, stronger,
and smarter, and Third herself was tiring. The fight with the
wraiths had taken more out of her than she had thought. Yet she
dared not slow. A single error, a single hesitation of a
half-second, and a manticore’s stinger would find her flesh, or
their claws would tear into her.

If that happened, she was
finished.

Third killed the smaller
male, landing hit after hit on its neck until it bled out and went
motionless. The scent of its blood drove the other two manticores
into a rage, and they attacked with renewed vigor, driving Third
back. Her breath ripped through her dry throat like a knife, and
now the sweat fell into her eyes, stinging them. She had landed
hits on both creatures, but neither one was slowing yet …

There was a flash of silver
light behind a tree.

A spear of ice as long as
Third’s leg shot between the trees and hit the female manticore. It
punched through the female’s left ear and burst out its right in a
spray of frozen blood and brains. The creature jerked, its eyes
going wide, and then collapsed to the ground. Third took a quick
step back, her swords crossed before her in guard, and risked a
quick look to the side.

A woman stepped into sight,
almost as tall as Third, with the pointed ears and slightly angular
face of a hybrid of human and dark elf. Both her eyes and her long,
braided hair were a brilliant shade of silver, and she wore black
trousers, gleaming black boots, a blue tunic, and a vest of black
leather. In her right hand, she carried a sword of blue dark elven
steel, and in her left an axe forged from bronze-colored dwarven
steel. The axe was another relic of Irizidur, and the weapon’s
magic caused the blade to burn with elemental flames.

“Selene,” said Third.

Selene grinned. “Third.”

The remaining manticore
turned.

“Selene!” shouted Third.

Selene stepped to the side,
and silver light shivered around her.

A dozen identical copies of
Selene ran in a circle around the manticore. The power of Third’s
blood gave her the ability to transport herself or to create a
sword of force that could slice through nearly anything. Selene’s
power gave her the ability to spin illusions of stunning
clarity.

Illusions so powerful that
they could even confuse creatures with senses as keen as a
manticore’s.

The manticore froze in sudden
alarm, looking back and forth among the illusionary images. Third
seized the opening and charged, calling on her power. Blue fire
filled her vision, and when it cleared, Third reappeared on the
back of the manticore, her boots braced against the creature’s
spine. It started to rear up, trying to throw her from its back,
but Third hammered down with both her swords. Storm and Inferno
plunged into either side of the manticore’s neck, and the
creature’s roar of fury turned into a gurgle of pain. Third leaped
from the manticore’s back and traveled away, the blood burning off
the blades of her swords.

She reappeared a short
distance away and whirled, swords ready to strike, but there was no
need. The manticore staggered forward one step and collapsed, blood
leaking from the wounds that Third had carved into the sides of its
neck.

Silence fell over the
forest.

Selene grinned that
half-crazed smile of hers. “You know, I never thought I would see
those damned things again.”

Third let out a tired breath.
“Those were manticores? Like the ones you and Ridmark and Kalussa
fought in the Durance?”

“Exactly the same,” said
Selene. “They must come from this world. Just as well that we don’t
have them in Andomhaim. The dark elves do love their little pets.”
She shrugged. “I suppose any of the dark elves who came here never
made their way back to Andomhaim. Come to think of it, are there
dark elves here?”

“I do not know,” said Third.
“Ridmark mentioned that the Frankish Empire fought a dark elven
lord called the Dragon Imperator…”

A sudden chill went through
her. Third at first thought her sweat was making her cold, but she
hadn’t sweated all that much

No, it was the chill of the
wraiths.

“Damn it,” said Selene. “Not
these things again.”

“You fought the wraiths?”
said Third, looking around.

“I did, and I won,” said
Selene. “Barely.”

“Can your magic and your
weapons hurt them?” said Third.

“Barely,” repeated Selene.
“Neither fire nor ice are that useful against immaterial undead. My
ice can slow them down…”

“And Storm can destroy them,”
said Third. “Ready?”

Selene grinned again. “Oh,
always.”

A second later, the wraiths
drifted into sight. There were two of them this time, phantoms
fashioned from smoke and mist and blue fire, and they looked like
bearded Frankish knights. They carried spectral swords and raised
their weapons.

The chill got worse, and
Selene stepped forward and cast a spell.

An ice spike hurtled from her
hand and stabbed through the wraith on the right. The spell ripped
through the wraith without slowing and shattered against the trunk
of a tree. The attack did little harm to the wraith, but the
creature slowed, the black of its spectral form turning icy gray as
frost spread through it.

Third surged forward,
slashing with Storm. The lightning crackled through the creature,
and to Third’s surprise, the frost amplified the power of Storm.
The wraith shuddered, and Third struck it again. This time the
lightning flared through the wraith, and it unraveled into
nothingness.

The second wraith glided
forward, and Selene hit it with another spike of ice. The wraith
slowed, and Third hit the creature twice with Storm. The specter
unraveled into nothingness, and the terrible chill faded away.

Silence fell over the forest
as Third got her breathing back under control.

“Those things are almost as
annoying as the manticores,” said Selene.

Third blinked. There was a
strange…buzz to Selene’s voice, almost a reverberation. Like
something else was trying to force its way into her words.

She looked at Selene and
flinched in alarm.

“What is it?” said
Selene.

“Your eyes,” said Third.
“They are glowing.”

More to the point, they were
burning with golden fire. Similar fire burned beneath the skin of
Selene’s hands and face and neck, following the lines of her veins.
She lifted her right hand before her eyes and saw the golden fire
shining beneath her skin.

“Ah,” said Selene. “That. I
thought they might be. I assume this is the Malison?”

“It must be,” said Third.
“Are you in danger of losing yourself to it?”

“No,” said Selene. She closed
her eyes. “No, I don’t think so. I could see the appeal, though.”
She took a deep breath, lowering her hand. “The magic of this
world…it’s tainted. No, that’s not quite right. It’s different. It
is far more powerful than the magic of Andomhaim. And its
nature…use too much of it, and it will change you.” She let out a
breath and opened her eyes. The golden fire had vanished from her
gaze, though it still glowed beneath her skin.

“I feared you would be
overwhelmed,” said Third.

“Well, so did I,” said
Selene. “Calliande almost was. But…”

Third waited, letting Selene
work out her thoughts. It was also pleasant to stand and not fight
for a moment, to let her stamina recover.

“But Calliande is human,”
said Selene. “We’re not. Well, not entirely. Which is the point,
isn’t it? We transformed already. Actually, we transformed twice,
didn’t we? Once when we were young to become urdhracosi, and then
again much later when we became what we are now. Calliande has a
strong mind, but she’s never experienced a transformation that
profound. So the experience of it would have just overwhelmed
her…”

“Are you saying that since we
have already transformed,” said Third, “we are more resistant to
the Malison then a human magic user?” Sometimes Selene could ramble
on unless she came to the point.

“I think so,” said Selene.
“Also, Calliande is a much, much more powerful wizard than I am.
She could draw in considerably more magical power than I could and
would have to resist the Dragon Curse at a much higher level. You
don’t have magical ability, so it is hard to understand.”

“No, I understand,” said
Third. “I used to be able to cast spells.”

Selene blinked. “You
did?”

“When I was an urdhracos,”
said Third. “All urdhracosi can use dark magic. I lost the ability
when I transformed.”

“I didn’t know that,” said
Selene. “Well, I suppose I did know that, but I just never thought
about it.” She blinked several times and then frowned. “We’re in a
bit of mess, aren’t we?”

“Somewhat, I suspect,” said
Third. “But the way forward is simple, if difficult. We just need
to find one of Merovech’s rifts and walk back to Andomhaim.”

Selene grunted. “Which will
involve fighting our way through goblins, ogres, and God knows how
many Dragon Cultists.”

Third shrugged. “It is
nothing that we have not done before.”

“True enough,” said Selene.
Her eyes fixed on Third’s belt. “That’s the key that Aeliana was
carrying, isn’t it?”

“Aye,” said Third. “It fell
with me through the Great Eye.”

“I wonder if Aeliana made
it,” said Selene.

“No,” said Third. She
sheathed her swords and lifted the key. It felt cool against her
fingers, and while it was not all that heavy, the thing nonetheless
seemed to have a strange weight to it. “It’s the same kind of metal
as the Great Eye. I think it was forged at the same time as the Eye
itself.”

“Maybe the Warden gave it to
Aeliana when he gave her Ruinheart,” said Selene. She corrected the
flaw in that argument at once. “But if she did have the key, why
didn’t she bring it with her when we fought her the first time, on
the day that the Heptarchy attacked? For that matter, if she had
the damned key, why bother with the Drakocenti trying to open the
Great Eye with dark magic?”

“Those are all good
questions,” said Third, “and I am afraid I do not have answers to
any of them. I wonder if Merovech brought the key with him from the
Frankish Empire.”

“That makes more sense,” said
Selene. “Calliande thought the gray elves used the Great Eye to
flee this world and head to another. Maybe they brought the key
with them, and Merovech found it.” She gave an irritated shake of
her head. “Though how the devil did Merovech get to Urd Morlemoch
to become a Herald of Ruin and receive Stormruin?”

“I do not know that either,”
said Third. The golden fire had vanished from Selene’s veins, which
was a relief. “Perhaps we can figure it out once we return to
Andomhaim and Calliande examines the key.”

Selene grinned. “Which is
your way of saying we should start moving?”

“Aye,” said Third. “I was
attacked by a group of skeletal undead before the wraiths and the
manticores showed up. I decided to follow their trail for lack of
any better options.”

Selene’s grin widened. “I
found a better option. There’s a river a few miles to the east.”
She pointed. “At least, I think it’s to the east. The sky’s getting
slightly brighter in the opposite direction, so I’m going to assume
that’s the west. People always live by rivers. If we follow the
river long enough, we’re bound to find a village or a town or
something. Maybe even a fisherman who speaks Latin. Once we learn
more about this land, we can figure out where to find one of
Merovech’s rifts.”

“That is as good a plan as
any,” said Third.

Selene laughed. “High praise
from you, cousin.”

“Lead the way,” said
Third.

They set off into the forest,
leaving the dead manticores behind.

***

 



 Chapter 6: Knights
of Blood








The forest remained quiet as
Third and Selene headed east.

At least, the direction they
thought was east. But Selene’s idea about the river was a good one.
They would almost certainly find villages or towns, or at the very
least, someone using the river for travel. Assuming they found
someone who spoke Latin, they could learn more about this land, or
perhaps find a map to the territory controlled by Merovech
Valdraxis.

Then again, Third and Selene
might already be in the territory controlled by Merovech Valdraxis,
which meant they would have to fight. Perhaps they were close to
one of the rifts back to Andomhaim right now.

Third doubted they were that
lucky.

Still, one problem at a
time.

Third kept vigilant watch as
they moved through the thick forest. Save for the burning sky,
Third might have been moving through one of the forests of
Andomhaim. It reminded her a little of the Frostborn war when she
and Ridmark had hunted the medvarth and the locusari through the
hills of the Northerland. Though the trees in the Northerland were
mostly pine, and Third hadn’t seen a pine tree yet. Perhaps none
grew in this forest. Or maybe they didn’t grow at all on this
world.

“That,” said Selene, “is a
lot of tracks.”

She wasn’t wrong.

Lines of footprints
crisscrossed the forest. Some of them had been made by booted feet,
but others looked more ragged. Those tracks had been left by the
feet of skeletal undead.

“Some of them go back and
forth,” said Third.

“Patrols, I think,” said
Selene.

“You are likely right,” said
Third. “I suspect these undead are patrolling ahead of an advancing
army.”

“A host of the undead,” said
Selene. “Now there’s an unpleasant thought. It would be like the
confessing dead my father created.”

“Aye,” said Third. “Or they
are looking for something.”

“For us?” said Selene. “That
seems excessive just to find two women.” She paused. “Even if those
two women are of exceptional intelligence, skill, and beauty.”

Third laughed, despite
herself. “I doubt they are looking for us.” She thought it over.
“But they might be looking for the key.”

Selene nodded. “You could be
right. Tyrcamber Rigamond was the one who told Ridmark about the
Heralds of Ruin, aye? Which means there are probably more Heralds
of Ruin on this world. They might like to get their hands on that
key. Which means we do not let them find it. I wonder if it’s
possible to trace that thing through magic.”

“Most likely,” said Third.
“The key is a powerful magical artifact. I imagine a wizard of
sufficient skill and power could find it.”

“Oh, splendid,” said Selene.
“Well, we had better keep moving.”

The ground began sloping
downward, the trees growing thinner. The forest ended, and Third
found herself standing on a shallow bluff overlooking a wide river.
The river was at least a half a mile wide, and to judge from the
rippling waters, it was deep with a wide current.

“Just as I said,” said
Selene. “The river.”

Third pointed. “The forest
has been cleared near the banks. You can see it there.” She
pointed. “And those look like recent stumps there on the far
bank.”

“Someone cut down those
trees,” said Selene. “Which means somebody lives here. Do we go
north or south?”

“South,” said Third at last.
“Rivers flow into oceans, and people often live on the shore. If we
keep walking, we will probably find someone.”

“Agreed,” said Selene. “And
hopefully we will find some food. Magic and fighting are both
hungry work. Though we can always go fishing.”

“We have neither fishing
hooks nor nets,” said Third.

Selene grinned and wiggled
her fingers in a mimicry of a spellcasting gesture. “The magic of
elemental water. I suppose it’s cheating to spear the fish with ice
magic, but I might get hungry enough not to care.”

They turned south, keeping to
the top of the shallow bluff that sloped down to the wide river.
From here, they saw the forest and both sides of the riverbank.
Third kept a close watch, her mind noting details. Birds flew
overhead, dark specks against the burning sky. Crows, sparrows, and
some hawks, Third thought, similar to the ones in Andomhaim. From
time to time, they startled a rabbit or a squirrel that sought for
food in the underbrush, the animal bounding off into the forest. On
the far side of the river, Third glimpsed a half-dozen deer
drinking from the water. Well, there was enough game here that she
and Selene would not starve. Third supposed using her power to
travel behind a deer and cut its throat was cheating in the same
sense that Selene had mentioned, but it was better than
starvation.

An hour and four or five
miles passed in silence. They saw no undead or any living men,
though the tracks remained.

“There,” said Selene,
pointing. “Do you see?”

Third frowned and peered over
the trees. “That looks like a church tower.” She saw the dark spike
of the building rising over the tree line, outlined against the sky
fire.

“Do they have churches here?”
said Selene.

“Ridmark said the Frankish
Empire has an Imperial Church,” said Third. “Perhaps this is one of
their parishes.”

They walked through a copse
of trees, and the village came into sight.

It resembled many other
villages that Third had seen during her travels. The village was a
cluster of about forty or fifty houses around a central square,
ringed by a low stockade built from rough-hewn logs. The barricade
would be enough to slow bandits and goblin raiders, though it would
present no serious obstacle to a strong force. Within the stockade,
the houses had been built of timber and brick, with roofs of either
thatch or shingles. The church’s stone tower rose above the rest of
the houses. Within the tower, Third glimpsed a metal bell. Casting
bells was expensive in Andomhaim. Third wondered if the village was
exceptionally rich, or if the Frankish Empire overall was affluent
enough that such things were common here. Antenora had told Third
that in some of the nations of Old Earth, even the common men were
wealthy enough to afford pleasures of which the old Roman Emperors
could only have dreamed – mechanical devices that played music on
command or wheeled vehicles that traveled many times faster than
even the swiftest horse. But such things were only possible because
of the engineering prowess of the men of Old Earth. Given that
everyone in the Frankish Empire had magical ability whether they
liked it or not, perhaps the Frankish people employed their power
to make their lives easier.

The village looked
prosperous…yet something about it made Third’s instincts rise in
warning.

“No smoke coming from the
chimneys,” said Selene. “Ought to be at least some, this time of
day.” She frowned at the sky. “I’m assuming it’s towards the middle
of the afternoon, anyway.”

“The gate in the stockade is
open,” said Third, “but there are no guards. No one working in the
streets, either, and no one in the nearby fields.” She looked
towards the river. A dozen wooden docks jutted into the river, but
there were no boats.

She and Selene stood in
silence for a few moments, watching the village. Both Third and
Selene had been assassins when they had been urdhracosi, and they
knew the value of patient observation. Yet nothing moved in the
village, the fields, or the nearby docks, and nothing made any
sound save for an occasional passing animal or bird.

After a quarter of an hour or
so, Selene stirred. “We ought to have a look around.”

“I concur,” said Third.

They walked to the village’s
gate. Nothing stirred as Third and Selene approached, and they
entered the village’s main street. Old wheel ruts had been driven
deep into the earth, and to judge from the state of the ground,
Third thought that many people had passed here recently.

“That door is standing open,”
said Selene.

Together they crossed to one
of the houses. The door stood open, and inside was a large main
room with a hearth and wooden furniture, a stove tucked in the
corner. A wooden ladder ran up to a loft, where no doubt the
children slept. The house was empty and silent.

“I think this is a pantry,”
said Selene, opening a small door next to the stove. “There are a
few loose crumbs on the floor. It’s empty, though.”

“As if the people who lived
here fled in haste,” said Third.

“Like large bands of undead
were moving through the forest, and their lord could not defend
them?” said Selene.

Third nodded. “Let us check
some of the other houses.”

All the buildings looked as
if they had been abandoned in haste, with food and clothing and any
valuables missing. Nor did Third and Selene find any animals. There
were stables and several chicken coops, the harsh smell of chicken
dung hanging over them, but all the animals were gone. At last,
Selene and Third walked into the main square of the village, the
stone tower of the church rising over them. On the eastern side of
the square was a large house, finer than the others. Likely that
was the house of the village’s lord or his bailiff.

“It seems clear,” said Third,
“that the villagers fled in haste, and took all their food and
animals with them.”

“The undead must have scared
them off,” said Selene. “I wonder if there is a larger town or a
castra nearby, somewhere they could take shelter.”

“Let us search the church and
then the manor house,” said Third. “Perhaps we will find a map, or
maybe some documents that will tell us more.”

“The church first,” said
Selene.

They opened the heavy double
doors to the church. The long stone nave was gloomy, the ceiling
supported by wooden rafters. The harsh light of the sky fire leaked
through the narrow windows, throwing shadows through the church. At
the far end of the nave was a dais with the altar, a large
crucifix, and the vessels for mass. Rushes covered the floor, and
some wooden tables and benches had been stacked against the
wall.

Sitting against them was an
old man in rough clothing, his eyes closed, his thick gray beard
hanging to his belt. He wore a long leather coat that dangled to
his knees, its hems frayed, its collar and sleeves lined with fur.
His eyes blinked open at their approach and went wide with alarm.
The old man let out a croaking yell and got to his feet. No, his
foot…Third saw that his left leg ended at the knee, and he had to
lean upon a crutch to support himself. She could guess what had
happened. The villagers had fled the undead, and the old man had
been left behind because he could not keep up…or he had volunteered
to spare the others the burden.

The old man looked at Third
and Selene and drew a dagger from his belt, holding it before him.
He let out a torrent of words in a language that Third did not
recognize.

“We do not mean you harm,”
she said in Latin.

Again the old man shouted
something.

“Consider it from his
perspective,” said Selene. “The poor fool was left here to die, and
then two elven-looking women of unearthly beauty walk into his
church. He probably thinks we’re the Adversary and his demons come
to tempt him with lust one last time before he stands before the
throne of the Dominus Christus.”

Third doubted they inspired
lust in the old man, but even if they did, he wasn’t in any
condition to act on it. He looked frail, and he had the sort of
grayish pallor to his skin that Third had come to associate with a
failing heart. With his crutch, it would be easy to knock him
over.

And unless she missed her
guess, he was spectacularly drunk. He smelled like he had fallen
asleep in a barrel of beer.

The old man tilted his head,
blinking at them.

“Dominus Christus?” he
said.

“Aye,” said Selene. “We’re
both baptized. You needn’t fear we’re about to sacrifice you to the
shadow of Incariel or the blood gods of the pagan orcs.”

“Latin?” he said, his voice
hesitant and uncertain. “Um…priest words? You speak priest
words?”

Selene frowned and looked at
Third.

“I believe that in the
Frankish Empire, Latin is the language of the church and law, and
the common tongue is Frankish,” said Third.

“Do you speak Latin?” said
Selene.

The old man thought about
this for a while, weaving a little on his foot and crutch. He
reached into his coat, produced a waterskin, and took a long drink.
The sour smell of beer strengthened.

“Some,” he said. “Priest
words. Not many.” His voice was slow and thick and he pronounced
the Latin words badly. He thumped his chest several times and
pointed at his face. “Razo.”

“Selene,” said Selene,
pointing at herself. She gestured at Third. “Third.”

“Third?” said Razo, blinking.
“Third of what?”

“Never mind,” said Selene.
“Where are we? What is the name of this village?”

Razo thought about that and
took another drink of beer. “Church.”

“We are in a church,” said
Selene. “What is the name of this…village? Freehold? Town?
Demesne?”

“Ah,” said Razo. “Muldorf.”
He pointed at the doors at the square. “Muldorf.”

“What happened here?” said
Third.

“War,” said Razo. “Big war.
Very big.” He gestured at his missing leg. “War over. But. Emperor
dead. New war.” He sighed. “Too old to fight.” He frowned. “Cloak
elves. Are you?”

“No,” said Third. Cloak
elves? She had never heard that term. The gray elves of Cathair
Caedyn in Owyllain called themselves the Liberated, but their
neighbors named them the cloak elves because of the gray cloaks
they habitually wore.

And Third was wearing one of
those cloaks right now. That, too, had been a gift from King
Kyralion and Queen Rilmeira after the defeat of the muridach
horde.

“Then go,” said Razo. “Big
danger. Very big danger. Bad things come. Make you dead.”

“My dear sir,” said Selene,
“my cousin and I are also quite good at making bad things
dead.”

Razo sighed and shook his
head. “Old man.” He tapped his chest again. “Almost dead. Don’t
care. But you go. Bad things make you dead.” He started to speak
and then looked towards the window.

Third frowned and followed
his gaze. Razo might have been old, drunk, and sick, but there was
nothing wrong with his ears. She heard the faint drumming of hooves
from outside the village.

Horsemen were
approaching.

“Bad things,” said Razo. He
pointed at the altar, where Third saw a trapdoor that no doubt led
into the church’s crypt. “You hide. With Razo. Else dead.”

“No,” said Third. “We will
fight.”

Razo looked at them,
shrugged, and set off across the nave at an impressive clip for a
man with one leg and a crutch. He swung open the trapdoor and
disappeared into it.

“He seems frightened,” said
Selene.

“Perhaps he is right to
fear,” said Third.

“Maybe,” said Selene. “Let’s
watch before we decide what to do next. Perhaps we can rid the
village of Muldorf of these ‘bad things’ he fears.”

Perhaps they could. But Third
wondered at that. Were wraiths or more undead approaching? Wraiths
did not ride horses, and neither did skeletal undead. Maybe the
necromancers who commanded the undead were approaching.

That could be a serious
fight.

Selene turned back towards
the doors to the square, and Third joined her. She eased the door
almost closed, leaving a crack through which they could see the
village. The sound of hoofbeats grew louder, and a moment later,
three horsemen rode into the square, followed by dozens of skeletal
undead.

At least, Third called them
horsemen. Usually, men rode living horses, but these had been dead
a long, long time.

The horses were skeletal,
with ghostly blue fire burning in their eye sockets and more wisps
of blue flame binding their skeletons together. Men in black plate
mail sat atop the horses, swords hanging at their belts. Third’s
first thought was that the armored knights were diseased, but that
wasn’t it. Their faces were pallid and gray, black veins threading
through their pale flesh. All three were totally bald and had no
beards or eyebrows as if all the hair had fallen out of their
heads. Their eyes were a solid crimson without differentiation like
the sockets had filled with orbs of blood. Third realized that the
three knights were a sort of undead she had never seen before.

“Well,” murmured Selene.
“This is different.”

“Hear me!” shouted the lead
knight in Latin, his words ringing over the square. His voice was
deep and commanding. “Whoever you are, I sense the power of the
relic you bear! I know that you are inside the church. Come out and
parley with me, or else I shall burn the church down upon your
head.”

“Hell,” muttered Selene. “I
suppose we had better go out and see what he wants.”

“The key, obviously,” said
Third. “I have no intention of giving it to him.”

“Good,” said Selene. She
sighed and rolled her shoulders, then drew her dark elven sword and
her dwarven axe. Third drew her longswords, the blades snarling
with fire and lightning. “We started the first day of our visit to
the Frankish Empire by destroying some undead, so we might as well
end it by destroying some more.”

“Let us talk to these black
knights first,” said Third. “I doubt we will persuade them to leave
without a fight, but we may learn something useful.”

“I’ll do the talking,” said
Selene. “Once they try something hostile, travel behind them and
stab them in the back.”

“Agreed,” said Third, and
together they walked into the square.

The skeletal undead remained
motionless, but the black knights flinched in surprise. Whatever
they had expected to emerge from the church, clearly two half-elven
women bearing magical weapons had not been it. One of the knights
started to draw his sword, and the second began a spell of dark
magic, blue fire burning around his fingers. But the leader raised
his armored hand, and the other two knights subsided.

For a moment, they stared at
each other.

“Curious,” said the leader at
last. “I thought you were cloak elves at first.” He gestured at
Third. “That is the cloak worn by the elves of Cathair Kaldran, and
your swords look like cloak elven weapons.” He nodded towards
Selene. “But that is clearly a dwarven ax, and the misers of Khald
Akkar rarely let their weapons pass into the hands of others. You
are not dark elves, either. What are you, precisely?”

“My dear sir,” said Selene,
“I had hoped that the knights of the Frankish Empire would show
greater courtesy when meeting two ladies for the first time.”

The lead knight blinked
several times, and then an amused smile went over his face. He
offered a courtly bow from the saddle, the gesture seeming eerie
with his hairless skull and blood-colored eyes. “You are, of
course, correct, and I crave your pardon. My name is Sir Austron of
the Order of Blood, and these are my companions Sir Melgar and Sir
Heldrin.” The other two undead knights remained impassive. “Might I
have the honor of knowing your names?”

“I am Lady Selene,” said
Selene, “and this is my cousin and friend, Lady Third.”

“Third?” grunted Melgar.
“Third of what?”

“Interesting,” said Austron.
“You are neither cloak elves nor dark elves nor umbral elves, I
deem.” Umbral elves? “Might I know your nature? It is not every day
that one encounters an entirely new kindred.”

“You may,” said Selene. “My
cousin and I were once urdhracosi. But we were defeated, and upon
accepting baptism, we transformed and regained control of our own
wills, becoming as you see us now.”

“Urdhracosi?” said Austron.
He looked startled. “I must say, that in all my years and in all
the secret lore of my Order, including the true history of the
Empire, I have never once heard of an urdhracos…changing.”

“Neither had I before I met
cousin Third,” said Selene. “And as far as I know, she is the only
other urdhracos to transform.”

“Indeed,” said Austron.
“Already, this day is full of marvels. Permit me to hazard a
deduction towards another, my lady. You both speak fluent Latin,
though with accents I have never heard. Unless I miss my guess…you
came through one of the rifts that fool Merovech is using, the
rifts that lead to the ancient homeworld of the elven
kindreds.”

Third didn’t like that.
Austron’s logic was correct, which meant that he was no fool. And
cunning enemies were always dangerous.

“You are right, sir,” said
Selene, “though I fear my cousin and I arrived here by accident.
But so far, we have been providing information, and you have given
us none. It seems unknightly for you not to answer any of our
questions.”

“Does it?” said Austron with
a laugh. “Well, I cannot argue with that.”

“We do not have time for
this,” snarled Sir Melgar. “The Master will want a report soon,
and…”

“There’s no reason not to be
civilized,” said Austron, and Melgar fell silent, though he still
scowled. “Now, my ladies. What do you wish to know?”

“Where are we?” said Third,
speaking for the first time.

“Specifically, you are in the
village of Muldorf,” said Austron. “More generally, you are in the
duchy of Roxaria, which is bordered by the River Bellex on the
east,” he waved a hand in the direction of the river, “and the
River Nabia on the north. We are not all that far from the Imperial
capital of Sinderost, as it happens, which lies at the junction of
the Nabia and the Bellex.”

“Then this is indeed the
Frankish Empire?” said Selene. “Forgive me for making certain. It
is not every day that one falls through a rift between worlds.”

“I imagine not,” said
Austron. “But you are correct. This is the Frankish Empire, founded
by the great Emperor Roland when we came to this world. For nearly
eight centuries, the Empire has defended mankind in this world, and
we seek to save and strengthen the Empire.” He paused. “You…seem at
least passingly familiar with the Empire already, my lady.”

“We have heard of it,” said
Selene, glancing at Third.

“A knight called Tyrcamber
Rigamond came to our world and spoke of his homeland to some of our
friends,” said Third.

She had been curious to see
if mentioning Tyrcamber would inspire a reaction, and she was not
disappointed. Sir Austron remained motionless, but his eyes
narrowed slightly. Both Melgar and Heldrin scowled, hands jerking
towards their sword hilts. Yes, they had definitely heard of
Tyrcamber Rigamond.

“Sir Tyrcamber is a great
warrior, no man can contest that,” said Austron. “Yet he is a
puppet, though he knows it not, and his view of recent history may
be…somewhat skewed.”

“You said you were knights of
the Order of Blood,” said Selene. “Might we ask what that is? I do
not believe Sir Tyrcamber mentioned it.”

“Did he tell you of the
Malison, of what the men of the Empire call the Dragon Curse?” said
Austron.

“He did,” said Selene. “And I
have experienced it myself.” She grinned. “I am a wizard of some
skill, sirs, and I could feel the…altered nature of the power on
this world.”

Austron frowned. “Were you at
any risk from the transformation?”

Selene shrugged. “I have
already transformed once. I have no wish to experience it
again.”

“We stray from the point,”
said Third. “What is the Order of Blood?”

“To explain, I must first
burden you with a little history,” said Austron.

“That’s all right,” said
Selene. “I am two hundred and fifty years old, and cousin Third has
seen a millennium. We’re quite used to history.”

Austron smiled. “I have seen
a mere two centuries myself, but I understand your meaning. But to
the point. When the first Emperor Roland and his followers arrived
on this world, they were nearly overwhelmed by the Malison. All of
them manifested magical ability, and some of them lost control and
transformed into dragons. In terror and panic, they almost slew one
another, but the Guardian Rilmael of Cathair Kaldran arrived.”

“A Guardian?” said Third,
surprised. Both Morigna and Rhodruthain of Owyllain were Guardians,
their offices bestowed on them by Ardrhythain of the high elves.
Perhaps Rilmael was another such Guardian.

“A wizard of the cloak
elves,” said Austron. “He came among our ancestors, and taught them
the Seven Spells, giving them the ability to control and discipline
their magic, though some would always lose control and succumb to
the Dragon Curse. Humanity on this world was saved, and the Empire
was founded. The Emperor Roland also created the five Imperial
Orders, each Order using one of the basic elements of magic – fire,
air, water, earth, and the mind.” He scowled. “But in time, some of
us realized the truth.”

“And what truth was that?”
said Selene.

“Rilmael taught us the Seven
Spells,” said Austron, “but for his own purposes. The cloak elven
city of Cathair Kaldran is the last remnant of the cloak elves in
this world, their final refuge. Long has it stood against the dark
elves and the xiatami. In humanity, Rilmael saw a weapon he could
wield against his foes. He intended to use mankind and the Empire
as a shield, letting us fight and bleed and die to defend the cloak
elves. The Guardian hoped to keep us as his pets, giving us only a
few scraps of magical lore, just enough to be dangerous to the dark
elves. He would use us as his beasts of war while the cloak elves
live in luxury within Cathair Kaldran.”

“I take it your Order of
Blood had some objection to that?” said Selene.

“The farsighted among mankind
founded a sixth order, a secret order,” said Austron. “The
Conciliator priests of the xiatami long ago realized that spells
powered by blood were immune to the effects of the Malison. In
secret, the Order of Blood developed powerful spells of necromancy.
We learned the lore of immortality – indeed, I have not seen as
many years as you, but I have far outlived my natural span.” Though
given his ghoulish appearance, Third suspected his immortality had
costs he didn’t want to discuss. “With our power, the Empire could
be governed by immortal nobles, wise and far-sighted, able to
execute plans across the centuries. We could destroy all our
enemies – the dark elves, the xiatami, the umbral elves, the
goblins, the ogres, all of them, and the Empire of humanity could
rule this world.”

“I assume something went
wrong?” said Selene.

Austron let out a hiss of
anger. “Rilmael realized our plans and warned the Emperor. Oh, he
claimed that necromancy was a foul sin, that he wept for the
commoners who would die to fuel our blood spells, but we knew he
feared that mankind would slip his leash and become too powerful
for him to control. Alas, the Emperor believed his lies, and the
other five Imperial Orders turned against us. Much of the Order of
Blood was destroyed…or so we let them believe.” He smiled. “The
members of the Dragon Cult are fools, but we learned from them. We
went into the shadows and remained hidden, growing our strength in
secret.”

“If you will forgive the
observation,” said Third, “you do not seem to be acting in secret
now.”

“The Valedictor sought to
seize the throne of the Dragon Imperator,” said Austron, “and
raised a great army to attack Sinderost. The Emperor was slain in
the siege, though Sir Tyrcamber killed the Valedictor and broke the
back of his host. But with the Emperor dead, the Empire sundered
into factions. The Dragon Cult came out of the shadows and declared
itself openly. Our Master, counseled by the Duchess Rosalyn
Aginwulf, realized that the time had come. At Duchess Rosalyn’s
invitation, the Order of Blood established itself in the duchy of
Corbrast, and we have been gathering our strength to reunite the
Empire and bring humanity into a golden age.”

“I see,” said Third.

“Thank you for the history,
Sir Austron,” said Selene. “But I am sure you will concede that the
internal wars of the Frankish Empire are none of my business. A
wise woman stays out of the family squabbles of his neighbor, or so
the proverb goes, and I am sure there is a similar saying here. My
cousin and I simply wish to return home and resume our duties and
obligations there. If you could direct us to where Merovech has his
rifts, we would be most grateful.”

Third rolled her shoulders,
adjusting her stance. She had absolutely no doubt that Sir Austron,
however fine and flowery his speech, would refuse to let them go.
Necromancy was a form of dark magic, and it inevitably corrupted
both the will and the flesh. No doubt Austron saw his black-veined
face and red eyes as a mark of power and ascension. Third knew
better.

“But our conversation has
been so pleasant,” said Austron, “and I have no wish to end it
prematurely. Before you depart…what is that key Lady Third carries
on her belt? It is clearly an artifact of powerful magic, and we
sensed it as we passed Muldorf.”

“Honestly?” said Selene. “I
have no idea.”

Austron sighed. “Do you
really expect me to believe that?”

“We were hoping that you
knew,” said Selene.

“We only found the thing this
morning,” added Third.

Austron frowned. “You know, I
think you are telling the truth. It’s obviously a powerful elven
artifact, but beyond that, I cannot say. Not the sort of weapon
that someone like Rilmael should have.”

“It is a key,” said Third.
“How can a key be a weapon?”

“Why, that depends on what it
unlocks,” said Austron.

“Fortunately, an easy
solution exists to our problem,” said Selene. “We will take it back
with us to our home, and neither you nor the Guardian Rilmael will
ever see it again. Simply direct us to the nearest rift, and we
shall depart at once.”

“Alas,” said Austron, “I fear
Master Theudeuric would be disappointed with me if I let such a
relic pass out of my grasp. For that matter, the necromancers of
the Order of Blood have never encountered human and elven hybrids
before. I imagine that your blood would have all sorts
of…interesting necromantic properties. Really, it would be grossly
negligent of me to let such opportunities escape our grasp.”

“Negligence would be the
least of your concerns if you try to take our blood,” said Third.
“You claim to have lived two centuries. Do you want to see
another?”

Austron smiled. “Death has no
hold over the Knights of the Order of Blood. I think you will find
that our powers are more than a match for your skill.”

“Are you willing to gamble
with your life?” said Third. “For that is what you are risking if
you attack us. I have lived for a thousand years, as Selene said.
Do you think I did that by losing fights?”

She said it without boasting
or bombast, which might have made it more effective. Austron’s
confident smile faded, and he stared at her without blinking for a
few seconds. His blood-colored gaze was unnerving, but Third met
it.

He looked away first.

“Well,” said Austron. “The
teachings of the Imperial Church are mostly superstition, but their
warnings about the perils of greed are often timely. A compromise,
then. Leave the key, and we shall permit you to leave Muldorf in
peace. I shall even tell you where you are most likely to find a
rift to your home, though I cannot promise it will still be there
when you arrive.”

“A counteroffer,” said Third.
“Leave in peace, and we shall allow you to do the same.”

Austron’s smile returned.
“And if we do not?”

“Then we shall have no
choice,” said Third, “but to settle this with swords.”

“Well spoken,” said Austron.
He made a sharp gesture, and the skeletal undead began moving
forward, and Sir Melgor and Sir Heldrin drew their blades. Ghostly
blue fire began to burn around the black weapons. “But most things
end in battle, do they not?”

“Go!” said Third.

Selene began casting a spell,
and Third traveled.

Blue fire swallowed the
world, and she reappeared behind Sir Austron. The Knight of Blood
was already casting a spell, and even as Third’s swords stabbed
forward in a blaze of lightning and fire, he finished it. Shadows
shimmered around him, and suddenly Austron was encased in a cocoon
that looked as it had been made from the wraiths that Third had
fought earlier.

Her swords struck the
wraith-armor and rebounded without touching Austron. The shadows
dimmed considerably, but nonetheless, they had kept Third from
wounding the knight. Austron twisted in his saddle, his undead
horse starting to turn, and he began another spell.

Selene charged into the
skeletal undead, her axe trailing fire, and Third traveled away
before Austron could strike her down.

The battle was underway.

***

 



 Chapter 7:
Dragontiarna








Sir Tyrcamber Rigamond,
Dragontiarna Knight of the Empire, had thought his journey to the
Imperial capital would be a simple one.

The Fallen Order had built
its strength in secret. A large army of the undead had attacked
Prince Everard’s army in Swabathia, only to turn and march north in
speed. The plan of Master Theudeuric and his ally (or perhaps
slave) Duchess Rosalyn had become obvious. It would take Everard’s
army time to reform itself, and meanwhile, Theudeuric’s tireless
undead horde would march to Sinderost. Meanwhile, another undead
army was coming down from Corbrast, marching across Valstrasia to
assail Sinderost from the north. By the time Everard reached
Sinderost with reinforcements from the western Empire, the Fallen
Order might have seized the Imperial capital.

Unless Tyrcamber and his wife
intervened.

He had never dreamed that he
would go to battle alongside his wife. Tyrcamber had always known
that he would marry someday. Most men of the Order of Embers
eventually wed, and he had assumed that his father would find a
match advantageous to House Rigamond. So long as the woman in
question was neither hideous nor afflicted with a vicious
temperament, Tyrcamber didn’t mind. After all, Tyrcamber’s duties
for the Order of Embers meant he would not see the woman all that
often.

Then he had become a
Dragontiarna Knight, the only Dragontiarna in the Empire,
answerable only to the Emperor himself…and his father had still
insisted that Tyrcamber marry.

Chilmar Rigamond had chosen
Ruari Tetrax for his son. Dragontiarna Knights could not father
children, and so Ruari Tetrax, mute and barren from the plague, was
a perfect choice. Tyrcamber had married her out of a sense of
duty.

He had not expected to fall
in love with her.

And no one, not even the
Guardian of Cathair Kaldran, had expected Ruari to be a
Dragontiarna as well. She had transformed after wounding and then
healing her mother, and in shame for what she had done, Ruari had
kept the truth hidden from everyone. Only when Tyrcamber had gained
her trust had she revealed her true self to him. That, and he had
been locked in battle with Merovech Valdraxis, who had been taken
unawares by the attack of another Dragontiarna. In the blink of an
eye, Ruari had gone from Brunhilda Tetrax’s least favorite child to
one of the most powerful people in the Frankish Empire.

Tyrcamber had done his best
to shield Ruari from those who would try to exploit her power for
their own ends, especially her mother. Ruari’s inability to speak
helped with that a great deal. So did her eerie blue stare, which
many seemed unable to withstand for long.

And now Tyrcamber flew over
the forests of northern Roxaria, the River Bellex on his right.
Ruari flew to his left, her wings spread as they glided over the
trees. Tyrcamber’s dragon form was golden-scaled, larger than
nearly all the other dragons he had encountered. Ruari’s dragon
shape was smaller, with deep blue scales, and while Tyrcamber could
breathe fire, she unleashed a freezing mist that could encase a man
in killing ice in the blink of an eye.

Under other circumstances,
Tyrcamber would have felt a sense of peace, even of freedom, as he
flew. His long centuries of enslavement to the Valedictor in the
Chamber of Sight had not really happened. They had been a vision
and nothing more, a way for him to gain control of his
transformation and become a Dragontiarna. Yet Tyrcamber remembered
the centuries, the millennia, as if they had been real.

Indeed, they had been real to
him.

And in that bleak expanse of
time, the power of flight was the only thing he remembered fondly.
There was freedom and joy in it. Or at least there would have been,
under other circumstances.

Two things kept Tyrcamber’s
mind from contentment.

The first was the Guardian
Rilmael. The Guardian rode upon Tyrcamber’s back, settled between
the great wings. Rilmael was a friend, the man who had guided him
through the transformation and given him the armor of a
Dragontiarna Knight, and perhaps one of the few men, human or
elven, who could understand what Tyrcamber had endured. Had
Tyrcamber wished it, he could have rolled, and Rilmael would have
plummeted to his death in the forest below. For that matter,
Rilmael had not used his magic on Tyrcamber. Yet carrying someone
reminded Tyrcamber of serving as the Valedictor’s enslaved steed
for all those centuries, of the Valedictor’s dark magic reducing
him to little more than a winged beast of burden. Tyrcamber could
never be entirely at ease when carrying another.

But the second reason, the
reason that occupied most of his mind, was the hunt.

Because the scouting parties
of the Fallen Order moved through the forests of northern
Roxaria.

Tyrcamber had expected a
straight flight from Prince Everard’s army in Swabathia to the
Imperial capital at Sinderost. They had avoided the bulk of the
Fallen Order’s army. Tyrcamber’s fire could destroy countless
undead soldiers, yet more than animated skeletons and corpses made
up Theudeuric’s army. There were wraiths and undead rocs and
griffins, flying creatures that could overwhelm Tyrcamber. For that
matter, Tyrcamber would face the combined magic of hundreds of
Knights of the Fallen Order, perhaps even thousands of them, along
with the magic of Rosalyn Aginwulf’s vassals and knights. Tyrcamber
wielded immense power as a Dragontiarna Knight, but he was not
invincible. Tyrcamber, Ruari, and Rilmael together made a
formidable force, but not even the three of them could face the
Fallen Order alone. They intended to fly to Sinderost and aid the
defense there. The Fallen Order was strong…but so were the walls
and defenses of the Imperial capital.

Yet Tyrcamber had been
surprised to see undead warbands roving through the forests west of
the River Bellex and south of Sinderost. In hindsight, it shouldn’t
have startled him. The undead of the Fallen Order were tireless and
required neither rest nor sustenance…but the undead were only part
of Theudeuric’s army. Duchess Rosalyn’s soldiers required supplies,
as would the gnollish, goblin, and ogre mercenaries that the Fallen
Order had hired. Who better to gather those supplies than undead
soldiers? For that matter, any captain with a modicum of wits would
send scouts ahead, and Master Theudeuric had already shown himself
to be a cunning commander.

Those undead warbands and
scouting parties were dangerous…but not to two Dragontiarna Knights
and the Guardian of Cathair Kaldran.

Since leaving Prince
Everard’s army, Tyrcamber, Ruari, and Rilmael had destroyed a dozen
of the scouting parties. Tyrcamber’s dragon fire incinerated the
skeletal undead, reducing them to smoldering coals. Ruari’s
freezing breath sheathed the wraiths in ice, and Tyrcamber
shattered them with his fire. Rilmael summoned magical lightning
and flame to destroy the undead. Tyrcamber did not mind the delay.
Every undead creature they destroyed now was one less the army
would have to face later.

Every undead destroyed now
might well save the life of a soldier of the Empire.

For Tyrcamber was weary of
killing. He had seen so much death and destruction. In his visions
in the Chamber of the Sight, he had seen the Empire shattered and
mankind reduced to slavery over and over again. In the waking
world, he had seen enough death to fill a dozen lifetimes. The
Valedictor’s invasion had brought terrible suffering to the Empire,
and the war against the Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order had
dragged on and on. Once Tyrcamber had dreamed of glory, of winning
great renown and prestige for his name as a heroic knight of the
Empire. Indeed, he had become one of the most famed warriors in the
Empire…and what he wanted was to end the war and live quietly. To
wake up in the morning with Ruari next to him, and to go about the
simple duties of a minor knight in an insignificant corner of the
Empire.

But Dragontiarna or not,
Tyrcamber was still a knight of the Empire, and he would do his
duty.

And in truth, he enjoyed
destroying the undead. Killing living men always weighed upon him,
even when it was justified. But the undead were horrors created
through necromancy, abominations born of twisted and corrupted
magic. The world was better for their destruction.

Rilmael shifted his weight on
Tyrcamber’s back, and he felt the surge of magic as the Guardian
cast a minor spell.

“Tyrcamber!” he shouted. The
spell amplified the Guardian’s voice enough that Tyrcamber could
hear him over the rush of the wind. “Put down on the riverbank
south of that village. We must speak!”

Tyrcamber looked towards the
river. About a half-mile to the north, overlooking the River
Bellex, was a small village within a wooden stockade. He searched
his memory and came up with the name. Muldorf, that was it. He had
seen it burn hundreds of times in his visions when he had relived
the Valedictor’s conquest. Right now, the village looked abandoned.
They were only about fifteen miles south of Sinderost proper, and
likely the villagers had fled for the safety of the capital’s
walls.

At least, Tyrcamber hoped
they had fled. Otherwise, they had been slain and recruited into
the Fallen Order’s undead army

Tyrcamber knew the Guardian
well enough to hear the concern in his voice.

There was something
wrong.

Tyrcamber began spiraling
down to the earth. Ruari saw him and followed suit. They landed
about a third of a mile south of Muldorf, and Rilmael climbed off
Tyrcamber’s back and took several steps. Tyrcamber reached for the
blazing fire of the Malison within him, and golden flame washed
over him.

When it cleared, he had
resumed human form, clad in the golden armor and white cloak of a
Dragontiarna Knight, the ancient sword Kyathar resting in its
scabbard on his belt. Rilmael stood a short distance away. The
Guardian had the lean, alien features of the cloak elves, though
unlike most elves, he had a close-cropped beard of black and gray.
His thick black hair stirred around his pointed ears, and he wore
golden armor and a gray cloak, the dragon-headed staff of his
office in his right hand.

Another flare of light and
Ruari took human form. She wore armor like Tyrcamber’s, though
fitted to her smaller stature, and bore no weapons. Ruari pulled
off her winged helmet, revealing her pale face, golden hair, and
eerie blue eyes. She frowned as she walked to join Tyrcamber and
Rilmael, the helmet tucked under her right arm.

“What is amiss?” said
Tyrcamber.

“I do not know,” said
Rilmael. “The Sight awoke within me as we approached Muldorf.” He
looked at the village, and then at Tyrcamber. “There are undead
within the village, and several Knights of Blood.”

“Not surprising,” said
Tyrcamber. “If Theudeuric intends to attack Sinderost from the
north and the south simultaneously, Muldorf would be a good staging
area. The village has docks if I remember right. The Fallen Order
could build rafts and tow them up the Bellex to the capital.” God
knew that the undead gave the Fallen Order ample supplies of
unskilled labor. “If we wait until the Knights of Blood leave
Muldorf, I can burn the rafts from above.”

Ruari looked at him, and then
at Rilmael. She had not yet taken her wax tablet from her belt
pouch. Perhaps she felt no need to contribute to a discussion on
tactics.

“It is more than that,” said
Rilmael. “There is a strange aura in Muldorf.”

“What manner of aura?” said
Tyrcamber. Ruari frowned and reached for her tablet.

“I don’t know,” said Rilmael.
“But it is old, very old. And elven in nature.”

“Elven?” said Tyrcamber,
taken aback. Cathair Kaldran was hidden somewhere within the
mountains of Roxaria, but that was a long way to the south. “Cloak
elven or dark elven? Or the umbral elves?”

“Cloak elven,” said Rilmael.
“But I’ve seen it before, long ago, on my native world.” He shook
his head. “It shouldn’t be here. It was supposed to have been
destroyed. Perhaps I am mistaken…but if I am not, there may be a
relic of ancient elven magic within the village.”

“Muldorf?” said Tyrcamber,
surprised. “How the devil would an ancient relic end up in
Muldorf?”

Ruari’s stylus flicked across
the wax tablet. She could write swiftly and clearly, a skill she
had developed in the years since losing her voice.

PERHAPS THE KNIGHTS CARRY IT
TO THEIR MASTER.

“Aye,” said Rilmael. “And if
it is an ancient relic, we cannot let someone like Theudeuric have
it. He is another Herald of Ruin with powers to match those of
Merovech Valdraxis. Such a relic could wreak great harm in the
wrong hands. We have no choice but to take it from the Knights. We
cannot burn the village from above – there might be men and women
and children within.”

“I will not kill innocents,”
said Tyrcamber.

“We will have to take the
fight to the Fallen Order while you are in human form,” said
Rilmael. “Lady Ruari, you can use the Shield spell to deflect their
attacks.” Ruari nodded. “Sir Tyrcamber, use the magic of elemental
flame to strike against them. I shall both defend and attack as
needful. Ready?”

Tyrcamber took a deep breath
and drew Kyathar from its scabbard. The crystalline blade flashed
in the light of the sky fire and then burst into elemental flames.
Ruari made a small gesture with her left hand, and silvery-white
light shimmered around her fingers, the beginning of a spell of
elemental water. Ever since his transformation, Tyrcamber had been
able to feel the presence of magical forces without needing to use
the Sense spell, and he could detect the tremendous magical power
that his wife summoned. He was one of the strongest human wizards
in the Empire, and though her talents lay in a different direction
than his, Ruari was his match in raw magical strength. Rilmael
struck the end of his staff against the ground, and flames blazed
to life along its length. Tyrcamber and Ruari were both powerful,
but Rilmael was stronger than them both.

But the Guardian had held his
office for a long time. The Empire had been founded eight centuries
ago, but Rilmael had already been there. And based on what he had
told Tyrcamber, he had been the Guardian of Cathair Kaldran and the
door that must never be opened for nearly fifteen thousand years.
Thanks to his experiences in the Chamber of the Sight, Tyrcamber
could just barely grasp the idea of such a span of years, but his
mind recoiled from deeper understanding. Or from wondering what was
behind the door that must never be opened. He had never asked
Rilmael what was behind the door, trusting the Guardian’s word that
the knowledge was dangerous.

Tyrcamber pushed aside the
musings. Battle was no place for stray thoughts.

“Will the Knights of Blood
sense us coming?” said Tyrcamber.

“Perhaps,” said Rilmael. “It
depends upon their individual strength. And how focused they are
upon their task. Lady Ruari, I suggest you remain behind us.” Ruari
nodded and stepped back, placing herself behind Tyrcamber and the
Guardian, and donned her helmet again. “Ready?”

“Always,” said Tyrcamber.

A brief smile flicked over
Rilmael’s face. “I remember a young knight who would have charged
through the gate of Muldorf already.”

“In hindsight,” said
Tyrcamber, “it’s probably astonishing that I’ve lived as long as I
have.”

“I often feel the same way,”
said Rilmael, and they started towards the village.

Tyrcamber’s eyes flicked over
Muldorf as they drew closer. It was strange to see it intact after
watching it burn in his visions so many times. A feeling of
unreality went through him, the feeling that he was still in the
Chamber of the Sight, that none of this was real. Tyrcamber pushed
the sensation aside and glanced at Ruari. She was real, solid,
tangible. The way he felt about her was real, as was the way she
felt in his arms when they lay together in their tent at night.

Steadier, he looked at
Muldorf again. The village was clearly deserted, and it didn’t look
as if it had been sacked or burned. Tyrcamber hoped that the
villagers had indeed escaped to Sinderost…but they might well have
been killed on the road to the Imperial capital.

If so, the best he could do
was to avenge them.

They stepped through the gate
and looked around.

At once, Tyrcamber saw the
skeletal undead filling the central square before the church and
the manor house. Among them, he saw three of the undead horses
preferred by the Fallen Order, black-armored Knights of Blood
sitting atop them. Tyrcamber knew if he cut the Knights down, their
corrupted spirits would be drawn back to their soulstones in their
hidden stronghold, to be housed again in new undead bodies.

Well, if Tyrcamber just had
to kill them again, he would be willing.

“Why are they sitting there?”
whispered Tyrcamber.

“I don’t know,” said Rilmael.
“Perhaps they are confronting someone in the church…”

Even as he spoke, several
things happened at once.

Light flashed in the square,
both silver and something that looked like blue fire. Tyrcamber
glimpsed a figure in dark clothing and a gray cloak, swords
sheathed with fire and lightning in its hands. Someone was fighting
the Knights of Blood. Tyrcamber started to draw breath to tell
Rilmael and Ruari that they needed to aid the figure in the gray
cloak.

Then the wraiths boiled out
between the houses.

There were eight of the
creatures, specters of shadow and black smoke shaped like armored
knights with eyes of blue fire. A deathly chill spread through
Tyrcamber as the wraiths approached, their malignant auras tugging
at his life force.

“Ward spells!” shouted
Rilmael, gesturing.

Tyrcamber nodded and cast the
Ward spell, a flickering yellow-orange aura surrounding him, and
both Rilmael and Ruari did the same. The Ward spell was one of the
Seven Spells that Rilmael had taught the founders of the Empire,
and it blunted attacks of dark magic. It also had the useful effect
of blocking the wraiths’ life-draining power, though the Ward spell
would soon erode beneath the malignant effect unless it was
recast.

No matter. Tyrcamber intended
to end the fight long before that was a problem.

He stepped forward, lifting
Kyathar and casting the Shield spell. A property of his armor
called the Shield to lock against his left bracer. One of the
wraiths lunged towards him, and Tyrcamber raised his left arm,
catching the thrust of the immaterial sword on the magical shield.
The wraith reeled back, and Tyrcamber struck it three times in
rapid succession with Kyathar. The sword’s magical fire ripped into
the wraith. Before it could come at him again, Tyrcamber cast the
Lance spell. A blazing burst of magical fire stabbed into the
wraith. Fire was not the best element for fighting wraiths, but the
sheer power of Tyrcamber’s Lance tore the wraith to shreds.

Next to him, Rilmael cast the
Sword spell, sheathing his own longsword in magical lightning. He
went on the attack, and for all his skill with magic, he was a
master swordsman as well. His lightning-wreathed blade darted
through two wraiths in rapid succession, turning them to tattered
shreds of mist that dissolved into nothingness. Tyrcamber felt a
flicker of fear as a wraith reached for Ruari, but she gestured and
cast the Shield spell. A disk of shimmering silver-blue light
appeared in front of her, and the wraith rebounded from it as if it
had run headlong into a stone wall.

Tyrcamber seized the
opportunity to destroy the wraith with another Lance spell.

A few moments later, all the
wraiths had been destroyed, and Tyrcamber looked towards the
square, worried that the black knights’ gray-cloaked opponent had
been slain.

Instead, he saw that the
square had dissolved into chaos. The skeletal undead rushed back
and forth, trying to attack a dozen women clad in blue tunics,
black leather jerkins, trousers, and gleaming black boots. Each of
the women had silver hair, though Tyrcamber thought they looked
young. Come to think of it…

He blinked in surprise.

Each of the women were
identical, perfectly identical. Even as he looked, the sword of an
undead warrior struck the head of one of the women. She shattered
into shards of silver light and vanished without a trace.
Illusions, then. Tyrcamber knew that a few of the Knights of the
Order of the Griffin could work powerful spells of illusion, though
he had seen it only rarely. The figure in the gray cloak and
close-fitting dark armor attacked the three Knights of Blood, and
Tyrcamber saw that the figure was a woman, her black hair bound
back in a tight braid, her ears pointed and elven. Was she a cloak
elf?

The woman disappeared in a
swirl of blue fire, and Tyrcamber thought one of the Knights of
Blood had slain her with a spell. Instead, another column of blue
fire flashed on the other side of the black knights and their
undead horses, and the gray-cloaked woman reappeared, her golden
swords flying at the Knights of Blood as she attacked.

Tyrcamber drew together power
for a spell, and Rilmael struck the end of his staff against the
street. A bolt of lightning screamed down from the sky and struck
one of the Knights of Blood. The spell was powerful enough to wipe
out a dozen goblin soldiers, and the Knight of Blood took the full
force of the lightning. The blast threw the Knight from his saddle,
ripping apart his skeletal horse. The armor twisted and melted in
the heat, and the Knight’s undead body burst into flames.

The echoes of thunder faded
away, and an instant of shocked silence fell over the square.

The silver-haired woman and
all her illusionary copies grinned.

“Now that,” she and all her
duplicates said in perfect unison, “is an entrance.”

“Kill them!” shouted one of
the two remaining Knights of Blood. He pointed his sword, and a
bolt of swirling shadow and flickering blue fire ripped from the
black blade and hurtled towards them. Ruari bared her teeth and
gestured, and a Shield flared to life, intercepting the Lance of
dark magic. The attack shattered against her will, and Tyrcamber
charged.

He hurled Lance spells of
elemental flame in rapid succession, the Shield still blazing on
his left arm. He took down four skeletal undead, sending burning
bones bouncing across the flagstones, and cut down two more. At his
right, Rilmael attacked with both sword and spell, lightning
crackling around his sword as he threw Lances at the Knights of
Blood. The silver-haired woman grinned a mad smile, and Tyrcamber
saw that her eyes were the same color as her hair. Like the woman
in the gray cloak, she had elven ears and carried a dark elven
sword and a bronze-colored axe with a burning head. She and her
duplicates attacked, and the illusionary copies confused and
distracted the undead.

Tyrcamber drove at the
remaining two Knights of Blood. Both Knights had cast the
wraith-armor spell to protect themselves from physical and magical
attacks. The woman in the gray cloak had done significant damage to
the wraith-armor spells, disappearing and reappearing around the
skeletal horses as she swung her golden swords. One of the Knights
hurled a stream of shadows at Tyrcamber, and he raised his arm,
catching it on his Shield spell. Both the Shield and his Ward spell
strained under the attack – the Knight was a potent wizard. But his
defenses held, and Tyrcamber pointed his sword at the Knight of
Blood.

He cast the Fire Stream
spell, one of the secrets of arcane lore taught to the Knights of
the Order of Embers. A current of elemental fire as thick as
Tyrcamber’s arm shot from the sword and drilled into the Knight.
The Fire Stream spell had been intended for use against attacking
infantry. The Knight’s wraith-armor spell absorbed some of the
attack, but the rest sliced through his body, bisecting it, and
pieces of both the Knight and his horse fell to the ground, smoke
rising from the severed ends.

The final Knight snarled and
turned towards Tyrcamber, beginning a spell. Blue fire swirled
behind the knight, and the woman in the gray cloak appeared atop
the hindquarters of his undead horse, balanced on the spine. Before
the Knight could react, the woman drove her swords down, plunging
through the remnants of the wraith-armor and driving the blades
into undead flesh. Fire and lightning tore into the wounds, and the
Knight screamed, flames bursting from his eyes and mouth. The woman
leaped off the undead horse, and the Knight of Blood fell dead to
the ground.

Well. Dead again. No doubt he
would have a new body soon enough.

Tyrcamber turned his
attention to the remaining skeletal undead. Between him, Rilmael,
and the two elven women, they made short work of the creatures, and
silence fell over the square once more. Silver light flashed, and
the remaining duplicates of the woman with the burning axe
disappeared, leaving her standing close to the woman in the gray
cloak.

The elven women looked at
each other, and then at him. Tyrcamber had never seen elves quite
like them. He didn’t think they were cloak elves…something about
them seemed slightly human. Yet they definitely were not umbral
elves or dark elves.

He wondered if they would
prove to be friend or foe.

***

 



 Chapter 8: The
Guardian








Third lowered her swords,
breathing hard, and looked at the three newcomers to Muldorf.

The first was a human man.
Young, she thought, likely in his late twenties or early thirties,
yet something in his expression seemed unutterably weary. He wore
golden armor of elven make, a winged helmet on his head. In his
right hand, he carried a sword of bluish-white crystal that burned
with elemental fire. On his left arm was a shield made out of
flames, as if he had conjured it and bound it to his armor.

Beneath the helmet, his eyes
were a brilliant shade of gold, almost like polished coins.

The second person was a human
woman, only a few inches shorter than the man. She was slim, and
she wore golden armor of similar design to the man’s, though it was
smaller and close-fitting, and she did not carry any weapons.
Beneath the winged helmet, her face was pale, making a stark
contrast with her eerie blue eyes. Third got the impression that
she was in love with the human man.

The final newcomer…Third had
never seen anyone quite like him.

Her first thought was that he
was one of the gray elves of Cathair Caedyn. He wore golden armor
of similar design to the human man and woman, yet his armor looked
older and more worn. The elven man wore a gray cloak like Third’s,
and he had brilliant silver eyes. His hair was black with gray at
the temples, and he wore a close-cropped beard of black and gray.
In his right hand was a longsword of golden elven steel, and in his
left hand, he held a dragon-headed staff that looked as if it had
been made from red gold.

The Guardian Rhodruthain in
Owyllain had carried a staff just like that one.

The elven man looked at her,
and Third stared back. She felt a surge of…something, some emotion
that she couldn’t quite understand. Recognition, maybe? She felt as
if she had seen the elven man before, as if she had known him for
quite a long time, but Third had never seen him before. He had a
strange magnetic quality that almost compelled her to look at
him.

Selene, of course, was the
first to break the silence.

“I don’t suppose,” she said,
“that you happen to speak Latin? It doesn’t appear to be a common
language around here.”

The human man stirred. “More
common than you might think, my lady.” He spoke with the same
accent as Razo, though with far better diction. It helped that
unlike Razo, he wasn’t drunk. “The lords and the priests speak it,
though not as many of the commoners.”

“That seems inconvenient,”
said Selene. “Well, we thank you for the assistance. My cousin and
I have fought necromancers before, numerous times, but help is
always appreciated. Might we know your names, sir?”

“Of course,” said the human
man. “My name is Sir Tyrcamber Rigamond.” Third blinked at that,
looking away from the elven man for the first time. “This is my
wife, the Lady Ruari.” Ruari inclined her head in a grave nod. “And
this is Rilmael, the Guardian of Cathair Kaldran.”

“Sir Tyrcamber,” said Third.
“Ridmark told us about you.”

Tyrcamber’s eyes widened, and
he sheathed his sword and dismissed the burning shield from his
arm. He reached up and lifted off his winged helmet. The face
beneath it was stark and handsome, with short blond hair matted
down by sweat. “You know Lord Ridmark?”

“Quite well,” said Third.

“Who are you?” said
Tyrcamber.

“I am Selene of Nightmane
Forest,” said Selene, “and this is my cousin, Lady Third of
Nightmane Forest and sister of Queen Mara.”

“Third?” said Tyrcamber.
“Pardon, my lady…but third of what?”

“Lives, I would wager,” said
Rilmael. His voice was deep and hoarse and quiet. “Unless I miss my
guess, you both used to be urdhracosi. When you transformed…you
took a new name. This would be your third life, so you took the
name Third.”

Third looked at Rilmael in
surprise. In the years since she had transformed and taken Third as
her name, no one had ever guessed the reason for it.

“You are correct,” said
Third.

“Well, he is the Guardian,”
said Tyrcamber. “He’s always figuring out things like that.”

“A Guardian,” said Third.
“Then you were appointed to your office by the archmage Ardrhythain
of the high elves?”

Now it was Rilmael’s turn to
look surprised. “Yes. How did you know? Have you encountered other
Guardians?”

“Two,” said Third. “One is a
human woman named Morigna. At least, she was human, but her spirit
is now housed in the body of an elven woman. And a gray elf named
Rhodruthain of Cathair Animus.”

Rilmael smiled. “Rhodruthain?
You’ve met him? He is well?”

“As far as I know,” said
Third.

“Frankly, he is a lot better
for having met us,” said Selene. “Well, for having met Calliande,
anyway, because she cured his madness after she tried to kill him.
I can’t blame her for that, I tried to kill Rhodruthain a lot when
I was still an urdhracos, but he was always too clever for me. How
do you know Rhodruthain?”

“He is my brother,” said
Rilmael.

“Your brother?” said Third.
She hadn’t expected that. Rilmael and Rhodruthain looked nothing
alike. Rhodruthain had seemed like a weary, dusty wanderer, a
wizard who appeared when he was needed and vanished after. Rilmael,
though…Rilmael was a warrior. Third could see the controlled
tension in his stance, the calmness that only a survivor of many
fights could project.

“Aye,” said Rilmael. “It was
a long, long time ago, when the urdmordar swept over our world. My
brother and I were both high elves, and we fought to defend our
kindred. Some of the high elves wearied of the war and decided to
lay down their immortality to travel to a new world. Ardrhythain
summoned us, Rhodruthain and I, and told us that the new nations of
the Liberated, who you know as the cloak elves and the gray elves,
would face dangers and perils. Their travels would bring them to
new sources of immense magic that could be abused. Ardrhythain
asked us to take up the mantles of Guardianship, to make sure those
sources of power did not fall into the wrong hands.”

“The Well of Storms in
Cathair Animus,” said Third, remembering the terrible battle
there.

“And the door that must never
be opened beneath Cathair Kaldran,” said Tyrcamber.

“My brother was eager to take
up the duty,” said Rilmael. “He was younger than I was,
more…idealistic, let us say. I had no wish to leave the high elves.
But my wife had died some millennia before, and there was little
joy left for me. And Ardrhythain told me of the door that must
never be opened, of what lay behind it…and I realized that I had no
choice. The high elves might perish, that was inevitable, but there
are countless other kindreds in the cosmos. We could yet protect
them. So Rhodruthain remained to guard the Well of Storms, and I
followed the Liberated to this new world to guard the door that
must never be opened.”

“I never knew that,” said
Tyrcamber. “You mentioned that you had a brother, but…”

Rilmael shrugged. “I never
told the story. It was a long, long time ago. So long that I don’t
think humans had even arisen yet on Old Earth.” The silver eyes
gazed into the past for a moment, then Rilmael seemed to shake
himself and turn his attention back to Third. “But I think we must
concern ourselves with the present now, Lady Third.”

“Agreed,” said Third. “I
suspect we have many questions for one another.”

“Of that, I am certain,” said
Rilmael. “If you will permit, I will ask the first question.” Third
nodded. “How did you and Selene come here?”

“Sheer bloody damned bad
luck,” said Selene. Tyrcamber snorted, Rilmael laughed, and a
strange expression went over Ruari’s face. Third could not place it
at first, but then she realized that Ruari was laughing in silence.
There was faint scarring down the right side of her jaw and neck,
and perhaps it had rendered her unable to speak.

“I see you have a soldier’s
sensibility,” said Tyrcamber. “Though the Guardian might wish for
more details.”

“Have you encountered a
Dragonmaeloch called Merovech Valdraxis?” said Third.

Tyrcamber’s and Rilmael’s
smiles vanished, and Ruari gave her a sharp look.

“I see that you have,” said
Selene.

“One of the Warden’s five
Heralds of Ruin, bearer of the corrupted soulblade Stormruin,
Dragonmaeloch and high priest of the Dragon Cult,” said Rilmael.
“Aye, we’ve encountered him.”

“But he fled from the
Empire,” said Tyrcamber. “He traveled through the rifts to your
world and closed them behind him…you’ve fought him, haven’t
you?”

“Repeatedly,” said Third. “To
sum it up, he invaded the realm of Andomhaim, and the Crown Prince
gathered forces to stop him. During the battle, he flew to the city
of Cintarra with another of the Heralds, a woman named Aeliana
Carhaine. There is an artifact beneath the city called the Great
Eye. Aeliana had a key, this key,” Third tapped her belt, “and
during the fight, she used the key to try to open the Eye. I
withdrew the key from the lock in the Eye, and Selene and I were
pulled through the Great Eye to this world…you have heard of this
Eye before, have you not?”

“Rilmael?” said
Tyrcamber.

The Guardian had gone
motionless, his mouth pressed into a tight line, his silver eyes
blazing with anger. But Third didn’t think the anger was aimed at
her or Selene.

“You are sure it was called
the Great Eye?” said Rilmael. Third nodded. “Can you describe it to
me?”

“Of course,” said Third. “It
was a large ring of silvery metal, the same metal as this key. It
was perhaps thirty or thirty-five yards across, and it was carved
with elven symbols. Calliande said it radiated intense magic, and
there were three keyholes at the base of the ring.”

Rilmael let out a long
breath. “I hoped you were wrong…but it appears the Great Eye
survived.”

“What exactly is the Great
Eye?” said Selene. “We surmised that it was the world gate the gray
elves used to depart our world, but it appears there is more to
it.”

“You were exactly right,”
said Rilmael, “but the Great Eye is more than a simple world gate.
An archmage and a smith of genius created the Great Eye, a
Liberated elf named Tarmyntir. When the Liberated decided to leave
our homeworld, Tarmyntir forged the Great Eye and enspelled it. But
he created too powerful of an artifact. The twelve nations of the
Liberated simply needed to travel to their new worlds and close the
gate behind them. But the Great Eye can open a gate to
anywhere.”

“Anywhere?” said Third. “I
understood that world gates are exceptionally difficult to
create.”

“They are,” said Rilmael. “I
couldn’t open one, though I understand the theory and spells behind
them. But the Great Eye can open a world gate to absolutely
anywhere in the cosmos. Anywhere at all. Including to worlds that
hold things worse than the urdmordar or the dark elves. I begged
Tarmyntir to destroy the Great Eye once the nations of the
Liberated had passed through it. The Great Eye, and the three Keys
he made for it. Oh, those Keys, incidentally? They can open any
lock in existence.”

“It seems that Tarmyntir was
not a man to do things in half measures,” said Third.

“Which is a polite way of
saying that madman never knew when to stop,” said Rilmael, and
Third surprised herself by laughing. “But Tarmyntir agreed that the
Great Eye was too dangerous, especially if it fell into the hands
of someone like the Warden or the urdmordar. He agreed to destroy
it after the Liberated departed.”

“It seems he failed,” said
Selene.

“Or he was killed first,”
said Third.

“I don’t think he would have
gone back on his word, so you’re likely right,” said Rilmael. “A
grim possibility. Especially since the Heralds of Ruin have taken
an interest in the Eye…and the Heralds are servants of the Warden.
Do you know how Aeliana Carhaine found that Key?”

“I do not know,” said Third.
“She had it when we fought her.”

“If the Warden killed
Tarmyntir, I suppose he might have taken the Keys from his corpse,”
said Selene.

“The Warden is bound within
Urd Morlemoch,” said Third.

“But his servants are not,”
said Selene. “Else we wouldn’t be here right now.”

That was a good point. A
disturbing point, but a good one.

“How long ago were you
brought here?” said Tyrcamber.

Third glanced at Selene, who
shrugged. “About six hours? I think we landed about two miles apart
or so. I found Third while she was fighting some wraiths, and then
we decided to follow the river south in hopes of finding a
settlement.” She frowned and pointed. “That direction is south? In
Andomhaim, we can navigate using the sun and stars, but I suspect
that is not an option here.”

“That would be correct,” said
Rilmael, and Selene smiled in satisfaction. “Our world does have a
sun, but you can’t see it through the sky fire. But you observe how
the sky fire is dimming to the east?” Third nodded. “The sun will
set in the west, and the sky fire will become a cool blue at night.
But your sense of direction is correct.”

“That’s a relief,” said
Selene.

“These undead creatures,”
said Third. “What are they? The knights called themselves the Order
of Blood.” She gave a brief summary of the history that Sir Austron
had told her. “I suspect their account of themselves is not
accurate.”

“For God’s sake,” said
Tyrcamber. “The Knights of Blood give the same damned speech every
single time.”

“The facts that Sir Austron
gave you were accurate but slanted and incomplete,” said Rilmael.
“As you no doubt guessed, their spells and plans require the blood
of many innocent victims. Should they succeed in their goals, they
would create a Frankish Empire ruled by an immortal elite, with the
great mass of mankind kept as cattle for them to kill and harvest
at will. They would create a tyranny as brutal as that of the dark
elves.”

Third nodded. “The
Enlightened of Incariel thought the same way.”

Rilmael frowned. “The
Enlightened?”

Third remembered that no one
in the Frankish Empire would have heard of them. “A cult that rose
among the humans of Andomhaim. They worshipped the shadow of
Incariel, the same power that created the dark elves. They wanted
to use the shadow of Incariel to make humanity immortal, and they
murdered the rightful High King of Andomhaim and began a civil
war.”

Tyrcamber snorted. “Sounds
like our own Dragon Cult. What happened to them?”

“They were defeated,” said
Third.

“If all the warriors of
Andomhaim fight as you do,” said Rilmael, “then I am not
surprised.”

Again, she felt the intensity
of his gaze and met it without blinking. Selene looked at Third, at
Rilmael, and then back at Third, and for some reason, she seemed
amused by what she saw.

“I merely assisted,” said
Third. “Others were the architects of the victory against the
Enlightened. I only lifted my sword where I was able to help.”

“She’s grimly modest, as
usual,” said Selene.

“But you have your wars, my
lords, and we have ours,” said Third. “Selene and I must return to
Andomhaim to aid our friends. We might have stopped Merovech and
Aeliana from opening the Great Eye, but Merovech still holds many
of the lands near Cintarra. Do you know where we can find one of
Merovech’s rifts to Andomhaim?”

Tyrcamber and Rilmael shared
a look.

“I take it you have bad news
for us?” said Selene.

“Possibly,” said Rilmael.

“There might not be any open
rifts left,” said Tyrcamber.

“Why not?” said Third.

“The Emperor fell in battle
during the siege of Sinderost,” said Tyrcamber. “Since then, the
Empire has been divided between the loyalist nobles, the Dragon
Cult, and the Fallen Order. I don’t know how such things are
decided in Andomhaim, but in the Empire, the Dukes elect the new
Emperor. After we defeated the remnants of the Valedictor’s forces,
the loyalist lords turned their attention to the Dragon Cult. We
fought Merovech at Castle Valdraxis and forced him further west
into Swabathia.” He shook his head. “And then those rifts started
appearing throughout Swabathia, and Merovech sent his army through
them. We didn’t know how he had created them, or why.”

“He did not create them,”
said Third. “Aeliana Carhaine did. There are relics called
Dwyrstones scattered throughout the lands near Cintarra, white
menhirs standing about eight or nine feet tall and carved with
elven symbols. The Warden put some of his power into the Heralds.
When Aeliana touched a Dwyrstone, it activated and opened multiple
rifts.”

“Ah,” said Rilmael, letting
out a long breath. “That explains a great deal. The Dwyrstones are
part of the Great Eye. The purpose of the Dwyrstone was to focus
and control the Eye’s magic. The Heralds must be able to siphon off
some of that magic through the Dwyrstone and shape it into a crude
gate. And as for why Merovech went through the rifts with his army,
we had no idea. But thanks to your news, we can assume he went to
Andomhaim to claim the Great Eye for his master.”

“Are any of the rifts
remaining?” said Selene. “We closed a great many of them in
Andomhaim, but…”

“As far as I am aware, you
closed them all,” said Rilmael.

“Merovech’s army is gone from
Swabathia,” said Tyrcamber. “The original plan was to wait for the
reinforcements from the west, march to Sinderost, and crown Everard
Roland as the new Emperor. Then we would head north into Corbrast
to deal with the Fallen Order.” His mouth tightened. “But the
Fallen Order acted first. I fear that is the nature of war. The
enemy can overrule your plans.”

“I see,” said Third with
heavy resignation. “Then there are no gates left to Andomhaim?”
Were she and Selene stranded in this new world?

“No,” said Rilmael. “There is
still one.”

“Where?” said Tyrcamber. “Is
it in Swabathia? If it is, we should warn Prince Everard and my
father.”

“No,” said Rilmael. “I don’t
know where it is. It is not in Swabathia, and possibly not even
within the Empire. But I can sense it through the Sight. I suspect
the Theophract created it.”

Tyrcamber shifted, hand
twitching towards his sword on reflex, and Ruari frowned. It was
clear they had both heard the name of the Theophract before.

“The Theophract?” said
Third.

“You have heard the name, I
suspect,” said Rilmael.

“Aye,” said Third. “There was
a cult in the city of Cintarra called the Drakocenti. They sought
to transform themselves into dragon gods.”

“I remember,” said Tyrcamber.
“The Drakocenti at Castarium tried to murder your Crown Prince
Accolon. What happened to them?”

“They were wiped out,” said
Third. “Their leader murdered them all and tried to use their
harvested life force to open the Great Eye. We stopped them…which I
suppose prompted Merovech and the Dragon Cult to come to Andomhaim.
What do you know about the Theophract?”

“Less than I might wish,”
said Rilmael. “As you no doubt have guessed, the dark elves
followed the Liberated to this world. In time, they crushed the
kingdoms of the cloak elves, and the survivors fled into the
fortress city of Cathair Kaldran, which so far has withstood all
assaults. The Theophract came with the dark elves. I think he may
have been a vassal of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch, or perhaps an
apprentice. He would manipulate the dark elves, forging coalitions
among them and flinging them against the ramparts of Cathair
Kaldran. When other kindreds came to this world, the gnolls and the
goblins and the others, he would do the same, though the xiatami
have been too powerful for him to control. And when humans came
here, he founded the Dragon Cult among you.”

“How is he able to travel to
Andomhaim?” said Third. “He has obviously been there several times
since he gave a corrupted soulblade to both Aeliana Carhaine and an
orcish warlord named Vhalmharak. Can he create world gates?”

“I do not think so, not
easily,” said Rilmael.

“His staff,” said
Tyrcamber.

“The Theophract carries a
black staff the likes of which I have never seen anywhere else,”
said Rilmael. “I think it allows him to transport himself anywhere
he wishes instantly. I have never been able to bring him to battle
because he would rather flee than risk direct confrontation. His
preferred method of attack is to work from the shadows and convince
others to strike for him.”

“But what of this world gate
you mentioned?” said Third.

“I suspect he harnessed the
remaining energy from the rifts and shaped them into a world gate,”
said Rilmael. “I think he is using it to send reinforcements to
Merovech – the Dragon Cult’s forces are not infinite, and Merovech
is surrounded by hostile nations on all sides. Probably the world
gate is in a land hostile to the Empire – Monoloch, perhaps, or
maybe the Goblin Wastes. I will have to meditate further with the
Sight to find it. Possibly within the Chamber of the Sight on
Guardian’s Isle.”

Tyrcamber went rigid at the
mention of Guardian’s Isle. It seemed to be a bad memory for
him.

“Would you be willing to do
so?” said Third.

“Yes,” said Rilmael, “but not
quite yet. Sir Tyrcamber and Lady Ruari and I are on our way to the
Imperial capital. The forces of the Fallen Order are approaching
from both the north and the south, and Sinderost must hold until
Prince Everard and the army of the Empire can arrive.”

“This Master Theudeuric you
mentioned, the head of the Fallen Order,” said Third. “Is he
another Herald of Ruin?”

“He is,” said Tyrcamber. “We
heard it from his own lips.”

“We should assist them,
cousin,” said Selene. “It seems that we have stumbled onto another
battlefield of the same war we fight in Andomhaim. Perhaps once
Theudeuric conquers the Empire, he intends to travel to Andomhaim
to aid his fellow Heralds.”

“Agreed,” said Third. “If you
are willing to accept our help, we shall offer you our aid until
Selene and I can find a way home.”

“We would be glad of your
help,” said Tyrcamber, and Ruari offered a solemn nod. “I just saw
you fight, and I want you on our side.”

“I will not ask this of you
yet,” said Rilmael, “for I suspect the Key of Tarmyntir is as safe
with you as with anyone.” His eyes flicked to where the Key was
tucked through her belt. “But if I can secure the Key, will you
place it in my trust?”

“I intend to take the Key to
Tarlion and secure it within the Tower of the Keeper,” said
Third.

“Might not it be safer here?”
said Selene. “Keeping the Key on a separate world from the Great
Eye will make it easier to keep them apart.”

Third blinked. That hadn’t
occurred her.

“Perhaps,” said Third.
“Though we need to deal with our immediate difficulties first.”

“Indeed,” said Rilmael. “At
the moment, the Key is harmless. Lady Third, Lady Selene, we should
be glad of your aid, and if you accompany us to Sinderost, we
should leave at once.”

“Agreed,” said Third. She
thought that going to Sinderost with the Guardian and the two
Dragontiarna Knights was the best available choice. Third and
Selene were alone in an alien land, and they could hardly survive
without help. Before much longer, even the simple matters of food
and water would become a problem. For that matter, Ridmark had
already met Tyrcamber Rigamond during the battle of Castarium, and
the Shield Knight had spoken highly of Tyrcamber. That was enough
for Third. “Do you have horses nearby?”

Rilmael smiled at her. She
thought it made him look rakish in a pleasing sort of way. “I think
we can do better than that.”

Tyrcamber frowned. “I don’t
know if I can carry all three of you at once.” Ruari scribbled
something onto a wax tablet with a wooden stylus and turned it
towards her husband. “What? Oh…I see, yes, if you’re willing. Ruari
says she would be able to carry the two of you.”

“Carry us?” said Selene. “If
you will forgive the observation, Lady Ruari, both cousin Third and
I are taller than you. I suspect you would be hard-pressed to carry
one of us, let alone both.”

“She won’t do it in human
form, certainly,” said Rilmael, and Selene nodded in understanding.
“This way.”

At Third’s insistence, they
paused long enough to check on Razo. The drunken man came out of
the church and gaped at the Dragontiarna Knights in their golden
armor, and his eyes grew even wider when he recognized Rilmael.
Tyrcamber offered to take him to Sinderost, but the old man
refused. Muldorf was his home, and he would finish out his days
here.








Ruari frowned and put
a hand on his shoulder, casting a spell that Third recognized as a
variant of the healing spell that Calliande used, though it drew on
the power of elemental water instead of the Well of Tarlion. A
frown went over Ruari’s face, and she stepped back and wrote on her
tablet. Her handwriting was precise for how swiftly she wrote, and
Third could understand the characters – it seemed that both the
Frankish Empire and Andomhaim had inherited their alphabet from the
Romans on Old Earth.

THERE ARE TUMORS IN HIS
STOMACH AND CHEST. HE HAS ONLY DAYS LEFT. NOTHING CAN BE DONE FOR
HIM.

Razo had indeed stayed behind
to die.

“If you will not accept aid,
then we can only wish you good fortune, sir,” said Rilmael in
Frankish.

Tyrcamber translated that to
Latin for Third and Selene, along with Razo’s answer.

“Eh,” said Razo with a shrug,
taking a drink of his beer. “I don’t have much need for luck
anymore, do I?” He frowned. “But I think you do. You seem like folk
with a mighty destiny before you. I’ll pray for you. I will stand
before the throne of the Dominus Christus soon…but I think you have
troubles right in front of you.”

He was likely more correct
than he knew.

Third and Selene followed the
Guardian and the two Dragontiarna Knights through the village’s
southern gate. Tyrcamber and Ruari kept walking, but Rilmael
stopped and raised a hand.

“Wait a moment,” said
Rilmael. “They’re going to need room.”

“For what?” said Selene.

“Their transformation,” said
Third, her voice quiet.

“You have seen dragons
before?” said Rilmael.

“Several times,” said Third,
remembering. “The Confessor…”

“My father,” said Selene. “I
got to help kill him, which was pleasant.”

“I remember him,” said
Rilmael. “One of the Sovereign’s lieutenants.”

“I helped kill him, too,”
said Selene with a cheery smile.

“He had a half-functional
world gate in the dungeons beneath Urd Maelwyn,” said Third. “He
pulled dragons from your world, though we did not know it at the
time, and used them as mounts for himself and his chief vassals.”
Third shook her head. “I thought the dragons looked magnificent…but
they were only enslaved, as I had been as an urdhracos.”

“Aye,” said Rilmael. “It is
the nature of the magic of this world. It is potent, more potent
than the magic of our homeworld, but it was never intended to be
used by anyone. Using too much of it has a sharp price…”

“It has something to do with
that door you protect, doesn’t it?” said Selene.

Rilmael looked at her,
frowning.

Selene grinned at him. “Makes
sense, doesn’t it? You guard a door that isn’t supposed to be
opened, and this world’s magic wasn’t intended to be used. Odd
coincidence, isn’t it?”

“You are very perceptive,”
said Rilmael.

Selene nodded. “That’s a
polite way of saying that I’m right.”

“As it happens, you’re
entirely right,” said Rilmael. “But it’s a dangerous topic to
discuss. And you’re about to see something remarkable.”

Both Tyrcamber and Ruari
began to glow with golden fire.

A few seconds later, they
transformed into dragons.

Tyrcamber changed into a
massive golden dragon, over fifty feet long from tail to snout, his
claws like swords and his wings like the sails of a massive ship.
Ruari turned into a blue dragon, smaller than her husband, her
scales the same icy blue as her eyes in human form.

“How do they keep their
wills?” said Third. “I thought anyone who lost control of
themselves and transformed into a dragon could be enslaved by dark
magic.”

“The Dragontiarna have to
face themselves and overcome their own natures,” said Rilmael.
“Even after fifteen thousand years, I still don’t fully understand
it. It varies from individual to individual. Come. Settle yourself
on Ruari’s back between the wings. The scales are rough enough to
make a good seat, and you can grip the spikes rising from her
spine.”

Third nodded and walked to
the blue dragon, while Rilmael headed for the golden dragon. She
felt a wave of unease as she approached Ruari, and her hands itched
to grasp her sword hilts. The only other times that Third had been
so close to a dragon had been when one had been trying to kill her.
But Ruari made no threatening moves, and Third climbed onto her
back, Selene following. She settled behind one of the spines,
gripping it with her arms, and Selene sat behind the next
spike.

“Ready?” shouted Rilmael.

“We are,” said Third.

“Then let us continue to
Sinderost,” said Rilmael.

The last word had barely left
his mouth when both Dragontiarna Knights leaped into the air, their
wings unfolding, and they soared away to the north, gaining
altitude with every flap of their wings.

And despite herself, despite
the dangers they faced and the perils that lay ahead, Third
smiled.

It had been a long, long time
since she had taken to the skies. Third had hated herself as an
urdhracos, hated her life and everything about it…but she had
enjoyed flying. The power to take to the air had been the one
cessation of the ceaseless misery of her enslavement to the
Traveler. After she had transformed, she regretted nothing…but she
did miss flying.

Third looked back at Selene
and saw her grinning, the silver hair whipping behind her head in
the wind of Ruari’s passage.

The two Dragontiarna Knights
flew to the north, Rilmael, Third, and Selene riding on their
backs.

***

 



 Chapter 9:
Emissaries of the Cult








Moriah Rhosmor suspected that
tomorrow night would be busy.

“Lord Zimri Talvus, then?”
she said.

Helmut nodded and picked up a
polished metal gear destined for a crossbow. “It would appear
so.”

She sat in the back room of
the Loyal Man, the tavern owned and operated by Helmut. The lords
and knights and merchants of Cintarra, at least those who took any
notice of Helmut, knew him as a weaponsmith and a tavern owner. In
truth, Helmut was the unofficial leader of the halflings of
Cintarra, their “uncle.”

If anyone abused or
mistreated one of the halflings of Cintarra, they came to their
Uncle Helmut for redress. Uncle Helmut made the problem…go away,
and in return, the grateful halflings owed him a favor.

He and Moriah had worked
together for years in a mutually profitable arrangement. His spies
had reported likely targets to Moriah and her friends Gunther and
Delwen, and they had robbed the nobles and merchants, splitting the
profits with Helmut.

Now that Moriah had become
Crown Prince Accolon’s spymaster, the arrangement continued. Like
Moriah, Helmut thought that Cintarra was better off under the rule
of Accolon than someone like Cyprian of the Drakocenti or Merovech
Valdraxis…and he dreaded the return of the urdmordar-worshipping
soldiers of the Heptarchy.

So Moriah sat on a stool in
the Loyal Man’s back room, ignoring the ache in her hips.

Her hips ached because the
stool was low, and the stool was low because everything in the
Loyal Man was built to the scale of the halfling kindred, who were
smaller and lighter than humans. Most human men and women would
have to stoop to enter the Loyal Man, and Moriah was taller than
average for a human woman. Humans were not unwelcome at the Loyal
Man, not precisely, but the low ceilings and smaller furniture
meant that humans were not comfortable and tended to visit only
when necessary.

It made it all the easier for
Helmut to avoid the scrutiny of the Prince’s magistrates.

Helmut himself sat on the
other side of his worktable, poking at a half-assembled crossbow.
He looked like a kindly halfling uncle or grandfather, with curling
gray hair, bright blue eyes, and a seamed face. Helmut actually was
both a kindly uncle and a grandfather to his large family – and
absolutely ruthless when crossed.

“Lord Zimri was a toad,” said
Moriah. “He was happy enough to profit off the land enclosures, but
he lacked the conviction to be one of the Drakocenti.” Just as well
for Lord Zimri, considering what had happened to Cyprian and his
cult. “When Accolon reversed the enclosures, he made all the right
noises about how he regretted his greed, and he had been led astray
by the cunning deceptions of Cyprian and the Scepter Bank…”

“A speech the Crown Prince
has heard a great many times, I imagine,” said Helmut.

“And with precious few
variations,” said Moriah sourly. “Zimri Talvus is ruthless, but a
coward. Someone like Ricatus Eborium is ruthless, but at least he’s
no coward.”

Thinking of Sir Ricatus made
her remember Rhudlan and the desperate fighting there to hold the
town from the forces of the Dragon Cult. Moriah had been in any
number of fights throughout her life, but Rhudlan had been her
first proper battle. For the rest of her life, Moriah knew she
would remember the screams, the sight and smell of men lying dead
in their own blood, or men moaning and howling from mortal wounds
as they waited for death to claim them…

Not the sort of thing she
wished to see again.

But remembering Rhudlan made
her recall Sir Rufinius and Sir Niall. Moriah found herself
thinking of both men from time to time and wished that she would
hear from them. They were her friends, of course, and they had all
gone through the siege of Rhudlan together. But sometimes Moriah
found herself wishing…well, a foolish thought. Rufinius was devoted
to his duties as a Knight of the Order of the Soulblade, and Niall
had been left shaken by Pompeia Corinium’s betrayal.

And Moriah had work of her
own to do. She was Prince Accolon’s spymaster, and the Crown Prince
and the Regent of Cintarra had many enemies. The Drakocenti were
all dead, but many nobles had supported Cyprian and his plan of
land enclosures. Accolon had reversed the land enclosures, and the
nobles had gone along with him. They weren’t happy about it, but
they had been left with little choice.

Until Merovech Valdraxis and
his army had conquered most of the land on the western side of the
River Cintarra. Lhanwyn Corinium had thought to throw his lot in
with Merovech and the Dragon Cult, hoping to gain more lands and
power. Other nobles might think the same way.

Actually, Moriah knew for a
fact that some nobles already thought that way.

Treachery stirred within the
walls of Cintarra.

“A coward Zimri may be,” said
Helmut, picking up a small wrench, “but he has been entertaining a
mysterious guest for the last few nights.” He smiled. “You see, my
eldest son’s oldest daughter and her two second cousins work as
servants in Lord Zimri’s mansion. They report that for the last
three nights, Lord Zimri had invited several guests over, and sent
all his servants away for the duration of the visit.”

“Your granddaughter and her
cousins were curious,” said Moriah.

“Naturally,” said Helmut.
“They watched from a discreet distance, of course.” He smiled
again. “A dutiful servant must be ever attentive to the needs of
his master, perhaps even needs his master has not yet even
realized. But my granddaughter says that Lord Zimri and his guests
have been listening to a cloaked stranger, one who performs feats
of magic. Alas, she has not gotten close enough to hear them, lest
Zimri notice…but she chose the path of wisdom and passed her news
on to me, and I in turn pass it on to you…who will tell it to the
mysterious Wraith of Cintarra.”

Moriah snorted. “A roundabout
way of telling me that you think Zimri Talvus is meeting with an
emissary of the Dragon Cult.”

Helmut spread his hands. “I
am but a simple tavern keeper and bowyer. Such lofty affairs are
above my station, my noble lady of the Prince’s court.”

“Sure,” said Moriah, not
bothering to hide her sarcasm. “Well, I think the Wraith might pay
a visit to Lord Zimri’s domus tomorrow night.” She considered the
time. It was well past midnight and approaching dawn. Helmut never
seemed to sleep at all (he regularly claimed the aged needed far
less sleep than the young) and Moriah herself usually slept during
the day, since she handled the bulk of her work at night. But there
was time yet to do a little preparation. “But in the meantime, I
will take a quick stroll past Lord Zimri’s domus.”

“I am gratified to hear it,”
said Helmut. “I would also be gratified to receive half of any
valuables you might take from the domus.”

“Agreed,” said Moriah. She
leveled a finger at him. “But I will only steal from him if it
turns out that he really is meeting with an emissary from Merovech.
I won’t steal from an honest noble.” She thought about that.
“Assuming there even is such a thing. But I won’t steal from one of
Accolon’s supporters.”

“You never used to be so
scrupulous,” said Helmut.

“But I always kept my word,
didn’t I?” said Moriah. “I’m not about to change that now, and I
swore to Accolon’s service.”

“Do be careful,” said Helmut,
leaning back in his chair. Unlike Moriah’s too-short stool, the
wooden chair looked at least reasonably comfortable. “Those Dragon
Cultists seem dangerous.”

Moriah remembered the siege
of Rhudlan, remembered Count Alan Rhellgar and the promises he made
to Lhanwyn.

“They are,” she said.
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A short time later, Moriah
left the Loyal Man.

Helmut’s tavern overlooked
the Forum of the Halflings, a square in the northwestern corner of
Cintarra surrounded by the homes of halflings who either worked as
artisans or craftsmen or as domestic servants who did not live with
their employers. Lord Zimri Talvus lived nowhere near the Forum of
the Halflings. The river flowed down the middle of Cintarra, and
the city was divided into two halves – the Western City and the
Eastern City. The nobles and the wealthier merchants preferred to
live in the older Eastern City, as close to the Prince’s Palace as
they could manage. Though some nobles did live in the Western City,
since the houses there were smaller and quite a bit more
affordable.

Moriah walked through the
streets of the Western City, hand resting on her sword hilt. She
did not expect any particular danger. At the moment, she was
disguised as a man-at-arms, clad in studded leather armor,
trousers, and boots, a sword on her belt. Any robbers looking for
targets would assume that she would be dangerous and would not have
anything worth stealing in any event. For that matter, there were
far fewer thieves in the city than there had been a few months
past. After Accolon had reversed the land enclosures, many of the
dispossessed commoners had left to return to their villages. Or
they had taken the offer of Dux Constantine of the Northerland and
traveled to Castra Marcaine in hopes of a new life. Perhaps some of
the younger and bolder ones had ventured to the magical gate to
Aenesium near Tarlion. There were opportunities in Owyllain as it
rebuilt from the War of the Seven Swords…and Owyllain had many more
women than men, it was said, so even an ugly man would have no
trouble finding a beautiful wife.

Though Moriah supposed that
some of the commoners who had returned to their villages had fallen
under the sway of Merovech and the Dragon Cult. Thankfully, it
seemed that after the immediate conquest, Merovech was unwilling to
engage in full-scale slaughter. The rampages of the goblins and
ogres had come to an abrupt halt. The commoners were left alone so
long as they paid their rents and fees on time. The haughty lords
of the Dragon Cult could not be bothered to grow their own food,
after all. Even the churches and the monasteries had been left
alone, save for the imposition of taxes. This was unlike Tarrabus
Carhaine and the Enlightened of Incariel, who had been notorious
for crucifying priests, monks, and nuns and stealing their lands.
At the parley with Prince Accolon, Merovech had presented the face
of a brutal and stupid thug, but Moriah knew that the Duke was far
more cunning than he seemed. Certainly, he had retreated from the
battle before the Great Eye when the odds had turned against
him.

Merovech Valdraxis was not
here, but Zimri Talvus was.

And, possibly, an emissary
from the Dragon Cult.

She left the Western City,
crossed one of the seven bridges over the River Cintarra, and
walked through the richer parts of the Eastern City. The domus of
Lord Zimri Talvus was not all that far from the Prince’s Palace,
reflecting both Lord Zimri’s wealth and the fact that his distant
ancestor had been one of the first knights to follow the House of
Gwyrdragon to Cintarra. The house was built in the traditional
Cintarran style – a rectangular domus five stories tall, with an
interior courtyard and a tall tower rising from one side of the
house. Guards in tabards stood at the main doors and the servants’
entrance. Moriah supposed she could have gone through one of the
windows, but that was always chancy.

Especially when she had a
better way.

Because Moriah had robbed the
domus of Zimri Talvus before the Drakocenti had murdered her
friends Gunther and Delwen. They hadn’t gotten caught then…and
Moriah was reasonably certain that Zimri had not discovered the
secret path into his mansion.

Tomorrow, she would find
out.
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Moriah slept much of the day
in her apartment at the Prince’s Palace. After the defeat of the
Drakocenti and the defense against the Heptarchy raiders, Accolon
had given her a decree of legitimacy and a minor position in the
court of Cintarra. That was merely a cover for her true occupation
as the Prince’s spymaster, but it did give her a place to live, and
the apartment was comfortable.

It also came with a pair of
servants. Elena was a friend from her days as a thief, before she
had become the Wraith, and from her, Moriah confirmed that Zimri
had been holding private parties in his domus the last few nights.
Giselda was another of Helmut’s vast army of nieces and nephews,
and the cheerful halfling woman took care of Moriah’s court
clothes. She also paid attention to all the gossip in the Palace,
and nothing happened inside its walls that Giselda did not know –
and that she did not pass on to Moriah and Uncle Helmut.

But for tonight, Moriah did
not need either of their help.

She dressed simply in a
tunic, trousers, boots, and a knee-length coat with numerous
interior pockets. A weapons belt with sword and dagger went around
her waist, and into the coat she tucked the bronze-colored metal
hexagon of her armor. In another pocket went her rolled-up
wraithcloak, and she tied back her red hair with a leather cord and
a headcloth, making sure it would stay out of her eyes.

Once she was ready, she
entered the Shadow Ways.

Cintarra itself was only a
few centuries old and had been settled soon after the founding of
the Order of the Soulblade and the Order of the Magistri. But with
the river and the good ocean harbor, there had been cities on this
site long before humans had ever come to Andomhaim. The orcs had
built a city and a fortress here, as had the dwarves and the
dvargir and the high elves. Those cities had all passed away into
the depths of time, but their subterranean ruins remained. Combined
with the catacombs and sewers of Cintarra, all these underground
passages had become the vast labyrinth known as the Shadow Ways,
the lightless paths that sprawled beneath the city’s streets.
Ancient spells and undead lurked in the Shadow Ways, and dangerous
creatures regularly found their way into the maze from the
Deeps.

Moriah entered the Shadow
Ways using one of the hidden entrances near the Palace, and once
she was out of sight, she donned her armor. Her fingers grasped the
metal hexagon as she sent her will into it, and the dwarven ranger
armor unfolded. A coat of overlapping metal plates hung to her
knees, and a pair of gauntlets covered her hands. A masked helmet
concealed her face, and the magic of the helm allowed her to see in
the dark and hear better than she could otherwise. The gauntlets
could unleash tremendous bursts of kinetic force, which Moriah had
put to good use in several fights.

She unrolled her tattered
wraithcloak and slung it around her shoulders, pulling the cowl
over her head. With her armor and cloak in place, Moriah ventured
into the Shadow Ways, the helmet’s magic making it unnecessary for
her to carry a light. Her path kept to the upper levels of the
Shadow Ways, through the burial catacombs various Princes of
Cintarra had excavated over the centuries. Hundreds of niches lined
the walls, holding funerary urns of ashes and skeletons wrapped in
crumbling burial shrouds. This high up in the Shadow Ways, the
chances of encountering any undead or kobolds were low, but Moriah
remained vigilant. Just because kobolds rarely came up this far
didn’t mean that they never did, and sometimes truly bold kobolds
came to the surface and attempted to snatch children out of
cradles.

In the Shadow Ways, a moment
of incaution was an excellent path to a quick grave.

But despite Moriah’s caution,
she saw no dangers in the gloom of the Ways. This close to the
Prince’s Palace and the heart of the Eastern City was likely the
safest region in all the Shadow Ways, and no one stopped Moriah as
she crossed the catacombs.

At last, she came to an old
funerary chapel. For the first century after the founding of the
city, it had been the custom of the lords and wealthier merchants
of Cintarra to inter their dead in funerary chapels built below the
earth. Priests would descend to the chapels and say masses for the
souls of the dead, but when the engineers had accidentally
unearthed the rest of the Shadow Ways, the custom had come to an
abrupt halt. Dust lay over the funerary chapel. Six stone
sarcophagi with leaden covers rested on the floor, the lids worked
in the likenesses of armored knights or noble ladies with their
eyes closed. Niches lined the walls, some of them holding funerary
urns, others empty.

Moriah crossed to one of the
empty niches and reached into a narrow, near-invisible gap in the
stonework. Her fingers grasped an iron lever, the metal rasping
against her gauntlets, and she pulled. There was a click, and the
hidden door unlocked. Moriah eased it open and slipped inside,
making her way up a narrow flight of stairs. The steps ended in
another stone door, and Moriah pulled a second lever.

The hidden door unlocked, and
Moriah found herself in the cellar of Lord Zimri Talvus.

Given how often Moriah had
used the Shadow Ways to come and go unseen from noble domi, the
lords of Cintarra really ought to fill up their cellars, but it
never seemed to occur to them. It looked as if Lord Zimri’s
servants used this cellar to store casks of wine and sacks of
grain, and she heard no one else.

She crossed the cellar and
climbed the stairs to the kitchen. Like the cellar, the kitchen was
deserted. Zimri had indeed sent his servants away for the night.
Moriah walked to the door that led to the interior courtyard. Next
to it was a shuttered window, and Moriah eased the shutters open a
crack and peered out. The interior courtyard was large and
pleasant-looking, and part of it had been converted into a
garden.

A half-dozen noblemen stood
in the courtyard. Moriah recognized them all, and she spotted Lord
Zimri with them. He was a stout, heavy-set man, verging on fat,
though he was nowhere near as fat as the late, unlamented Lord
Hadrian Vindon. Zimri had a commanding expression behind his
pointed beard, though at the moment, it was tinged with fear.

A man in dark clothes stood
facing the nobles, gesturing as he spoke. He had thick black hair
and a long beard that hung to the middle of his stomach. Such
beards were unfashionable in Andomhaim…but they were common among
the Frankish nobility.

And that meant that Moriah’s
suspicions had been right, and Zimri was indeed meeting with an
emissary of the Dragon Cult.

Moriah slipped away from the
kitchens and made her way through the domus’s deserted corridors.
She came to a guest room on the second floor that had a balcony
overlooking the interior courtyard. Moriah eased the door open,
just far enough to allow her through, and crawled onto the balcony,
taking care not to make any noise. The balcony had an ornate iron
railing, which blocked most of her view of the courtyard, but she
could hear just fine.

“An interesting thought, Sir
Orderic,” said Zimri. His voice sounded just as pompous as he
looked. “But you propose great risks.”

“Great risks, aye,” said a
voice speaking Latin with what Moriah recognized as a heavy
Frankish accent. That, she presumed, was Sir Orderic. “But no
reward can be gained without risk, and the reward is immense
indeed. Duke Merovech will found a new kingdom in this land, with
Cintarra as its capital.” Moriah doubted that and suspected that
Merovech intended to raze Cintarra on his way to return to the
Great Eye. “If you serve him well, you will rise high in his new
kingdom, with wide lands and spoils taken from the vanquished. And
my lord the Duke offers more than mere wealth.”

“You speak of the Dragon
Cult,” said Zimri. “An outlandish foreign superstition.”

“Is it?” said Orderic without
rancor. “Superstition implies falsehood, my lords, and the power
given to us by the Cult is no lie.” There was a flare of fiery
light through the iron bars of the railing. Likely Orderic had just
cast a spell to demonstrate his power. “And you, too, can have that
power. If you but come with me through the world gate for a few
hours, the power of our homeworld will enter you, and you will gain
the ability to use magic. The power hoarded by the Order of the
Magistri can be yours freely. And if you have the ability and the
talent, you can wield even greater power. Our lord Merovech will
make all mankind into dragon gods, and you can be one of them.”

“An interesting proposition,”
said Zimri. “But what would you wish in return? Power never comes
without a price.”

“But the price in this
instance would not be so onerous,” said Orderic. “My lord the Duke
offers his friendship and asks only for yours in return. And you
can prove that you are a friend to Duke Merovech when the time is
right…perhaps by opening a gate, or by sending advance warning of a
moving army or arranging for the death of one of my lord’s bitter
enemies.”

“I see,” said Zimri. “That is
indeed a generous proposition, Sir Orderic. I am most interested
in…”

Moriah had heard enough. And
she already knew how she would need to deal with Sir Orderic and
Lord Zimri.

She crawled back into the
bedroom and made her way to the kitchens. Moriah peered through the
shutters of the courtyard window. Orderic, Zimri, and the other
nobles were still in the same position. Moriah nodded to herself
and drew her sword in silence.

Then she took a deep breath
and sent her will into her wraithcloak.

She became immaterial and
insubstantial, and she let herself sink into the floor. As she did,
she began counting off the seconds in her head. The damaged
wraithcloak would let her turn insubstantial for three hundred
seconds every twenty-four hours. That was a grand total of five
minutes every day. Which wasn’t a long time, but Moriah could do a
lot in five minutes.

She sank into the stonework
and then began running in the direction of the interior courtyard,
counting off the steps. Moriah hated, hated running through solid
stone and earth while immaterial. It felt vaguely like pushing
through a thick curtain, but she knew that if she timed it wrong
and became material while inside the stone, she was going to die.
It would be like getting buried alive. Moriah might not even be
able to draw breath to scream before she asphyxiated, or the sheer
weight of the stone and earth would crush her at once.

But she counted off both the
steps and the seconds in her head, and with an effort of will rose
upward, reappearing in the courtyard.

She emerged right behind Sir
Orderic.

Zimri and the nobles saw her,
their eyes going wide with alarm, but it was too late. Moriah
stepped forward, became material once more, and plunged her sword
forward with both hands. The blade slammed into Sir Orderic’s back
and emerged from his chest in a burst of blood. Orderic’s praise of
Duke Merovech and the Dragon Cult ended in a sudden gurgle, and
Moriah ripped her sword free, the blade dark and slick with his
blood.

The corpse fell at her feet,
and Zimri and the lords stared at her in shock.

“The Wraith!” shouted
one.

“Take him!” said another.

Moriah turned immaterial
again and sank back into the ground.

She turned and ran, counting
off the seconds and the steps in her head, and sprinted through the
wall and back into Zimri’s cellar with four hundred and twenty-two
seconds left of the cloak’s power. She returned to material form
with a sigh of relief. Moriah hastened back through the secret
door, closed it behind her, descended to the funerary chapel in the
Shadow Ways, and then sealed the door behind her. With any luck,
Lord Zimri would never realize that he had a hidden passageway into
his domus.

Moriah cleaned her sword off,
returned the blade to its scabbard, and set off through the Shadow
Ways, keeping careful watch around her. She hadn’t been able to
steal anything, which would disappoint Helmut, but she would make
it up to him. Moriah would return to the Prince’s Palace at once
and make a list of the nobles who had been with Zimri. She would
hand that list over to Archbishop Caelmark Arban, whom Accolon had
left in charge of the city, and the archbishop would summon them
for questioning. Caelmark was the sort of man who was hard to love
but easy to respect and was known to be scrupulously just.

The summons to the
archbishop’s court would fill Zimri and his cronies with fear.
Scrupulous adherence to justice was not the sort of thing a traitor
desired in his judge. And in the resultant chaos around Zimri’s
inevitable arrest, Helmut would be able to sneak some of his other
thieves into Zimri’s domus. He would do quite well out of it.

Moriah supposed she had just
killed Sir Orderic without a trial, but she felt no guilt over it.
The man had been a servant of the Dragon Cult, and he had been
trying to convince Zimri and the others to betray Prince Accolon.
What had Orderic planned? If Merovech’s army arrived to besiege
Cintarra, would Orderic have convinced Zimri to open the gate to
the foe, as Alan Rhellgar had done with Lhanwyn Corinium?

Well, Orderic would never
have the chance to try it.

It was not Orderic’s death
that made Moriah uneasy as she navigated the Shadow Ways.

Moriah was certain that there
were other agents of the Dragon Cult in the city, ones who she
hadn’t yet found.

And even as the war raged
along the River Cintarra, Moriah knew they faced other threats.

She doubted that the soldiers
of the Heptarchy had forgotten them…and the urdmordar-worshipping
orcs would return sooner or later, probably sooner.

Moriah just hoped that
Accolon had defeated Merovech by then, that the gathered army of
Andomhaim stood ready to face the soldiers from across the sea.

Otherwise, she did not see
how they could prevail against the priestesses and soldiers of the
Heptarchy.
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Aeliana Carhaine, Herald of
Ruin and the consort of Duke Merovech, sat in her chair in the
great hall of Castra Melidern and listened to her lover’s vassals
and captains bicker.

Castra Melidern occupied a
hill about three days’ march northwest of Rhudlan. The town of
Rhudlan might have been the most defensible point on the western
bank of the River Cintarra, but the castra was the strongest
fortress in the western half of the Prince’s lands. The terrain on
the western bank of the river was mostly forests and fields,
becoming plains to the north on the border of Durandis and
foothills to the northwest, the outer boundaries of the mountains
of Kothluusk. After the failure before the Great Eye, Merovech had
seized the castra and made it his stronghold. Now he directed the
war from the castra, fighting the army of Accolon Pendragon, the
men of Durandis, and the orcs of Khaluusk simultaneously, along
with the occasional raiding band of Mhorites from Kothluusk seeing
to test their new neighbor.

Aeliana’s hand curled into a
fist on the arm of her chair, and she forced it to relax.

The failure before the Great
Eye…

Her failure.

Twice she had come before the
Great Eye, wielding the power of Ruinheart and the Blood Knight.
And twice Ridmark had defeated her. The first time she had fallen
into the surging waters around the Great Eye, and she had been
swept out from the caverns, awakening naked and alone on the shore
of the southern sea. That had been humiliating enough, but the
second time had been worse. She had been on the cusp of victory,
and then Third had pulled the Key of Tarmyntir from the Great Eye.
The opening gate had collapsed, which meant that Third and Selene
had been pulled through the Eye, along with the Key of
Tarmyntir.

A priceless relic…and Aeliana
had lost it.

That had been bad enough.
Worse had been her defeat. Merovech had been forced to carry her
unconscious body out of the Shadow Ways and back to Castra
Melidern. Aeliana hated showing vulnerability to anyone, especially
to Merovech, who had been irritatingly smug about the entire thing.
It didn’t help that they were both Heralds of Ruin and bearers of
dark soulblades, and their shared power often manifested in bouts
of uncontrollable lust. She desired Merovech’s touch in a way she
had never craved anything but power, a situation only made
tolerable by the fact that she had the same effect on him.

Aeliana had hated Ridmark
Arban before, blaming him for the death of her father and her years
of torment at the hands of the Red Family of Cintarra. Now she
wished to avenge her defeats upon him.

But that would not happen if
Accolon destroyed Merovech’s army, so she forced herself to pay
attention to Merovech’s squabbling vassals.

The great hall of Castra
Melidern was a lofty space, the pillars and the walls adorned with
old shields from ancient battles, tattered banners of vanquished
foes hanging from the vaulted ceiling. A long table ran the length
of the room, and Merovech sat at the head of the table, Aeliana at
his right. Aeliana’s seneschal Volker stood behind her chair,
waiting respectfully as a servant should. On either side of the
table sat the chief lords and knights of Merovech’s army, along
with the captains of the goblin, ogre, and gnoll mercenary
companies. The Theophract had opened a magical gate outside Castra
Melidern before he departed, leading to a place called Urd Mythruin
in the world of the Frankish Empire. A steady stream of goblin and
ogre mercenaries had come through the gate, reinforcing Merovech’s
army.

“The situation is something
of a stalemate for now,” said Count Alan Rhellgar, one of
Merovech’s most powerful and capable vassals. He was handsome
(despite the long beard), charming, erudite, and as ruthless as a
brother of the Red Family.

At least before Aeliana had
killed all the brothers and sisters of the Red Family.

“Explain,” said Count Odo,
another of Merovech’s vassals. A thin, cadaverous man, Odo
constantly looked as if he had taken a bite out of a lemon, and his
bushy beard put Aeliana in mind of a wire brush.

“We cannot take Rhudlan, not
now,” said Rhellgar, pointing at the map of the lands of the Prince
of Cintarra spread across the table. “We do not have sufficient
forces. But to balance that, neither does Prince Accolon have
enough forces to break out of Rhudlan and march to Castra
Melidern.”

“What of the armies of
Durandis and Khaluusk?” said Sir Gereon. He was a young,
bull-chested man, and his soldiers feared him more than they feared
the enemy. “Both are sworn to the High King of Andomhaim. They are
bound to march against us soon.”

“I feared that at first,”
said Aeliana, “but that is less of a concern than we thought. The
Dux of Durandis and the King of Khaluusk are marching to join the
High King. Our scouts report that their armies have crossed the
River Cintarra and are heading south. It seems that neither the Dux
nor the King of Khaluusk have any wish to fight our lord the Duke
alone.”

Gereon stared at her a
moment. His expression was a fascinating mix of lust, contempt, and
fear. The lust, well, Aeliana could understand that. She knew that
she was an attractive woman, and she was wearing a snug dress of
green and blue fashioned from silk, which was even rarer in
Andomhaim than it was in the Frankish Empire. The neckline of the
dress plunged in a narrow V, low enough to show a great deal of her
chest. Jewelry glinted on her ears and around her throat. A few
months ago, Aeliana would have been disgusted at the thought of
dressing herself up as the beautiful ornament of a powerful
man.

But when that man was a
Herald of Ruin, a Dragonmaeloch who could burn entire armies with
his breath…well, that was different.

The contempt was likewise
obvious. Gereon hated the fact that a foreign woman could speak to
him as an equal, even a superior. Merovech was more likely to
listen to Aeliana than Gereon. And the fear was even more obvious.
Aeliana could draw Ruinheart and kill Gereon where he sat, and
Merovech would do nothing to stop her. In fact, he would likely
laugh, find his desire inflamed, and drag Aeliana off to the
nearest bed to vent his lust.

Killing aroused Merovech.
And, Aeliana had to admit, watching him kill aroused her as
well.

Gereon glanced at Merovech,
but Merovech was not paying any attention. In fact, the Duke sat
with one booted foot upon the table, a plate of food on his lap.
Merovech was working his way through his second leg of mutton,
ripping the flesh from the bone with his teeth. One advantage and
liability of his transformation into a Dragonmaeloch was that his
appetite had grown enormous, and he could eat vast quantities of
food without it softening his muscular physique. Indeed, Aeliana
suspected that some of Merovech’s irritability was from his
constant hunger inflaming his madness and emotional instability.
The Duke was so focused on his meal that he seemed to have no
awareness of anything around him.

Yet Aeliana and the nobles
both knew that was a guise. Merovech played the boorish
oaf…because, she thought, he really was a boorish, arrogant oaf.
Yet there was a deep and vicious cunning within him, and a subtle
mind beneath his boasting voice and crude manners. He had held off
the armies of the Crown Prince so far, and part of the reason that
the men of Durandis and the orcs of Khaluusk had gone to join the
High King was that Merovech’s attacks had convinced them they could
not overcome the Dragon Cult alone.

“Yes, well,” said Gereon at
last. “It seems that the Lady Aeliana is correct.” She just barely
stopped herself from smirking. The admission seemed to pain him.
“It has given us something of a respite to the north, but only a
temporary one, since those forces are coming to aid our
enemies.”

“Additionally, we have
another problem,” said Odo. “Cynan’s Tower has fallen to the
foe.”

“That was within the realm of
possibility,” said Rhellgar. “It is not a serious loss. Accolon
might have the strength to hold the island, but only barely. With
so many soldiers holding Rhudlan against us, he will not have the
men left to do anything but send some token raiding parties into
our territory.”

“Given how tight our supplies
are,” said another knight, “that might be a problem. We are able to
keep our armies fed, but only just.”

“Should we send a force to
recapture Cynan’s Tower?” said Gereon. “If we are not careful,
Accolon might send a force to turn our flank at Rhudlan.”

Rhellgar shook his head. “I
say again, it is not worth the effort. Reinforcements are coming
from Urd Mythruin every day. The lord Theophract has been
most…persuasive…in convincing more goblin and ogre mercenaries to
join our cause.” A brief silence fell over the great hall, and the
ogre and goblin captains shifted. All the Dragon Cultists lived in
fear and awe of the Theophract, and the goblins and ogres seemed to
regard him as a dark legend come to life. “We need only wait until
we are strong enough to seize Rhudlan. Then the way will be clear
for a swift march and assault upon Cintarra, and once our lord the
Duke claims the Great Eye, victory shall be ours.”

“If we can hold that long,”
said Sir Gereon. “The entire strength of Andomhaim is massing
against us.”

“At the moment,” said
Rhellgar, “I am more concerned about the Mhorites in Kothluusk.
This upheaval has them stirred up, and they may try to raid the
lands we have conquered.”

“Have none of you noticed?”
said Merovech around a mouthful of mutton.

Silence fell over the hall.
Merovech took another bite, swallowed, belched, and straightened up
in his seat, tossing aside the empty mutton bone as he set his
plate on the table. Aeliana’s lips compressed into a thin line as
she contrasted Merovech’s crude behavior with her father’s courtly
and dignified manners.

“What did we fail to notice,
my lord?” said Rhellgar.

“The commanders of the force
who took Cynan’s Tower,” said Merovech, lifting a goblet of wine
and taking a long drink.

“The soldiers seemed to be
mostly Anathgrimm and royal men-at-arms,” said Rhellgar.

“Commanded,” said Merovech,
tossing aside his empty goblet, “by the Shield Knight and the
Keeper of Andomhaim.” The goblet clanged against the floor.

Aeliana sat up straighter, a
sudden flush of rage and hate going through her.

“Ah,” said Merovech, “my
consort is beautiful when she is angry, is she not?” Aeliana glared
at him, and Merovech smirked. “And as it happens, one problem will
solve another. The Mhorites have agreed to join with us in an
alliance.”

A ripple of shock went around
the table. Aeliana blinked at him in surprise.

“How?” she said at last.

“Four nights ago, after the
Lady Aeliana satisfied my lusts, I left the castra,” said Merovech.
Aeliana resisted the urge to sigh. Did he have to be so crude all
the time? “I took dragon shape and flew northwest to Kothluusk.”
She hadn’t known he had done that. “I found several Mhorite
warbands and attempted to speak with them. They panicked, of
course, overawed by my power, and attacked. I had to burn several
dozen of them before the rest would listen to reason. At the
moment, they have no united leader, but several different headmen
leading their tribes in a sort of confederation.” Merovech smirked.
“It seemed they are quite vengeful against Andomhaim, and against
the Shield Knight in particular.” He waved a hand in Aeliana’s
direction. “You kept going on and on about how Ridmark Arban slew
this one Mhorite warlord…”

“Mournacht,” said Aeliana,
bemused. She wasn’t sure how often Merovech actually listened to
her.

“Yes, some uncouth and
barbarous name like that,” said Merovech. “Apparently, the Mhorites
believed him to be the champion of their god.” He snorted. “The
orcs are dumb green apes. They were quite easy to manipulate,
almost like children. They remember how the Shield Knight killed
their precious warlord and are eager for revenge. Several of their
warbands have already joined our forces, and more are marching from
Kothluusk. If they want to spend their lives against the walls of
Cynan’s Tower, then let them.”

“A brilliant plan, my lord,”
said Rhellgar.

It was obsequious, but
Aeliana knew he had a point. It had been a cunning stratagem for
Merovech to gain the help of the Mhorites, just as he had hired the
assistance of dvargir mercenaries with spoils from the conquest. No
doubt the Mhorites would be troublesome allies later on, but that
was unimportant. Once the Heralds of Ruin reached Cintarra, they
could claim the Great Eye for the Warden. And with the Great Eye,
the Warden would open the door that must never be opened…and all
things would be brought to order.

Aeliana would have her
revenge on Ridmark, indeed, on all Andomhaim. For in the end,
Andomhaim had rejected the rule of her father…and the realm
deserved to suffer for that betrayal.

“That will ease the pressure
somewhat,” said Count Odo, “but we still need to take Rhudlan
before…”

Something clanged against the
floor, the sound of metal striking stone. Aeliana straightened up,
her hand moving to Ruinheart’s hilt.

A figure strode through the
doors and into the great hall. Aeliana wondered who would dare to
interrupt the Duke’s council, and then she took a better look at
the newcomer.

It was a dark elf.

The dark elf wore blue armor
from head to foot, a massive black cloak hanging from his
shoulders. His face was concealed by a masked helm wrought in the
shape of a snarling dragon’s head, the cowl of his cloak pulled up
to mantle the helmet. In his right hand, the armored dark elf
carried a staff that looked as if it had been forged from solid
shadows, and it seemed to shiver in his hand as he walked.

He was the Theophract, the
founder of the Dragon Cult and the Drakocenti, and the vessel of
the Warden’s will.

On the Theophract’s belt hung
a sword in a leather scabbard, the hilt a pattern of red and black.
Aeliana felt a strange tugging as she looked at the sword, and a
memory flashed through her mind. She could not remember all the
time she had spent in Urd Morlemoch after she had pledged herself
to the Warden – she knew that it had been at least two years, but
sometimes she could remember having been there for hundreds of
years. Time could flow as the Warden wished within the walls of his
citadel, and Aeliana could not remember all of it clearly. Yet she
did remember kneeling before the Warden with Merovech and the other
Heralds, and remembered the Warden putting Ruinheart into her hands
as the Theophract watched.

She recognized the dark
soulblade Ghostruin hanging at the Theophract’s belt.

Odo talked for another moment
and then looked up at the silent figure of the Theophract, his
voice trailing off in a nervous stutter.

“Lord Theophract,” said
Odo.

“Leave, all of you,” said
Merovech, getting to his feet. Aeliana followed suit, smoothing her
skirts. “I will have words alone with the Theophract.”

The lords and knights filed
out, bowing to the Theophract as they passed. Volker glanced at
Aeliana, and she nodded and gestured for him to leave with the
others. The Theophract remained motionless as if he had been a
statue made from metal, though the staff kept shivering in his
right hand like a rope under tension. Count Rhellgar was the last
one out, and he closed the doors to the hall behind him with a
resonant clang.

Aeliana was alone with
Merovech and the Theophract.

“My lord Theophract,” she
said. “What news? Have you come to bring your power to bear against
our enemies at Rhudlan?”

“I come with news,” said the
Theophract. His voice was deeper and more melodious than any human,
though the helmet gave his voice a metallic edge. “The ocean
currents have shifted again. Soon Agravhask’s fleet will leave the
Isle of Kordain and set sail for Cintarra. You need only hold your
position until then. The forces under his command will be more than
sufficient to destroy the army of the Crown Prince.”

“Unless I destroy him first,”
said Merovech.

“The assembled might of
Andomhaim is coming to fight us,” said Aeliana. “The Order of the
Swordbearers and the Order of the Magistri both. We may need
Agravhask’s help to overcome them all.” Merovech scoffed but said
nothing.

“Hold here,” said the
Theophract again, “and once the forces of the Heptarchy arrive, you
may assail Cintarra from the west while Agravhask attacks from the
sea. Then you can hold the city until I arrive.” His armored mask
shifted to look at Aeliana. “Had you kept the Key of Tarmyntir in
your possession, we would be able to open the Great Eye at once. As
matters stand now, you will need to hold Cintarra until I
return.”

Aeliana shifted, a wave of
shame and anger going through her. But she would avenge herself on
her foes.

“Perhaps you should remain
with us, lord Theophract,” said Merovech, “and assist us in the
upcoming campaign. We might take Cintarra all the sooner, and you
can open the Eye at once.”

“I cannot,” said the
Theophract. “I must bring Ghostruin to its new bearer.”

Aeliana blinked. “The Warden
has chosen one.”

Merovech smirked.
“Yourself?”

“No. My task is different,”
said the Theophract. “Hold here until I return. Soon the Great Eye
shall be ours, and all five Heralds with gather. Then the Warden
shall rip down the old cosmos and raise the new.”

He struck the end of his
staff against the floor. Darkness swirled around him, and the staff
seemed to expand and swell as if swallowing him. The Theophract
vanished, leaving Aeliana alone in the hall with Merovech.

“Well,” muttered Merovech.
“Abrupt as always.”

“The Lord Theophract has many
tasks before we can remake the cosmos,” said Aeliana.

Merovech snorted. “You think
too damned much. So does he. All these grand plans, and it just
comes down to killing in the end.” He stepped closer. “It’s easier
to keep things simple.”

She was suddenly aware of his
closeness, of how he towered over her. “Such as?”

In answer, he tugged her
closer, gripped the collar her dress, and yanked it down to her
waist.

“The lord Duke has better
things to do with his time,” said Aeliana.

He snorted in disdain and
pushed her against the table. “I do what I wish. And you don’t wish
me to stop.”

She didn’t. The mad
attraction had blazed to life inside her blood again as his hands
moved against her bare shoulders and back, pushing aside rational
thought. “Damn you.”

Merovech’s smirk widened, and
he yanked her gown off her hips and ripped away her undergarments.
“I have better ideas for what to do with you.”

A moment later, he took her
atop the long table, and Aeliana’s mind dissolved into fire and
lust. One rational thought remained.

The only thing that would
feel better than this would be watching Ridmark Arban die at her
hand.

And when Agravhask and the
legions of the Heptarchy arrived, she would have that chance at
last.

***

 



 Chapter 10: Armies
of the Dead








Tyrcamber flew to the north,
following the steely line of the River Bellex.

Ruari glided on his right,
and Tyrcamber could just make out the dark forms of Third and
Selene on her back. Considering that both women were former
urdhracosi, Tyrcamber was surprised at how different they were.
Third was as he would have expected – a grim, taciturn warrior. But
Selene reminded Tyrcamber of the empty-headed women that populated
the Imperial court – or, at least, that had populated the Emperor’s
court in more peaceful days. But Tyrcamber suspected that was
merely a ruse, or it simply amused Selene to talk so much. She had
destroyed many, many of the undead during the battle at
Muldorf.

And as Ruari had proven so
decisively to Tyrcamber, appearances were often deceiving.

Tyrcamber was surprised that
he had decided to trust Third and Selene so quickly, but they had
both known the Shield Knight. And Rilmael seemed inclined to trust
the women, and Rilmael was usually right about such things.

Tyrcamber put all such
thoughts from his mind and concentrated on his flight, on watching
the ground for enemies. He saw none, and he suspected that he would
see no more until they reached Sinderost. Muldorf had been the
northern edge of Theudeuric’s scouting parties. Eastern Swabathia
and northern Roxaria had been crawling with the Fallen Order’s
undead, but Tyrcamber thought that they hadn’t come this close to
the Imperial capital yet.

But they would. That was the
damnable thing about fighting such large numbers of the undead.
Tyrcamber could wipe out a small army of minor undead by
himself…but he was only one man, and the Fallen Order commanded so
many of the things. And the undead did not tire, needed no
provisions, and could march day and night. An individual knight or
man-at-arms could handle three or four of the creatures at once,
but living men required food and rest.

And the more powerful
creatures the Order fielded, the undead griffins and stormhawks and
the wraiths, were far more dangerous.

But Tyrcamber saw no
additional enemies, and a short time after leaving Muldorf, they
approached the southern wall of the Imperial capital.

From the air, the city of
Sinderost, the heart of the Empire, was a magnificent sight. The
city occupied the triangle of land formed by the intersection of
the River Nabia and the River Bellex. Once Sinderost had been a
city of the cloak elves, Cathair Sindar, and the cloak elves had
abandoned the city when they had retreated into the mountains of
Roxaria and the defenses of Cathair Kaldran. The first Emperor
Roland and his followers had claimed the abandoned city, and most
of it was intact. The domes and towers and spires of white stone
still stood, including the sprawling fortress of the Imperial
Palace and the broad dome of the cathedral of Sinderost, where
Tyrcamber had married Ruari on the day they had met. This was the
Old City, where the Emperor lived, and all the chief Dukes and more
powerful Counts of the Empire maintained mansions given to them as
fiefs by the Emperor.

The New City was three times
as large, built up gradually over the centuries of the Empire’s
growth. As in all Imperial cities, the houses were tall and packed
close together, built of brick or stone or wood depending on the
wealth of the owner. The walls of the New City were not quite as
sturdy as those of the Old, but they were nonetheless potent
fortifications. The Valedictor had been forced to use an enspelled
weapon fashioned of dragon bones to smash the gate. The gate had
been repaired, but Tyrcamber remembered the terrible battle after
the Valedictor’s armies had torn open the breach, remembered the
Malison blazing through him and overwhelming him…

He pushed aside the dark
memories and focused on a more immediate problem.

Namely, where to land.

Tyrcamber had made a few
journeys to Sinderost in dragon form, carrying out an urgent errand
for his father or Prince Everard, and he usually landed in the
square below the main gate and took human form once more. The
watchmen on the walls were mostly used to it by now. Yet they had
never seen Ruari’s dragon form, and they might panic and try to
shoot her down with ballista bolts. He already saw men running
along the ramparts, rushing to man the ballistae atop the watch
towers.

Best not to try and fly over
the city, then.

He banked to the east, flying
low over the River Bellex, the waters rippling beneath his wings.
Tyrcamber and Ruari flew past Sinderost, approaching the fields
north of the city. It should have been prime farmland, but the
fields had been abandoned during the Valedictor’s siege, and in the
tumults of the years since, no one had dared to replant it.

And preparations for a siege
were underway. Men with shovels and wheelbarrows toiled before the
walls, digging three rows of trenches. The Valedictor had been able
to bring siege towers and ladders right up to the walls, but if
Theudeuric’s army attempted it, the trenches would hinder their
efforts.

Given the sudden panic that
spread through the laborers as two dragons flew overhead, Tyrcamber
set down about a third of a mile north of the trenches, well out of
arrow range. Rilmael climbed down from Tyrcamber’s back, and Third
and Selene dismounted from Ruari. Tyrcamber released the fire of
the Malison, and he shrank down to human form once again, Ruari
following suit. A wave of dizziness went through Tyrcamber, and he
shook his head to clear it. Shifting from human to dragon form and
back again always left him feeling strange and uneasy, his mind
reeling with competing thoughts. For that matter, while fatigue did
not precisely translate from human to dragon form and back again,
some of it always came through, and Tyrcamber had done a lot of
flying and fighting and spellcasting today. He wanted a large meal
followed by a soft bed. Fortunately, he and Ruari would be able to
stay at his father’s mansion in the Old City, and he would invite
Rilmael and Third and Selene as guests.

But Tyrcamber suspected that
he would find himself in battle sooner rather than later.

“Why did we land so far from
the city?” said Selene, walking to join Tyrcamber and Rilmael.
Third and Ruari followed him, and Ruari moved to stand next to
Tyrcamber.

“Because when we left
Sinderost, no one knew that Ruari was a Dragontiarna,” said
Tyrcamber. “I don’t want my wife to get shot down by our own
men.”

“A good argument,” said
Selene, and Ruari scribbled on her tablet.

I QUITE AGREE. I HADN’T
THOUGHT OF THAT.

“Come,” said Rilmael. “We’ll
need to speak to the castellan as soon as possible.”

“Who commands the city?” said
Third in her quiet voice.

“Sir Karling Roland,” said
Tyrcamber. “A cousin to Prince Everard Roland, whom my father is
trying to get elected the new Emperor.” Sir Karling was a veteran
knight in his sixties, older than even Tyrcamber’s father. He would
have made a good Emperor, Tyrcamber thought, but he was too old,
too obscure a cousin of the House of Roland, and he had several
bastards in his ancestry. Everard had a more credible claim to the
throne than Karling…and Karling had a tendency towards blunt
harshness.

A good quality in a knight
and a captain of men, but less useful in an Emperor.

They walked towards the
outermost of the three trenches. The laborers had left a narrow
path leading to Sinderost’s gate, no doubt in hopes of funneling
any enemies towards the archers and siege engines. Some men-at-arms
approached, clad in chain mail and tabards adorned with the golden
sunburst sigil of the House of Roland. They gave Tyrcamber and
Rilmael wary looks, their eyes turning towards Ruari and Third and
Selene.

“Hail,” said Tyrcamber. “I am
Sir Tyrcamber Rigamond, and this is the Guardian Rilmael. We come
from the army of Prince Everard with news for Sir Karling.”

“Aye, we know you, Lord
Dragontiarna,” said one of the men-at-arms. “But the second dragon
with you, the blue one…”

“My wife Lady Ruari,” said
Tyrcamber, gesturing at Ruari. She stood motionless next to him,
her face arranged in the blank expression she donned when she
wished for no one to know her thoughts. “It seems that she is a
Dragontiarna Knight as well.”

“The girl?” said the
man-at-arms, astonished. “Lady Brunhilda’s daughter?”

“She is, sir,” said Rilmael,
calm as ever. “I have known every Dragontiarna Knight to serve the
Empire, and Ruari Rigamond is one of them.”

“I…I see,” said the
man-at-arms, blinking. “Forgive me, Lady Ruari, I was taken
off-guard. But two Dragontiarna Knights! God has favored the Empire
in our hour of need.”

“Where is Sir Karling?” said
Tyrcamber. “The Guardian and I must speak with him at once.”

“You’ll likely find him at
the northern market, Lord Dragontiarna,” said the man-at-arms,
pointing at the gate of Sinderost. “When we saw the strange dragon
flying near you, he would have been summoned and the alarm raised.
I am sure he wishes to hear from you.”

“Thank you,” said Tyrcamber,
and they headed for the gate. The men-at-arms offered hasty bows in
Ruari’s direction. He glanced at her, worried that she might have
been offended, but instead, she winked at him.

Tyrcamber smiled and kept
walking.








###








Third turned a critical eye
over Sinderost’s northern wall.

It was a strong
fortification, tall and thick, reinforced with towers every so
often. Siege engines crowned the towers, and Third glimpsed armored
men standing behind the battlements. Third had not yet decided if
the men of the Frankish Empire had engineering skills equal or
inferior to those of the men of Andomhaim, but Sinderost’s walls
looked a match for any in Andomhaim.

For that matter, Third
approved of the trenches. She had more experience with siege towers
than she might wish, and the trenches would slow any effort to
approach the walls with towers or ladders. For a moment, she feared
the laborers would leave the dirt heaped between the trenches,
which would provide cover for archers, but they were wheeling the
dirt into the city itself. Perhaps the castellan had decreed that
some areas within the city would be set aside for vegetable
gardens, and the dirt would become soil for crops.

The gate and the surrounding
walls, she noted, were considerably newer than the rest of the
wall.

They walked through the gate
and into a large market square. It reminded Third of the various
forums within the city of Tarlion back in Andomhaim. Statues of
armored men on horseback stood around the square, and shops lined
the market. There were no merchant stalls, no doubt to give
soldiers room to form into companies.

Three men on horseback
awaited them. Two of them were young and had the look of knights.
Between them was an older knight wearing a blue tabard adorned with
the golden sunburst sigil that belonged to the Emperor. He was on
the stouter side, but he looked strong, his hair and beard the
color of iron.

Tyrcamber offered a bow. “Sir
Karling.”

“Sir Tyrcamber,” said the
bearded knight in a gruff voice. “I know you, and I know you, Lord
Guardian.” Rilmael bowed as well. He did so gracefully, Third saw,
without leaning on his staff for balance. “And I remember Lady
Ruari from your wedding. But I don’t know the elves with you…and I
wonder what happened to the blue dragon who flew alongside you past
the city.”

Karling was well-informed and
vigilant. Good qualities in a commander.

“This is Lady Third and Lady
Selene of Nightmane Forest,” said Tyrcamber, “a kingdom in the
realm of Andomhaim, where Duke Hulderic and I pursued the Signifier
during the battle for Castle Grimnir.”

Karling grunted in surprise.
“They have elves on this other world?”

“So we do, sir,” said Selene.
“Might we know your name?”

Karling smiled. “You rebuke
me for forgetting my manners, madam. I am Karling Roland, serving
as castellan of Sinderost in the absence of an Emperor. But what
happened to the blue dragon? If the Dragon Cult or those damned
undead have sent a dragon against us, we must be ready.”

Tyrcamber gestured to the
side. “Lady Ruari is also a Dragontiarna.”

Karling’s eyes went wide.

“Is she?” said Karling at
last. “What, you bedded her and she transformed into a
Dragontiarna? If you have that power, Sir Tyrcamber, you can work
your way through half the women in the Empire and save mankind from
the Fallen Order and the Dragon Cult.”

Ruari wrote something on her
tablet and turned it to face Tyrcamber.

“What’s that?” said Karling,
scowling at the tablet.

“Ah,” said Tyrcamber. “Lady
Ruari expresses the opinion that she can see why Prince Everard is
more likely to be elected Emperor than you are.”

Karling blinked and then
barked out a laugh. “Ha! That’s true enough. But I don’t want the
damned throne. Cousin Everard, may God defend him, can have it. At
my age, I’d rather retire to my lands and spend my time hunting and
drinking.” His humor faded. “But duty calls us, does it not? That’s
why you’re here, I deem. Everard got my messages about the undead
army coming down from Corbrast and sent you lot to help defend
Sinderost.”

“Aye,” said Rilmael. “But I
fear the news is worse than that. Master Theudeuric of the Fallen
Order and Duchess Rosalyn of Corbrast led an army into Swabathia
and attacked the Prince’s army. We repulsed their attack, but
Theudeuric turned and is marching in haste to Sinderost. His army
is only four or five days away from the city at most.”

“God and the saints,” said
Karling. “Duchess Rosalyn was with Theudeuric? Is she his
captive?”

“It seems she has joined the
Fallen Order of her own will,” said Rilmael.

Karling grunted. “I remember
her as a child. Odd little girl, and prideful. Doesn’t surprise me
that she’s thrown in with a band of necromancers. But your news is
ill, Guardian. The first army of the Order of Blood is a day’s
march north of us. I expect them to show up tomorrow. They’ll
probably sit outside the walls and wait for Theudeuric himself to
arrive. Then they will attack the city from two directions
simultaneously, as the Valedictor tried to do.”

“But you will have my aid,”
said Rilmael, “and the help of not one but two Dragontiarna Knights
as well, including the man who broke the Valedictor’s siege. I
don’t think Theudeuric reckoned with us in his plans. And we shall
also have the aid of Lady Third and Lady Selene.”

Karling grunted again. “I
welcome our guests, of course…but two more swords won’t make much
difference.”

Selene grinned at Third.
“Shall we give them a demonstration?”

“A demonstration of what?”
said Karling.

Selene grinned and snapped
her fingers. An unnecessary flourish, but silver light flashed, and
suddenly a dozen identical copies of Selene stood in a ring around
them. Karling’s horse took a step back in sudden alarm, and Third
drew on her power. Blue fire swallowed her, and she reappeared
behind Karling’s mount.

“Where did the one with black
hair go?” said Karling.

“Here,” said Third.

Karling turned his horse, and
Third traveled back her to original position as Selene dismissed
her illusions.

“That might be useful, I’ll
concede,” said Karling. “The Guardian and the elven women will be
your guests, Sir Tyrcamber?”

“My father’s guests, at any
rate,” said Tyrcamber. “I doubt he will object.”

Sir Karling nodded. “I hold a
council with my commanders every morning on the rampart over the
gate. We would be glad of your presence, Dragontiarna. And yours,
Guardian, and yours, my ladies.”

“We shall be there,” said
Tyrcamber. He gestured to the south. “This way to my father’s
mansion.”








###








The walk through Sinderost
proved informative, and Third looked around with interest.

The New City, as Tyrcamber
called it, had the look of a city preparing for war. It seemed that
Karling had ordered all the necessary precautions taken. Third saw
tubs of water, both as a supply for drinking (after boiling, of
course) and to put out any fires started by siege engines or magic.
Bushes of arrows and stacks of spears and shields waited on the
streets near the northern market, ready for use by the soldiers on
the wall. As they approached the white wall of the Old City, Third
half-expected to see that its streets remained clear and empty.
Perhaps the nobles of the Empire would wish that the streets
outside their homes remained quiet.

But to her surprise, the Old
City was even busier than the New. Soldiers were billeted on the
streets, with tents standing in rows. Men-at-arms and militiamen
drilled in the squares, and hard-eyed soldiers guarded wagons of
supplies. Men also guarded houses that had been converted to barns.
Between the supplies and the rivers, Sinderost was well-situated to
withstand even a prolonged siege.

An eerie flicker of memory
went through Third as she looked around the Old City. It reminded
her a great deal of Cathair Caedyn, the last city of the gray elves
left in Owyllain. Of course, from what she had learned, the cloak
elves of the Empire and the gray elves of Owyllain were simply
remnants of the same nation, the Liberated who had left their
homeworld confident of their ability to build new realms for
themselves. Third had seen the ruins the gray elves had left behind
in Owyllain – Cathair Avamyr, the Tower of Nightmares where she had
met Selene for the first time, and Cathair Animus, the city built
to defend the Well of Storms and claim its power.

“You said this was an elven
city,” said Third, glancing at Rilmael.

His keen silver eyes turned
towards her. They were a different shade of silver than Selene’s,
somehow harder and darker, closer to steel than true silver. “Aye,
my lady. This was once Cathair Sindar, one of the last kingdoms of
the cloak elves to stand against the fury of the Dragon
Imperator.”

“Why was it not destroyed?”
said Third.

“Because I convinced the king
of Cathair Sindar that if he wished to save his people, he needed
to withdraw to Cathair Kaldran,” said Rilmael. He let out a long
breath. “In the fifteen thousand years I have served as the
Guardian, I have failed many times, but this was one of my
successes. The descendants of Cathair Sindar still live in safety
within the wards of Cathair Kaldran. And the first Emperor Roland
and his men moved into the abandoned city when they arrived on this
world and made it their stronghold, and it was the Frankish Empire
that finally defeated the Dragon Imperator. I wonder if it was a
mere coincidence…or if the hand of God influenced events.”

“I have a friend in
Andomhaim,” said Third, thinking of Brother Caius, “who likes to
say that coincidences are God’s way of hiding his work.”

“I have found that to be so,”
said Rilmael. “Your friend sounds like a wise man.”

“He is,” said Third. “If you
met him, no doubt he would have gotten the entire history of the
cloak elves and the Empire out of you by now. He is more eloquent
than I am by far.”

“Eloquence can be overrated,”
said Selene. “Why, when Brother Caius and I are in the room
together, no one else can get a word in edgewise. And you are more
than eloquent, cousin. You are direct. You accomplish the same
thing with only a few words, while I must expend many. Or you do
things efficiently. Like cutting a knot with your sword instead of
wasting time untangling it.”

“Thank you,” said Third,
though she was surprised. Why was Selene lavishing her with
compliments?

Ruari wrote something on her
tablet and turned it to face Selene.

“What?” said Selene. “Oh,
yes, exactly right, Lady Ruari. Like Alexander of Macedon and the
knot of Gordium.”

“Here we are,” said
Tyrcamber.

They stopped in front of a
mansion of white stone, its front adorned with statues of ancient
elven warriors in armor and robes. The house rose several stories
tall, and Third suspected it had an interior courtyard, as many of
the houses at Cathair Caedyn possessed.

“My father’s mansion,” said
Tyrcamber. “We can stay here for now.” He turned and faced Third
and Selene. “Lady Third, Lady Selene, on behalf of Prince Everard
and my father Duke Chilmar, I thank you for agreeing to help us. I
fear that Sinderost will be hard-pressed by the undead, and every
sword is welcome.”

“We are glad to help,” said
Third. “As I said at Muldorf, it seems the Fallen Order and the
Dragon Cult are both different masks of the same foe. If the Fallen
Order is not defeated here, perhaps it will march to Andomhaim in
pursuit of the Great Eye. It is good that we are here.”

“I agree,” said Rilmael, his
voice quiet. “It is good that you are here.”

For some reason, that pleased
Third a great deal. She was not sure why.

“Come,” said Tyrcamber. “We
have all traveled far today. You and Lady Selene have come from
another world. I will have my father’s cooks prepare a meal for
us.”

He led the way into the
house, and Third and Selene followed him.

She found herself oddly
intrigued by Rilmael and made sure to sit next to him at
dinner.

***

 



 Chapter 11: Fire of
the Dragontiarna








Five days passed, and
Sinderost prepared for battle.

Third and Selene stayed close
to Rilmael and Tyrcamber as they consulted with Sir Karling. Ruari
went to take charge of the field hospitals, preparing them from the
influx of wounded. As Third had seen at Muldorf, Ruari was a
skilled healer despite the limitations of her elemental magic, and
all the men of the Empire knew the Heal spell, though with varying
degrees of proficiency. Ruari was always silent because of her
scar, but Third suspected the woman had a steely will beneath her
pretty face, and likely few wounded men had ever received better
care in the history of war than they would under her
supervision.

The day after they arrived,
an army marched from the north.

Third stood on the ramparts
over the gate with Tyrcamber, Selene, and Rilmael. Sir Karling and
his advisors and officers waited a good distance away.

Thousands of undead marched
from the north, flanked by companies of living goblins and gnolls.
According to Tyrcamber, the goblins were mercenaries hired from the
Goblin Wastes to the southeast, and the gnollish mercenaries came
from a realm called Monoloch or possibly Korbalost to the
northwest.

“Fifteen thousand of them, I
deem,” said Third.

“I agree,” said Sir
Karling.

“And they have a hundred
Knights of Blood,” said Rilmael. “I can see their auras. They are
hanging back, likely directing the undead.” He paused, his eyes
distant. “No wraiths, though, nor any of the other greater
undead.”

“Given the strength of the
forces gathered within the city,” said Third, thinking of what she
had seen, “fifteen thousand will not be enough to take the wall.
Especially since the skeletal undead are badly vulnerable to fire,
and many of your soldiers can use elemental fire to empower their
Lance spells.”

“That army alone cannot take
the Imperial capital,” said Karling. “But the purpose of the force
isn’t to storm the city, is it?”

“No,” said Rilmael, voice
grim. “Theudeuric and the main strength of the Fallen Order is
coming up from the south. The army to the north is to keep us
pinned inside the city and prevent us from receiving any
reinforcements. Once Theudeuric arrives, he will attack from both
the north and the south at once.”

“God and the apostles,” said
Karling, striking his fist against his sword pommel in frustration.
“What would I would not give for a single griffin scout, but the
main strength of the Five Orders is with Prince Everard.”

Rilmael had explained the
Imperial Orders to Third and Selene. Like Andomhaim, the Frankish
Empire was a patchwork of different feudal nobles of various ranks.
The nobles held far more authority than they did in Andomhaim, and
each of the Dukes were practically monarchs in their own right.
Third knew that Arandar often had a difficult time compelling the
nobles to obey him, but the Emperor in Sinderost had an even
greater challenge. To counter the power of the nobles and to give
the Empire a permanent force against its enemies, the Imperial
Orders had been founded. Each of the Orders specialized in one of
the foundational forces of magic – fire, air, water, earth, and the
mind – and Rilmael said the Orders were the most formidable
military force within the Frankish Empire.

Unfortunately, the bulk of
their men were with Prince Everard, whose army was several days
behind the Fallen Order’s.

“The scouts would be useful,”
said Tyrcamber, “but if it is needful, I can take dragon form and
fly overhead. But I think our enemy’s intentions are plain. When
Theudeuric’s army arrives, he will try to seize the city before
Everard can relieve us.” He scowled. “Then he will hold Sinderost
and offer it to Everard.”

“Or more likely,” said
Rilmael, “he will make Duchess Rosalyn into his puppet Empress and
have her declare Everard an outlaw.”

“Well,” said Karling,
spitting over the wall. “Then we’ll just bloody well have to hold
Sinderost. We shall be the anvil, and Prince Everard’s host will be
the hammer. If God is with us, perhaps we will smash the Fallen
Order to shards between us.”

“Let us hope,” said
Rilmael.

They spent the rest of the
day touring the walls and the defenses. Karling was in command of
the city, but Sir Tyrcamber seemed a natural leader. It helped that
the common soldiers of the Empire were in awe of him. It seemed
that he Tyrcamber single-handedly broken the siege of the city and
slain the Valedictor, earning him the title of “Siegebreaker”, and
his mere presence lifted morale. Third had seen firsthand the power
of a dragon in battle, and those had been the Confessor’s enslaved
mounts. A Dragontiarna Knight who retained his will and cunning in
battle would be a mighty ally indeed.

That night they returned to
Duke Chilmar’s mansion. The house was far more luxurious than Third
was accustomed to, and she could tell that Tyrcamber found it
mildly embarrassing. Selene found the mansion delightful and went
to bed at once. Third tried to follow suit, but she needed little
sleep in general, and her mind was restless.

She rose and dressed and went
to the house’s great hall.

It was a large rectangular
chamber with a vaulted ceiling, and Tyrcamber had mentioned that
his wedding banquet had been there. Given that Tyrcamber and Ruari
had only met for the first time on their wedding day, they seemed
happy enough together. Likely it helped that they were the only
Dragontiarna Knights in the Empire, the only ones fully capable of
understanding what the other had endured. A fire smoldered in one
of the hearths, throwing dim light and shadows across the cavernous
space.

Rilmael sat on a bench before
the massive hearth, gazing into the flames, his long legs stretched
before him. His staff was propped on the wall, and his eyes were
distant with thought. Third hesitated, an unfamiliar flicker of
shyness going through her. Annoyed with herself, she took a deep
breath and strode further into the hall.

The Guardian glanced in her
direction, and then smiled, rose, and offered a bow.

“Lady Third,” said Rilmael.
“You could not sleep?”

“No,” said Third.

“Please, join me,” said
Rilmael, gesturing to the bench. Third nodded and sat down, and
Rilmael seated himself next to her. “I need little sleep in
general, which leaves more time for thought.” His mouth took a
rueful twist. “Which can be both good and bad.”

“I understand,” said Third.
“I only sleep every few days unless I am exhausted. Otherwise, I
prefer to meditate.” She paused. “Do you think we can hold
Sinderost?”

“You are a warrior,” said
Rilmael. “What do you think?”

Third considered. “I would
say it is the toss of a coin, as all battles are. Based on what you
and Tyrcamber have told me, the Fallen Order is coming to Sinderost
with a powerful force. But the city is well-situated and
well-defended, and Sir Karling is a capable captain. For that
matter, two Dragontiarna Knights will make a powerful difference,
along with your own magic.”

“And your abilities, and
those of Lady Selene,” said Rilmael.

Third shrugged. “We shall
see.” She paused. “Though I may have to change my assessment once I
see Theudeuric’s army with my own eyes.”

For some reason, that made
Rilmael smile. “A reasonable position.” His smile faded. “May I ask
you a question?”

“If you wish,” said
Third.

“I have fought many
urdhracosi, both in this world and on our homeworld,” said Rilmael.
“I killed quite a few of them. I thought they were beyond all hope.
How is it that you transformed from an urdhracos to a hybrid of
human and elf? I didn’t think such a thing possible.”

“You should not rebuke
yourself for killing urdhracosi in battle,” said Third, remembering
her long centuries of enslavement to her father. “They would not
have regretted it.”

“Most of them seemed relieved
that the end had come,” said Rilmael. “But how did you
transform?”

Third was silent for a
moment. Rilmael seemed content to wait. Given that he had been the
Guardian for fifteen thousand years, he was probably used to
waiting.

“My sister was the first,”
said Third at last. “A daughter of the Traveler, as I am.”

“I remember the Traveler,”
said Rilmael. “He was exceptionally cruel, even by the standards of
the dark elves, and a coward.”

“He was,” said Third. “Mara
was one of his children by an enslaved human woman. She started to
transform into an urdhracos, but she faced herself within her mind.
Mara was able to overcome herself and realized that the dark half
of her blood was part of her. The transformation…redirected, and
she became what she is now. She gained the ability to travel, as I
do, and also the power of the Sight.”

“Do you have the Sight?” said
Rilmael.

“No,” said Third. “Nor do I
want it. I have already seen too many things that I cannot
forget.”

“I understand,” said Rilmael.
“Perhaps better than you know. But we were speaking of you, not
your sister.”

“It was…different for me,”
said Third. She ought to have been reluctant to speak of this. But
though the words came slowly, they did come. And perhaps it was a
relief to speak of it to someone might understand. Selene
understood, but Third had been an urdhracos for much longer than
her cousin. “I had already been an urdhracos for nearly a thousand
years. I knew nothing else. When Mara killed the Traveler, his aura
vanished from my thoughts, and I was free. But the freedom drove me
mad. I knew not what to do next. I determined to die in battle, and
I eventually flew to Nightmane Forest. If Mara killed the Traveler,
then perhaps she could kill me.”

“What happened then?” said
Rilmael.

“Ridmark intercepted me,”
said Third. “We fought, and he was victorious. I took a mortal
wound in the battle. I was…relieved, so relieved. The end had come
at last. But Ridmark…” She fell silent for a moment, putting her
thoughts into order. “Ridmark offered me a chance. Mara might have
become what I was, and perhaps she showed me a path to freedom. I
decided to try, just to spite my father. Brother Caius baptized me,
and I faced myself within my mind. Then I transformed, and I became
as you see me now. I lost the ability to use magic and to fly, but
I gained the power to travel as I willed.”

She hoped that Ridmark was
safe, that he and Calliande had come through the battle before the
Great Eye unscathed. Third had gone into so many battles at
Ridmark’s side that his absence felt like a physical ache.

“A remarkable story,” said
Rilmael.

“I thought so,” said Third,
“and I lived it.”

“Something similar must
happen to the Dragontiarna Knights,” said Rilmael. “They must face
themselves and overcome their darkest selves and impulses. I do not
think it is a coincidence that every single human Dragontiarna has
been baptized into the Imperial Church. It seems that the act of
committing oneself entirely to God is a prerequisite for facing
one’s darker nature.”

“Have you ever thought of
facing that trial yourself?” said Third. “Of drawing too much
magic, triggering the Malison, and becoming a Dragontiarna
Knight?”

“I would,” said Rilmael, “but
I am the Guardian. The Guardian’s mantle of power protects me from
the Malison. And if it did not…it is not a trial I would face
lightly. I have lived for a long time, my lady. My failures are
many. My darker self is not something I would care to
confront.”

“I understand,” said Third.
“There is much innocent blood upon my hands from my time as an
urdhracos.”

“The responsibility for those
deaths lies with the Traveler, not with you,” said Rilmael. “You
had no will of your own.”

“I know,” said Third. “But I
still did those things. I killed prisoners at his command. Or
tortured them first. Sometimes he made me wrap myself in an
illusion of irresistible beauty, and I would lie with male
prisoners. In the moment of their climax, I would drop the
illusion, so they might know horror before I slew them. I burned
villages and farms and led his soldiers at his command.” She shook
her head. “I am what he made me to be…a warrior, a killer.”

“But now,” said Rilmael, “you
lift your blades only in causes you deem worthy.”

“Yes,” said Third, surprised
that he had understood so quickly. “When I transformed, Andomhaim
was in the middle of a war for its survival against the Frostborn.
And yet I rejoiced in it, for here at last was a worthy cause. Here
were friends to defend, people to protect against an attacker.”

“Perhaps all your suffering,”
said Rilmael, “was to prepare you for that moment.”

“Maybe,” said Third. “I do
not know. Kyralion said something similar.”

“Kyralion?” said Rilmael.

“The King of the gray elves
of Cathair Caedyn, the last remnant of the Liberated on our
homeworld,” said Third. “To stave off the Sovereign, they joined
their minds to that of the Sylmarus…”

“A Sylmarus?” said Rilmael,
startled. “I thought none were left on our homeworld.”

“You know of them?” said
Third.

“They are trees,” said
Rilmael, “but calling them trees is like calling a mountain a rock.
Technically accurate but missing a rather large portion of the
truth.” Third laughed, surprised that she had done so. “They are
mighty living things, powerful and nearly eternal…and I perceive
you already know a Sylmarus rather more profoundly than I do.”

“One of the Sovereign’s
warlocks laid a plague curse on the Sylmarus to kill off the last
of the gray elves,” said Third. “The infusion of my blood broke the
curse and gave the gray elves the ability to join and remove
themselves from their Unity at will.” She rolled her hand, calling
on the fire in her blood, and a sword of blazing azure fire
appeared in her fingers. “I also gained the ability to do that.”
She dismissed the sword. “Kyralion became the King of the gray
elves. An improvement over their previous government, I think.”

Rilmael rose and bowed to
her.

Third blinked in
surprise.

“I knew you were a skillful
warrior,” said Rilmael, sitting again, “but I did not know you had
done such mighty deeds. Thank you. I have spent so long trying to
preserve the Liberated of Cathair Kaldran that I am grateful to
anyone who helped the Liberated.”

“I am just glad the battle
ended well,” said Third.

“And this Kyralion did not
offer to make you his Queen after all that?” said Rilmael. “He
would have been a blind fool, had he not asked for your hand.”

A flicker of old regret went
through Third’s mind.

“I…he would have if I had
asked,” she said, gazing into the fire. “But he had always been in
love with Rilmeira, though forbidden from seeing her. And he loved
his people. I do not. To stay with him, I would have had to leave
my friends and my sister. And I would not have done that, not for
the gray elves of Cathair Caedyn. I helped them and do not wish
them ill…but I do not want to live among them.”

“I understand,” said Rilmael.
“I am not terribly popular among the cloak elves of Cathair
Kaldran.”

“Why?” said Third.

“Telling the truth can gain
one many enemies,” said Rilmael.

“That is so,” said Third. She
had spoken more about herself than she had intended and decided
that it was time to return the favor. “And what of you, my lord
Rilmael? You mentioned that you were wed.”

“I was,” said Rilmael. “She
died long ago when I was still one of the high elves.”

They sat in silence again,
not uncomfortable. Third thought that Rilmael understood the value
of patience, of silence, as she did. She was so old…but so was
he.

Third had not often had a
civil conversation with someone older than her.

“I am sorry,” she said at
last. “What was she like?”

“A mage and healer of the
high elves,” said Rilmael. “She was beautiful, aye, her hair and
her eyes like gold. But more than that, she was fearless. I never
knew anyone braver. She fell in battle during one of our campaigns
against the urdmordar. An orcish arrow written with death-spells
caught her in the eye. Sheer bad luck. She was dead before she hit
the ground. There was no pain, at least.”

“A small mercy,” said
Third.

“Better than no mercy at
all,” said Rilmael.

Again, they lapsed into
silence.

“What of you, my lady?” said
Rilmael. “If Kyralion was fool enough not to wed you, was some
other man wiser? Is there a Lord Third in Andomhaim?”

“Lord Third?” said Third,
laughing again. She didn’t usually laugh this often. Odd that she
was doing so, given all the dangers they faced. “No. My sister
rules a kingdom of mutated orcs. Most of my friends are human. I do
not find human men desirable. We are simply too different.” She
shrugged. “I could have fallen in love with Kyralion, but I left
Cathair Caedyn. I am half-human, half-dark elf. Save for Selene and
my sister, I am unique. That implies remaining alone.”

“Is your sister married?”
said Rilmael.

“She is,” said Third. “To a
halfling thief she met when she was working as an assassin to
survive. He is a brave and clever man, though I frankly do not
understand how their marriage works. But it does.”

“Love can cover over many
things,” said Rilmael.

“It can,” said Third. “At
times.” She paused. “When I met Ardrhythain of Cathair Solas, he
invited me to stay in the city if I ever wearied of life among
humans. I might, one day. If I outlive all my friends, and perhaps
their children and their children. But not for a long time yet, I
think.”

“You will cause something of
a stir there,” said Rilmael.

Third almost smiled. “Yes,
former urdhracosi are rare.”

“You misunderstand,” said
Rilmael. “I do not think you quite realize your own charisma. To
human eyes, you would appear slightly alien.” Third nodded. “But to
elven eyes…the blending of human and elven features is strikingly
charismatic. Almost shockingly beautiful.”

“Kyralion said much the
same,” said Third.

“He has a good eye,” said
Rilmael.

Third frowned. “Was that a
roundabout way of attempting to pay me a compliment?”

Rilmael smiled. “The danger
of living to a great age, I fear. It takes a long time to say
anything.”

Third snorted, but part of
her was pleased at the compliment. “And what of you, Guardian. Is
there a Lady Rilmael in Cathair Kaldran?”

He laughed aloud at that.
“No. As I have said, I am not terribly popular among the cloak
elves.”

“You are a pariah?” said
Third.

“Not quite. There is a
difference between that and unpopularity,” said Rilmael. “I have
friends in Cathair Kaldran, even among the Council – the governing
body of the city. Some of the cloak elves agree with me.”

“About what?” said Third.

“That we need to come forth
and aid the men of the Empire against their foes,” said Rilmael.
“No doubt Sir Austron told you that I use the men of the Empire as
a shield, that I have trained humanity into defenders for the cloak
elves.”

“He did say as much,” said
Third, “though at considerably more tedious length.”

“To some extent, it is true,”
said Rilmael. “Cathair Kaldran is in the heart of the mountains of
Roxaria. Any foe wishing to assail the city will first have to
cross the bulk of the Empire. Humanity defends the city of the
cloak elves, whether they want to or not.”

“But that is not your only
reason for aiding the Empire,” said Third.

“No,” said Rilmael. “Mankind
came here by accident. They started manifesting magical powers, and
several of them transformed into dragons and were killed. I came
among Count Roland and his men and taught them the Seven Spells,
how to discipline and control their magic. If I had not…many of
them would have transformed into dragons, and the entirety of
mankind on this world would have become a slave kindred of the
Dragon Imperator or one of the other dark elven lords. I did not
wish to see that. That was the main reason I helped mankind, my
lady. I thought I needed to protect them against the dark elves and
the Malison. Only later did I realize they could fight the dark
elves on their own terms. No cloak elf ever managed to kill the
Dragon Imperator…but one of the human Dragontiarna did it, the last
human Dragontiarna before Sir Tyrcamber. The cloak elves have sent
aid to the Empire before, but only grudgingly, and never in great
numbers. I would have us aid the Empire with all our strength.
Especially now that the Warden has sent his Heralds of Ruin.”

“I take it the Council does
not agree with you,” said Third.

“They do not,” said Rilmael.
“At least a majority of them. The Council thinks that the cloak
elves should remain secure within the walls and wards of Cathair
Kaldran, and we ought to let the humans fight their own wars. They
forget, of course, that if a foe destroys the Empire, he will come
for the cloak elves next. But both elves and humans can be adept at
ignoring things they don’t wish to be true.”

“But you do have some friends
on the Council and in the city,” said Third.

“I do,” said Rilmael.

“And among all them, there is
none suitable to become Lady Rilmael?” said Third, turning his
earlier question back on him.

He smiled once, the
expression somehow sad.

“I am the Guardian of Cathair
Kaldran,” said Rilmael. “The city was built over a site of
tremendous power, power that must never be wielded. The door to
that power must never be open. That is my duty. It may sound
arrogant to claim that if I fail in that duty, uncounted trillions
of innocents will suffer, but that is the simple truth.”

“I understand,” said Third.
“I, too, have a duty. Perhaps not as stern as yours, but no less
binding.”

“Tell me more of your
homeland,” said Rilmael. “For I suppose it is both of our
homelands, though I have not been there in a very long time.”

Third did so, telling him of
Andomhaim and Owyllain, of the wars against the Frostborn and the
Sovereign. Rilmael responded by telling her of the history of the
Empire, and the cloak elves’ long wars against the Dragon Imperator
and the xiatami. He was surprised to learn xiatami lived near
Owyllain, though they were a different sect than the xiatami south
of the Empire, who were prone to bloodthirsty conquest and had
fought the Dragon Imperator to a standstill.

When the sun came up,
Tyrcamber, Ruari, and Selene arose to go about their work.
Tyrcamber would join Sir Karling, helping to prepare the defense.
Ruari would continue overseeing the preparation of the field
hospitals. Third and Selene would stay with Rilmael, ready to
strike in case the enemy to the north attempted a sortie or an
attack on the walls.

They stepped into the street,
where Tyrcamber’s servants (or his father’s, Third supposed) had
horses waiting for them.

“Did you sleep at all last
night?” said Selene from the back of her horse as Third climbed
into the saddle.

“I felt no need for it,” said
Third. Selene tended to sleep more than Third did, though still
less than the human average. “Tomorrow night, I think.”

Selene frowned. “Were you up
all night talking with the Guardian?”

“Come to think of it, I was,”
said Third, adjusting the reins. She glanced at where Rilmael sat
atop his horse, talking to Tyrcamber.

Selene stared at Third for a
long moment. She seemed…baffled.

Then a slow smile spread over
her face.

“Huh,” she said at last. “I
never would have guessed.”

“Guessed what?” said
Third.

“Never mind,” said
Selene.

Third repressed the urge to
sigh. Selene was a good and loyal friend, but she liked to talk,
and if Third asked her to explain, no doubt the answer would
require many thousands of words.

They rode to the northern
wall, and Third put it out of her mind.

She suspected a battle would
come soon.








###








Three days after Tyrcamber
and the others came to Sinderost, the army of Master Theudeuric and
Duchess Rosalyn Aginwulf arrived from the southeast.

Tyrcamber stood on the
western curtain wall of the Imperial Palace, looking across the
expanse of the River Nabia towards Swabathia. Thousands upon
thousands of tiny figures moved on the land. The bulk of them were
skeletal undead like those Tyrcamber had fought at Muldorf. Many of
the rest were human men-at-arms and knights flying the banners of
the duchy of Corbrast, the banners showing the sigil of a mountain
fortress upon a field of green. The rest of the army consisted of
goblin, ogre, and gnollish mercenaries. The goblins, ogres, and
pagan gnolls detested humans but had no objection to fighting for
pay.

“So damned many of them,”
grumbled Sir Karling, glaring over the battlements as if the army
of the Order of Blood had offended him personally. “They outnumber
Prince Everard’s army, I deem. Especially with the fifteen thousand
outside the northern wall.”

“But they do not outnumber of
the gathered strength of the Empire,” said Rilmael, his gray cloak
stirring around him in the breeze. “Especially once Prince Everard
and his army arrive here. And the Knights of Blood have split their
force. If Prince Everard strikes at Theudeuric’s host, the forces
outside the northern wall will not be able to intervene in
time.”

“Which means if the Order of
Blood wants to take the city by storm,” said Third in her quiet,
grim voice, “they will have to do so before the prince arrives to
relieve the city.”

“That will be a bloody
business,” said Selene. “Even if they have wraiths and flying
undead, they’ll still have to cross the river. All while your men
rain arrows and spells down on their heads. It is a risky strategy.
Even if the Knights of Blood do everything correctly, simple bad
luck could hinder them, and then your prince will arrive to smash
them.”

“You see keenly,” said
Rilmael, frowning. Tyrcamber knew that look. Something was
bothering the Guardian. “The Fallen Order has remained hidden in
the shadows for centuries. They only declared themselves openly
after the Emperor fell, and the Valedictor was slain. For them to
act so boldly is…uncharacteristic.”

Selene shrugged. “Maybe
they’re idiots.”

Karling snorted. “God grant
us foes who are fools.”

“It may be dangerous to
assume they are fools,” said Third. She stood in a loose stance,
but Tyrcamber recognized that she was ready to explode into motion
at any moment. Selene was powerful and skilled, but Tyrcamber
suspected Third would be more dangerous by far. “It may be that
they are mad.”

“Of course they are mad, my
lady,” said Karling. “They have abandoned the doctrines of the
Imperial Church and the Dominus Christus for the rotten fruit of
necromancy.”

“Beyond that,” said Third.
“Sir Tyrcamber, Guardian Rilmael, you said that Theudeuric bears a
dark soulblade.” Tyrcamber nodded. “Such a weapon might influence
Theudeuric’s thinking in a way that he might not even realize,
corrupting his will without his knowledge.”

Karling grunted and looked at
Rilmael.

“It is possible, my lord,”
said Rilmael. “Theudeuric’s sword was forged by the Warden, the
greatest wizard of the dark elves, and possibly the greatest wizard
all the sundered branches of the elven kindred have ever produced.
It would not surprise me if the Warden deliberately forged the
sword to corrupt the will of its bearer.”

“Another possibility,” said
Third. “Theudeuric might not care who wins.”

Karling blinked. “Then why
the bloody hell would he go to the trouble of besieging the
city?”

“Because he is a Herald of
Ruin,” said Third. “Maybe he cares nothing for the goals of the
Fallen Order, and his intent is to damage and weaken the Empire as
much as possible. Perhaps he will spend the strength of the Fallen
Order to harm the Empire, and then Merovech Valdraxis will return
with the power of the Dragon Cult behind him.”

Karling looked confused. “The
Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order are bitter enemies. Why would they
cooperate, even tacitly?”

“Because,” said Rilmael, “the
Cult and the Order of Blood might be mortal foes, but both Merovech
and Theudeuric are Heralds of Ruin…and they are both servants of
the Warden and will do his bidding, even if they know it not.”

Karling spat over the
wall.

“Hellfire and damnation,”
said Karling. “Necromancers in league with Dragon Cultists. The
last thing we need! Well, that just means we’ll have to kill them
all. And kill those Knights of Blood until they stay dead.”

“An elegantly simple
solution, my lord,” said Selene.

Tension fell over the city as
Theudeuric’s army encamped on the western bank of the River Nabia
facing Sinderost, but the host of the Fallen Order made no move to
attack. Karling considered a sortie to test the enemy’s strength
but decided against it. Time was his ally, not the Fallen Order’s.
The defenders need only wait until Prince Everard arrived, and then
they could move against the Order in strength.

Tyrcamber took dragon form
and flew over the enemy army several times, flying high enough to
be out of range of any missiles from below. He saw the enemy
digging in several places, no doubt preparing siege encampments.
Though the locations for the encampments seemed odd. They would
neither be able to block the river nor able to defend from attack
from the southeast. Tyrcamber did note that while the undead troops
manned the riverbank, standing motionless as statues, the living
troops and the entire baggage train waited north of them. It was
clear that if Everard Roland arrived in time, Theudeuric intended
to sacrifice his undead and retreat to the north. It was a sensible
strategy. The undead would be easier for the Knights of Blood to
replace than the living soldiers.

Tyrcamber did see more of the
undead griffins and stormhawks, and he braced himself for an
attack. But the winged undead remained on the ground, unwilling to
rise and challenge a Dragontiarna Knight. Likely Theudeuric and his
advisors realized that Tyrcamber was only scouting and planned to
keep their strength in reserve for the coming fight. Tyrcamber
likewise considered attacking but held back. He was one of the most
powerful human wizards in the Empire, and in dragon form, he was a
small army in his own right. But he was nowhere near invincible,
and the wizards of the Fallen Order were powerful. They might well
overwhelm him. Tyrcamber did not fear death and trusted his soul to
the judgment of the Dominus Christus. But Ruari had suffered enough
in her life, and he had no wish to make her into a young widow.

So Tyrcamber limited himself
to scouting, watching the enemy.

He wondered if Third was
right, if the Fallen Order simply intended to weaken the Empire
regardless of the cost. Theudeuric might be able to take Sinderost,
but it was a hideous gamble. The Master of the Fallen Order had no
forces to bring to bear on the eastern wall, and the attack on the
western wall would have to cross the River Nabia on rafts. When the
Valedictor’s soldiers had tried to cross the River Bellex to attack
Sinderost’s eastern wall, Tyrcamber had annihilated them, burning
thousands upon their rafts and sending thousands more to drown in
the swift river. The Valedictor, for all his power and dark magic,
hadn’t been ready to deal with a Dragontiarna Knight, and Tyrcamber
had killed the dark elf’s dragon mount, hurled the Valedictor to
the earth, and burned the dark elven lord to ashes.

Tyrcamber suspected that
Theudeuric would be more cautious.








###








On the fifth day after
Tyrcamber’s arrival, Theudeuric sent an embassy to the gates.

He had been keeping careful
watch on the enemy army, flying high overhead and observing the
movements of the enemy soldiers. North of the city, far enough from
the walls to avoid both arrows and siege engines, rafts had been
moving back and forth. Not enough for a significant number of
troops, but small parties of soldiers and Knights of Blood on their
undead horses. Probably the Knights were sending messengers across
the River Nabia to coordinate their soldiers. Tyrcamber thought
about attacking them but decided it might be a lure to draw him
into a trap, and instead remained out of arrow range.

When he circled back to the
northern square and returned to his human form, he heard the voice
echoing over the walls.

“Come forth!” It was
Theudeuric’s voice, deep and mellifluous. “My lords and knights of
the Empire, I urge the commander of Sinderost to come forth for a
parley. Let us take counsel together for the good of the Empire and
unity against our foes!”

Tyrcamber ran to the wall and
hastened up the stairs to the rampart.

Men made way for him when
they saw his golden armor, and Tyrcamber stopped on the ramparts
over the gate. Sir Karling and his captains were there, and so were
Rilmael, Third, and Selene. Halfway between the enemy army and the
walls of Sinderost, just beyond the trenches, waited a party of
horsemen. Tyrcamber recognized the undead horses of the Knights of
Blood and thought he glimpsed the black-armored figure of
Theudeuric himself among them. There was no trace of Duchess
Rosalyn. Perhaps Theudeuric had decided to keep his puppet Duchess
on the western side of the River Nabia, lest she fall into the
hands of his foes.

“That is Master Theudeuric?”
said Third.

“Aye, that is his voice,”
said Rilmael.

“Sir Karling,” said
Tyrcamber. “I urge you to remain inside the walls. I suspect
Theudeuric and his knights might try to kill you.”

Karling snorted. “I have no
intention of setting foot outside these walls, Sir Tyrcamber,
unless it is to mount my horse and ride forth in pursuit of the
Fallen Order’s broken host. Necromancers are untrustworthy.”

“I can work a spell so that
Theudeuric can hear you, my lord,” said Rilmael. “Though everyone
else on the northern wall will be able to hear you as well.”

“Do it,” said Karling. “I
intend to throw defiance at our foes. Let the men hear it and take
heart.”

Rilmael nodded and struck his
staff against the rampart. Silver light flashed up and down it, and
Tyrcamber felt the surge of power as the Guardian cast a spell of
elemental air. The air in front of Karling rippled for a moment,
and then the Guardian nodded.

“It is ready, my lord,” said
Rilmael.

Karling stepped forward and
began to speak.

“Master Theudeuric of the
outlaw Fallen Order!” said Karling. His gruff voice boomed over the
trenches outside the wall. “Hear me! I am Sir Karling of the House
of Roland, castellan of Sinderost in the absence of our
Emperor!”

“I was not aware that the
Empire had an Emperor,” said Theudeuric. One of the black-armored
knights urged his horse forward. Still out of range of arrows and
siege engines, alas. “Or has his lordship Prince Everard arrived
and been elected Emperor by a majority of the Dukes of the
Empire?”

“The Prince has not yet
returned to the capital, as you well know,” said Karling. “I
suggest you lift this siege and return to your strongholds in
Corbrast. The Prince will not be pleased when he returns to find
you camped outside the walls of Sinderost with an army. Especially
since the Prince will have most of the Dukes of the Empire and the
might of the Imperial Orders at his back.”

“You misunderstand, my lord
castellan,” said Theudeuric. “We come not to threaten the Empire,
or to seek to install an Emperor by force. I am the most loyal of
Imperial subjects. I come to Sinderost not to make war, but to
secure the capital for the Prince. Indeed, I am the vanguard of his
host, and my followers are his devoted servants. Once the Prince
arrives, the Dukes shall crown him Emperor…and then the true work
of rebuilding the Empire can begin.”

Karling barked out his harsh
laugh. “I seriously doubt that Prince Everard will accept you and
your band of necromancers as his advisors.”

“Why should he not?” said
Theudeuric, still calm and suave. “Look at the Empire, my lord
castellan. Look at the horrors that have befallen it and the wounds
that have been inflicted upon our nation. We knew years of struggle
against the Valedictor and his hordes…”

“We?” said Karling. “As I
recall, the Fallen Order remained hidden in the shadows. Most men
believed that you were a myth.”

Theudeuric kept talking as if
Karling had not spoken. “And after the Valedictor was thrown down
in defeat, the pernicious Dragon Cult emerged from the shadows.” He
let out a derisive laugh. “Mankind shall become dragon gods? What
utter nonsense! Attempting to harness the Dragon Curse leads only
to ruin and destruction. I assume Tyrcamber Rigamond and his bride
are with you. A Dragontiarna Knight is one man in ten thousand. We
cannot trust to flukes and random chance to save humanity. We must
make both the Empire and mankind strong, or in the end, we shall
fall to the dark elves or the xiatami or some other foe.”

“And I assume that becoming
an undead abomination such as you is an improvement?” said
Karling.”

“Beyond all doubt,” said
Theudeuric, dismissive of the castellan’s scorn. “I am immortal,
Sir Karling. I shall never age, never die, never grow ill or weak.
Should my body be destroyed, I can claim another.”

“And all it takes is the
blood of the innocent for sustenance,” said Karling.

“Correct,” said Theudeuric.
“But why should that matter? We are nobles, my lord. Do we not
already live on the work of the commoners? Why should the commoners
not sustain us in a more literal fashion? Once Prince Everard
becomes the new Emperor and is convinced of the wisdom of our
philosophy, the Empire shall be ruled by immortal nobles for all
time. We shall lead mankind to new heights of splendor and power,
and subdue all our enemies, and…”

“A fine speech, sir,” said
Karling, his voice heavy with sarcasm. “Perhaps it could convince
learned fools, but I lack the subtlety for such flowery words. I
assume you wish to make an offer? Well, make it and be done.”

“Very well,” said Theudeuric.
“I see that you prefer simplicity. So, I shall make this simple for
you. The Order of Blood has come to Sinderost to guarantee the
election of the new Emperor and set the Empire on the path to power
and glory. Therefore, you will open your gates and surrender to us.
No one shall be harmed, and there shall be no looting, no sacking,
no harm inflicted upon the city’s population. Then we shall welcome
Everard Roland when he arrives to take the throne of his
ancestors…and the great work of remaking the Empire shall
begin.”

“You must be deluded,” said
Karling, “if you think Prince Everard would ever submit to such a
plan. Did you not already fight one battle with his forces?”

Tyrcamber saw the distant
figure of Theudeuric shrug. “He does not yet understand the great
gifts we offer him. And, alas, if he is not wise enough to
understand…my lady the Duchess of Corbrast understands very well,
and perhaps it is time humanity was ruled by an Empress.”

“You have made your offer, I
shall make mine,” said Karling. “The so-called Order of Blood has
been outlawed and banished from the Empire by decree of the
Emperor. Therefore, the city will remain closed to you, and you
will withdraw your forces and march back to Corbrast. And if you
attempt to enter the city, you shall be destroyed utterly.”

“So be it,” said Theudeuric,
his voice hardening. “I regret that you could not see reason, Sir
Karling. Perhaps Prince Everard shall be wiser.”

With that, the band of undead
horses rode back towards their waiting lines. A blast of trumpets
rang out from the army to the north, and Tyrcamber heard a similar
fanfare from the army camped on the other side of the River Nabia
to the southwest. There was a shout as the gnolls and goblins
loosed their battle cries, and then the great mass of undead began
to march forward, heading towards the northern wall of
Sinderost.

Karling turned and gave a
rapid stream of orders to his lieutenants. Trumpets rang from the
walls of Sinderost, with answering blasts from the watch towers to
the south. As the undead approached, arrows hissed from the wall in
a rain of steel-tipped shafts. The archers had enough skill to cast
the Sword spell on their arrows as they loosed, which sheathed the
heads in flame or lightning or acid. The spell lasted for a few
seconds, but that was enough. Those among the defenders with
sufficient strength and discipline in magic to use the Lance spell
in battle began to cast it, and blasts of magical fire burst out.
The trenches slowed the undead advance and made them into easier
targets. Hundreds of them were destroyed as they approached, but
they kept coming.

“Do you wish me to attack, my
lord?” said Tyrcamber. Piled up in the trenches like that, the
undead would make a vulnerable target to his fiery breath.

Karling hesitated. “Only the
Emperor may command the Dragontiarna Knights.”

“Nevertheless, you are the
castellan, and I shall follow your lead,” said Tyrcamber. Unless
Karling did something foolish, of course. But Sir Karling Roland
seemed to have a steady head for battle.

“Then wait,” said Karling. He
waved a dismissive hand at the advancing undead. “Their numbers are
great, but this is a nuisance attack. Hold your strength in
reserve, Sir Tyrcamber.”

“And,” said Rilmael, both
hands grasping his staff, “they might be hoping to lure you out and
ambush you. Your power as a Dragontiarna Knight is the strongest
defense that the city has. If Theudeuric can kill you, it will only
strengthen his position.”

“The same goes for you, lord
Guardian,” said Karling. “The Fallen Order isn’t fond of you, are
they? They’ll try to kill you if they get the chance.”

“A lot of people have tried
to kill me for a very long time,” said Rilmael. “I am still here.”
Third almost smiled at that. “But I will take caution.”

“The incautious tend not to
survive attempts on their life,” said Third.

“Truly,” said Rilmael.

Tyrcamber waited as the tide
of undead poured towards the wall. Their ranks had been
considerably thinned by the time they passed the trenches. The
constant storm of arrow fire and magical attack had been effective,
as had the siege engines. The undead started to climb up the wall,
scrambling up the stonework like spiders. They came in ragged
bunches, thanks to the fury of the attack, but still they came.
Tyrcamber reached for his belt and drew Kyathar. The crystalline
blade flashed in the sullen glow of the sky fire and then burst
into snarling elemental flames.

A moment later, the first
undead hauled themselves onto the rampart over the gate.

They lasted barely half a
minute. Tyrcamber surged forward, attacking with Kyathar, and he
took off the heads of two undead creatures. Selene split the skull
of another with a swift chop of her burning axe. Third disappeared
in a flicker of blue fire and reappeared in the middle of three
more undead, her golden blades spinning around her. In the blink of
an eye, she had wiped out all three creatures. Karling gave her an
astonished look. He had barely had time to get his sword clear of
its scabbard.

Another wave of undead
climbed up, and another. Tyrcamber fought alongside the others,
smashing the undead soldiers as they reached the ramparts. It
reminded him of the Valedictor’s final assault on Sinderost, of
fighting alongside Sir Angaric and Sir Daniel and the others as
they struggled to hold the Imperial capital, and a wave of unease
went through him. Yet the Valedictor’s siege had been a desperate,
bloody struggle. This was far easier.

Far easier…and it made him
suspicious.

Tyrcamber shot looks up and
down the ramparts between waves of undead. The Fallen Order’s
attack came on without slowing, without mercy. The undead knew
neither fear nor fatigue…but that was not enough to win the day.
The defenders held firm. The Fallen Order had so far failed to gain
a single foothold on the northern wall. If this kept up, the
Knights of Blood were going to lose most of their undead without
taking Sinderost.

He wondered how the attack on
the western wall fared, and then a messenger ran up to the
rampart.

“Lord castellan!” he said,
breathing hard. “The enemy attacks the western wall!”

Karling gave a sharp nod.
“They built rafts?”

“No,” said the messenger.
“The undead simply walked under the water.”

“Under the water?” said
Tyrcamber, and then he understood.

The undead needed neither
food nor rest…and they did not need to breathe, either. They could
walk into the river, cross on the bottom of the riverbed, and
emerge on the opposite bank.

“Bloody hellfire, I should
have thought of that,” said Karling. “We might not be able to hold
off two major assaults at once.” He glanced at Tyrcamber. “And the
river protects them from your dragon fire, sir.”

“But it won’t protect them
from Ruari,” said Tyrcamber.

Karling frowned. “Doesn’t she
breathe fire?”

“No, ice,” said Tyrcamber.
“She will be able to freeze the river, and the undead within
it.”

“That’s a good idea,” said
Karling. He frowned again. “Won’t they just walk atop the surface
of the frozen river?”

“Where I shall then
incinerate them,” said Tyrcamber.

A hard smile flashed over
Karling’s face. “Go.”

“I will accompany you, Sir
Tyrcamber,” said Rilmael. “Perhaps I can do something to aid the
defense on the western wall.”

“What if Theudeuric and the
other Knights of Blood bring their spells to bear against the
northern wall?” said Karling.

“They won’t,” said Rilmael.
“I can watch Theudeuric’s aura through the Sight. As soon as the
parley was over, he and the other Knights crossed the River Nabia
and rejoined the army southwest of the city. It seems clear that
the main assault will be on the western wall.”

“Then go,” said Karling.
“Send a messenger if you need additional men. We haven’t had to
touch our reserves yet.”

“We shall accompany you as
well,” said Third, and Selene nodded.

“Come,” said Tyrcamber, and
he ran from the ramparts, hurrying into the northern square. A
large church rose on one side of the square, not nearly as large as
the Imperial Cathedral in the Old City, but still an impressive
edifice. Ruari had commandeered it to serve as one of her field
hospitals. Tyrcamber pushed open the doors and strode into the
cavernous nave. There were some wounded from the fighting on the
northern wall, but not as many as Tyrcamber feared. In the dim
light from the windows, it was easy to spot Ruari in her golden
armor and white cloak. She had taken command of every physician and
monastic order in the city, and Tyrcamber had worried they would
refuse to follow her lead.

But no one wished to defy a
Dragontiarna Knight.

Her blue eyes turned towards
him in sudden alarm as he approached, flicking over Rilmael, Third,
and Selene.

“We must hurry,” said
Tyrcamber. “The undead are walking beneath the river to attack the
western wall. We need your power to freeze them. The Guardian and
our new friends will follow to do what they can.”

Ruari nodded and scribbled
something in haste on her tablet.

LEAD AND I SHALL FOLLOW.

“Come,” said Tyrcamber, and
he hurried into the square.

As soon as he and Ruari had
enough space, they both transformed into their dragon forms and
took to the air. Tyrcamber turned to the west, flying just high
enough to avoid the rooftops of Sinderost. He wanted to keep the
enemy unawares as long as possible. He glimpsed Rilmael, Third, and
Selene running for the western ramparts, and then Tyrcamber lost
sight of them as he flew.

He hurtled over the western
wall, the wind of his passage tugging the cloaks of the defenders,
and soared over the River Nabia.

He saw the enemy attack.
Swarms of undead emerged from the churning waters of the river and
rushed towards the white wall of the Old City, scrambling up it
like insects. On the western bank, Tyrcamber saw a vast mob of
undead hastening into the water, even as the human soldiers and the
various mercenaries hung back to the north. It seemed that
Theudeuric was intent on holding back his living soldiers while
sacrificing his undead warriors. But why? Certainly, the undead
would be easier to replace, but Theudeuric would be throwing away
thousands of undead soldiers.

But there was no time to
contemplate the Fallen Order’s strategy. Thousands of undead
emerged from the water.

Ruari dipped lower, opened
her jaws, and breathed a plume of mist into the river.

Her blast of freezing mist
swept over the edge of the water and the eastern bank at the base
of the wall. Tyrcamber’s first thought was that Ruari had missed,
that she had intended to breathe down the center of the river. But
he immediately saw the wisdom of her tactics. A thick layer of ice
encrusted the riverbank and spread over several yards of water. The
undead emerging from the river were suddenly frozen in place, and
the assault on the wall suddenly faltered. Ruari banked over the
river, her blue reflection rippling across the water, and loosed
another stream of freezing mist. She added to the ice bank she had
raised, spreading it further across the river. The ice was too hard
and too thick for the undead to force through via brute strength,
and the undead marching into the river on the western side came to
a halt, unable to advance any further.

Tyrcamber turned towards the
western bank of the River Nabia and unleashed his fire.

The cone of dragon fire swept
up and stabbed into the mass of undead like a knife into soft
butter. A large swathe of the western bank became an inferno. The
skeletal undead were tough and strong, but they were dried-out,
withered things, and they went up like bales of straw drenched in
lamp oil. The fire spread through the ranks of the undead, and
Tyrcamber spun in the air and opened his jaws again, spraying more
fire across the skeletal soldiers.

A flare of blue light and
writhing shadow caught his eye.

A half-dozen Knights of the
Order of Blood galloped along the riverbank towards him, swords in
hand as they prepared to cast spells.

Tyrcamber dove to meet them,
more fire welling up behind his fangs as Ruari turned the river to
ice.

***

 



 Chapter 12: I Had
Forgotten








Third raced through the
streets of Sinderost, following Selene and Rilmael.

The Guardian of Cathair
Kaldran might have been tens of thousands of years old, but the man
could run at a good pace when he set his mind to it. He also had
the same ability as Ridmark to run while carrying a long staff
without tripping. Third could have used her power and transported
herself through Sinderost in a few quick jumps, but she wanted to
stay with the others.

Given the size of the undead
army outside of Sinderost, she suspected their best chance was to
remain together and to fight alongside each other.

Rilmael led them to the
curtain wall on the southern edge of the New City, and they ran up
a flight of stairs and hurried south along the ramparts to where
the undead assaulted the walls of the Old City.

“God and the saints, that’s a
strange sight,” said Selene.

Third had seen more battles
than she could easily remember, including the great battle at
Cathair Animus and the siege of Tarlion, but the fight on the river
was still a strange and terrifying sight.

Men-at-arms and knights lined
the rampart, fighting with sword and spell. Steel rang against
steel, and magic flared and burned through the air. The skeletal
undead were unable to use magic, and that gave the men of the
Empire a powerful advantage. Many of the soldiers were able to
strike down their undead foes with a single Lance spell.

But there were so many more
undead than living soldiers.

Yet it seemed that the battle
had swung to favor the defenders, and the reason was the two
Dragontiarna Knights flying over the river.

Ruari swooped back and forth
over the riverbank, flying with serpentine grace. The blast of her
freezing breath had created a massive ridge of ice that clung to
the bank and jutted into the river. Third saw undead frozen within
it, like insects caught within amber. Tyrcamber circled over the
far bank, his golden scales flashing in the light of the sky fire.
He sent blasts of fire howling down into the undead, and the far
bank had become a sea of flame.

But the enemy was moving to
stop him. Third saw black-armored knights on undead horses
converging on Tyrcamber’s location. They cast spells, hurling
blasts of ghostly blue fire or streams of shadow. Tyrcamber
shrugged off the attacks, his armored scales deflecting the spells.
But he could not withstand that assault forever. If too many
Knights of Blood brought their powers to bear against him, they
might drive Tyrcamber from the sky, perhaps even kill him.

“He’s going to need our
help,” said Selene.

“Yes,” said Rilmael, taking a
quick look back and forth. “We need to get across the river.” He
scowled and looked down. “If we head back to the river docks in the
western half of the New City, we…”

Third took a deep breath. “No
need. I can get us across the river.”

Rilmael gave her a sharp
look. “Your power lets you bring others with you when you
travel?”

“Yes, but it’s a tremendous
strain,” said Selene, frowning.

“I can do it,” said Third.
“The traveling is easier here. Likely a consequence of the altered
magic of this world. I can do it in three jumps. One to the river
bank, one to the ice that Lady Ruari has created, and one more to
the far side of the river.”

“If you are certain,” said
Rilmael.

“I am,” said Third.

“All right,” said Rilmael.
“Once we get across the river, focus on the Knights of the Fallen
Order. Sir Tyrcamber can destroy the lesser undead far more
efficiently. If we cut down enough of the knights, they should pull
back their forces and regroup.”

If he was right, of course.
But Third had seen enough of warfare to know that nothing was ever
certain.

“You are ready?” said
Third.

Rilmael nodded. “I am. Please
proceed, Lady Third.”

Third took another deep
breath and put her left hand on Selene’s shoulder and her right on
Rilmael’s. She couldn’t feel his skin through the golden armor he
wore. Yet Third was suddenly very conscious of the fact that she
was touching him, of the lack of distance between them.

She ignored the sensation and
reached for the burning song within her blood.

The power surged through her,
and blue fire swallowed the world.

When it cleared, Third stood
at the foot of the city wall, Rilmael and Selene still with her.
Only a few yards of ground separated the foundation of the wall
from the waters of the river. Destroyed undead lay everywhere,
cracked bones and rusted armor and shattered swords strewn at her
feet. A chill swept through Third, radiating from the ice in front
of her. Ruari had frozen nearly half of the river by now, covering
it with a sheet of thick grayish-white ice. Even as Third looked,
Ruari sent another plume of mist across the water.

A wave of fatigue accompanied
the chill. Traveling with another was always a strain, and Third
had taken two people with her on the jump. But there wasn’t as much
fatigue as she would have expected, not nearly as much. Something
about the magic of this world made traveling easier than Third
would have expected.

She reached for her power
again and traveled, and this time they reappeared on the edge of
the ice bank. Selene let out a startled yelp, raising her sword and
axe. Undead warriors were trapped in the ice, looking almost like
the dead digging themselves out from a grave. Third did not
hesitate but reached for her power again.

Blue fire swirled around her
vision, and when it cleared, she, Rilmael, and Selene stood on the
western bank of the river.

A hammer blow of heat
replaced the chill. Fires danced across the ground ahead, hundreds
if not thousands of undead lying strewn across the earth, flames
turning their bones to ashes. Tyrcamber flew overhead, a golden
shape against the sky fire, and loosed his wrath again. More of the
undead erupted into flames, becoming torches before they collapsed
to the smoldering ground.

A dozen black-armored knights
sat on skeletal horses, casting spells.

“Go!” said Rilmael.

Silver light shivered around
Selene, and suddenly a dozen duplicates of her appeared from
nothingness. Her power of illusion granted her the ability to
disguise herself as nearly anyone, but the ability to project
images of herself was useful in combat. The Knights of Blood
recoiled, looking back and forth, and in their instant of
confusion, Third struck.

She raced forward, drawing
Storm and Inferno from her scabbards, and disappeared in a swirl of
blue fire. Third reappeared behind one of the black-armored knights
and leaped on the back of his skeletal horse. Her eyes noted
details even as her arms drew back her blades to strike. Like Sir
Austron and the other Knights of the Fallen Order she had fought at
Muldorf, his face was gray-skinned and hairless, black veins
threading beneath the pallid flesh. His eyes were a solid red,
without iris or pupil, but he had no trouble seeing because his
expression changed to surprise when he saw Third.

His face remained frozen in
surprise as her swords swept right and left like the blades of a
scissors, and Third took off his head. The black-armored body
slumped to the ground, and the head rolled away and landed in the
churning river with a splash. Three of the knights turned towards
Third and began casting spells, and she jumped from the back of the
undead horse and traveled.

She reappeared and saw Selene
cut down one of the Knights of Blood, her dwarven axe crunching
into the unfortunate knight’s forehead. Rilmael charged, flames
burning around the dragon-headed staff in his left hand, lightning
crackling around the golden longsword he had drawn.

More Knights of Blood
charged, some on foot, some on skeletal horses, and Third battled
them.

She had fought groups of
wizards on more than one occasion, and the key to victory was to
remain moving, to never stay in one place for more than a few
heartbeats. Third exploited her power to travel to the fullest,
disappearing and reappearing in a blur. She tried to aim her blows
at the necks of her foes, hoping to decapitate them swiftly and
move on. All the knights had excellent armor, constructed from
well-forged black steel that had no doubt been strengthened with
spells. Some of the knights had been foolish enough to go into
battle without their helmets, and Third killed them first.

Then the fight got
harder.

The knights realized that
they faced powerful opponents, and they cast spells, sheathing
themselves in the same kind of wraith-armor that Sir Austron and
his followers had employed. The air grew colder, and between their
black plate mail and wraith-armor, Third could no longer kill the
knights with single blows. She flicked back and forth through the
black knights, focusing her attention on their undead mounts. A
single blow from Inferno proved enough to take off their heads, and
the equine skulls hit the ground and shattered. The knights fell
from their destroyed mounts, and Third landed heavy blows upon
them. She managed to kill a few more, but the wraith-armor was
potent enough to block the powerful magic of her swords.

Once again, Third wished that
Ridmark was here. His soulblade would have ripped through the
wraith-armor without slowing. Had the Frankish Empire possessed its
own Order of the Soulblade, neither the Fallen Order nor the Dragon
Cult would have been able to become so powerful.

She found herself forced
back, and soon she fought close to Selene. Silver light flashed as
Selene spun a dizzying array of illusions around herself. Sometimes
she created duplicates that ran back and forth, brandishing weapons
and casting spells. Other times she wrapped herself in the illusion
of an undead soldier or one of the Knights of Blood. That was
enough to fool the black knights, and Selene killed several more of
them before they realized the trickery.

But Third soon realized that
her instincts about Rilmael had been correct.

He might have been the
Guardian of Cathair Kaldran, but he was first and foremost a
warrior.

Rilmael fought as Ridmark
often did, with his sword in his right hand and his staff in his
left. But while Ridmark fought with Oathshield augmenting his speed
and strength, Rilmael used battle magic, and he employed it to
deadly effect. Blasts of lightning rained down from the sky,
striking individual Knights of Blood and reducing them to ashes
cooked inside superheated armor. Fire burst from his staff, ripping
at the necromancers’ defenses or incinerating any undead soldiers
that survived Tyrcamber’s attacks. Lightning wreathed his sword,
and his blade flicked and blurred through swings and thrusts,
cutting down anyone who drew too close. The other two Guardians
that Third had met, Rhodruthain and Morigna, had preferred to act
as advisors, urging kings and knights and lords to action against
the evil of the Sovereign and the Seven Swords of Owyllain.

Rilmael, it seemed, preferred
to do his own fighting.

The black knights who Third
had unhorsed charged, and she found herself fighting back to back
with Rilmael. The knights rushed at her, and Third parried and
thrust, Inferno and Storm weaving a net of fire and lightning
before her. She felt Rilmael start to turn, and Third swung around
him and ducked. His staff shot over her head, missing her hair by
perhaps an inch, and a stream of fire burst from the end of the
weapon, slashing through three of the knights and sending their
smoldering pieces to the ground. Another Knight of Blood lunged at
Rilmael, and Third spun. She deflected the black knight’s thrust,
forced his blade up, and rammed Inferno into his face. Third felt
the tip of the blade scrape against the black of the knight’s black
helmet, and she ripped the sword free, blood and brains sizzling on
the golden blade.

“Hold!” shouted Rilmael.
Third risked a glance around and saw that the land further to the
west had become a blanket of fire. With the Knights of Blood
distracted by Third, Rilmael, and Selene, Tyrcamber had been free
to unleash his fury upon the undead host. She was stunned to
realize that he had burned thousands of undead. The Confessor’s
enslaved dragons had been formidable enough, but a dragon with
command of his own will was a force of nature.

The men of the Empire did not
have Swordbearers, but they did have a Dragontiarna Knight.

“They’re going to break off,”
said Rilmael. “They will have no…”

His silver eyes snapped to
the sky, widened, and he thrust his staff just as Third saw the
dark shadow pass overhead. A cone of shadows swept towards them,
and magic erupted from the end of Rilmael’s staff. The light formed
itself into a Shield spell ten yards across, and the cone of wispy
shadows hammered into it. Rilmael grimaced, showing his teeth for a
second, but the cone of shadows and the Shield spell winked out of
existence.

Theudeuric, Master of the
Order of Blood, glided towards the earth on wings of shadow.

Wraith-armor surrounded him,
and some of it stretched out to form shadowy, wispy wings. His
black armor was more elaborate than that of the other Knights of
Blood, the black metal overlaid with sigils of silver that
sometimes flashed with eerie blue light. He had the gray,
black-veined face of an undead knight of the Fallen Order, but his
features nonetheless seemed dignified and scholarly, almost
ascetic. His eyes glowed with eerie blue light.

A dark soulblade burned with
crimson fire in his right hand.

It looked like the corrupted
soulblades that both Aeliana and Merovech had carried. The sword
was the color of blood, save for the dark soulstone in the tang of
the blade, which bled shadows. The fire surrounding the sword gave
off a low, dull howl.

Rilmael threw a shaft of fire
at Theudeuric, and the Master gestured, deflecting the spell with a
Shield of his own.

He landed ten yards away and
looked at them with polite interest.

“Well,” said Theudeuric. “I
must say, my lord Guardian. You have a remarkable gift for
recruiting powerful allies.”

“When we pull the armor off
your right forearm,” said Third, “will we find the Mark of the
Herald there?”

“Ladies,” said Theudeuric,
offering a shallow bow, though he never took his eyes from Rilmael.
“They are not cloak elves, Guardian. Where did you find them?”

“In a fishing village not all
that far from here, if you must know,” said Rilmael, and Selene
laughed. “This is madness, and you know it. That weapon is
corrupting your thoughts. Both the Fallen Order and the Dragon Cult
are creations of the Theophract.”

“I’m afraid you are
misinformed,” said Theudeuric. “I will bring immortality to
mankind. To those who deserve it, at least. My ladies, why don’t
you join me? Surely you must realize that the Guardian is simply
employing you as weapons. In the Fallen Order, warriors of your
talent will gain immortality and riches.”

“No,” said Third.

“I would give a long speech
on the topic,” said Selene, “but I’m afraid my cousin has summed up
my thoughts with admirable brevity.”

“Indeed,” said Theudeuric.
“Then I fear you will have to die with the Guardian. Both the
Theophract and the Warden shall be pleased that I have slain
him.”

“Before we begin,” said
Third, “what is the name of your sword? The others had names.”

Theudeuric smiled. He looked
genuinely pleased. “I am very glad you asked. Only a few other
people have possessed the necessary wit. The sword is named
Shadowruin, and it is one of the five weapons that shill bring
order and harmony to the cosmos.” He lifted the dark soulblade
before him, blood-colored fire running down its blade. “It is only
fitting that you know the blade upon which you will die.”

The Master of the Fallen
Order rushed forward in a dark blur, and several things happened at
once. Both Rilmael and Selene cast spells, ice swirling around
Selene’s hand, fire blazing up the length of Rilmael’s staff. The
silver symbols on Theudeuric’s armor glowed brighter, shining with
blue fire, and a black helmet slid out of his shoulder plates to
cover his head. Third waited until the last possible moment and
then sprang to the side, attacking with both Storm and Inferno. The
enspelled blades struck Theudeuric but rebounded from the haze of
wraith-armor. Shadowruin whipped for Third’s head, roaring like an
avalanche, and Third traveled away.

She reappeared before him,
drawing back her swords to strike again. Both Rilmael and Selene
cast their spells. The Guardian flung another shaft of molten fire
that splashed off Theudeuric’s wraith-armor. The shadowy haze
shuddered and thinned, but held against Rilmael’s power. Selene’s
spike of glittering ice bounced off the wraith-armor without
leaving a mark.

Third lunged forward, her
blades rebounding from the wraith-armor. Theudeuric whirled,
Shadowruin a sheet of crimson flame in his hand. Third wasn’t sure
if the enspelled armor or the dark soulblade were making Theudeuric
so fast, but the Master of the Order of Blood was quick as
lightning. Third had to travel again to avoid the blow, which was
so fast that she couldn’t have dodged it without the aid of her
power. She reappeared a few yards away, ready to attack again.

But Theudeuric was already
there.

He had guessed her tactics,
and his dark soulblade blurred for her chest. Third reacted on
reflex, bringing her swords up in a cross-parry. The golden steel
of the elves clanged against whatever metal made up Shadowruin. For
an awful instant, Third was sure that Shadowruin would possess the
same power that the Seven Swords had once displayed, the ability to
slice through anything, but her swords held against the blow.

The same could not be said of
her own strength. Third was stronger than a normal human, but
Theudeuric was stronger yet. The Master shoved, and Third stumbled
back several steps. Rilmael and Selene attacked, Rilmael throwing
another bar of liquid fire. Theudeuric had to turn to meet the new
threat, but before he did, he made a flipping gesture with his free
hand and hurled a Lance spell of dark magic at her.

Third caught her balance and
traveled, reappearing with Selene and Rilmael. Both her cousin and
the Guardian battled Theudeuric, weapons ringing. Theudeuric
blocked most of their blows, but those that got through rebounded
from his wraith-armor. Yet the haze of shadows was thinning and
unraveling. Theudeuric might have been the strongest wizard in his
Order, yet even his strength was not infinite. Just a little more,
and they could break through his magical defenses.

Of course, then they would
have to penetrate his black armor. But Third suspected that would
not be nearly so resilient.

She traveled again, already
stabbing as she did, and reappeared behind Theudeuric. Storm and
Inferno struck his shell of shadows and bounced away, but the fire
and lightning of the blades ripped into his magical defense.
Theudeuric parried a blow from Rilmael and spun with the speed of a
whirlwind, his dark soulblade angled for her chest.

Third reached for her power
to travel away…

And as she did, something
shifted within her.

The power in her blood, the
fiery song, was still there. But another channel burned through her
mind, like water finally wearing through a crumbling dam. In her
sudden surprise, Third’s will seized that new power instead of the
song of her blood.

Elemental fire burst from her
hands in a ragged sheet and struck Theudeuric, throwing him off
balance.

For the first time since her
transformation, Third had used magic.

For a frozen instant, she was
too astonished to move.

When she had still been an
urdhracos, she had been a sorceress, a wielder of dark magic, as
all urdhracosi were. After she had transformed and become who she
was now, the ability to use magical force had been lost, burned out
of her with the violence of her transformation. Third had wondered
if she could recover the ability, given enough time, but it had
never interested her. She was a warrior now, not an assassin or a
slave of the Traveler, and she preferred to use her swords, not
magical spells.

But the magic of this world
was far stronger than that of her home. It had burned its way into
her mind, reawakening her dead talent. Calliande had suspected that
anyone who came to this world would gain magical talent within
moments, and possibly transform into a dragon soon after. Third’s
ancient mind had resisted the magic of this world for days, but in
the end, it had forced its way back into her will.

And the magic of this world
felt…wrong.

No, not wrong. Different. The
power felt like molten steel, but there was a strange quality to
it, something almost familiar, something almost like…

Almost like the song she
sensed in the presence of a dark elven lord.

But those were always
malevolent, burning with hatred and pride and seething rage. This
aura wasn’t malevolent, but alien, somehow larger than her mind
could comprehend.

Third had to move. Her
instincts screamed for her to dodge, but the sensation of the power
burning through her mind froze her limbs.

At last, she forced herself
to move, but it was too late.

The blast of fire had knocked
Theudeuric off balance just enough that the sword thrust that would
have found Third’s heart instead plunged into her stomach.

The blade burst from her
back, still snarling with crimson fire, and Storm and Inferno fell
from her suddenly limp fingers. Her entire body contracted with
pain, and Theudeuric backhanded her across the face with his free
hand. The impact ripped her off the dark soulblade and flung her to
the ground, and she landed hard, the breath exploding from her.

Third could not seem to fill
her lungs again.

Part of her reeling mind was
stunned that she was still alive. When Aeliana had used her
corrupted soulblade, her victims had been killed at once, their
lives drained by the touch of the vicious weapon. Perhaps her dark
elven blood provided some measure of protection.

But as Theudeuric raised his
blade for the kill, Third realized that she would not live for much
longer anyway.

So this was how it ended.

***

 



 Chapter 13:
Guardian’s Isle








Shadowruin started to fall,
and then two bars of fire slammed into Theudeuric.

The combined spells ripped
through the Master’s remaining wraith-armor and struck his metal
armor. The blast of magic threw him back several steps, and he had
to cast a Shield spell. A dome of hazy shadow appeared in front of
him, deflecting the spells.

Third turned her head to the
side. It felt like trying to push a boulder up a mountain. She had
been mortally wounded before, and that had been painful enough. But
she felt the dark magic in the wound spreading through her blood
and attacking her flesh and bones. The wound from the corrupted
soulblade might not have killed her at once, but its malignant
touch was spreading through her.

No matter. Third would bleed
out long before the dark magic killed her.

Rilmael strode forward, and
Selene and Tyrcamber came with him. The Dragontiarna Knight had
resumed his human form, that burning crystalline sword in his fist,
his face grim. Theudeuric took several steps back, and then raised
his sword in a jaunty salute.

“Farewell, Guardian, my lord
Dragontiarna,” said Theudeuric. “I’m afraid we won’t meet
again.”

He leaped into the air and
cast a spell, wraith-wings unfolding around him, and hurtled away
to the north.

Third slumped against the
ground, feeling sweat pour down her face, the agony in her stomach
spreading through the rest of her body. Her vision was turning gray
and spotty, which meant she was losing a lot of blood. Another few
moments and she would lose consciousness, and that would be
that.

She would never wake
again.

“Third!” shouted Selene.
“Third!”

She looked up and saw Selene
staring down at her, silver eyes wide with dismay. An instant
later, Tyrcamber and Rilmael joined her.

“That’s mortal,” said
Tyrcamber, voice grim.

“Can you do anything for
her?” said Selene.

“We’ll need Ruari,” said
Rilmael. “Cast the Heal spell. We’ll try to keep her alive.”

Tyrcamber nodded, knelt next
to her, and Rilmael went to one knee on the other side.

“The…the battle,” said Third.
Forcing words through her throat felt hard. “You need…”

“Battle’s over,” said
Tyrcamber. “The undead are pulling back. What’s left of them.
Ready?”

Rilmael nodded, and they both
cast the same spell, fiery light blazing around their fingers.

Fresh pain rolled through
Third, a new fire struggling against the agony spreading through
her veins, and she let out a grunt. The haze in her vision grew
worse, and every muscle in her body contracted at once.

“That didn’t help,” said
Selene.






“Again,” said Rilmael.

They both cast the spell once
more, and Third shuddered. Another figure came into her field of
vision, clad in golden armor and a white cloak. Ruari knelt next to
her husband and looked down at Third.

Her expression was grave.

She gestured and cast a
spell, icy light shining around her fingers, and a freezing chill
rolled through Third’s body. She shuddered and croaked, and then
went limp again, all the strength draining out of her limbs. Ruari
looked hard at the wound in Third’s stomach, at her face, and then
shook her head and wrote something on her wax tablet, turning to
show it to her husband and Rilmael.

“What…what did she say?”
croaked Third.

“She says the wound is
mortal,” said Selene, voice grim. “The sword has left dark magic
inside it, like poison from an envenomed blade. I think a
Magistrius might be to help, but…”

“But there are no Magistri
here,” said Third. She felt herself growing numb and cold. Terrible
pain filled her, and Ruari’s spell had stopped the bleeding, but
everything was growing hazy. “When you get back to Andomhaim, tell
Ridmark and Mara…tell them that I am sorry, that I am…”

“You can tell them yourself,”
said Selene, but her expression belied her words.

“Wait,” said Rilmael. “You
used magic on Theudeuric.”

“Yes,” whispered Third. “It
manifested during the fight. Caught me off guard. I…”

Her voice trailed off. She
couldn’t remember what she had been going to say.

“But you used magic as an
urdhracos?” said Rilmael, his voice urgent.

“I did,” said Third. Her
memory from her years as an urdhracos were a long blur of darkness
and torment, but she was suddenly grateful that she was going to
die as herself, not as the monster that the Traveler had made of
her.

“What does that have to do
with anything?” said Selene.

Rilmael leaned closer,
staring hard at Third with unblinking silver eyes. They seemed to
grow hazy. Third had seen a similar expression on Calliande’s and
Mara’s faces when they were using the Sight. He did look
very…intense, somehow, compelling, and Third would have had a hard
time looking away even if she hadn’t been unable to turn her
head.

“Your aura has changed,” said
Rilmael. “There may be a way to save her.” Third felt her eyelids
growing leaden. He looked at Selene. “I need your help.”

Selene gave a sharp nod. “You
have it.”

“What can we do?” said
Tyrcamber.

“For this, nothing,” said
Rilmael. “Aid in the defense. I will return with Lady Selene in a
few days…and Lady Third, if I can. I don’t think Theudeuric will be
able to take the city and will withdraw back to Corbrast.” His
silver eyes swung back to Third. “I will need to use the Sight and
a spell to touch your mind, but I can’t do it without your
permission.”

Third said nothing. She felt
like she should say something, but it was so hard to focus, and she
felt herself fading away…

“Third,” said Selene.
“Third!”

“Do what you must,” whispered
Third.

Rilmael nodded. “Lady Selene,
put your hand on my shoulder.” Selene complied, and Rilmael put his
free hand on Third’s forehead. His hand was hard and dry and felt
warm against her clammy skin. He cast a spell, and gray light
flashed around him.

And then she felt his mind
touch hers.

It was a shocking sensation,
so startling that for a moment, she forgot her pain and the world
came back into focus. She looked into Rilmael’s eyes, and she could
see into his mind. It was like looking into a vast painting, an
enormous mural of an entire city. He had seen many, many years, far
more than she had. There was a deep, abiding sadness within his
mind, along with a profound weariness. Yet his strength had not
buckled beneath the millennia, and there was unyielding compassion
within him. Sir Austron had been wrong. Rilmael hadn’t aided the
Empire to defend his people. That had been a benefit of his choice,
but it hadn’t been the reason he had taught the men of the Empire
the Seven Spells and to resist the Dragon Curse.

He hadn’t been able to bear
the thought of leaving them to be destroyed by the Malison and the
dark elves.

“Dear God,” murmured Rilmael.
“You’ve been through a lot.”

Could he see into her as she
could see into him?

Rilmael took a deep breath,
his shoulders starting to shake from the effort. “This is going to
feel a little strange.”

The contact of his mind
changed, and Third felt his will shift, and the fiery song in her
blood rose in response to her power.

Blue fire swallowed the
world, and Third felt her song fuse with Rilmael’s for just a
moment.

And when the blue fire
cleared, Third had traveled farther with her power than she ever
had before.

Her head turned, and she saw
that she was lying on high grass atop a bluff overlooking the
ocean. There was no other land for as far as she could see. In the
other direction, she saw a range of rocky hills, cloaked with
grasses and small trees and dotted here and there with half-ruined
elven towers of white stone.

“That…felt strange,” said
Selene, looking around in wonder. “Where are we?”

“Guardian’s Isle, in the sea
several hundred miles south of Sinderost,” said Rilmael. “I can
transport myself here. I had to rely on Third’s power to carry all
three of us.”

Third tried to say something,
but she couldn’t quite draw enough breath to do it.

“I will explain later,” said
Rilmael. “Take her ankles, quickly. We don’t have much time.”

Selene grabbed Third’s
ankles, and she felt Rilmael’s hands go under her arms. Together
they carried Third across the grassy expanse to one of the
crumbling white towers. Third’s mind kept drifting in and out of
focus, and for a few seconds, she couldn’t remember where she was
or how she had gotten there. The second after that Third thought
she was in the Northerland, hunting the medvarth with Ridmark and
the Anathgrimm. Or was she in Nightmane Forest, with Mara laughing
at something Jager had said and Third shaking her head…

Rilmael and Selene carried
her into the tower.

The chamber within was
cylindrical, with white walls and a floor of polished golden
marble. Arcane sigils and diagrams had been carved into the floor
in a spiraling pattern.

“Put her there,” said
Rilmael, and he and Selene set Third on the floor in the exact
center of the chamber. The stone floor felt cool beneath her, and
Third felt the breath leave her lungs in a sigh.

She knew in her bones that
she would not take many more breaths, and a deep peace fell over
Third. She had commended her soul to the care of the Dominus
Christus, and the time had come to rest at last.

After a thousand years, she
could finally rest.

Blackness closed around her
vision.

“Guardian!” said Selene.

Rilmael cast a spell and
struck the end of his staff against the floor.

Golden fire blazed in all
directions, and the walls shone with it. Ribbons of the golden
light reached from the walls and stabbed into Third, sinking into
her flesh.

She would have screamed from
the pain of it, but Third didn’t have the strength.

The golden flame shone
brighter, and then everything went black, and Third knew nothing
more.

***

 



 Chapter 14: The
Children of Mhor








Ridmark Arban stood on the
western wall of Cynan’s Tower and looked across the river. He saw
the usual goblins and ogres that had been camped on the western
bank for the last several days. They had been busy building rafts,
no doubt preparing to cross the channel and storm the island to
retake the castra. He had glimpsed several Frankish knights
supervising the work, and likely they would be far more powerful
with magic than most of the wielders of the Seven Spells.

But reinforcements had come
to join the goblins and the ogres.

“You were right, Warlord,”
said Ridmark, voice grim. “Mhorites.”

Hundreds of orcish warriors
had joined the Dragon Cult force. From a distance, the orcs looked
like green figures in chain mail, but they had red faces. Ridmark
had fought the Mhorite orcs of Kothluusk many times before, and he
knew that all the warriors would have crimson skull tattoos over
their faces. The orcish tribes of Kothluusk followed the blood god
Mhor, the god of slaughter and killing, and their shamans enforced
a fanatical devotion among the Kothluuskan tribes.

Ridmark had fought them
before many, many times.

“I thought all the Mhorites
were killed at Dun Licinia in olden times,” said Niall.

Olden times? Ridmark almost
said that the battle at Dun Licinia against the Mhorites had been
only thirteen years ago, give or take. But that was more than half
of Niall’s life.

Niall, Calliande, Hhazakar,
Sir Ricatus, and Warlord Shalmathrak stood on the rampart, looking
at the enemy preparations. They had held Cynan’s Tower for five
days, and while enemy forces had been gathering on the western
bank, they hadn’t yet ventured across the river. Calliande and
Magistrius Decimus had sent messages to Prince Accolon at Rhudlan,
and the Crown Prince had asked them to keep holding Cynan’s Tower.
Between Cintarra’s western walls, Cynan’s Tower, and the army at
Rhudlan, Merovech’s army was bottled up on the western side of the
river. The army of the High King was only days away, and once
Arandar Pendragon arrived, he intended to cross the river at
Rhudlan, join forces with his son, and march to Castra Melidern to
break Merovech’s army. Until then, they had to make sure Merovech’s
host did not break out of the territory the Dragon Cult had already
seized, and that Cintarra did not fall to the enemy.

Of course, Merovech had his
own plans…and he had made new allies among the Mhorites of
Kothluusk.

“Not all of them were wiped
out at Dun Licinia,” said Calliande, her voice quiet. Her face was
hard as she gazed at the western bank of the river, but her blue
eyes were distant with old memories. Ridmark understood. A lot of
things had happened at Dun Licinia – and many of them bad. And the
ruins of the town were still in the territory held by the
khaldjari. “Many of them fell to the Anathgrimm, but many more
escaped. And not all the Mhorites followed Mournacht out of
Kothluusk.”

Sir Ricatus grunted. “I was
with Prince Cadwall’s vassals when we marched to join High King
Uthanaric at Dun Calpurnia. Didn’t you kill the Mhorite
warlord?”

“Mournacht,” said Ridmark,
recalling his old foe. They had fought several times during his
quest to stop the return of the Frostborn, and Ridmark remembered
him well. Mournacht had been huge, even for an orcish man, and he
had eschewed armor, using sigils of blood magic written onto his
skin to defend from both weapons and spells. The orcish warlord had
believed himself the chosen of Mhor, the vessel of the blood god’s
will. In truth, he had been manipulated by Tymandain Shadowbearer,
and Ridmark had killed them both the day before the Frostborn had
returned. “And I had help when I killed him.”

Niall frowned. “Are they
still angry about that?”

Ridmark started to answer,
and then the sound of chanting orcish voices came over the
river.

“Death to the Shield Knight!
Death to the Shield Knight! For the glory of Mhor! Death to the
Shield Knight!”

Ricatus snorted. “What do you
think, Sir Lordsbane?”

“Don’t call me that,” said
Niall, but his eyes were the waiting foes.

“This is probably Aeliana’s
idea,” said Calliande, “and Merovech was smart enough to use it.
She would know that the Mhorites hate Ridmark and want a chance to
avenge their defeat, but they’ve been too disorganized, and
Andomhaim has been too strong under Arandar for them to manage it.
But in Merovech, they would have a powerful ally.”

“I wonder how many shamans
and headmen Merovech incinerated before the rest heeded him,” said
Ridmark.

“Several, no doubt,” said
Shalmathrak. “The followers of Mhor are stubborn and often
foolish.”

Ricatus gave Shalmathrak a
dubious look. “Aren’t your lot followers of the blood gods?”

Ridmark feared the Warlord
would take offense, but Shalmathrak only inclined his head. “We
follow Shalask, the goddess of secrets. Secrets and knowledge only
reveal themselves to the worthy, to those who toil to earn them. We
keep to our own borders unless challenged…and you men of Cintarra
have presumed to challenge us often.” He shrugged. “The Mhorites
revel in senseless slaughter. How many secrets are lost forever in
their butchery? We are not allies, nor have we ever been.”

“Isolationist neighbors,”
said Calliande, “are better than bloodthirsty ones.”

Ricatus had no response to
that, for once.

“Their strategy is plain,”
said Ridmark.

“Is it?” said Niall, looking
uncertain.

“The Mhorites hate Ridmark,”
said Calliande. “The Dragon Cult knows that and will exploit it.
They’ll send the Mhorites across the river first to attack. After
the Mhorites have softened us up and gotten themselves slaughtered,
the goblins and the ogres will strike, backed up by the magic of
the Cultist knights.”

Hhazakar growled and spat
over the wall. “Let the Mhorites come. I was with the Lord Captain
Qhazulak when we marched to Queen Mara’s side at Dun Licinia. We
slaughtered the Mhorites like the scabrous dogs they were then, and
we shall do it again.”

“You seem to have a low
opinion of them,” said Ricatus.

“Bah!” said Hhazakar, and
again he spat. “They live in fear of their god Mhor. He is nothing
more than a shadow and phantom. We were the slaves of the lord
Traveler before Queen Mara liberated us. Our god lived among us and
terrorized us with his own hands. The Mhorites live in dread of a
delusion of their own imagining.”

“Well, they might live in
dread of their delusions, but we still have to kill them,” said
Ricatus.

“This is what we’ll do,” said
Ridmark, and he laid out of his plan for the battle ahead. He
expected Ricatus to object, or Shalmathrak to offer an alternative
strategy. But neither did. Which meant that Ridmark had thought up
the best possible plan under the circumstances, or nobody had any
better ideas.

Such were the burdens of
command.

“They are moving,” said
Shalmathrak. “They are boarding the rafts.”

“Then they will be here
soon,” said Ridmark. “Get ready.”
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“Archers!” shouted Niall.

Part of his mind was still
baffled that he gave commands in battle and men heeded him. But the
rest of his mind was focused on the Mhorites.

Because there were a lot of
Mhorites, and they were coming towards the wall quickly.

The Kothluuskan orcs hads
crossed the river in a wave of twenty-five rafts, shields raised to
ward off any arrows. The defenders had not bothered wasting any
arrows at that distance, partly due to the difficulty of accuracy
at long range, and partly because the shafts would deflect off the
Mhorites’ shields. Niall really wished they had siege engines.
Ballista bolts and catapult shot would have torn right through the
Mhorites’ shields.

But now the Mhorites rushed
forward, carrying hastily constructed ladders. The ladders were not
impressive pieces of engineering, but the curtain wall of Cynan’s
Tower was not that high, so they would suffice.

The archers on the wall
released at Niall’s shouted command, sending arrows hurtling
towards the charging Mhorites. Dozens of Mhorites fell, wounded or
slain. More arrows shot overhead, falling like rain into the
advancing orcs. Shalmathrak had posted dozens of his rangers atop
the ruined keep, and they unleashed arrows with uncanny accuracy,
hammering into the Kothluuskan warriors.

The archery took a terrible
toll on the Mhorites, but the rest of them scrambled across the
ditch, reached the wall, flung their ladders against the rampart,
and began scaling them in haste.

“Take them!” roared Hhazakar,
his deep voice booming over the battle. The Anathgrimm orcs roared
in response, and they surged forward, broadswords raised. The
archers smoothly stepped back, and the Anathgrimm slammed into the
Mhorites as they scrambled up the ladders. It was an unequal
contest. The Anathgrimm were stronger and more heavily armored than
the Mhorites, and they had the advantage of the battlements.
Mhorite orc after Mhorite orc fell, green orcish blood spattering
across the ramparts. Yet the Mhorites had far stronger numbers, and
they began to tell. The Kothluuskan orcs forced back the Anathgrimm
near a pair of ladders, clearing a space on the ramparts.

“Forward!” said Niall,
gesturing to the men-at-arms.

They yelled and shouted, and
Niall led the charge into the Mhorites.

Up close, the Mhorites looked
intimidating. They had a motley array of armor – some of the orcs
wore chain mail, others leather, and a few of them had cuirasses
that looked as if they had been taken from the bodies of slain
knights. Their green faces had been tattooed with the image of a
stylized red skull, making it looked as if they had dipped their
faces in human blood. It made for a stark contrast with their white
tusks and green skins.

The skull tattoos were
intimidating, but they offered no protection, which Niall proved as
he smashed his shield across the face of the nearest Mhorite. The
shock of the blow traveled up his arm, but the Mhorite’s head
snapped back in a spray of blood. Niall stabbed his sword into the
Mhorite’s throat, ripped it free, and his foe collapsed.

The battle screamed around
him, and Niall fell into the odd, icy focus that gripped his mind
in a battle. He killed and killed, his sword running with green
orcish blood. Step by step, the men-at-arms forced their way
forward, pushing the Mhorites back to their ladders.

A Mhorite warrior lunged at
him, swinging a mace, and Niall got his shield up to block. The
mace struck the rim of his shield. The wood had already taken a
pounding during the previous battles, and the impact shattered it.
The unexpected shift in his weight threw Niall off-balance, and he
stumbled and went to one knee.

The Mhorite grinned behind
his tusks and raised his mace for the kill.

Niall tried to push off the
rampart, but the coldness that gripped his mind told him that it
was too late. The orc started to swing his mace, and Niall wondered
if the blow would kill him at once, or if it would leave him in
agonizing pain until he died of the wound…

Steel blurred, and a sword
took off the orc’s mace hand. The Mhorite howled as Niall staggered
back to his feet, and Sir Ricatus swung his blade again. His sword
crunched halfway into the Mhorite’s neck, and the orcish warrior
sagged and fell to the rampart.

Niall caught Ricatus’s gaze.
He nodded his thanks, and the older knight smirked as if at a
private joke.

Then they turned back to the
battle.

As Niall attacked again, he
noted that a wave of armored ogres had crossed the river, and were
even now charging towards the castra, massive tower shields raised
to ward off arrows.
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Ridmark drew in a deep
breath.

His whole mind focused upon
Oathshield, upon his link to the sword.

As he turned his mind upon
it, the soulblade blazed with white fire, and the power of the
Shield Knight enveloped Ridmark. White flame erupted from the sword
and curled around him, hardening into blue armor. He felt the
familiar strength and power surge through him, and he lifted his
head and looked at the battle raging along the rampart. Most of the
Mhorites had been overpowered and slain, but there hadn’t been
enough time to knock the ladders from the wall, and now the ogres
clambered up them. The Anathgrimm were more than a match for the
Mhorites, but the ogres were far more dangerous foes, especially
since they used magic.

So Ridmark sprinted across
the courtyard and jumped.

He soared through the air and
landed on the rampart, cutting down two ogres with chops of
Oathshield. The armor drove Ridmark’s arm with superhuman power,
Oathshield ripping through steel and flesh and bone alike. Ridmark
waded into the fray, killing ogres with every step. He had held
himself back from the first assault, understanding that he would
need to save his strength. When the foe had committed their ogres
to the second wave, he had known that the time had come to act, to
bring the full power of the Shield Knight to bear.

“Take the ladder!” roared
Ridmark as he cut down the last of a knot of ogres. “Throw the
ladder down or pull it over the wall! Move!” Men-at-arms scrambled
to obey.

A blast of lightning howled
down from the cloudless sky and landed among the ogres charging up
the slope to the wall. The magic caught a half-dozen of the
creatures and threw them to the ground, the lightning cooking them
inside their armor. Calliande had taken her position atop the keep
with Shalmathrak and his rangers, and now she threw her magic into
the battle, calling down lightning bolt after lightning bolt.

As she did, Ridmark strode
across the ramparts, hacking down the ogres. He abandoned subtlety
and finesse in favor of raw power, accepting hits on his armor in
exchange for closing faster with his enemies. Ogre after ogre fell
to Oathshield’s blade, and the men-at-arms and the Anathgrimm
pulled up the rickety ladders. More lightning fell from the sky,
and the attack wavered. Some of the ogres cast Shield spells,
hoping to deflect Calliande’s power, but their limited skill was
not enough to block the fury of the Keeper of Andomhaim. Ridmark
killed and killed, leaving slain ogres in his wake.

And then, all at once, the
battle was over.

Ridmark blinked and looked to
the west. There were no ogres or Mhorites left on the ramparts, and
the slain were piled everywhere. All the ladders had been pulled
into the courtyard. The remaining Kothluuskan orcs and ogres
retreated back to their rafts, pursued by a rain of arrows from the
ghost orc rangers. The volley of lightning bolts had stopped, and
no doubt Calliande had gone to tend to the wounded. Ridmark
considered ordering the men out the gate to destroy the rafts but
dismissed the idea. His men were tired, Anathgrimm and human both,
and the enemy had several times their number in fresh soldiers
across the river. If the sortie went badly, the Dragon Cult force
might sweep into Cynan’s Tower and seize the island.

Instead, Ridmark released the
power of the Shield Knight. He would have only been able to keep
his grip on it for another few moments anyway. The armor turned
into white fire and flowed back into Oathshield, and Ridmark
grunted and leaned against the battlements, waiting until the wave
of fatigue passed. He should have collapsed into exhaustion, but
Antenora’s bracer absorbed the worst of it, and Ridmark sighed and
straightened up.

“The dogs run,” rumbled
Hhazakar, his armor and shield spattered with both orcish and ogre
blood.

“Aye,” said Ridmark. “We’ve
held Cynan’s Tower this day.”

But he wasn’t willing to
place any wagers on tomorrow.
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Niall took a drink of mixed
wine, letting it wash the dryness and the dust from his throat.

He was bone-tired. He never
seemed to get tired in the fury of a battle, but once the fighting
was over, the fatigue crashed into him like a falling wall. His
shoulders and hips and knees all throbbed, and his left forearm was
a mass of nasty bruises from where the Mhorite had shattered his
shield.

Niall wanted to fall on his
face and sleep for a week.

But he ignored his exhaustion
and visited the wounded as Calliande and Decimus labored to heal
those with the worst injuries, those who would not recover on their
own. There had been more wounded than Niall would have liked, but
thankfully, there had not been as many dead as he feared. The
Shield Knight’s strategy had proven effective, and they had driven
back the enemy after inflicting severe losses.

Nevertheless, they had lost
more men than Niall would have liked.

They always did. When Niall
had been younger, he had held himself back from fighting, fearing
the damage he might cause. Now he saw the wounds that battles
caused, a thousand times worse than anything he had ever
feared.

He finished the wine and went
to attend to one more duty.

“Sir Ricatus,” said
Niall.

Sir Ricatus sat on a fallen
siege ladder, watching as Anathgrimm and human soldiers labored to
clear away the dead. With so many slain Mhorites and ogres, they
would be a risk of plague if they did not clear away the corpses
soon.

“Aye, Sir Niall?” said
Ricatus. He looked as tired as Niall felt, though the hard edge to
his eyes remained.

“Thank you for your help on
the wall,” said Niall. “That Mhorite would have had me.”

“I know,” said Ricatus. He
shifted and grunted. “Don’t get sentimental about it, though. If
you had fallen, I would have twice the work commanding the
men-at-arms myself.”

Niall started to make a joke
but then realized that Ricatus was perfectly serious. A wave of
dislike went through him. Ricatus did not care about the men under
his command, or his comrades, or anything at all except his own
power and advancement. He had only remained loyal to Prince Accolon
because he thought that Accolon was going to win, and he wanted
some of the lands of the slain nobles.

But Niall could not
articulate any of his disdain, he did not want to start a fight,
and Ricatus had saved his life, so he only nodded and walked
away.

***

 



 Chapter 15:
Changes








Third drifted through an
endless haze of mist, her mind unfocused and detached.

She was unsure if she was
alive or dead. If she was dead, Third had hoped to stand before the
throne of the Dominus Christus. Yet maybe God had rejected Third
for all the blood on her hands and had cast her into hell.

But if this was hell, it was
something of a disappointment – drifting endlessly through the mist
was hardly pleasurable, but neither was it a torment.

Images flickered through her
mind, fragments of memories from the depths of her past. Third saw
the face of her mother, pale and sharp-featured, with long black
hair and deep black eyes filled with sadness and fear. She
remembered so little about her mother, only her face, and nothing
more. Third did remember that her father had killed her mother on
the day that Third had transformed into an urdhracos.

Centuries of blood and death
and torment followed.

But they had ended at last.
The Traveler had fallen to Mara’s blade, and Third had gone to
Nightmane Forest to die in battle. Instead, Ridmark had defeated
her, giving her a chance, and she had transformed, becoming
something new. Third had again faced herself in the heart of the
Sylmarus, and she had forgiven her father, who she had hated above
all others, freeing herself of his memory.

Other images flickered
through her mind. The battle at Cathair Animus, and the arrival of
the Dragon Cult. The siege of Sinderost, her magic returning…and
Third had fallen in that battle.

Hadn’t she?

Perhaps it was inevitable.
Third had always known that she would die in battle.

Yet there were regrets. If
she died, Third would leave Ridmark and Mara to face the Dragon
Cult without her help. She would not see her friends again. Selene
would be trapped in the Frankish Empire. Rilmael would go on alone,
carrying the crushing weight of his office, but never balking,
never shirking.

Odd that Third would think of
him now.

Then the mists cleared, and
Third found herself in a place she knew very well.

She stood in a massive,
ancient forest, the ground gnarled with thick roots, the trees
rising like pillars, the canopy blocking out the sun. A faint blue
light illuminated the forest, and wisps of blue light danced like
motes of dust caught upon the wind.

Nightmane Forest, where she
had lived for centuries, enslaved to the will of her father.

Third had come home.

“No, you haven’t,” said a
woman’s voice. “You lived here a long time, but I don’t think
you’ve come home yet. Not really.”

Third turned and saw the
human woman leaning against a tree.

She was about thirty and wore
a leather jerkin, trousers, and dusty boots, her arms folded across
her chest. The woman had thick black hair and deep blue eyes and
looked familiar, very familiar. Those were Calliande’s eyes, but
the facial features looked a great deal like Ridmark. Suddenly
Third remembered standing in Mara’s castra outside Cintarra on the
day that Shalmathrak and the priestesses of Shalask arrived, with
Calliande testing her daughter and realizing that she possessed the
Sight…

“Rhoanna?” said Third,
bewildered.

Rhoanna Arban grinned.
“Greetings, Aunt Third. It’s been a while. Or it will have been a
while? I’m afraid no human or elven language is really up to the
task of describing non-linear time.”

“You are a two-year-old
child,” said Third, trying to think through the haze filling her
mind. “When I last saw you, you tried to eat a wooden toy
ball.”

“I hope my tastes improve
with age,” said Rhoanna.

Third shook her head. “This
is…this is a hallucination. A fever dream. Or I am lying in the
ashes outside Sinderost as I die, and I see visions of the
future.”

“No, no, and half wrong,”
said Rhoanna, ticking points off on her fingers. “You’re not dying.
And this is, in fact, a vision of the future, but one that can talk
back to you.”

Third frowned. “That does not
make any sense.”

Rhoanna smiled. “Did my
father ever tell you how the archmage Ardrhythain described the
nature of time to him?”

“He did,” said Third.
“Ardrhythain told Ridmark that time had three faces. The past was
made of stone, frozen and locked in its final form. The present was
a fire, constantly changing and shifting. The future is the shadows
cast by the stones of the past and the flames of the present,
changing as the fires of the present change.”

“Exactly,” said Rhoanna.
“Now, imagine there was a girl who was only conceived because of
powerful magic. She possessed the Sight so strongly that the idea
of linear time was something she had to learn as she grew up. And
because of that, she cast a unique shadow into the future…a shadow
that could reach back and speak to those she loved in the flames of
the present.”

Third thought about this.

“So you are saying,” said
Third, “that you are the future of Rhoanna Arban, and because you
possess the Sight, the shadow of the future can speak to the
present.”

“Exactly so,” said
Rhoanna.

“That does not make any
sense,” said Third.

Rhoanna shrugged. “A lot of
things don’t make much sense, Aunt Third. Poets and bards must tell
tales that make sense, or they starve. But reality? It is under no
such necessity. But I have spoken to you, to my father, my mother,
and the Guardian Morigna. And I shall speak to others as I can.
Because you face great trials, and you need counsel.”

Rhoanna – or the shadow of
the girl’s potential future self – was correct. It might not make
sense, but it was obviously happening. And if Third wasn’t dead,
then she was going to wake up on the battlefield at Sinderost or
some hospital tent within the Imperial capital. If she wasn’t going
to die, she would still have to face her foes and find a way to
return home.

“What do you want to tell
me?” said Third.

Rhoanna lifted her hand and
raised three fingers. “There have to be three of you.”

“Three of what?” said
Third.

“The Warden has sent five
Heralds of Ruin into the world,” said Rhoanna. “He is trapped
within Urd Morlemoch, but he can bind his power into others and
send them to work his will. The five Heralds are going to open the
Great Eye and seize the hidden tomb, the door that must never be
opened.”

“Four Heralds,” said Third.
“Shalmathrak killed Vhalmharak, and Ghostruin is secured within the
Tower of the Keeper.”

Rhoanna’s face was solemn.
“It is less secure than we hope. Another will come to wield the
corrupted sword and lose his soul to it. Five Heralds of Ruin will
come to the hidden tomb and try to open the door that must never be
opened. Five Heralds…and five will stand to oppose them. My father
the Shield Knight, the Guardian of Cathair Kaldran,” she held up
her three fingers again, “and three other warriors will stand with
them. You must be one of those warriors.”

“I do not understand,” said
Third.

“I know,” said Rhoanna. “You
are still bound by linear time. But you nearly died from the strike
of Shadowruin, and your soul has brushed death. I can speak with
you now. You won’t remember any of it with your waking mind, I’m
afraid…but some of it will remain with you, and I hope it will
guide you. “

Nightmane Forest dissolved
into nothingness, and Third knew no more.

Much later, she became aware
that she was looking at something else. It looked like…it looked
like carved wooden beams, with planks over them.

A ceiling. She was looking at
a ceiling.

After a while, other
sensations flickered into her mind. She was lying on something
soft, her head resting on a pillow. The smell of something like
herbs and maybe the tang of the sea came to her nostrils. There was
a warm blanket lying on top of her, pulled up to her neck, and she
was naked beneath it.

For a moment, the relative
comfort baffled her. She had been wounded severely several times
during her centuries of enslavement to the Traveler, and the
Traveler had never coddled his wounded daughters. No, he had thrown
them into Nightmane Forest and left them, seeing if they would heal
under their own power or die. Third remembered lying in agonizing
pain in the gloom of Nightmane Forest, wishing for death, but the
dark elven vitality of her blood keeping her alive…

Alive. She shouldn’t be
alive. Theudeuric had dealt her a mortal wound with Shadowruin.

Third forced her eyes opened
and levered onto her elbows, looking around.

To her mild astonishment, she
was in a bedroom.

She lay in a large room built
from both white stone and polished wood. A balcony opened off to
her right, and through it Third saw the sea, and realized she could
hear the faint sound of waves breaking against the bluff. A wooden
stand was on the wall, and Storm and Inferno hung in their sheaths,
her armor of dark metal and leather stacked on the floor beneath
them next to her boots. The Key of Tarmyntir hung next to her
swords, the sigils cut into it glowing softly.

An armored figure stood at
the foot of her bed.

No. Not an armored figure. An
empty suit of elven armor, fashioned from the golden metal that
both the gray elves of Cathair Caedyn and the cloak elves used. The
armor had a winged helmet, and there was a dull blue glow within
the helmet’s visor. With a jolt of memory, Third remembered the
guardians of the vaults below Cathair Selenias, the animated suits
of armor that she and Ridmark and Tamara had battled, magical
constructions powered by minor soulstones. Third tried to rise and
go for her swords, but a wave of dizziness went through her, and
she slumped against the pillows.

The armor turned and marched
from the room without another word.

Well. That was odd.

After a moment, Third pushed
herself to a sitting position, lifted the blanket, and looked at
her stomach, uncertain of what she would see. Her stomach ought to
have been a bloody ruin, but the skin was smooth and taut and
unmarked, with no sign that a corrupted soulblade had been driven
through her. Third ran a hand over her lower back, expecting to
feel a scar, but there was no trace of a wound.

It seemed that she had been
healed, as skillfully as if Calliande had done it. Perhaps even
better. Calliande was the best healer in Andomhaim, but for a
mortal wound, her magic often left a scar. It seemed that Third was
healed, though fatigue filled her.

She sat motionless for a
while, trying to decide if she had the energy to rise and retrieve
her weapons, and then the suit of armor returned.

Third tensed, but instead of
weapons, the armor carried…a tray? There was a plate on the tray,
and a bowl of something steaming. The smell of food came to Third’s
nostrils, and her stomach clenched in a spasm of hunger.

Selene walked after the
armor, and her face lit up with a grin.

“Welcome back to the waking
world,” said Selene, and she sat on the left side of the bed as the
armor walked around to the right. “How are you feeling?”

“Not dead,” said Third. “Also
hungry. And very, very thirsty.” She gave the armor a dubious
look.

“Oh, don’t worry about our
silent friend here,” said Selene. “Rilmael has a couple hundred of
them he inherited from the previous owner of the island. They’re
like the automatons in the Tower of Nightmares, but they don’t
fight. They’re domestic workers. Keep the place clean and tidy. And
they prepare surprisingly good food.” The animated armor lowered
the tray, and Third took it. Her hands only trembled a little. “You
said you’re hungry, so how about you eat while I share news?”

Third could only nod in
agreement as she looked at the plate. There was bread, and some
meat – she thought it was fish. The bowl held some sort of chicken
and vegetable soup. Before she knew it, her mouth was full of
bread, and she was tearing off another chunk.

“Well,” said Selene, “after
Theudeuric stabbed you, Rilmael transported us here. He shouldn’t
have been able to move all three of us at once, but I guess his
power combined with yours managed it. We’re on Guardian’s Isle, in
the sea south of the Empire proper. It used to be a cloak elven
kingdom called Cathair Arbur, but the cloak elves retreated to
Cathair Kaldran and Rilmael took the island as his stronghold. One
of the towers held a magical device he called the Chamber of
Regeneration. It will either heal someone completely or kill them
in the process. It healed you from Shadowruin’s wound, but you were
in a coma after. Rilmael said you would either wake up fully healed
or die in your sleep. He had to go back to Sinderost, so I’ve
stayed here with our metal friends,” she gestured at the armor,
“and looked after you.”

“Thank you,” said Third,
finishing off the last of the fish. She started on the soup. “How
long was I asleep?”

“Five and a half days,” said
Selene.

Third paused. Five and a half
days? God and the saints, no wonder she was hungry. She had never
been unconscious for that long in her life.

And five days was enough time
for a city to fall.

“Sinderost,” said Third.
“What happened? Did the Fallen Order take the city?”

Selene grinned, the smugness
obvious. “They did not. They tried one more time, but Rilmael,
Tyrcamber, and Ruari pushed them back. And then Theudeuric withdrew
his soldiers and headed north back to Corbrast. It seems he
realized that Prince Everard was only a day or two away from
Sinderost by then, and the Prince had a second army behind him, all
the reinforcements of the western Empire. Rilmael told me all this
yesterday when he stopped by to check on you. He went back to
Sinderost to make sure the nobles don’t kill each other, and he’ll
be back later today.”

Third thrust her spoon into
the bowl again and realized the soup was all gone.

“Thank you,” said Third. “For
looking after me.”

Selene grinned again. “Well,
you did the same after I first transformed.” She looked at the
armor. “You can take that back to the kitchen.” The automaton bowed
and lifted the tray from Third’s lap. Third’s skin crawled, and her
hands itched for her swords, but the animated armor simply departed
from the room with the tray.

“I keep expecting it to
attack,” said Third.

“You don’t like them, do
you?” said Selene. “Well, I will admit they’re useful.” She waved a
hand over the room. “There are old cloak elven ruins all over the
island, but Rilmael has a house here. The automatons look after it
for him, cook and clean and so forth. He said that in ancient times
the cloak elves had far more of them.”

“I would be ill at ease with
such servants,” said Third.

“Too bad Jager can’t figure
out how to make them,” said Selene. “We would make a fortune
selling automatons. Of course, all the men and women who actually
work as servants would be out of work, and then Andomhaim would
have yet another civil war, or maybe a revolution.”

“What are we going to do
now?” said Third.

“I am not sure,” said Selene.
“I expect Rilmael back at any moment. Once he arrives, we can talk
about…”

Even as Selene spoke,
footsteps clicked against the floor, and Rilmael stepped into the
room. He looked tired but pleased as if he had just brought some
long and toilsome labor to a satisfactory end. Rilmael took two
steps into the room, looked at Third, and froze, his eyes widening
just a little.

Third wondered why he was
staring at her like that. Then she remembered that she was sitting
naked in bed, the blanket fallen to her hips, and for an instant,
she stared back at him, suddenly unable to look away. Her hand
closed around the blanket in her lap and pulled it up to her neck,
and the moment broke.

“Guardian,” said Third.

Rilmael bowed. “My apologies,
Lady Third. I was unaware that you were awake…and I am pleased that
you are.” He hesitated. “How are you feeling?”

“Tired,” said Third. “And
weak. But much better.” She paused. “Thank you for your
hospitality. I may have eaten a large portion of your food.”

“You are looking healthier,”
said Rilmael. “No doubt you will have many questions for me. Once
you are feeling stronger, I will be happy to answer them.”

“I am feeling stronger now,”
said Third. “Let me get dressed, and we can speak more.”

“Of course,” said Rilmael. He
pointed at a wardrobe on the left wall. “There are garments in
there that should fit. Once you are ready, you and Lady Selene can
find me in the library.”

He bowed again and left the
room, and Third and Selene looked at each other.

“I think he’s very glad you
are mostly recovered,” said Selene.

“I am grateful for his aid,”
said Third. “I would have died, if not for his assistance.”

Selene laughed. “It was a
little more than that, I think. When he came into the room and saw
you…the way the two of you were staring at each other, it was like
the rest of the world had vanished. Every dragon in the Frankish
Empire might have flown here and set the island on fire, and you
wouldn’t have noticed.”

Third remembered the sudden
flicker of desire she had seen in Rilmael’s eyes, a flicker that
had been mirrored within herself, and pushed it aside. It was not
something she wanted to consider right now.

“Help me get dressed, will
you?” said Third.

“As you wish,” said Selene.
She crossed to the wardrobe and opened it, examining the garments
within. “I think there’s a minor spell on this wardrobe to keep the
contents from decaying. Rilmael mentioned that the island was
abandoned thousands of years ago, so I think some of these clothes
might be thousands of years old…ah, here we are.” She drew out a
long garment of green cloth. “I think this would suit you
well.”

Third frowned. “I would
prefer my own clothes.”

“Which have a massive hole in
them and were drenched in your blood,” said Selene. “I’m afraid
that getting stabbed by a dark soulblade rather ruined them. Your
boots were fine, though.”

Third’s frown deepened. “I do
not want to go anywhere without my armor.”

Selene shrugged. “We’re safe
enough here.” She held up the garment, and Third saw that it was a
sleeveless gown of green cloth. “Besides, this will look quite nice
on you, I think. That ought to please you.”

“I do not care how I look,”
said Third. “It is of no consequence in battle.”

“Yes, you do care,” said
Selene. “And I can prove it.”

Third sighed. “By all means.”
At times, Selene’s conversation was a bit like a determined hunting
hound. Once she caught the scent of something, she would not let it
go.

“If you want to prove that
you don’t care about your appearance, then cut off all your hair,”
said Selene.

Third blinked. “What?” One
hand reached to her temple. Her black hair had been unbound, and it
hung to the middle of her back.

“Cut it all off,” said
Selene. “It’s a liability in a fight. A clever foe might use it to
get a handle on your head. But you’ve never cut it off. I’ve seen
you spend twenty minutes braiding it and binding it before we set
off in the morning.”

“You do not cut your hair,”
said Third.

Selene ran a hand through it.
“Yes, but I’m vain, and I like how I look.” She peered into the
wardrobe. “Besides, there are no trousers in here. It’s either one
of these gowns, or you go talk to Rilmael while you’re naked. Which
I really think he would prefer…”

“Fine,” said Third,
half-exasperated, half-amused. She pushed aside the blanket and
stood. Her head still swam a little, but she didn’t fall on her
face or her backside. “I see there is no arguing with you.”

“On the contrary, I like to
argue,” said Selene. “I’m just better at it than most people. And I
think this will make you look a bit more…feminine than your usual
preference.”

“I do not care if I look
feminine or not,” said Third.

“Of course you don’t,” said
Selene, helping her into the gown. “Which is why you keep your hair
long even though you are constantly fighting.”

Once again, Third had no good
answer for that.

Third donned her boots,
though the hem of the long gown concealed them. She rearranged her
baldric into a sword belt and looped it around her waist, Storm and
Inferno on her hips. Selene took a step back and cast a spell,
conjuring a sheet of thin ice that she smoothed into a mirror.
Third considered her reflection in the ice.

It was almost like a stranger
stared back at her.

The green gown fit her well
and left her shoulders and arms bare, and the skirt was loose
enough that she would not trip over it. Third had not bothered to
braid her hair, and it hung in dark falls on either side of her
face, resting against her chest. She looked…Third remembered her
visit to Cathair Solas with Ridmark and Calliande and Caius, and
Third realized she looked a great deal like the high elven
noblewomen she had seen there.

She didn’t know if that
pleased her or not. But she thought again of the flicker she had
seen in Rilmael’s eyes, and that did please her…

“You know,” said Selene, “you
really look rather striking.”

“Thank you,” said Third. “Let
us speak with Rilmael. I have many questions, and we should act
soon.”

Selene nodded. “This
way.”

For lack of any better
options, Third left the Key of Tarmyntir on the floor near the
wall. As Selene had said, it ought to be safe enough for now.

Selene led Third from the
bedroom and through the corridors of the house. Third had expected
that they would be in a castra or a fortress, but instead, they
seemed to be in a rambling villa. They passed through two
courtyards and a garden and came to a large room with the windows
closed tight, the illumination provided by enspelled lanterns.
Shelves climbed the walls, holding books and scrolls, and tables
contained more books, some of them open. Rilmael stood gazing at a
wooden podium holding what looked like a map. Third knew enough of
the elven tongue to realize that it was a map of the Empire.

He looked up and smiled at
their approach. His eyes lingered on Third a moment longer than on
Selene.

“Lady Selene, Lady Third,”
said Rilmael. “I am glad you are feeling better. Please, be seated,
and I will answer whatever questions you wish.”

“I would rather walk,” said
Third. “I have been too long abed.”

“Of course,” said Rilmael.
“This way, please.”

He picked up his staff from
where he had left it propped against the table and led the way
across the library. A narrow door was in the far wall, and Rilmael
pushed it open. Beyond was a path wending its way through the
grasses, the bluff falling away into the sea on the right. They
walked in silence for a moment, and Third appreciated the feel of
the salt breeze against her face, even though the harsh light of
the sky fire made everything look alien and strange. Third looked
back at the villa and saw that it was perched on the edge of the
bluff, a scene striking and beautiful.

“Where exactly are we?” said
Third at last.

“Not many know of it,” said
Rilmael. “Those who do call it Guardian’s Isle. It was once the
cloak elven kingdom of Cathair Arbur. During the cloak elves’ wars
against the Dragon Imperator, I warned the King of Cathair Arbur
against a particular battle. He ignored me and went to battle
anyway. I managed to find a way to save his army, but their numbers
had been much reduced. He decided to withdraw his people to the
fortifications of Cathair Kaldran and gave the island to me. I have
used it as my stronghold ever since.”

“Why has it not been overrun
by your foes?” said Third.

“I stole a spell from the
xiatami,” said Rilmael. “Selene said you had encountered the
xiatami on your world?” Third nodded. “They have considerable
skills with mental magic. I placed a ward over the entire island.
Whoever comes here without my invitation experiences a day or so of
disorientation and a compulsion to leave. They regain control of
themselves with no memory of the past day, and assume they got lost
or went off course. It helps that the ocean currents do not pass
near this island, so it is rare for a ship to ever come in this
direction.” A hard smile went over his bearded face. “Since I am
not always welcome in Cathair Kaldran, depending on who sits on the
Council, that has been helpful.” The smile faded. “I was able to
take Tyrcamber here when he started transforming, though the effort
of traveling through magic with both of us nearly killed me. I was
able to take him to the Chamber of the Sight, where he confronted
himself and became a Dragontiarna Knight.”

Third frowned. “You did not
seem to have any difficulty bringing the three of us here.”

“Ah,” said Rilmael. “That was
your work, my lady.”

“Mine?” said Third. “I am no
wizard.”

But even as she said it, she
realized that was no longer true.

“Your power,” said Rilmael.
“The power in your blood. It temporarily…fused with mine, for lack
of a better word. I was able to guide my spell with the Sight, and
you transported the three of us here. I feared it would kill you,
but thankfully it did not.” He paused. “You manifested magical
ability during the battle.”

“I did,” said Third.

“Do you have it under
control?” said Rilmael. “The Malison can be overwhelming if you are
not used to it.”

In answer, Third gestured
with her left hand, drawing on the new power that flowed into her
mind. All her previous knowledge had been with using dark magic,
the cold power drawn from the void between the stars, but much of
the skill still applied to the use of elemental flame. A whirling
ball of fire appeared over her hand, and another, and then another.
Third felt the flows of power through her mind, along with the
strange alien aura of the Malison. It wasn’t malicious, not really,
but it was powerful and without mercy and utterly indifferent to
both humans and elves. If Third drew on too much of that power, it
would sweep through her and transform her. She knew that she was
far more resistant to the Malison than a human, but she could still
succumb to it.

“I have it under control,”
said Third, and she closed her fist. The spheres of fire winked out
of existence. “If I am honest, I have no wish to wield magic
again.”

“That is regrettable,” said
Rilmael. “You have a considerable talent for it, and a remarkable
degree of skill.”

“I wielded dark magic for
centuries as an urdhracos,” said Third. “It is not an experience I
care to relive.”

“Elemental magic is not the
same as dark magic,” said Rilmael, “but I will not press you on
that point. I suspect you have more urgent questions.”

“I do,” said Third. She
noticed that Selene had fallen back a few steps, that she was
letting Third and Rilmael walk side by side. “How fare things at
Sinderost?”

“Well,” said Rilmael. “Better
than I expected, if I am to be honest. Our attack threw the enemy
into disarray. Theudeuric attempted another assault on Sinderost
while you were recovering, but we had already destroyed many of his
undead. He retreated in haste to the north rather than face Prince
Everard’s army. By now, Everard is marching into Sinderost, and the
army of the western empire under Duke Scuinar is only a few days
behind. Soon enough, the Dukes will have gathered in the Imperial
capital to elect a new Emperor, and Prince Everard will be crowned.
Then we will take the field against the Fallen Order with the full
strength of the Empire.”

Third frowned. “Prince
Everard should move at once rather than wait. Every day will give
Theudeuric and the Knights of Blood more time to rebuild their
strength and raise new undead.”

“You are right,” said
Rilmael, “but an army requires a strong leader. Especially in the
Empire. Each of the Dukes is practically a king in his own right,
and the Imperial Free Cities hate and fear the nobles. The free
cities will only follow the lead of the Emperor, and their militias
are second only to the soldiers of the Five Orders. For that
matter, the Imperial Orders answer only to the Emperor and no one
else. No, the Empire must have a new Emperor before we can destroy
the Fallen Order.” He shook his head. “And we will need a strong
Emperor to face whatever the Warden intends next. The Dragon Cult
and the Fallen Order are both servants of the Warden, even if they
know it not. I am sure the Warden has other servants and
plans.”

“You are right,” said Third.
“And Selene and I must aid our friends in Andomhaim.” She took a
deep breath. “Have you found a way for us to return home?” It was
harder to say than she would have thought. The idea of leaving
Rilmael behind was…disappointing. It was absurd. She had only met
him a few days ago. Leaving before getting to know him better
shouldn’t have disappointed her.

But it did.

Well, she had been
disappointed when Kyralion had married Rilmeira, so she would
survive this as well.

“I have,” said Rilmael.
“There is, however, a complication.”

“Shocking,” said Selene from
behind them.

“I meditated in the Chamber
of the Sight while you were recovering,” said Rilmael, “and I found
one remaining gate to our homeworld. Unfortunately, it is in Urd
Mythruin.”

“I am afraid that name means
nothing to me,” said Third.

“Urd Mythruin is in the
Goblin Wastes, far to the east of the Empire,” said Rilmael. “The
Wastes are ruled by a patchwork of petty dark elven princes, ogre
lords, and goblin kings. Urd Mythruin was once the capital of the
Dragon Imperator. After he fell in battle, his lieutenant the
Valedictor seized control of the city and tried to rebuild the
Dragon Imperator’s empire…”

“But Tyrcamber killed him
first,” said Third.

“Along with most of his
principal vassals,” said Rilmael. “The last of whom was the
Signifier, who died on your world. Urd Mythruin is now half laid
waste, and ruled by whatever goblin king or ogre prince manages to
seize control of it long enough.”

“Unless I miss my guess,”
said Selene, “Urd Mythruin is a long way from the rifts opened by
the Dwyrstones.”

“You are correct,” said
Rilmael. “I believe the Theophract gathered the remaining power
from the rifts and concentrated it at Urd Mythruin. He is using
that gate to send goblin and ogre reinforcements to Merovech in
Andomhaim.”

Third did not like the
thought of her sister and her friends facing unending hordes of
goblins and ogres. “Then we must journey to that gate, travel to
Andomhaim, and close it behind us.”

“That will be easier said
than done,” said Rilmael. “Even half-ruined, Urd Mythruin is still
strong, and there shall be many powerful defenders. And trying to
close the gate will almost certainly draw the attention of the
Theophract. He is my equal in magic, perhaps my superior, and I am
not certain I can overcome him in a straight fight.”

“Then we will make certain
that it is not a straight fight,” said Third, though her words were
empty bravado, and she knew it. Until she saw Urd Mythruin, she
could not formulate a suitable strategy. “Will you help us reach
it? If Selene and I must travel on foot to Urd Mythruin, so be it,
but it would be quicker if you aided us.” A sudden irrational wave
of guilt went through her. “I know you have duties here, but…”

“No,” said Rilmael, meeting
her eyes. “If you ask it of me, Lady Third, I will do it.”

His face and voice were calm,
but his eyes seemed to grow more intense, and that sensation of
uneasy enjoyment fluttered through Third.

“Thank you,” she said, and
coughed. Her throat had gotten a little dry.

“You have your duties, I have
mine,” said Rilmael. “And closing that world gate would hamper the
Theophract, which would defend the door that must never be opened.”
He paused. “I would, however, wish to ask something of you
first.”

“Oh?” said Third. “What is
that?”

“The Fallen Order must be
destroyed,” said Rilmael, “and Shadowruin either broken or locked
away safely. The Empire can probably destroy the Fallen Order on
its own, but the cost will be high. They need help…and I think that
you might be able to convince the Council of Cathair Kaldran to
come in force to aid the Empire.”

“Me?” said Third, taken
aback. “I cannot imagine that the cloak elves will be impressed by
a former urdhracos.”

Selene laughed. “What about
two of us? I confess I find myself very impressive.”

“Far be it from me to gainsay
you, my lady,” said Rilmael. “But the Empire has Dragontiarna
Knights again. And you have seen the war in Andomhaim firsthand. If
I can convince the Council that it is not just the Fallen Order or
the Dragon Cult moving against us, that the Warden of Urd Morlemoch
is preparing to attack Cathair Kaldran, perhaps that will persuade
them that the time has come to take decisive action.”

“So Tyrcamber and Ruari will
impress them, and Selene and I are firsthand witnesses?” said
Third.

“You are,” said Rilmael. “The
Empire has two Dragontiarna Knights now, and the cloak elves have
always respected the Dragontiarna. If I can convince the cloak
elves to help the Empire destroy the Fallen Order, then we will be
in a stronger position. I don’t know how the Warden intends to
attack Cathair Kaldran, but he will. Perhaps he will summon the
armies of the Dragon Cult back to this world.”

“Or the Heptarchy,” said
Third. “I am reasonably sure we did not kill all of their soldiers
at the harbor of Cintarra.”

“That is a very good point,”
said Rilmael. “The ancestors of the Liberated fled here to escape
the urdmordar. The thought that an empire of enslaved orcs ruled by
the urdmordar is coming to Cathair Kaldran will make the Council
take notice.”

Third hesitated, stopped, and
looked back at Selene. “What do you think we should do?”

Selene shrugged. “I think I
should defer to your judgment. You are much older than I am, and
therefore far wiser.”

Third sighed. “There is no
need to be snide.”

“I’m not,” said Selene. “I’m
perfectly serious. I’ve seen many wars, but you’ve seen more.” She
looked at Rilmael. “You ought to heed her counsel, Guardian. A man
could go far with a woman like cousin Third to give him
advice.”

Third felt a wave of
irritation roll through her. What was Selene trying to do?

“I dare not debate you, for I
already agree,” said Rilmael. He looked back at Third. “If you
decline to aid me, I will help you to reach Urd Mythruin, though it
may take me some time. But if you…”

“No,” said Third with a shake
of her head. “It is as I told you at Muldorf. The Fallen Order and
the Dragon Cult are different faces of the same enemy. If I help
you and the Empire destroy the Fallen Order, then I am helping my
sister and my friends in Andomhaim.” She shrugged. “And if the
brunt of the battle against the Dragon Cult has fallen upon
Andomhaim, then we must do what we can against the Fallen
Order.”

“Thank you, Lady Third,” said
Rilmael. “I have seen many turns of ill fortune over the millennia.
Though you may disagree, it was a twist of good fortune that our
paths crossed in Muldorf.”

Third said nothing, staring
back at him. She remembered the touch of his magic against her
thoughts, remembered how it felt to look into the vast depths of
his mind. He, too, understood how it felt to go on and on despite
weariness. What had he seen when he looked into her mind?

It ought to have horrified
him, repulsed him.

But he was still looking back
at her.

Selene coughed into her hand.
“When shall we depart for Sinderost?”

Rilmael blinked, startled,
and then seemed to shake off his reverie. “As soon as you are
ready.”

***

 



 Chapter 16: An
Embassy








Tyrcamber was exhausted.

He had feared that in
Rilmael’s absence, the Fallen Order might rally and attempt to
bring its full strength to bear against Sinderost. But it seemed
that Tyrcamber and Ruari had done enough damage to the enemy during
the aborted attacks. Tyrcamber had destroyed countless undead with
his fire, more than the Knights of Blood could swiftly replace. He
expected Theudeuric to lead another attack personally, but it
seemed that the Master of the Fallen Order was unwilling to expose
himself to danger.

And griffins began circling
in the sky over Sinderost, scouts from the Order of the Griffin.
Prince Everard’s army was only a few days away, and the
reinforcements from the western Empire a few more days behind him.
The living troops of the Fallen Order began pulling away. The
soldiers to the north of the city departed first, followed soon
after by the army on the western bank of the River Nabia. They left
behind only the half-completed fortifications they had dug. Both
forces were heading north back to Corbrast, no doubt to fortify
themselves and await the coming of Prince Everard’s army.

Or soon to be the Emperor’s
army, Tyrcamber realized. Once the western reinforcements arrived,
enough Dukes would have gathered to elect a new Emperor. All
Chilmar Rigamond’s labors since the fall of the Valedictor would
have come to fruition. Everard Roland would become the new Emperor,
and Chilmar the new Imperial Chancellor. A united Empire could turn
its reinvigorated power to the north, to destroy the Fallen Order
and depose Duchess Rosalyn Aginwulf.

For the first time in over a
decade, the Empire might be reunified and at peace.

Tyrcamber could barely grasp
the thought. His entire adult life had been spent in war, first as
a Knight of the Order of Embers and then as a Dragontiarna Knight.
Perhaps his idle daydreams of living quietly with Ruari might come
to fruition. But those daydreams were only mostly idle. Even if the
Empire was reunified and at peace, the Emperor would need his
Dragontiarna Knights. The Empire would still have enemies. The
tribes of the Goblin Wastes would probe the borders, the muridachs
and the jotunmiri in the north might launch raids, and the xiatami
of the south would be ready to attack at the first sign of
weakness.

Still, that would be a far
cry from the massive wars against the Valedictor and the Dragon
Cult.

Tyrcamber would not miss
those wars…but he could not shake the feeling he had overlooked
something. The Order of Blood had given up too easily. If they had
pressed their attack, they might have taken Sinderost. Theudeuric
was a conservative and cautious commander, but if he had pushed
harder, he might have seized the Imperial capital.

For that matter, Tyrcamber
knew that Theudeuric was only a servant of their true enemy. The
Theophract and his master the Warden had founded the Dragon Cult,
and while the Fallen Order claimed to oppose the Dragon Cult,
Tyrcamber had no doubt that the Theophract had created it as well.
It unsettled Tyrcamber to know that their true enemy remained at
large, able to spin plots and plans and prepare new attacks on the
Empire.

He hoped that God and fortune
had favored the men of Andomhaim in their defense against the
Dragon Cult.

But Tyrcamber could do
nothing for them, so with the fighting over, he turned his
attention to helping his wife. Ruari directed the hospitals, and
while there were not as many wounded as Tyrcamber had feared, there
were still too many. Sanitation, at least, was not a concern –
Sinderost’s sewers carried waste away efficiently, and Sir Karling
imposed flogging for any man caught defecating in the street, a
measure Tyrcamber supported. Plague was often more deadly than any
sword.

Ruari was more skilled with
the Heal spell than he was. Nevertheless, Tyrcamber helped where he
could. Using elemental fire to cast the Heal spell was a superb way
to burn out the infections from wounds while closing them at the
same time. Ruari had Tyrcamber cast the Heal spell on wounded men
strong enough to survive the rigors of his magic. The healing
exhausted the wounded men, and they would have some weeks of
recovery, but they would survive.

It was wearying work, but
Tyrcamber was glad to do it. As a boy, he had dreamed of becoming a
famed knight of the Empire. Now he had more glory than he could
have imagined, and it meant nothing to him. He would not flinch
from his duty to defend his people, but he was glad he could help
to heal, that he could do something other than destroy.

The morning of the fifth day
after Rilmael departed with Third and Selene, Tyrcamber awoke in
his bed in his father’s mansion. That, at least, was a luxury –
Tyrcamber had been on many campaigns where he had slept under
bushes and wrapped in his cloak. The bed was soft and clean, and
his father’s servants kept them well-fed and the mansion
well-tended.

A warm touch had awakened
him, and Tyrcamber felt Ruari’s hands sliding over his chest and
stomach. He turned his head and caught a glimmer of her eerie blue
eyes in the dawn gloom. She saw him looking and smiled. Ruari rose
to her knees, pulled her nightshirt over her head, tossed it aside,
and then climbed atop him.

After they finished, they lay
tangled together, breathing hard, Tyrcamber’s hand resting on the
small of her back.

“I am thankful you are here
with me,” said Tyrcamber, and he kissed her. “It makes many things
more bearable.”

Ruari smiled again and
nodded.

“I think Prince Everard and
my father will arrive today,” said Tyrcamber.

Ruari squirmed out from under
his arm, reached for the night table, and picked up her wax tablet
and stylus. Tyrcamber supposed it was strange that he was lying
naked in bed with a woman who could only converse by writing things
down, but he had grown used to it.

WHAT WILL HAPPEN THEN?

“There will be enough Dukes
to elect a new Emperor,” said Tyrcamber. “They will gather in the
Imperial Cathedral, and will elect Everard as the new Emperor.” He
snorted. “Or they will if they don’t want my father angry at
them.”

YOUR FATHER IS PERSUASIVE. WE
DIDN’T WISH TO WED, BUT HERE WE ARE, HAPPY.

Tyrcamber laughed and kissed
her. “The damnable thing about it? My father was right, and he will
never let me forget it. After Everard’s coronation, there will be a
feast and days of celebration. But not many. Both the new Emperor
and my father will want to march against the Fallen Order as soon
as possible.”

WILL RILMAEL COME?

“I think so,” said Tyrcamber.
The Guardian had returned to Sinderost with news and then departed
for his sanctuary again. “He has been at the forefront of every
battle since the Valedictor invaded. If not for his counsel, the
Empire might not have survived.” Certainly, Tyrcamber would not
have survived. “I hope Lady Third recovers. She is a valiant
warrior.”

AGREED. RILMAEL MIGHT FALL IN
LOVE WITH HER.

It took Tyrcamber a moment to
process that.

“What?” he said. “The
Guardian?” He found it frankly impossible to imagine the Guardian
of Cathair Kaldran falling in love with anyone.

HE LOOKS AT HER THE WAY YOU
CAME TO LOOK AT ME. AND I THINK SHE LOOKS AT HIM WITH LONGING.

Tyrcamber said nothing. It
still seemed absurd…but the Guardian had told Tyrcamber he had been
married, long ago, on his distant homeworld. And while Third was
undeniably beautiful, it was the strange, alien beauty of the
elves. A human man could find, say, a thunderstorm beautiful, but
he could not desire it.

But Rilmael was not human,
was he?

“Huh,” said Tyrcamber at
last. “I would never have guessed.”

Ruari smiled in the gloom,
braced her tablet against her knee, and wrote some more.

I CANNOT SPEAK, SO I MUST PAY
CLOSE ATTENTION. ELSE NO ONE WOULD TELL ME ANYTHING.

“I tell you things,”
protested Tyrcamber.

She smiled and kissed him
again.

Later Tyrcamber and Ruari
dressed and left the mansion, riding through the streets of
Sinderost to the New City’s docks on the River Nabia. Tyrcamber
thought an air of relief hung over the city. It had been barely
five years since the Valedictor’s nearly successful siege of
Sinderost, and then the city had been threatened by the Fallen
Order. If all went well, a new Emperor would soon rule from
Sinderost, and perhaps the Empire would have a chance for lasting
peace.

He and Ruari drew stares and
bows as they passed. They were both wearing their golden elven
armor and white cloaks. Tyrcamber would have preferred to wear
something else, but the Fallen Order’s withdrawal to the north
might have been a ruse, and Tyrcamber might need to fight. Better
to go with his armor than without it. Ruari’s expression settled
into the blank, wooden mask she assumed when she wished her
feelings to remain unknown. Combined with her golden armor, it made
her look aloof and noble.

They reached the western
docks, and Tyrcamber looked across the river to see the army of
Prince Everard Roland camped across the river. Already the army had
settled in to raise a fortified camp, and rafts and ferries filled
the River Nabia as nobles crossed to the city. Tyrcamber spotted
Sir Karling’s party waiting on one of the quays, the golden
sunburst sigil of the House of Roland flying from a banner
overhead, and rode to join them.

“Ah,” said Sir Karling. “Sir
Tyrcamber, Lady Ruari, welcome. I’m glad you could join us. I am
sure the Prince and your father will want to speak with you.”

“No doubt,” said Tyrcamber.
His father remained unawed that his youngest son was a Dragontiarna
Knight and never passed an opportunity for a lecture.

“You will have my thanks, Sir
Tyrcamber,” said Karling. “I do not think we would have held
Sinderost without your aid. I was a boy when the Dragon Imperator
fell and the last Dragontiarna Knight died, but I always wondered
if tales of the prowess of the Dragontiarna were overstated. Now I
can see that they are not.”

“Thank you, my lord,” said
Tyrcamber.

“And you, Lady Ruari,” said
Karling. Ruari blinked in surprise. People tended to forget that
she was there. “You went into battle against the Fallen Order, but
then you tended to the hospitals. I think more of my men, far more,
survived than would have without your aid.” He grinned behind his
bushy beard. “The abbots of the monasteries and the deans of the
cathedrals would spend half their time bickering about precedence
if there was not a Dragontiarna Knight to put the fear of God into
them.”

Ruari offered a deep bow from
the saddle, wrote something on her tablet, and turned it to face
Tyrcamber.

“She says you are too kind,
my lord,” said Tyrcamber.

“No one’s ever called me
that,” said Karling. “I went on campaign with your father when I
was a young man, my lady. Your father would be proud of you…and you
take after him instead of your mother.”

Ruari blinked several times.
She had never mentioned her father, but from what Adalberga had
mentioned, Tyrcamber suspected that his early death in the war
against the Valedictor had wounded Ruari deeply. Chilmar Rigamond
had spoken scornfully of the man, but he spoke scornfully of most
people, and Ruari had loved her father. She smiled, the first time
she had smiled since leaving the mansion, and wrote on her
tablet.

“She says that you are
definitely too kind now,” said Tyrcamber.

“Ah, well,” said Karling. “If
you were not already wed to Sir Tyrcamber, and I were twenty years
younger…but such was not to be, alas.”

Ruari raised one hand to her
mouth in an exaggerated gesture of shock. Karling threw back his
head and roared with laughter. His men-at-arms turned startled
looks in his direction. Sir Karling Roland was not a man who
laughed often.

“You look after that woman,
Sir Tyrcamber,” said Karling. “Her mother was a fool not to value
her more.”

“I intend to, my lord,” said
Tyrcamber, and Ruari reached over and squeezed his hand.

“And here comes the Prince,”
said Karling.

A large raft approached the
quay, holding a party of horsemen. One of the knights held the
banner of the Rolands, and Tyrcamber spotted both Prince Everard
and Duke Chilmar among them, along with Master Ruire of the Order
of Embers. The raft pulled up to the quay and the men-at-arms tied
it in place, and the horsemen urged their mounts onto land.

“My lord Prince,” said
Karling. “I am pleased to welcome you back to Sinderost.”

Chilmar snorted. “You’re just
pleased you didn’t lose the city while we were gone.” Tyrcamber’s
father was a tall, solemn man with black hair and beard gone mostly
gray. Age had done nothing to slow his vigor or his iron-hard
determination.

“I’m just pleased that the
city is your problem now, my lord Chilmar,” said Karling.

“Thank you, cousin,” said
Everard. The Prince was as tall as Chilmar but far younger, perhaps
a year or two older than Tyrcamber. He looked stern and commanding,
but far less harsh than Chilmar. If Chilmar was the iron fist, then
Everard would be the kind word. “I knew Sinderost was in good
hands.”

“The men fought with great
valor to hold the city,” said Karling. He gestured to the side.
“Additionally, Sir Tyrcamber and Lady Ruari did a great deal to
repulse the enemy. As did the Guardian and his new friends.”

Chilmar frowned. “New
friends?”

“He means Lady Third and Lady
Selene,” said a familiar voice.

Tyrcamber turned in his
saddle and saw the Guardian Rilmael approaching them. Selene walked
on his left, clad in her usual clothes, sword and axe at her belt.
Third was on his right, and Tyrcamber was pleased to see that she
had recovered from her wound. Instead of her close-fitting dark
armor, she wore a flowing gown of green, her arms left bare, her
swords and the Key of Tarmyntir at her belt.

“Ah, Guardian,” said Everard.
“Good to see you again. Thank you for helping to defend Sinderost
in our absence. You have made some new allies?”

Chilmar frowned. “Those
aren’t cloak elves.”

Selene grinned at him.
“Indeed, we are not.”

“My lords,” said Rilmael.
“May I present Lady Third and Lady Selene of Nightmane Forest?
Queen Mara is the ruler of Nightmane Forest…and she is an ally of
the High King of Andomhaim.”

Both Third and Selene
bowed.

“Andomhaim,” said Everard. He
frowned and stroked his black beard, something he tended to do when
deep in thought. “Then you are from the other world? The one where
the Signifier perished?”

“That we are, lord Prince,”
said Selene. “We wound up here by accident, but found a mutual
enemy in the Fallen Order.”

“What happened to the Dragon
Cult?” said Chilmar. “We know Merovech went to your world, and we
were unable to follow.”

“Merovech and his army fight
against the Crown Prince of Andomhaim,” said Third in her cold,
precise voice. “When my cousin and I were drawn here, Merovech had
seized a large portion of land along the River Cintarra. I know not
how the war has proceeded in our absence.”

“The High King was gathering
his vassals and allies to destroy Merovech’s army,” said Selene. “I
don’t suppose that you could send assistance?”

Chilmar frowned, but Everard
looked calm. “I would if I could, my lady. But traveling between
worlds is far more complicated than stepping from the house to the
street, or so I have been told.”

“Both Merovech and Theudeuric
are servants of the same dark power,” said Third, “even if they
know it not.”

Chilmar’s frown deepened.
“The Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order are mortal enemies.”

“The Cult and the Order may
be foes,” said Rilmael, “but their leaders are not. Both Merovech
and Theudeuric carry dark soulblades, and both are the Heralds of
Ruin foretold by the Path of the Dragon. They may not even be aware
of it themselves, but the Heralds are servants of the Warden of Urd
Morlemoch. They are only his tools to claim the power of this world
for himself…and he will destroy the Empire and the cloak elves to
do it.”

Chilmar grunted. “I suspect
you are about to propose a strategy.”

“I am,” said Rilmael. “I am
going to Cathair Kaldran to petition the Council to send aid to
your army when you march against the Fallen Order.”

“Will they listen?” said
Chilmar. “The cloak elves have not left your city since the fall of
the Dragon Imperator.”

“The Empire has not had a
Dragontiarna Knight since that war,” said Rilmael, “and the Council
of Cathair Kaldran has always respected the Dragontiarna.
Additionally,” he gestured at Third and Selene, “we have
eyewitnesses to the dangers we face. The Warden sent an army from
the Empire to attack Andomhaim. Might he not send an army from
Andomhaim to attack Cathair Kaldran? That might rouse the Council
to action. The sooner the Empire and the cloak elves can destroy
the Fallen Order, the readier we shall be to stop whatever the
Warden intends.”

“You would like Sir Tyrcamber
and Lady Ruari to accompany you, I assume,” said Everard, his voice
quiet. Tyrcamber hadn’t realized that was Rilmael’s request, though
it made sense.

“We cannot spare our
Dragontiarna,” said Chilmar at once. Tyrcamber felt a flicker of
amusement. His father had never been so attached to him before he
had become a Dragontiarna. “If the Fallen Order attacks, we will
need their power. And once Everard is crowned and we march to
Corbrast, we will need their aid.”

“We shall not be gone more
than four or five days at most,” said Rilmael. “One way or another,
the Council will reach its decision by then.”

Chilmar grunted. “It’s at
least ten days to Cathair Kaldran from here, and as long to return.
Unless Tyrcamber and Rilmael fly you all there.”

“Lady Third has some unique
talents,” said Rilmael. “Combined with mine, I can move all five of
us to Cathair Kaldran via magic.”

“Father,” said Tyrcamber. “I
think the Guardian’s plan is best.”

“Of course you would,” said
Chilmar.

“But I have fought both
Merovech and Theudeuric in hand-to-hand combat,” said Tyrcamber.
“They both carry dark soulblades, and the same sorcerer forged both
weapons. Our enemy is not ultimately the Dragon Cult or the Fallen
Order or even the Theophract, but the dark master behind them all.
We might destroy the Fallen Order only to find ourselves vulnerable
to some other evil the Theophract has conjured. Better instead to
face the Fallen Order with allies, so we are prepared for whatever
may come.”

“You speak reason, boy,” said
Chilmar. He looked at Everard. “Well, you’re the one about to be
elected Emperor. What do you think?”

“The Guardian’s counsel seems
good to me,” said Everard. “But I do not yet have the right to
command the Dragontiarna Knights.”

“We will go,” said Tyrcamber,
and Ruari nodded.

“Excellent,” said Rilmael.
“If all goes well, we shall return before the time for your
election and coronation has come.” He turned to Tyrcamber. “We
shall depart as soon as you are ready.”

***

 



 Chapter 17:
Sentinel








Tyrcamber led the way back to
the mansion, and Third looked around Sinderost with interest.

Rilmael’s spell had deposited
them in the northern square before the gate, and it had been a
swift walk to the western docks on the River Nabia. Third watched
the city as they followed Tyrcamber’s and Ruari’s horses and was
pleased to see that the city had come through Theudeuric’s siege
unscathed. The Fallen Order hadn’t broken into the walls, and the
defenders had not even taken all that many casualties. Theudeuric
had retreated as Prince Everard’s army approached Sinderost. Third
was not surprised – the Prince, the Dukes, and the Masters of the
Five Orders had brought a powerful army.

So why had Theudeuric gone to
the trouble of besieging Sinderost? He had fought an inconclusive
battle against the Prince’s army in Swabathia, and then had turned,
raced north, and besieged the Imperial capital. The Fallen Order
had launched an inconclusive attack against Sinderost, starting to
dig fortifications to the north and the west of the city, only to
turn again and withdraw as soon as Prince Everard’s pursuing host
drew near.

It had been a lot of trouble
for little result.

But why? It didn’t make
sense. Perhaps Theudeuric and the Knights of Blood were simply
fools, and their strategy had been improvised and changed with
every setback.

Or they had some other goal
and purpose, something that Third had not yet realized.

“You’re scowling,” said
Selene.

“Am I?” said Third, glancing
at Selene as they walked through the gate into the Old City. “I am
trying to realize if I am missing the obvious or not.”

“Oh, you are completely
missing the obvious,” said Selene cheerily, “but you haven’t seen
it yet.”

“What does that mean?” said
Third. “You know what Theudeuric intends?”

Selene blinked several
times.

“Theudeuric,” said Selene.
“Yes. That’s exactly who I meant.”

“What were you talking
about?” said Third, puzzled.

“Never mind,” said Selene.
“You’ll get there.”

Third let out an exasperated
sigh and glanced at Rilmael. The Guardian walked next to
Tyrcamber’s horse, both men talking with the easy urgency of old
friends discussing business. When they had left Guardian’s Isle,
Rilmael had once again used the Sight to look into Third’s mind,
summoning her power to join it to his own for the travel spell.

She had looked back into his
mind for the moment it took for the spell to take effect. It had
been a shockingly intimate sort of experience. Rilmael had seen her
undressed, but that was nothing compared to looking into each
other’s minds. She had seen the weariness again there, but the
unyielding determination. There had also been a new sort of relief
mixed with his emotions.

He had been very glad that
she was safe.

They reached Chilmar
Rigamond’s mansion and prepared for the journey. Third thought it
odd that a man as obviously harsh as Duke Chilmar had a son as
courteous as Tyrcamber, but perhaps the experience of transforming
into a Dragontiarna had given Sir Tyrcamber a measure of compassion
that his father would never possess. Third donned a pair of
trousers, a tunic, a gambeson, and her boots, putting on her
close-fitting dark armor over it. She took her baldric, her swords
strapped to her back, and hung her gray cloak over her shoulders.
The Key of Tarmyntir went into a dagger sheath at her belt, hanging
on her hip.

Third considered her
reflection in the mirror. She looked much like herself again. Yet
she had changed, and that change could not be undone. Her magical
talent had returned, and even though the magic of Andomhaim would
be weaker, the skill would not leave her.

And she could not forget the
touch of Rilmael’s mind against hers, nor the way he had looked at
her while she had been wearing that gown…

Third stared at the mirror,
unwilling to lie to herself.

The harsh fact was that she
was attracted to Rilmael, and she didn’t know what to do about it,
or even if she should do anything at all.

It was not a new sensation
for her. Third had been drawn to Kyralion, but he had been of the
gray elves of Cathair Caedyn, and she could never have loved his
people as he did. For that matter…in the end, Third had been much,
much older than Kyralion. He was a brave man, noble and determined,
but he hadn’t understood suffering as she did. He hadn’t seen the
vast expanse of time that she had endured.

But Rilmael had, and he
understood.

She had seen the
understanding when his Sight had touched her mind.

Third remembered talking with
Mara about Jager and the vast fortune he had built through his
business enterprises. The church of Andomhaim, Mara had said,
taught that a wife ought to submit herself to her husband, but for
a marriage to really work, it had to be a partnership between
people who were mostly equals, whose strengths and weaknesses
complimented each other. Else one would always resent the other,
and they would in time become enemies. Third thought of the
successful marriages she had seen and suspected that her sister had
a point.

And another hard truth was
that Kyralion, for all his courage and skill, really hadn’t been
Third’s equal…but she was much closer to being Rilmael’s equal.

Did Third want to spend more
time with Rilmael? Did it even matter? She had her duties. Mara
needed her. Ridmark and her friends needed her…

Annoyed with herself, Third
left the guest room and came to the mansion’s great hall. The long
rectangular room was deserted save for Ruari, who stood near the
fire in one of the hearths warming her hands. She wore her golden
armor and white cloak, though she bore no weapons. Ruari looked up
as Third approached, and her chilly face warmed into a smile, and
she offered a polite bow.

“Lady Ruari,” said Third.
“Thank you for your help. If you hadn’t cast the Heal spell, I
doubt I would have lived long enough for Rilmael to save me.”

Ruari wrote on her wax tablet
and turned it to face her. Her handwriting was surprisingly good,
given the speed with which she wrote. No doubt her muteness had
given her ample opportunities for practice.

I AM GLAD YOU SURVIVED. YOU
FOUGHT VALIANTLY.

“So did you,” said Third, but
Ruari smiled, shook her head, and rubbed out the words and wrote
some more.

I AM A HEALER. I DON’T WISH
TO DESTROY. BUT SOMETIMES IT IS NECESSARY TO DESTROY TO PREVENT
GREATER HARM.

“You speak truly,” said
Third. “May I ask you a question?” Ruari inclined her head. “Have
you known the Guardian long?”

ONLY A FEW MONTHS. MY HUSBAND
HAS KNOWN HIM MUCH LONGER.

“What does Sir Tyrcamber say
about the Guardian?” said Third.

THAT HE IS A WISE COUNSELLOR
AND A BRAVE WARRIOR. IF NOT FOR HIM, THE DARK ELVES WOULD HAVE
DESTROYED MANKIND.

“I see,” said Third.

Ruari stared at her for a
moment, her smooth brow creasing with thought. Then she wiped her
tablet clean and wrote some more.

I ONLY MET MY HUSBAND THE DAY
WE WED. I WAS VERY FRIGHTENED. I THOUGHT ABOUT RUNNING AND HIDING,
BUT I DID MY DUTY. I AM GLAD I TOOK THE RISK. HE IS A GOOD MAN AND
I LOVE HIM.

“I am glad,” said Third,
puzzled. “But why are you telling me this? Surely it is none of my
business.”

Ruari lifted her stylus
again, and footsteps rang against the floor. Selene, Tyrcamber, and
Rilmael entered the hall, and the Dragontiarna Knight and the
Guardian carried packs loaded with supplies. Ruari hesitated, and
then put her tablet and stylus away in her belt pouch.

“Will we have a long journey
to Cathair Kaldran?” said Third, eyeing the packs.

“We should not,” said
Rilmael. “But this is the first time I’ve ever used magic to move
five people at once. If I make a botch of it and land us in the
middle of the deserts of Mourdrech, best to have some supplies
ready.”

“A sensible precaution,” said
Third.

“I see you’ve been a soldier
for a while,” said Selene. “No one expects the worst quite like a
soldier.”

“There’s God’s own truth,”
said Tyrcamber. “Ready?”

“I am,” said Third.

Rilmael held his staff before
him and put both hands on it. “Put your hands atop mine.” Third
nodded and put her hands over his. She tried not to think of how
warm and strong his hands felt. “Selene, put your hands on Third’s
shoulders, and Tyrcamber and Ruari, put one hand on mine. We’ll all
need to be touching for this to work.” They complied without
hesitating. “Third, if you’re ready, I will touch your mind.”

“Yes,” said Third. “You can
touch me.”

Belatedly Third realized what
she had said. Ruari’s eyes widened slightly, and a spasm went
through Tyrcamber’s face as if he was fighting back a laugh. A wave
of embarrassment and annoyance went through Third. Thank God she
couldn’t see Selene’s face. Fortunately, Rilmael’s expression
remained grave.

“Then we will begin,” said
Rilmael.

He cast a spell, his silver
eyes going hazy, and again Third felt the touch of his magic and
Sight against her thoughts. As he did, she looked into his eyes,
and once more, she could look into his mind. Third saw the sweep of
the centuries of there, the weariness and the determination, the
resolve to continue through both victories and defeat.

And she could hear the
song.

There was something in his
aura that reminded Third of the song she heard from powerful dark
elven lords, the way her mind interpreted their power. Was she
hearing Rilmael’s aura, her mind interpreting it as a song? No, she
had felt this before. When the magic had burned its way into her
mind, and her dormant talent had awakened, the magic had a strange,
alien aura to it. Not malicious, not cruel, but alien and
incomprehensible.

There was something similar
in Rilmael’s aura.

His voice echoed in her
head.

“You can hear it, too, can
you not?” he said inside her thoughts.

Third looked back into his
eyes. “Yes.”

Rilmael inclined his head,
reached into her mind, and touched her power. The fiery song of her
dark elven blood surged in response to his presence, and Rilmael
cast his travel spell.

Blue fire swallowed the
world.

When it cleared, Third stood
somewhere else.

Specifically, she stood in a
mountain valley.

Iron-gray clouds covered the
sky overhead, glowing with the light of the sky fire. Craggy
mountains rose into the sky, their slopes cloaked with snow, their
peaks vanishing into the clouds. In the valley stood a forest of
pine trees, their green branches stark against the gray of the
mountains and the white of the snow. It was quite a bit colder here
than it had been in Sinderost, and Third was glad she had worn her
armor and cloak.

Both Tyrcamber and Ruari
stepped away from Rilmael, blinking.

“Are you all right?” said
Third.

“Yes,” said Tyrcamber. He
looked at his wife. “At least, I think so. That…felt very strange.”
Ruari bobbed her head in agreement, wiping at her eyes. She looked
as if she wanted to sneeze but couldn’t quite manage it. “Like
getting squeezed through a metal tube.”

“Really?” said Selene,
releasing Third’s shoulders. “It felt more like dropping from a
great height.”

“Translocation often induces
different sensations,” said Rilmael. “Third?”

“I am well,” said Third.
Belatedly she realized that she was still holding his hands.
Blinking, she released him and stepped back. “But I am probably
more used to it.”

God and the saints, she had
never felt this awkward around anyone. It was like her skin wasn’t
fitting quite right.

But her instincts remained,
and her eyes flicked over the pine trees. A path led through the
trees to the north, but the pines were thick and dense. This path
would be a superb place to ambush any foes.

And as if her thoughts had
summoned them, Third saw a flicker of movement in the trees.

A goblin.

“Foes!” shouted Third,
drawing Storm and Inferno from their scabbards, the blades snarling
with lightning and flame.

An instant later, the goblins
exploded from either side of the path, easily over a score of
them.

They were different than the
goblins that had accompanied the Fallen Order and reminded Third of
those who had marched with Merovech’s army in Andomhaim. These
goblins were around five and a half feet tall, with bluish-gray
skin and heavier builds. They wore a motley mixture of chain mail,
leather, and fur, and many of them had worked skulls into their
armor, both human and goblin.

Over thirty goblins charged
Third and her companions.

Unfortunately for the
goblins, the battle was ridiculously one-sided. Third disappeared
and reappeared among them, cutting down goblins with every step.
Tyrcamber drew Kyathar, the sword snarling with elemental flame,
and began killing. Selene wrapped herself in an illusion of a
goblin warrior and struck, and Rilmael hurled bolts of fire and
lightning. Several of the goblins tried to attack with magic, and
Ruari worked Shield spells, deflecting their Lance spells with
ease.

A short time later, all the
goblins were dead.

Third looked around, but
nothing else moved in the trees.

“Is Cathair Kaldran under
attack?” said Selene. “Should we warn your people?”

Rilmael shook his head. “I
doubt that is necessary. Goblins often roam near Cathair Kaldran
until the mist turns them aside.”

Mist?

“We’re in the duchy of
Roxaria,” said Tyrcamber. “At least, we’re in the lands the men of
the Empire call Roxaria. It’s mostly all mountains. Humans live on
the edges, in the foothills and the fertile valleys. The mountain
goblins live higher up and raid the humans when they can get away
with it. Manticores, wild griffins, and uncontrolled dragons nest
in the peaks. And in an inaccessible valley in the heart of the
mountains is Cathair Kaldran.”

“Aye,” said Rilmael. “The
last refuge of the cloak elves on this world, a fortress that has
never fallen to an enemy. Indeed, few enemies have ever managed to
bring an army through the mountains to the gates of the city. This
way.”

He headed to the north,
Tyrcamber falling in next to him. Third followed them, and Selene
and Ruari brought up the back. Tyrcamber kept Kyathar out of its
scabbard, hanging low at its side. Third approved of his
diligence.

“You have done this with the
Guardian before, have you not?” said Third.

“What’s that?” said
Tyrcamber, not looking back.

“Gone into battle together,”
said Third.

“Oh, yes,” said Rilmael.
“Remember Tamisa?”

Third frowned. “Who is
Tamisa?”

“A city in the duchy of
Mourdrech,” said Tyrcamber. “The southernmost city of the Empire.
Duke Faramund rules there, and my favorite and only sister is his
duchess. Tamisa was a xiatami city the Empire conquered, and there
are old catacombs beneath it. The Guardian and Sir Olivier and I
hunted a Dragonmaeloch there.” He scowled as if at a bad memory.
“That was the first time I saw a Knight of the Fallen Order. Or the
Theophract.” He glanced back at Third. “Have you ever ventured into
some haunted old ruin?”

Third and Selene glanced at
each other, and Selene laughed.

“What?” said Tyrcamber.

“I suspect,” said Rilmael,
“that they have ventured into many old ruins.”

“Cathair Selenias, where we
met,” said Selene. “And there was the Monastery of St. James, the
catacombs under Urd Maelwyn…and, you know, I suppose the entirety
of the Durance was one vast, haunted ruin. And then there were the
Shadow Ways beneath Cintarra, which we visited twice, which was how
we got here in the first place…”

“I think what Selene is
trying to say,” said Third in a dry voice, “is that yes, we have
ventured into a haunted ruin once or twice before.”

“You’ve led an adventurous
life, my lady,” said Tyrcamber.

“Oh,” said Selene, “you
really have no idea.”

Rilmael came to an abrupt
halt and raised his free hand.

“Hold,” he said. “I think the
guards have found us. Best to put our weapons away.”

Third hesitated, and then put
her swords into their scabbards, the others following suit. They
waited in silence, and then Third saw the blurs moving through the
trees.

Her first thought was that
they wore the blurring cloaks the ghost orcs of the Shaluuskan
Forest gave to their rangers. But as the blurred figures moved
closer, Third saw that they wore armor of similar design as Rilmael
and Tyrcamber. But the armor matched the colors around it, creating
superb camouflage.

A half-dozen of the blurring
figures stopped in front of them, blocking the path. One of the
blurred figures reached up and removed its helmet, and Third found
herself looking at a cloak elf woman. She had a pale, sharp face,
with brilliant red-gold hair and vivid green eyes. The armor
stopped blurring when she removed her helmet, and Third got a clear
look at her. The woman was lean and fit, though she had the alien
beauty of the elven kindreds. There was a sword on her belt, and a
bow and a quiver slung over her shoulder. The woman looked them
over and then turned to Rilmael and raised a single eyebrow.

“I would take it as a favor,”
said Rilmael, “if you would speak Latin. All our guests understand
it.”

“Indeed,” said the woman, her
voice both husky and melodious. “It has been a while since you
brought guests to Cathair Kaldran, Guardian.” The other elves
removed their helmets, their blurred forms coming into focus.

Her eyes shifted to Third,
and a faint frown creased her features.

“Then it is well past time,
is it not?” said Rilmael. “This is Sir Tyrcamber Rigamond and his
wife Lady Ruari Rigamond of the Empire, Dragontiarna Knights.” The
elven woman’s thin eyebrows rose again. “And this is Lady Third of
and Lady Selene of Nightmane Forest, a realm on our ancestral
homeworld.” He gestured at the cloak elf woman. “This is Daalna,
the High Captain of the Rangers of Cathair Kaldran, and one of the
seven Councilors of the city.”

“Lady Third, Lady Selene,”
said Daalna, her voice thoughtful. “You are not part of the
Liberated, and I am certain you are not high elves. Obviously, you
are not umbral elves. I would say that you are dark elves,
but…”

“We’re half dark elven, half
human,” said Selene. The other rangers stirred, some of them
reaching for weapons. “To save much tedious discussion, both cousin
Third and I were once urdhracosi enslaved to dark elven lords. Both
of us transformed, and became what we are now, a hybrid of human
and dark elf.”

“I see,” said Daalna. “That
is…quite remarkable. Almost as remarkable as your claim that you
come from our ancient homeworld.”

“It is no claim, Daalna, it
is the truth,” said Rilmael. “I know that your Rangers have been
watching the war in the Empire. You know that the Dragon Cult left
this world through magical rifts. I come with dire tidings for the
Council. The Great Eye that your ancestors used to come to this
world was not destroyed. It is still beneath the ruins of Cathair
Cintarr, and the Warden of Urd Morlemoch seeks its power for
himself.”

Daalna frowned at the mention
of the Warden. “Those are dire tidings indeed.”

“How do things stand here?”
said Rilmael.

Daalna sighed. “Much as they
always do. Most of the Council favors remaining behind our wards
and waiting for the world to pass us by. Solthalis is always vocal
with his opinion. I favor sending aid to the Empire, and so does
Lady Tyrhuna. But the rest of the Council listens to
Solthalis.”

“And Arthrolan?” said
Rilmael. “His opinion carries great weight.”

“The Consul is too much of a
traditionalist to step outside the bounds of his office,” said
Daalna. “He will intervene if the Council deadlocks, but until
then, he will only preside.” Daalna drummed her fingers against her
sword pommel. “But if the Warden is indeed behind the war in the
Empire…”

“He is,” said Third.

“Then we can no longer keep
to ourselves,” said Daalna. “We might wish to remain within our
walls, but the Warden will rip them down to claim the tomb.” She
drew herself up. “Guardian, I assume you wish to meet with the
Council?” Her voice had grown formal.

“I do,” said Rilmael.

Daalna let out a long breath
and nodded. “Then I will conduct you to the gates. Dragontiarna
Knights, we have always welcomed you to Cathair Kaldran.” Tyrcamber
and Ruari bowed. “But letting two urdhracosi into the city…”

“Former urdhracosi,” said
Rilmael.

“The Sentinel will be
outraged,” said Daalna.

“When is he not?” said
Rilmael.

Daalna laughed, and a few of
the other Rangers laughed as well. She turned back and glared at
them, and the elves assumed stiff expressions. “I should not laugh.
I am setting a bad example for my Rangers, and the Sentinel has
always executed his duties well.” Her voice lowered. “Though the
man would sooner shatter the world than bend the rules. Come! But
before we set out, I assume you wiped out the goblin band we
pursued?”

“We did what we could,” said
Rilmael.

“Ah, no survivors, then,”
said Daalna, and suddenly she grinned. “It is good to see you
again, you old vagabond.” She clapped Rilmael on the shoulder, and
Third felt a brief and totally irrational burst of jealousy.
Annoyed with herself, she pushed it aside. Daalna seemed like a
woman greeting an old comrade…and Third had absolutely no claim
over Rilmael.

“And it is good to see you as
well, you hellcat,” said Rilmael.

“Your visit will be worth it,
just to see Solthalis’s expression,” said Daalna. “And perhaps you
can frighten some sense into the Council. This way.”

She headed to the north, and
Third and the others followed Daalna and her Rangers. They walked
for about three miles, following the curve of the path as it wound
its way around the foot of the mountain to the west. The valley
grew narrower and stonier, the trees thinning away, and before much
longer, they were walking through a wide canyon, not a valley.

The canyon ended in a wall of
mist.

Even without casting the
spell to sense magical forces, Third could tell that the mist was
magical. Natural mist did not act that way. The mist rose in a huge
curtain a thousand feet high, completely sealing off the end of the
canyon.

“I assume,” said Tyrcamber,
“that this is part of the magical defenses around Cathair
Kaldran?”

“It is, Dragontiarna,” said
Daalna. “You ought to feel privileged. Very few of your kindred
have ever seen this sight with their own eyes.”

Ruari scribbled something on
her tablet and turned it to face Tyrcamber.

“What is that?” said
Daalna.

“She says that the
Dragontiarna are no longer entirely human,” said Tyrcamber.

“That is so,” said Daalna.
She glanced at Ruari. “You lost your voice, didn’t you? To the
withering plague.” Ruari nodded once. Daalna’s mouth tightened in
anger, but the emotion wasn’t aimed at Ruari. “A weapon the Dragon
Imperator unleashed upon your kind. He was fond of plagues brewed
from dark magic. He often wielded such weapons against the
Liberated. Everything he ever did to humanity, he did to the
Liberated first. You see why we honor the Dragontiarna, Sir
Tyrcamber? It was one of you who rid the world of the Dragon
Imperator…and you slew the Valedictor, who was just as malignant as
his master.”

“Yes,” said Tyrcamber, his
eyes going distant. “I did. And he was.”

He said nothing more. Rilmael
had mentioned that Tyrcamber had become a Dragontiarna on the day
of the Valedictor’s defeat, but Tyrcamber never spoke of it. No
doubt the experience had been a painful one.

They reached the base of the
curtain of mist and stopped. It writhed and undulated before them.
It put Third in mind of a cliff about to collapse, and she had a
flicker of involuntary misgiving as if she stood at the edge of a
great precipice. Daalna took several steps forward, raised one
hand, and cast a spell.

“Solthalis, Sentinel of
Cathair Kaldran!” she said in Latin. “We have returned with urgent
news for the Council. Open the wards and let us enter.”

For a moment, nothing
happened.

Then there was a flash of
white light, and another cloak elf appeared between Daalna and the
wall of mist.

This cloak elf was a man,
with a shock of mercury-colored hair and brilliant green eyes.
Unlike the other elves, he did not wear armor. Instead, he wore a
dark tunic, trousers, and a long red coat with black trim. Among
the high elves, such a coat was the mark of an archmage, and Third
wondered if the cloak elves had a similar custom. In his right
hand, the cloak elf held a staff of golden metal. The end of the
staff was crowned with a strange construction of interlocking rings
that slowly revolved around each other.

“Solthalis,” said Daalna with
a polite bow.

“High Captain Daalna,” said
Solthalis with a faint smile. His voice was rich and deep, and he
seemed glad to see Daalna. His smile faded as he looked over
Rilmael and Third and the others. “And it seems you have found some
unwelcome guests.”

“Unwelcome?” said Daalna.
“The cloak elves have always welcomed the human Dragontiarna
Knights.”

“So we have, in recognition
of their valor,” said Solthalis, though begrudgingly. He turned a
hard look at Rilmael, who remained calm. “But the so-called
‘Guardian’ has ever been a hindrance to us. If not for him, we
could have opened the door to the tomb, claimed the power, and
would now rule this world in strength and splendor.”

“Had anyone opened that
door,” said Rilmael, “then the power would have erupted in flame,
and this world would be a cinder barren of life. I don’t call it
the door that must never be opened for dramatic effect, my lord
Sentinel. I am the Guardian of that tomb, and that includes
guarding the cloak elves from it.”

Solthalis scoffed. “We have
had this argument many times before. I doubt we shall conclude it
today.” His green eyes considered Third and Selene. Third could
sense the power behind Solthalis's gaze. She doubted Solthalis was
an archmage to match someone like Ardrhythain or the Warden…but she
had no doubt he was a wizard of immense power. “And who are these
creatures? I would say they were dark elves, but the mark of human
ancestry is clear upon their features. An effect of remarkable
charisma…if one did not know the dark elven blood would consume
them in turn.”

“Oh, don’t worry, it already
did,” said Selene.

Solthalis frowned and turned
his attention back to Rilmael. “Explain.”

“This is Lady Third and Lady
Selene of Nightmane Forest on our ancient homeworld,” said Rilmael.
“Third’s father was the Traveler, and Selene’s was the Confessor,
two of our ancient enemies.” The Rangers murmured in surprise.
“They transformed and spent several centuries as urdhracosi, but
were able to repent, face themselves, and become what they are
now.”

“Preposterous,” said
Solthalis.

“Is it?” said Daalna.
“Solthalis, you know that the human Dragon Cult fled through rifts
to another world. Those rifts let to our ancient home.”

“I do not deny that,” said
Solthalis. “We came from another world, as did the humans. No
kindreds are truly native to this world.” He tapped his fingers
against his golden staff, the rings continuing their steady
revolution around each other. “I question if it is wise to bring
two urdhracosi,” he raised a hand at Daalna’s protest, “former
urdhracosi, into our city. They could fall under the domination of
one of the remaining dark elves.”

“No,” said Selene. “We’ve
already been enslaved by dark elven lords and have no particular
wish to repeat the experience.”

“They are on our side,” said
Rilmael. “Or, at the very least, we have the same enemies. You have
my promise.”

“Your promise,” said
Solthalis. “As if that means anything. Ask Cuthrann what the
promise of a Guardian is worth. Ask him if…”

“Solthalis!” said Daalna.
“That wasn’t his fault. That wasn’t your fault. That wasn’t
anyone’s fault but the Dragon Imperator and the Valedictor.”

Solthalis glared at her, and
his eyes almost seemed to burn. Then he took a deep breath,
weariness passing over his face, and self-control seemed to return.
“I suppose you are right. We tried to build a great civilization
here, and the dark elves followed us and hounded us. Now we are
left with only our last fortress.” His gaze turned to Tyrcamber.
“You are the Dragontiarna Knight who slew the Valedictor, am I
correct?”

“You are, sir,” said
Tyrcamber.

Solthalis nodded. “Then you
have my thanks. You did the world a great service. The Valedictor
was a vile blight upon the cosmos, both him and his master. You
knew not the good you did when you slew him.”

“I sought only to do my duty
to the Empire and my people,” said Tyrcamber, “as I can see that
you do. But I will speak for Lady Third and Lady Selene, if that
means anything. They stood alongside us as Sinderost and fought to
defend the Imperial capital from the undead of the Fallen Order.
Lady Third was even wounded unto death in the fight.”

“You seem remarkably hale,
given that the battle was fought recently,” said Solthalis to
Third.

“The Guardian healed me,”
said Third.

“Ah, of course,” said
Solthalis. “He healed you. How charitable. A pity that healing
magic wasn’t available…”

“Don’t, Solthalis,” said
Daalna. “Don’t start this argument again.”

Solthalis stared at her.
Third wondered if they were in love, and who this Cuthrann had
been. Daalna and Solthalis seemed to have the casual ease of people
who had known each other for their entire lives.

“I know you have your
grievances with me,” said Rilmael. “Which I cannot deny. I would
have saved Cuthrann if I could, lord Sentinel. I would have saved
them all.” Solthalis said nothing. “But there is still much to be
saved. Our ancient foe, the Warden of Urd Morlemoch, has sent forth
his five Heralds of Ruin.”

“A superstition of the Dragon
Cult,” said Solthalis. “Part of the lies the Theophract uses to
control his minions.” But his words had no conviction to them.

“They are not, sir,” said
Tyrcamber. “I fought Merovech Valdraxis, and he has a sword of dark
power forged by the Warden himself. So does Theudeuric of the
Fallen Order.”

“Merovech came to my world,”
said Third. “Another Herald is there, Aeliana Carhaine, the
daughter of a man who tried to overthrow the rightful High King of
Andomhaim. Still another was there, but he was slain and his dark
soulblade secured.”

“I know you wish to keep our
people safe,” said Rilmael. “I know you have devoted your life to
that noble work. But the Warden’s servants are coming for Cathair
Kaldran, lord Sentinel. If the Liberated wait behind their walls,
the Heralds of Ruin will eventually come here. They will rip down
the walls and storm the city. Our people might raise a mountain of
corpses around them and depopulate half the world before the
fighting is done, but Cathair Kaldran will still fall, and the
Warden shall open the door to the tomb. And then it will have all
been for nothing.”

“We cannot wait here for the
enemy to come to us, Solthalis,” said Daalna. “If we do, the
Heralds will become too strong for us to defeat. We must vanquish
them before they come to Cathair Kaldran. Otherwise, we will not
prevail.”

“I hear the Guardian’s words
coming from your mouth, Daalna,” said Solthalis. He sighed. “So be
it. I will grant your guests admittance to Cathair Kaldran. Let
them try to persuade the Council of this madness.”

“I would like to persuade you
as well,” said Daalna. “You and Kalrythar are the two greatest
wizards of our people. If you both came forth in unity, perhaps we
would destroy the Heralds.”

“Perhaps.” Solthalis’s smile
was bitter. “But I have seen the cost of coming forth from our
city. So have you.”

“Yes, I have seen the cost,”
said Daalna. “I know you care nothing for the humans. But if the
Dragon Imperator and the Valedictor had conquered the Empire, they
would have come for us next.”

“We have had this argument
many times, I have no wish to repeat it again,” said Solthalis.
“Come. Take your guests to your home, and then I will invoke a
meeting of the Council.”

“I can do it,” said
Daalna.

Solthalis smiled. “You would
do it anyway. I might as well save you the trouble.”

“Thank you,” said Daalna.

Some of the hardness faded
from Solthalis’s expression.

But not entirely, Third
thought.

The archmage turned and
gestured at the mist. “Follow me. The mist will accept you.”

Solthalis strode into the
curtain of mist and disappeared. Daalna and the Rangers followed
him. Ruari reached over and took Tyrcamber’s hand, and they started
walking. Selene looked at Third, shrugged, and they followed
Rilmael into the mist.

The mist rolled over Third
like a gray blanket, covering the world in blankness. It should
have felt cold and clammy, but Third felt nothing against her skin.
Instead, she felt the mist on her mind, felt it washing over her
thoughts. Had she attempted to enter the mist without Solthalis’s
permission, she knew it would have dazed her and sent her wandering
back into the mountains, all memory of his place lost.

Then they were through the
mist, and Third found herself looking at the wall.

It was an immense wall of
white stone, a thousand feet high and wide enough to seal off the
canyon. The gates of golden metal seemed tiny by comparison, but
they were fifty feet high and fifty wide. It reminded Third of the
gate of Khald Tormen back into Andomhaim, and she had no doubt the
cloak elves had hidden ports for siege engines in the great
wall.

The golden doors swung open
at their approach, and Solthalis led the way through them. Beyond
was a stone tunnel three hundred feet long.

At the far end of the tunnel,
Third stepped into a mountain valley, and she laid eyes upon the
city of Cathair Kaldran, the final stronghold of the cloak
elves.

“Dear God,” said Tyrcamber,
looking around.

“I have been to a lot of
places,” said Selene, silver eyes wide, “but I don’t think I’ve
ever seen anything like this.”

Daalna grinned at them, her
pride in her home obvious. “Welcome to Cathair Kaldran.”

The valley stretched before
Third, and Cathair Kaldran filled its entirety.

All the sides of the valley
had been terraced, and buildings of white stone filled the
terraces, houses and towers and domes of gold and bronze and jade.
A lake rested in the center of the valley, a brilliant radiant
blue, and buildings filled the rest of the valley floor.

It was a huge city, the
single largest city of elves or humans that Third had ever seen.
The valley had to be at least four miles long and a mile wide, and
Cathair Kaldran filled every inch of space. A hundred thousand
people lived in Tarlion, and a quarter of a million in Cintarra,
give or take, but Third had to guess that a half a million cloak
elves lived in the bounds of the valley.

In all her long life, Third
had never seen anything like it. Most of the elven cities she had
visited had been ancient ruins. Of those that still lived, Cathair
Caedyn had been the final remnant of a dying nation. Cathair Solas,
the last refuge of the high elves, had almost been a funerary
chapel, with the high elves inside its walls remembering all those
they had lost over the millennia.

But this…this must have been
what elven civilization had been at its height. A street led from
the great wall and sloped into the valley, and Third could see
people, elven men and women and children, in every direction she
looked.

“How do you feed such a
throng?” said Tyrcamber.

“Caverns,” said Daalna.
“There are deep caverns in the mountain, and through both magic and
our science we grow food there.”

Solthalis cast her a sidelong
look. “Do not give away all our secrets to outsiders.”

Tyrcamber let out an
incredulous laugh. “Every soldier in the Empire, if gathered and
mustered in one place, could not take this city. God and the
saints, I suspect every soldier in the world could not manage it.
No wonder you stood alone against the Dragon Imperator for so
long.”

Solthalis gave him an
approving nod. “You see keenly, Dragontiarna.”

Third started to ask what
defenses Cathair Kaldran would have against dragons, and then
something drew her eye. They stood on the south side of the valley,
and to the north, the city climbed the slopes of an immense
mountain. But past the bounds of the city, a single stairwell
ascended the side of the mountain, stopping just before the
snowcap. There rose a single slender tower of white stone with a
golden dome.

She heard a song from that
tower echoing within her mind.

Her first reaction, the one
that sent her hands twitching towards her sword hilts, was that it
was the aura of a dark elven lord.

But two things stopped her.
First, the song lacked the malignant aura of a dark elf, the
seething pride and the towering hatred. It felt alien and powerful,
but not malicious.

Second, Selene showed no
reaction at all. Selene should have been able to feel it. And if
Selene had felt it, she would have said something. While Selene was
a good friend and had many virtues, she tended to share her
opinions (sometimes at voluminous length) whenever the opportunity
presented itself.

And that song, that aura…

It felt like the alien nature
of the magical power of this world. Like the power was radiating
from that tower.

Like the Malison itself came
from that tower.

Daalna pointed out various
features of the city, Tyrcamber, Ruari, and Selene listening in
rapt attention, while Solthalis gazed at the High Captain with
something like admiration. But Rilmael stepped next to Third and
lowered his voice.

“You can feel it, can’t you?”
he murmured.

Third nodded. “And you
can?”

“Yes,” said Rilmael. “Ever
since I came to this world.”

“That tower,” said Third. “On
the northern side of the city. What is it?”

“The Tower of the Guardian,”
said Rilmael, “forbidden to everyone except the Guardian. And
beneath the tower is the tomb and the door that must never be
opened.”

“Tomb?” said Third. Despite
her unease, part of her mind noted how close Rilmael stood to her.
Or maybe it was her body that noticed, and not her mind. “The tomb
of what?”

“Guardian?” said Daalna. “I
will take you and your guests to my house.”

“Thank you, High Captain,”
said Rilmael. He glanced at Third. His expression plainly said that
they would talk later.

Solthalis gave him an
irritated look. “I will invoke the Council. Meet us at the Hall of
the Council in three hours, Guardian. Assuming you can keep to a
schedule for once in your life.”

“Fear not, Solthalis,” said
Rilmael. “I will be there, and you can enjoy the pleasure of
denouncing me before the Council yet again.”

Solthalis let out a breath,
shook his head, and struck his staff against the ground. He
disappeared in a white flash of light. Curious, Third worked the
spell to detect the presence of magic. The wave of sensation nearly
knocked her over. Cathair Kaldran was ringed in potent and mighty
wards, and there were countless active spells in the city below.
Unless she missed her guess, every one of the cloak elves could use
magic with considerable skill. And Solthalis commanded the mighty
wards around Cathair Kaldran, and within those wards, his magic
permitted him to travel in the same fashion as Third herself
did.

“Do not be offended,” said
Daalna. “Solthalis…”

“Blames me for his brother’s
death,” said Rilmael. “I understand grief all too well. But if we
act now, Daalna, perhaps we can avert more grief in the
future.”

Daalna grinned and clapped
Rilmael on the shoulder again. “It is good to have you back,
Guardian. Let us see if we can frighten the Council into
action.”

She led the way into the vast
city, and Third and the others followed her.

***

 



 Chapter 18: The
Council of the Elves








Tyrcamber looked around
Cathair Kaldran in amazement. He supposed he was gawking like a
rural peasant who came to Sinderost for the first time, but he did
not care. Ruari’s eyes were enormous as she looked at the towers
and mansions around them.

He had never imagined Cathair
Kaldran would be like this. Rilmael had spoken of it freely, and he
hadn’t lied about the city. The Guardian had said that Cathair
Kaldran was the last remnant of the cloak elves in the world. But
Tyrcamber had expected a few survivors huddling within a gloomy
castle, not this massive city. He supposed the populations of all
the Imperial Free Cities, added together, might fit within Cathair
Kaldran.

“Was it all like this?”
Tyrcamber heard himself say.

They walked down a broad
street sloping to the floor of the valley, three and four-story
houses of stone rising on either side. Cloak elves went about their
business on the streets. The men wore long coats and trousers,
while the women preferred sleeveless dresses like the one Third had
been wearing when she and Rilmael and Selene returned to Sinderost.
Those who saw Daalna and Rilmael stopped and offered bows of
respect. Solthalis might have held the Guardian in disdain, but his
attitude was not shared among most of the elves of Cathair Kaldran.
To Tyrcamber’s mild discomfort, he and Ruari received numerous bows
as well. Rilmael had said the cloak elves revered the Dragontiarna,
and it appeared he had been correct.

“Was what like this, Sir
Tyrcamber?” said Daalna, glancing back at him.

“The cloak elven kingdoms,
all of them,” said Tyrcamber. The architectural style of the houses
and mansions and towers was familiar – it looked just like the Old
City of Sinderost. “Were they liked this when they still covered
the world?”

“Many of them, aye,” said
Rilmael. “During the height of the power of the Liberated, Cathair
Kaldran would have been a city of average size. But the dark elves
followed us here, and they summoned other kindreds to serve as
their slaves and soldiers. The xiatami came to this world and built
themselves an empire. The Dragon Imperator unified most of the dark
elves and the umbral elves under his command, and he destroyed the
kingdoms of the Liberated one by one until only Cathair Kaldran
remained.”

“The tale of the Liberated
was much the same in Owyllain,” said Third. “The Sovereign ground
them to dust until only Cathair Caedyn was left.”

“But Cathair Caedyn wasn’t
anything like this,” said Selene. “The city was half empty. And it
could have fit in just one of the districts of this place.” She
shook her head in wonder. “You have engineering and machinery
unlike anything else I’ve seen.”

“Much of the lore and many of
the sciences of the high elves are still preserved among our mages
and engineers,” said Daalna. “Knowledge that would have been lost
was instead remembered here.” She looked at Rilmael. “You were
far-sighted to insist that our ancestors found a city here.”

Rilmael snorted. “That isn’t
precisely what happened. I would have preferred that no one live in
this valley, but the first settlers of the cloak elves wanted to
tap the magic of the tomb beneath the Tower of the Guardian. That
would have destroyed the world, so I stopped them. Instead, they
built a city in this valley in case I ever changed my mind.” He
shook his head. “I insisted they fortify it heavily. Which, in
hindsight, was a good decision.”

Ruari scribbled something on
her tablet, frowning. Tyrcamber could tell that she was upset. He
looked at her and read the writing.

“Ruari wants to know,” said
Tyrcamber, “why the cloak elves have not shared some of their
knowledge with the men of the Empire. Many diseases and plagues
might have been averted.”

Rilmael looked at Ruari.
“Because I created the Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order.”

Silence fell over them. Ruari
looked startled.

“What?” said Tyrcamber. “No,
you didn’t. The Theophract founded the Dragon Cult. He told us so
himself. And maybe the Theophract taught the founders of the Order
of Blood…or maybe humans figured out how to use necromancy
ourselves. You can hardly blame yourself for that.”

“But I made it possible,”
said Rilmael. “I taught your ancestors the Seven Spells to save you
from both the Dragon Curse and the dark elves. The first Emperor
Roland founded the Empire, but it was my actions that made it
possible for him to become the first human Dragontiarna Knight and
create the Empire. That means my decisions made it possible for the
Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order to arise. I accept that, and I do
not regret my actions. Lady Ruari, you are a physician. You have
spent much time healing and caring for wounded men. Sometimes when
a wounded man comes into your care, you have no good options, but
only a choice of evils. Or, more precisely, a choice of which
consequences you will accept.”

Ruari gave a cautious
nod.

“Such was the choice I
faced,” said Rilmael. “I could have stood by and done nothing, and
mankind on this world would either have been destroyed by the
Malison or conquered by the dark elves. I could not accept those
consequences. So, I taught you the Seven Spells and have advised
the Emperors ever since…and one of the consequences I chose to
accept was that mankind might abuse the power I taught them. Which
has happened in the form of the Cult and the Order of Blood. That
is why I have not shared any more magical knowledge or secrets of
lore with the Empire. The consequences might destroy you, and I
could not accept that.”

“Antenora said much the
same,” said Third, her expression distant.

“Antenora?” said Rilmael.

“The apprentice of the Keeper
of Andomhaim,” said Third. “She was born on the human homeworld of
Old Earth and made her way to Andomhaim during the war against the
Frostborn. The engineers of Old Earth have raised their sciences to
great levels, and have produced weapons of titanic power, machines
that could destroy this entire valley in the blink of an eye.
Antenora shared some of the things she learned – how certain kinds
of fungi can cure infected wounds, or how to cleanse water of foul
humors, or how to forge stronger steel. But Antenora will never
tell anyone of some of the secrets she knows, lest they destroy our
world.”

Ruari thought for a moment
and then wrote on her tablet.

THEN DO YOU REGRET HELPING
US?

Rilmael laughed. “Do I? It
was a human Dragontiarna Knight who defeated and cast down the
Dragon Imperator, a human Dragontiarna Knight who stopped the
Valedictor from rebuilding the Dragon Imperator’s cruel dominion.
The humans have stopped the xiatami from conquering the world and
enslaving all other kindreds. I regret some of the consequences of
my choices. But do I regret helping humanity, Lady Ruari? Never. I
would do it all again.”

Ruari smiled, and then her
smile faded, and she wrote some more.

I DO NOT ENVY YOUR OFFICE OR
POWER.

“Then Sir Tyrcamber has
married a wise woman,” said Rilmael.

“I always thought so,” said
Tyrcamber.

“A practical question,” said
Third. “What is to stop a dragon from flying into this valley and
burning Cathair Kaldran to ashes? If the Dragon Imperator commanded
dragons, that ought to have been his first tactic against you.”

“We are prepared for such an
attack,” said Daalna. “The mist the Sentinel maintains around the
city is enough to confuse most dragons, even those bound by dark
elven power. Should a dragon reach the city proper, the High Mage
will lead the battle mages to cast a potent Shield spell around the
valley. While they do, our griffin and stormhawk riders will take
to the air.” She grinned at Tyrcamber’s surprised look. “Your Order
of the Griffin bound stormhawks and griffins on your own. We didn’t
teach you that.”

“Did you ever try to ride
manticores?” said Selene. “I imagine they would make formidable
mounts in battle.”

“A few have tried,” said
Daalna. “It didn’t end well. The manticores cannot be tamed or
controlled by either spell or training.”

They came to the shore of the
lake. A mansion rose by the edge of the water, surrounded by
flowering grounds. It looked like a smaller version of Chilmar
Rigamond’s mansion in Sinderost.

“A bit large for one woman,
isn’t it?” said Rilmael.

Daalna rolled her eyes at
him. “The house, I’m afraid, comes with the office of the High
Captain of the Rangers. I’ve gotten used to it.” They entered the
grounds, and three figures in golden armor approached, their
movements stiff and wooden, blue light shining from inside their
helmets. “The servants are nice, though.”

Tyrcamber’s hand twitched
towards his sword. He realized that the suits of armor had no
occupants. Nevertheless, they moved under their own power. They had
to be some sort of spell-bound constructions…

“Don’t worry,” said Selene.
“We’ve seen those things before. They’re empty suits of armor
empowered by minor soulstones. The Liberated use them as domestic
servants and occasionally as guards.”

“Yes, how did you know…oh,
wait. I suppose the Liberated on your homeworld must have had some
automatons,” said Daalna. She raised her voice and spoke to the
silent figures. “Prepare a meal for my guests, and ready rooms for
them, please.”

The automatons turned and
walked away, vanishing into the mansion.

“Well,” said Daalna. “Shall
we eat?” She sighed. “If we are to fight with the Council, we might
as well do it on a full stomach.”

“Spoken like a true soldier,”
said Rilmael.
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The automatons served bread
and cheese in the dining hall, and Third ate.

The mansion was austere,
decorated only with weapons, battered shields, captured banners,
and wall hangings. Third had the impression that Daalna did not
spend much time here. The High Captain of the Rangers led them to a
small dining hall with a long table and a hearth, the windows
looking towards the lake and the rest of Cathair Kaldran. As they
ate, Daalna explained the Council of Cathair Kaldran.

“There are seven members of
the Council,” said Daalna. “The Consul, the Sentinel, the High
Captain of the Guards, the Master Healer, the High Mage, the Master
Smith, and the High Captain of the Rangers. The nobles of the cloak
elves are supposed to deal with matters among their own people, but
when a decision of importance comes before the city, the Council
votes on it. Traditionally, the Consul is supposed to preside over
the Council, and does not vote unless there is a tie.”

That meant Daalna was one of
the members of the Council. Third was eating with one of the seven
rulers of Cathair Kaldran.

“There is no king, then?”
said Tyrcamber. He seemed to find the idea alarming, as if the lack
of a monarch inevitably meant chaos and anarchy. Then again, he had
just seen the Frankish Empire suffer through nearly five years of
civil war.

“There was a King of Cathair
Kaldran,” said Rilmael, “but he fell in battle and all his heirs
with him. The same fate befell the royal houses of the other
kingdoms of the Liberated. In the end, rather than choose a new
king, the elves of the city decided to be governed by a Council.
But in practice, as Daalna said, the Council only discusses matters
that the nobles cannot decide for themselves.”

“Or matters that concern the
entire city,” said Daalna, voice grim, “such as the Warden and the
Heralds of Ruin.”

“What of the farmers and the
artisans?” said Selene.

“The Master Smith and the
Master Healer speak for them,” said Daalna. “The spells we use to
grow crops in the caverns are specific variants of the Heal spell
that Rilmael taught the Empire.”

“I confess I find it an odd
method of ruling,” said Tyrcamber. Next to him, Ruari ate a piece
of bread with dainty bites, seemingly ignoring the conversation.
“But I suppose it is not all that different than the aldermen of
the Imperial Free Cities.”

Daalna shrugged. “In truth,
it has worked without serious strife. Though I fear we have become
cautious and overly timid. We ought to have ventured out against
our foes years ago. But once the Dragon Imperator fell, the Council
saw no need.”

“Which of the councilors will
we have to convince?” said Selene.

“I will vote in favor of
aiding the Empire against the Fallen Order,” said Daalna. “So will
Tyrhuna, the Master Healer. She knows the danger of ignoring an
infection for too long. The others… they will all be in favor of
doing nothing and leaving the Empire to its own affairs. Solthalis
will be chief among them, and he will try to persuade them to see
things his own way.” She gestured at Tyrcamber and Ruari. “But two
Dragontiarna Knights will go a long way to changing their
minds.”

“And what of two former
urdhracosi?” said Selene.

Daalna hesitated. “I do not
know. Until this morning, the thought that an urdhracos could
transform, could become a true hybrid of human and dark elf and not
a monster…I would never have believed it possible. If anyone other
than Rilmael had spoken for you, I would have thought it a
ridiculous tale.” She shrugged. “Yet he did, and here you two
are.”

Ruari wrote something on her
tablet and turned it to face Tyrcamber.

“Have you known the Guardian
long?” said Tyrcamber.

Daalna smiled. “Oh, yes.
Almost as long as your Empire has stood, come to think of it. I
finished my training and just received my armor as a new-made
Ranger when Rilmael returned to Cathair Kaldran, asking the Council
to send aid to the Empire against the Dragon Imperator. The Council
refused to sanction an expeditionary force, but they did permit
Rilmael to call for volunteers. I volunteered, of course. And so
did Solthalis and his brother…”

“Cuthrann,” said Selene,
voice quiet.

“Yes,” said Daalna. She
sighed. “Solthalis’s brother and my betrothed.”

“I am sorry,” said Third.

“He died well and valiantly,”
said Daalna, “though I wish he was with me now. I would trade all
the honors and rank I hold to see him again. The Dragon Imperator
sent a vast host to take Sinderost, and we fought to hold it back.
Cuthrann fell in that fight…but the Empire’s forces destroyed the
Dragon Imperator’s host so utterly that no survivors escaped back
to Urd Mythruin.” She looked at Rilmael. “We saved both the Empire
and Cathair Kaldran that day.”

“We did,” said Rilmael. “If
Sinderost had fallen, the Dragon Imperator would have turned the
entirety of his strength against Cathair Kaldran.” He shook his
head. “Solthalis puts his trust in the city’s defenses…”

“But no one ever won a war on
the defensive,” said Third.

“Exactly correct,” said
Rilmael. Third smiled, oddly pleased, and Daalna glanced at
Rilmael, at her, and back at Rilmael. “Without the Empire in the
way, the Dragon Imperator could have spent decades wearing down
Cathair Kaldran, and in the end, he would have won.”

“It seems you have some
experience of battle, Lady Third,” said Daalna.

“I fear so,” said Third.
“More than I might wish.”

Daalna smiled. “Everyone who
has experienced true battle says that.” One of the automatons came
into the dining hall, light glinting off its golden armor. “And I
think it is time for us to proceed to the Hall of the Council.”

They left Daalna’s mansion.
Daalna and Rilmael led the way, and four of Daalna’s Rangers fell
in around them as sort of a guard of honor, their helmets removed
to disable the stealth properties of their armor. They circled
around the lake to the north, closer to the Tower of the
Guardian.

The strange song grew louder
in Third’s mind, simmering just beneath her thoughts.

They came to a building of
white stone at the northern edge of the lake. It was a round domed
structure that reminded Third of the octagonal churches of
Owyllain. Guards in armor stood at the entrance, and they bowed and
opened the doors at their approach. Inside a shaft of sunlight fell
through the oculus at the apex of the dome, and windows of lead and
crystal provided a view of the lake and the splendors of the
city.

A round table of polished
wood sat at the center of the room, with seven chairs equidistant
around it, though one of the chairs was more ornate. Six of the
seven chairs were occupied by cloak elves, and Third saw Solthalis
scowling at her from across the table.

An older elven man sat in the
ornate chair, clad in a long blue coat, his hair and close-cropped
beard turning to silver. The gray elves of Cathair Caedyn had never
grown beards, but it seemed that the cloak elves had the custom
among their older men. Perhaps that explained why Rilmael had one –
he was older than everyone in Cathair Kaldran.

“High Captain Daalna,
welcome,” said the elven man in the ornate chair. He had an
orator’s voice, calm and stentorian. “The Lord Sentinel tells us
you have business to bring before the Council.”

Solthalis turned his
unblinking gaze on Rilmael.

“I do, Lord Consul,” said
Daalna. Her tone grew formal. “Lord Consul Arthrolan of Cathair
Kaldran, I present Sir Tyrcamber Rigamond and Lady Ruari Rigamond
of the Frankish Empire, Dragontiarna Knights both.”

“I bid you welcome,
Dragontiarna,” said Arthrolan, and Tyrcamber and Ruari offered
polite bows. “Of old, Dragontiarna Knights were among our greatest
heroes. Few cloak elves could survive the transformation of the
Malison, but those who did and became Dragontiarna were among our
mightiest defenders. I see you bear the armor of the ancient
Dragontiarna Knights of Cathair Arbur. From what I have heard of
the fall of the Valedictor, I have no doubt you have done honor to
your armor’s lineage.”

“I will endeavor to do so,
Lord Consul,” said Tyrcamber.

Arthrolan inclined his head.
“And your other guests?”

“Lady Third and Lady Selene
of Nightmane Forest,” said Daalna, “and Nightmane Forest is one of
the realms on our ancient homeworld.” Selene offered a flourishing
bow, and Third followed suit, though with less flamboyance.

“So Lord Solthalis mentioned
when he invoked this Council,” said Arthrolan. He studied them for
a moment. “Lord Solthalis said you were both urdhracosi, but then
you transformed.”

“The Lord Sentinel spoke
truly, my lord,” said Selene. “Both my cousin and I have
transformed from what we were.”

“Cousin?” said Arthrolan.

“Well, given how the dark
elven nobles would sleep with nearly anything,” said Selene, “it is
safe to assume that Third and I are related to at least some
degree. ‘Cousin’ seems a reasonably accurate term.”

Most of the Council laughed
at that, and Arthrolan chuckled a little. Solthalis only
frowned.

“Indeed, we are very familiar
with the dark elves,” said Arthrolan. “Our ancestors were high
elves who fled here to escape both the urdmordar and the dark
elves…but the dark elves, at least, followed us. I have fought many
urdhracosi. I never dreamed that any of them could be redeemed.” He
thought for a moment. “Have you both been baptized in the human
religion of the Dominus Christus?”

“We have, yes,” said
Third.

“I understand the Dominus
Christus promised spiritual renewal to his followers,” said
Arthrolan. “Perhaps for urdhracosi, the renewal is both spiritual
and physical.”

“Lord Consul,” said
Solthalis, “forgive me, but perhaps we can put aside the discussion
of human theology for now. The Guardian claims he has urgent news
for us. Well, then let us hear this news and see if it as urgent as
he claims.”

“Of course,” said Arthrolan.
He gestured to the side. “Permit me to introduce the other members
of the Council, and we shall begin.” He introduced the High Captain
of the Guard, the High Mage, the Master Healer, and the Master
Smith. “Now, lord Guardian, what news do you have for us?”

“The Great Eye of Cathair
Cintarr was not destroyed,” said Rilmael.

Dead silence fell over the
Council.

“Forgive me, lord Guardian,”
said Kalrythar, the High Mage of Cathair Kaldran. Like Solthalis,
he wore the black-trimmed red coat of an archmage, and Third felt
the power radiating from him. Unlike Solthalis, whose disdain was
obvious, Kalrythar’s expression was scholarly, even dispassionate.
Third thought that he could be convinced of the truth. “In our
histories, it is written that the master smith Tarmyntir destroyed
the Great Eye behind us.”

“So it is written,” said
Rilmael. “So I believed for fifteen millennia.” He gestured to
Third. “But our guests have seen the Great Eye. The key that Lady
Third carries is one of the three keys that Tarmyntir made to
control the Great Eye.”

“Lord Consul,” said
Kalrythar. “I would like to seek the truth of this.”

“If our guests consent,” said
Arthrolan.

“Lady Third,” said Kalrythar,
rising to his feet. “I would like to cast a spell of truth-speaking
over you. It will last for only a short time, and it will do you no
harm. But while you are in the hold of the spell, you will be
compelled to answer truly whatever question is posed to you.”

“Proceed,” said Third. “I
would give you the same answer with or without the spell.”

“Very well.” Kalrythar walked
around the table, stopped in front of Third, and put one hand on
her temple. He cast a spell, and a wave of cold washed through the
inside of her head, followed by an odd sensation as if she wore
clothes that were too tight.

“Lady Third of Nightmane
Forest,” said Kalrythar. “Does the Guardian Rilmael speak the
truth? Has the Great Eye survived the centuries?”

“It has,” said Third. “The
Heralds of Ruin seek to activate it. The Guardian Rilmael, a
valiant and noble man and a puissant warrior, seeks to warn you of
your peril.” She blinked. She hadn’t meant to say so much about
Rilmael. Evidently, the truth-seeking spell inspired
garrulousness.

Kalrythar stepped back and
released his spell, and the sensation of cold tightness vanished.
“She speaks the truth, Lord Consul.” He turned to his seat.

“Please, Lady Third,” said
Arthrolan. “Tell us what transpired.”

Third (with frequent
interjections from Selene) told them about the Drakocenti, their
claim to have been founded by the Theophract, the battle with
Aeliana, the Dragon Cult’s invasion, and the duel with Merovech and
Aeliana before the Great Eye. The Council listened in grave
silence, though Solthalis’s frown deepened.

“These are dire tidings,”
said Tyrhuna, the Master Healer. She was a thin woman with white
hair, one of the few elves with lined features that Third had seen,
though her golden eyes glittered with intelligence. “The Great Eye
could be used to open a world gate to anywhere in the cosmos. If
that relic falls into the hand of a dark power that seeks the tomb
below the Tower of the Guardian, then Cathair Kaldran is indeed
threatened.”

“If such a dark power truly
seeks us,” said Solthalis.

“I am convinced that it is,”
said Rilmael. “And not just any dark power, but the Warden of Urd
Morlemoch, one the greatest enemies of the high elves, and one of
the few dark elven princes with the power to defy the
urdmordar.”

“He is trapped within Urd
Morlemoch,” said Solthalis. “His own great power has bound him
there.”

“But he has found a way to
send his power outside his prison,” said Rilmael. “The Theophract
is his servant, and as the testimony of our guests proves, the
Theophract has the power to move between worlds. I suspect his
staff is a bound creature of the void, and it gives him the power
to walk from world to world. And what is worse, we have seen the
five Heralds of Ruin prophesied by the Dragon Cult…a cult founded
by the Theophract. We have fought several of these Heralds, and
they all wield dark soulblades created by the power of the
Warden.”

“The Dragonmaeloch Merovech
Valdraxis had a dark soulblade called Stormruin,” said Tyrcamber.
“Master Theudeuric of the Order of Blood had another called
Shadowruin. It almost killed Lady Third.”

“Yes,” murmured Tyrhuna. “I
can see the marks of it upon your aura.” Did she have the
Sight?

“Aeliana Carhaine had another
she called Ruinheart,” said Third. “We encountered a fourth called
Ghostruin. It was wielded by the leader of a nation of mutated
orcs. Fortunately, the orcs overthrew him, and came to our aid
against the Heralds.”

“What happened to Ghostruin?”
said Kalrythar. “Such a weapon would be dangerous, even unattended.
It might corrupt the heart of any who looked upon it and tempt
those of weak will.”

“It is secured in the Tower
of the Keeper in Tarlion,” said Third. “It is safe there.”

Rhunvell, the High Captain of
the Guard, frowned. He was the youngest of the Council, by Third’s
estimation, with thick black hair and the sober air of a veteran
soldier. “Tarlion? I know not the name.”

“Cathair Tarlias, as our
ancestors knew it,” said Rilmael. “The archmage Ardrhythain
partially unlocked the Well of Cathair Tarlias and allowed human
wizards to access its power for spells of healing and defense.”

“What?” said Solthalis. He
looked offended at the thought. “Ardrhythain would allow mere
humans to wield the power of the seven Wells of magic of our
homeworld? And yet he sent you to block us from opening the tomb
and claiming the power beyond the door?”

“The Lord Ardrhythain acted
rightly, I deem,” said Kalrythar. “I know not the nature of the
power in that tomb, no man does…”

“Save perhaps the Guardian,”
interrupted Solthalis.

“But you know as well as I
do, Solthalis, that no one can tap that power,” said Kalrythar.
“You and I and the other archmages are the most potent wizards of
our people, but even we would be burnt to cinders by that power.
The Well of Cathair Tarlias would be safer. And as for Ardrhythain
aiding the humans,” he shrugged, “have we not likewise aided the
humans?”

“At bitter cost,” said
Solthalis.

“Yes,” said Rilmael, meeting
Solthalis’s gaze. “A steep and bitter cost. But if we had not paid
that cost, Cathair Kaldran would now be a graveyard for our people,
and this world would be a cinder after the Dragon Imperator opened
the tomb.”

Solthalis scoffed but looked
away.

“What does the Warden desire
with these Heralds of Ruin?” said Arthrolan.

“It is simple,” said Rilmael.
“I believe the purpose of the Heralds is to gather an immense army
to destroy Cathair Kaldran. Once they do, the Warden will use the
dark soulblades of his Heralds to breach the tomb and attempt to
steal the power for himself. It will destroy him and this world,
and possibly Andomhaim as well. Or he may have the skill to claim
the power, and he will become a mighty horror beyond all
imagining.”

Again, silence fell over the
Council.

“You overstate the peril,”
said Solthalis.

“No,” said Daalna. “He does
not. My Rangers patrol the Empire unseen.” Tyrcamber lifted his
eyebrows at that. “I have seen the destruction wrought by the
Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order. If the Heralds become strong
enough, they will come for our city, and they will destroy us. Not
unless we take the fight to them first. The goblins have a proverb
that it is better to kill the griffin in the egg. Well, the griffin
has hatched and is growing strong…and when it is large enough, it
will attack.”

“Again, we are allowing this
Guardian’s…fearmongering to drive us to rash decisions,” said
Solthalis, his frustration growing. “It has already cost us much.
Shall it cost our people even more?”

“Let us cut to the heart of
the matter,” said Arthrolan with a commanding raise of his hand.
“What would you ask of the Council, Lord Rilmael?”

“Aid,” said Rilmael. “March
to the aid of the Empire and help them destroy the Fallen Order,
strike down Theudeuric, and secure his dark soulblade.”

“Why should we intervene in
the Empire’s civil wars?” said Solthalis.

“A reasonable question,” said
Arthrolan.

“Because when the other
Heralds come for us – and they will – Cathair Kaldran cannot stand
alone,” said Rilmael. “But if we help the Empire now, we can call
on the full strength of the Frankish Empire to defend our world
from the Heralds. And if I find a way to travel to Andomhaim and
help the humans there, we may call upon their aid as well.
Ardrhythain has gifted the human knights of that world with high
elven soulblades.” That startled the Council. “Imagine how much
more potent our defense would be with a hundred knights bearing the
mighty soulblades of old.”

The silence stretched for a
moment.

“Lord Consul, my fellow
councilors,” said Solthalis. “Once again, we are falling under the
spell of Rilmael’s prophecies of doom. Shall we send our sons and
daughters to perish in the wars of the humans?”

But Third could see that his
words were falling on deaf ears. The other six members of the
Council looked deeply troubled. Both the mention of the Great Eye
and the Warden, Third suspected, had made them realize the extent
of their peril.

“Lord Guardian,” said
Arthrolan. “You have done well to bring us these grave tidings. You
have our thanks. The Council must now deliberate. If you would
withdraw to your quarters at High Captain Daalna’s residence, we
will send word once our debate is complete.”

“Thank you, my lord Consul,”
said Rilmael. He bowed again, and Third, Selene, Tyrcamber, and
Ruari followed him from the Hall of the Council as Daalna crossed
to the table and seated herself.

Third heard Solthalis’s voice
raised in argument almost before the double doors closed behind
them.

***

 



 Chapter 19:
Duty








Six hours later, Third and
Selene were sitting in the dining hall table when Daalna
returned.

Ruari had wanted to see more
of the city, as had Tyrcamber, and Rilmael had agreed to show them
around. Tyrcamber was so grim and Ruari so silent that Third could
forget that they both were in many ways very young, that they had
never seen anything like Cathair Kaldran before. She could hardly
begrudge them for wanting to see more of the city, though she could
never remember feeling so young.

Third decided to remain back,
as had Selene. She still felt a bit weary from her wound, and she
felt the need for solitude.

Well, as much solitude as she
could manage. Selene had elected to remain with her, and Third was
grateful for her company. It was hard to brood when talking with
Selene, given the constant stream of words that issued from her.
And Third had many things upon which to brood. She worried for her
sister and Ridmark and wondered how matters fared in Andomhaim.

And she thought about
Rilmael, and the strange song she heard from the Tower of the
Guardian, the song that it Third could hear and that Selene could
not.

Which made Third think about
Rilmael again.

When Daalna strode into the
dining hall, it was something of a relief.

“You appear pleased, my
lady,” said Selene.

“It is all but over,” Daalna
said, grinning. The High Captain looked tired but satisfied.
“Solthalis argued for hours. Had you told us only about the dark
soulblades, I don’t think the Council would have budged. But the
Great Eye? We’ve all read the histories, and the Warden of Urd
Morlemoch is a figure of dread and terror to us.”

“As he should be,” said
Third. She had never encountered the Warden, but Ridmark had, and
she had seen the grim worry on his face when Calliande realized
that Ghostruin had been forged by the Warden.

“I think the only dark elf
who didn’t fear the Warden was the Sovereign,” said Selene, “and
only because they knew each other too well for one to conquer the
other. Besides, the Sovereign wanted to conquer the world through
military force and strength at arms. The Warden wanted to delve
ever deeper into the secrets of magic."

“With the Heralds and the
dark soulblades, it seemed that he managed it,” said Daalna. “But I
think the fear of the Warden has convinced the Council. More
importantly, it convinced Arthrolan. The rest of the Council will
follow his lead. When we vote tomorrow, Solthalis will be the only
one who votes against aiding the Empire.” She sat down, and one of
the automatons appeared, bringing her a cup of tea.

“The Lord Sentinel is a
fool,” said Third, “if he does not see the danger.”

A flash of anger went through
Daalna’s eyes, but she calmed herself. “He is not a fool. Prideful
and stubborn, yes. Rigid as well. But he is a good man. Save for
Kalrythar, he is the greatest wizard among our people, and I
suspect Solthalis will surpass Kalrythar one day. And he has
devoted himself to the defense of our city. The Lord Sentinel’s
duty is to maintain the defensive wards around the city and to
patrol its boundaries. There is not much…glory in such work, is
there? Merely thankless duty. But it is necessary.”

“But you do not agree with
him,” said Third.

“No,” said Daalna. She sipped
at the tea and sighed. “We have had the same discussion many times.
Solthalis would have us remain behind our wards and walls and leave
the rest of the world to its own fate, whatever it might be. Many
in the city agree with him. But my Rangers and I have traveled
through much of the rest of the world, from Falconberg in the west,
Khald Akkar in the north, Urd Mythruin in the east, and the cities
of the xiatami to the south. If we hide behind our walls, the rest
of the world will not forget about us. Eventually, our enemies will
come to Cathair Kaldran, and we will have to fight. Better to face
them far from our walls, on ground of our choosing, rather than
letting them grow too strong to vanquish.”

“If you will forgive the
observation,” said Selene, “it seems that Solthalis has taken the
wrong lesson from his brother’s death.”

“I believe so,” said Daalna.
“Perhaps I am wrong, and my path will lead our people to
destruction…but I do not think I am.” She shrugged. “Or maybe our
enemies are so powerful that we shall perish whatever we do. If
that is our fate, I would rather we meet our end fighting instead
of cowering behind our walls waiting for our doom.” She sighed once
more. “But it is difficult, having such a sharp disagreement with
your family.”

“Then you do love him,” said
Selene.

Daalna raised her eyebrows,
her green eyes glinting. “Of course I love Solthalis. Had Cuthrann
lived, Solthalis would have been my brother by marriage. We relied
heavily upon each other in the dark days after Cuthrann fell.” She
shook her head. “It seems a cruel thing to say…but I think
Cuthrann’s death wounded Solthalis worse than it hurt me. I loved
Cuthrann with all my heart, but Solthalis had known Cuthrann his
entire life.”

“Forgive me, but I did not
make myself clear,” said Selene. “Solthalis is very obviously in
love with you.”

Daalna stared at Selene and
then burst out laughing. “No. Ridiculous.”

Selene raised a silver
eyebrow. “Are you certain?”

“Lady Selene, I am afraid you
are misreading the situation,” said Daalna. “Solthalis is as a
brother to me, and I am as a sister to him. But love of the sort
you describe? No. Nothing like that.” She spread her hands. “If you
will forgive the observation, you are not familiar with our ways
and may have misinterpreted things.”

“No doubt you are correct,”
said Selene.

That was what she said when
she politely disagreed. Third was inclined to think that Selene was
correct. The only time that Solthalis’s harsh expression had ever
softened had been when he was looking at Daalna, and she had been
the only one to disagree with him without earning his ire.

Sometimes the obvious was
difficult to see. Daalna might love Solthalis as a brother, but
Solthalis wanted more. But that was none of Third’s business, and
so long as it did not affect the struggle against the Warden’s
Heralds, it was not her concern.

“Perhaps Solthalis will
instead fall in love with one of you,” said Daalna.

Selene snorted. “He doesn’t
seem terribly fond to have two former urdhracosi in Cathair
Kaldran. And I talk too much, and cousin Third doesn’t talk
enough.”

Daalna smiled. “You may
underestimate yourselves.” She waved a hand before her face. “The
blending of elven and human features is really quite charismatic.
Striking, even. I imagine that to the eyes of an elven man, you
would both look almost shockingly beautiful.”

“I look shockingly beautiful
to the eyes of every kindred,” said Selene, and Daalna laughed.

“I shall not disagree, my
lady,” said Daalna, and she smiled at Third. “Rilmael seemed quite
impressed with you.”

“That he does,” said
Selene.

Third sighed in annoyance and
decided to deflect the conversation. “How long have you known the
Guardian?”

“All my life,” said Daalna.
“About nine hundred years. The cloak elves of Cathair Kaldran,
unless mischance or battle take us, can live between a thousand to
three thousand years. It depends upon our native strength. But I
first met the Guardian when I was a young woman, training to become
one of the Rangers. He…impressed me then.”

Selene grinned. “I don’t
suppose you were in love with him?”

“For God’s sake, we sound
like a trio of gossiping children,” said Daalna, though she smiled
as she said it. “But, no. Rilmael was so farsighted. He has been
here since the founding of the city, guarding the Tower and the
tomb beneath it. If not for his counsel, there would be no cloak
elves. The Dragon Imperator would have wiped us all out. He
counseled us to withdraw to Cathair Kaldran to hold it against all
our foes, and that advice ensured the survival of our people. We
have been here ever since.”

“The tomb,” said Third. “You
and the others have mentioned the tomb beneath the Tower of the
Guardian. What is inside it?”

“No one knows,” said
Daalna.

“Truly?” said Selene. “In all
this time…what, fifteen thousand years, no one bothered to
look?”

“Rilmael knows,” said Daalna,
“but he will not say. He says even the knowledge of the tomb can
drive men insane with lust for the power, like moths drawn to a
flame. The tomb was here before the cloak elves, I know that much.
Rilmael built the Tower to stop anyone from entering the tomb and
claiming its power. The first cloak elves on this world founded
Cathair Kaldran to seize the power of the tomb, but Rilmael stopped
them. The power would have destroyed anyone who tried to claim
it.”

“And in fifteen thousand
years, no one ever tried to enter the tomb?” said Third.

“Some have,” said Daalna.
“Bolder mages among our kindred, and others who disagreed with
Rilmael, who thought he plotted against the nation of the cloak
elves. No one who has ever gone into the Tower of the Guardian has
come out again, save for Rilmael himself. He says his mantle as
Guardian protects him, but that no one else would survive.” She
shrugged. “In time, enough cloak elves believed him, and no one has
tried to enter the Tower for many years.”

“What do you think is inside
the tomb?” said Selene.

Daalna shrugged again. “I
don’t know. I would guess it is the tomb of some being beyond our
comprehension. There are many kindreds in this world, some more
powerful than the others. The dark elves are more powerful than the
goblins, for instance. The urdmordar were more powerful than any of
us. I suspect the tomb is the resting place of some great and
mighty being, one so powerful that even in death, it radiates magic
potent enough to kill anyone who tries to claim it.”

Third said nothing. She
wondered if Daalna had realized that the Malison seemed to radiate
from the Tower of the Guardian. She wondered if anyone in Cathair
Kaldran knew. Back in Owyllain, the archmage Ardrhythain had
appointed Rhodruthain the Guardian of Cathair Animus. The ruins of
Cathair Animus housed the Well of Storms, an unlocked Well of
magical power, and Rhodruthain’s task had been to keep anyone from
seizing its strength. He had done so, though at great cost. And
rather less successfully than Rilmael, Third thought – Cathair
Kaldran had to contain thirty or forty times the number of elves
who lived in Cathair Caedyn under King Kyralion. For that matter,
Third could not see Rilmael being taken unawares by a creature like
the Maledictus of Shadows.

They talked for a while
longer. Selene told Daalna tales of their adventures in Owyllain,
with Third interjecting from time to time to correct some of
Selene’s more poetical flourishes. The sky fire outside faded from
the harsh orange-yellow of day to the pale, dimmer blue of night,
and Tyrcamber and Ruari returned. Both Dragontiarna Knights seemed
amazed at the city of the cloak elves, though Tyrcamber pointed out
that for all their power and knowledge, the cloak elves seemed
content to hide within their walls. Daalna agreed and hoped that
the Council would vote to aid the Empire tomorrow.

The others went to bed,
leaving Third sitting alone with her thoughts in the dining
hall.

She was thinking about
Rilmael. Third had not known him that long, but she found him in
her thoughts more and more. What must it have been like to have
guarded the Tower of the Guardian for fifteen thousand years? Third
could not imagine it, but she was old enough that she could start
to picture it.

Her thoughts turned to her
sister Mara. The Queen of Nightmane Forest had been married to her
husband Jager for over a decade now. On the day they had met, Mara
had tried to kill Jager. Instead, Jager had outwitted Mara, and she
had fallen in love with him and been with him ever since. Third's
thoughts turned to Ridmark. He had been married to Calliande for
almost as long, and he and Calliande had gone through so much
together – the Frostborn war, Andomhaim’s civil war, the War of the
Seven Swords, the death of their daughter Joanna, and God only knew
what else. Yet they were still together, had leaned on each other
in those crises.

Was that…

Was that something Third
wanted for herself?

Was it even possible for
someone like her?

She had been an urdhracos for
centuries, a creature of blood and torment and death. Even after
she had transformed, she was a warrior, a killer. Her heart and
mind were sheathed in armor, and she let nothing inside them.

But that wasn’t true,
whispered a small voice in her mind.

Third had crossed the Deeps
to rescue Ridmark and his family from Owyllain because he was her
friend. She cared about her friends, her sister. Third knew that
she was capable of softer emotions, but she had been alone for so
long that it was hard to imagine life otherwise.

There need to be three, that
quiet voice whispered inside her mind. Three to stand with the
Shield Knight and the Guardian…

Third frowned and shook her
head, pushing away the nonsensical thought. Three of what? Perhaps
she ought to sleep, or at least attempt it.

She rose, intending to find
her bedchamber, and saw Rilmael step into the room.

They stared at each other for
a moment in the pale gloom of the dining hall, the blue light of
the nighttime sky fire leaking through the windows. She looked into
his eyes and remembered the touch of his thoughts against hers.

The moment stretched on.

“You seem to have much on
your mind,” said Rilmael at last.

“I do,” said Third. She did
not elaborate. “Did Sir Tyrcamber and Lady Ruari enjoy their tour
of the city?”

Rilmael smiled. “I think they
did. Ruari insisted that she wanted to see a cloak elven hospital,
so I had Master Healer Tyrhuna show her around. I suspect some
changes will come to the medicine of the Empire from the things
Ruari learned there.”

“Perhaps Ruari might meet
Calliande Arban,” said Third. “The Keeper knows more of healing
than anyone else in Andomhaim.”

“Perhaps she shall,” said
Rilmael. He hesitated, and then seemed to come to a decision. “Come
with me. I need to show you something.”

Third felt her mouth go dry,
but her voice remained calm. “And what is that?”

“Something I have not been
able to tell anyone,” said Rilmael. “Something that I have not been
able to show to anyone else. The truth about this world.”

***

 



 Chapter 20: The Door
That Must Never Be Opened








Third followed Rilmael from
Daalna’s mansion, and they walked north through the streets of
Cathair Kaldran.

The city was quiet at night.
Unlike the cities of Andomhaim or Owyllain, neither Cathair Kaldran
nor the cities of the Frankish Empire had night lanterns. There was
no need. The light of the sky fire was dim, but Third had no
trouble seeing well enough to keep her footing. From time to time,
they passed patrols of the Guard in golden armor, but they let
Rilmael pass. There was little crime in Cathair Kaldran, and the
city’s main focus was on its defense.

They walked in silence,
following the wide street that led to the northern edge of the
valley and the stairs to the Tower of the Guardian. A median lined
the street, holding statues of cloak elves in armor and robes, some
of them mounted on horseback.

“The song,” said Third at
last. “You can hear it, too.”

Rilmael inclined his
head.

“What is it?” said Third.

“A long time ago,” said
Rilmael, “when I became a Guardian, Ardrhythain told me of my duty.
He said that I would hear the song of this world’s secret and that
I would be the only one. Until the day another would come, and she
would also hear the song and know the secret.”

Third frowned. “That was
fifteen thousand years ago. Surely even Ardrhythain could not have
seen that far into the future.”

“No,” said Rilmael. “But the
shadows of the future are sometimes cast far, far ahead. Over the
last year, the Sight has shown me visions of a woman sheathed in
blue flames. I know now that woman is you.”

“What else did the Sight show
you?” said Third.

“That much would hinge upon
our meeting,” said Rilmael, his silver eyes glinting in the dim
light. “My fate, and the fate of perhaps Cathair Kaldran and the
rest of this world.”

Third sighed. “With so much
at stake, one would hope the Sight could be more specific.”

Rilmael let out a quiet
laugh. “Yes. It was a vision that concerned me…but I no longer feel
any fear over it.”

“Why not?” said Third.

“I met you,” said
Rilmael.

“That does not make sense,”
said Third.

“Selene told me of your past
as you slept on Guardian’s Isle,” said Rilmael. “How you saved the
Liberated of Cathair Caedyn from both the Maledictus of Death and
themselves. How you fought the Confessor and the Sovereign
alongside the Shield Knight to save our homeworld.”

“Selene exaggerates,” said
Third. “I had help for all of those battles. I hardly fought them
alone. I am not some heroine of legend striding about doing great
deeds…”

“Said the woman who fought
the Master of the Order of Blood,” said Rilmael

“Who would have killed me
without your aid,” said Third.

“You would have killed him,”
said Rilmael, “if your magic had not manifested. Granted, he would
have lived again in a new body, but we would have at least denied
him Shadowruin.” He paused. “It is a pity you cannot see yourself
as others see you.”

“I see myself without
artifice,” said Third. “I am a warrior, a killer.”

“Is that all you are?”

“Yes,” said Third without
hesitation. “That is what I was made to be. Now I simply fight in a
worthy cause.”

“Then you are not the woman
who crossed half the world to find your friends?” said Rilmael. “Or
who fought to stop horrors from destroying the innocent? Or who
helped her sister rule her nation of mutated orcs?”

“I…” Third shook her head,
unable to articulate her emotions. “I do not know what to say to
that.”

“It is a pity you cannot see
the woman who did those things as the rest of us see her,” said
Rilmael. “Brave, resolved, and beautiful.”

“Is that how others see me?”
said Third. They had stopped in the street, staring at each other.
“Or you?”

“Why can it not be both?”
said Rilmael.

Third shivered a little
beneath her armor and clothes, and not from the chill.

“What is in the tomb?”
whispered Third.

“Words cannot describe it,”
said Rilmael. “Better to show you.”

The street rose in broad
flights of steps through the tiers carved into the sides of the
mountain, but soon came to an end. A narrow flight of stone steps
continued upward, leading to the Tower of the Keeper. Third and
Rilmael climbed the steps, their gray cloaks snapping around them
in the chill wind descending from the mountain. They climbed and
climbed, the white tower with its golden dome growing closer.

The song in Third’s head grew
ever louder.

They reached the top of the
stairs. The Tower of the Guardian was much larger than it had
seemed from the other side of the valley, nearly five hundred feet
tall with a broad golden dome. Twin doors of golden metal stood in
the foot of the tower, and Rilmael rapped his staff against them.
Third sensed the surge of magic, and the doors swung open.

Inside was a large round room
of white stone. It was entirely empty, save for another set of
golden doors on the far side of the room. Those doors glowed with
magical sigils written in harsh white light, shining with potent
warding spells.

“Beyond those doors,” said
Rilmael, “is the tomb and the door that must never be opened.” He
paused. “This is the last chance to turn back.”

“I know,” said Third. “But I
will not turn back. I would see what it is that threatens both my
home and this world with destruction.” The song was loud now, so
loud that it throbbed in her bones.

“So be it,” said Rilmael.
They crossed the room and came to the warded doors. Rilmael touched
the end of his staff to the doors, and they flashed and swung
open.

Golden light poured into the
white room.

Beyond those doors, Third
saw…she saw…

A cavern. But that was only
the beginning

It was a vast cavern of
rough-hewn stone, perhaps the size of the nave of the Great
Cathedral in Tarlion. Sand and small rocks covered the floor, their
shadows lengthening and disappearing as the golden light
pulsed.

The golden light came from
the massive wall of crystal that sealed off the cavern about thirty
yards away. The crystal was a milky, translucent white, like
quartz, its surface rough and uneven. Golden light shone from
behind the crystalline wall, filling the cavern with its glow. The
light pulsed, almost like a massive slow heartbeat, the cavern
alternating between golden light and gloom every few seconds.

The song in her head came
from that light.

This world’s magic came from
that light.

Which meant that the Malison,
the Dragon Curse itself, was coming from the light behind that
crystalline wall.

Third walked slowly forward,
half-awed, half-terrified, Rilmael keeping pace next to her. The
song thundered in her head, and Third knew that whatever was behind
that wall was stronger than her father, stronger than the
Sovereign, stronger than even the Warden.

It was the power to shatter
and remake worlds, stars, galaxies, with a single thought.

The door seemed incongruous.
A single door of white stone rested at the base of the wall. There
was neither handle nor knob that Third could see, save for a silver
keyhole in the exact center of the door.

She stopped a few paces from
the wall and the door, staring at it, the pulsing golden glow and
the song washing over her.

“Don’t touch it,” said
Rilmael. “It’s not safe.”

Third shook her head. “I have
absolutely no wish to touch…whatever that is.”

Rilmael paused. “Then you
feel no…urge to touch it? No compulsion?”

“Certainly not,” said
Third.

Rilmael let out a long
breath. “Then you are the one Ardrhythain foretold. If I brought
anyone else to this chamber, Lady Third, they would go mad. The
desire to hold the light would overthrow their reason and their
sanity, and they would rush forward and throw themselves against
the door to the tomb, and the power would destroy them. Even
speaking of the tomb can incite that madness, which is why I never
told anyone what is in here.”

“I thought the Tower seemed
lightly guarded,” said Third.

“The Tower of the Guardian
has no need of defenses,” said Rilmael. “Anyone who enters this
cavern goes mad and destroys themselves. Save for the Guardian…and
for you.” His face grew more solemn. “And perhaps the Heralds of
Ruin, should they find their way here.”

“Why?” said Third. “Why can I
resist it?”

“Because you hear the aura as
a song,” said Rilmael. “Because you were an urdhracos for so long.
If Lady Selene lives another five hundred years, likely she will
gain the same ability. But you…I think you are unique, utterly
unique. How many other urdhracosi have been freed? The dark elves
can no longer dominate you, and neither can the aura of the tomb
overthrow your reason.”

Third made herself look from
the light and into his eyes. “What is inside the tomb?”

“It is the tomb,” said
Rilmael, “of an Ascendant Dragon.”

Third blinked. “A dragon’s
tomb? Calliande told me she visited the tomb of the ancient
dragons, a place called Dragonfall…”

“That place was the tomb of
the high dragons,” said Rilmael. “They were powerful, so powerful
their bones had to be locked away lest they fall into the hands of
the malicious. But the Ascendant Dragons were a different order of
life entirely. They traveled from world to world, from galaxy to
galaxy, imparting magic to those worlds and moving on. They were
not gods, but from our perspective, even from the perspective of
the high elves, they had the powers of gods. You told me that
Ridmark Arban once wielded the sword of the Dragon Knight.”

“I did,” said Third. “With
that sword, he could freeze time, destroy thousands of enemies in
storms of fire, and open magical portals at will. That sword was
the repository of the power of the dragons, left behind to help
defend the high elves.”

“The repository of the power
of the high dragons,” said Rilmael, “and that sword only holds a
subset of their powers. And the high dragons have only a subset of
the powers of the Ascendant Dragons.”

“What killed it, if an
Ascendant Dragon is so powerful?” said Third.

“Nothing,” said Rilmael. “It
simply died of old age, after such a span of years than even the
high elves could not fathom it. The Ascendant Dragon made a tomb
for itself here and died peacefully. This world was empty and
uninhabited, and the Ascendant Dragon knew an empty world would be
a safe place for it to die, for even its bones radiate so much
power that no mortal could safely approach them. The crystal wall
is nearly indestructible. And the sky fire? That is a sheet of
flame that surrounds this entire world like a shell around a pearl.
The sky fire blocks access to this world, keeping anyone from using
magic to travel here by accident.”

“Until Tarmyntir made the
Great Eye,” said Third, tapping the Key at her belt.

To her surprise, the Key let
out a chiming noise, and the stone door in the crystalline wall did
the same.

“Do not let the Key touch the
door,” said Rilmael. “The Key might have the power to open the
door.”

Third moved her hand away
from the Key.

“But you are right,” said
Rilmael. “When the twelve nations of the Liberated left our
homeworld, one of them decided to come here in hopes of claiming
the power of the tomb. Ardrhythain knew he could not stop them or
Tarmyntir, for the high elves cannot command another kindred, and
the Liberated had sundered themselves from the high elves.”

“The threefold law,” said
Third.

Rilmael nodded. “But
Ardrhythain could create Guardians, and he made me the Guardian of
this tomb. You can guess what happened next, I’m sure. The cloak
elves used the power of the Great Eye to travel here, and I kept
them from accessing the tomb. Once they saw its power firsthand,
most of them understood the wisdom of staying away from it, but a
few fools tried to enter and died for it. Instead of taking the
tomb’s power, the Liberated spread out and sought to build
kingdoms. But the magic of this world carries a deadly risk. It
radiates from the bones of the Ascendant Dragon, and the dragon’s
nature is imprinted upon the power…”

“Hence the Malison,” said
Third. “It is the very nature of the power. Use too much of it, and
the power overshadows you and transforms you into a dragon.”

“Precisely,” said Rilmael.
“The men of the Empire are incorrect to call it the Dragon Curse.
It is not a curse – it is the nature of the magic. Those who lost
themselves to it became dragons, easily enslaved by spells of dark
magic. But those who faced their darkest selves and prevailed
became Dragontiarna Knights, able to shift between dragon form and
their native shapes at will. I fear that Tarmyntir’s use of the
Great Eye weakened the shield around this world, and the dark elves
were able to follow the Liberated here. The dark elves summoned
more kindreds here to serve as their slaves and soldiers, and they
overran the cloak elven kingdoms. Cathair Kaldran stood fast, and
then humans came here by accident and founded the Frankish Empire.
They slew the Dragon Imperator, and we had a respite…but now the
Heralds are coming, sent by the Warden to seize the power. But I
have no fear for the future.”

“Because the Council will aid
the Empire?” said Third.

“Because you are here,” said
Rilmael, “and you can hear the song. You know what is at stake. I
feared what the vision of the woman of blue flames meant. Would you
come to open the tomb and destroy the world? No. I know better now.
You will help defend it, for you are valiant and beautiful, and far
better than you believe yourself.”

He had taken her hand, Third
realized, though she had been staring into his eyes. Something like
an electric jolt shot up her arm, and her heart was hammering like
she was in a battle. Third had never felt like this before. She
knew that if she turned and strode from the cavern and the Tower of
the Guardian, he would not stop her.

She didn’t move. She didn’t
want to move. She didn’t want to let go.

“Rilmael,” whispered
Third.

He stepped closer and kissed
her, and the electric feeling intensified. She found herself
kissing him in turn, her arms going around his back.

Later, after they were done
and they had exhausted themselves, they lay together on their
cloaks, the pulsing golden light from the crystal wall falling over
them, the air of the cavern chill against Third’s bare skin.

“You’re shaking,” murmured
Rilmael, his arm around her.

“I did not,” whispered Third,
“I did not know that would feel so…enjoyable.”

She had known that Mara and
Calliande and Antenora and Queen Rilmeira all loved their husbands,
and Third had assumed they slept with them out of a sense of duty
rather than pleasure in the act itself. A mildly unpleasant chore
done out of love, that was all, or for the generation of children,
because Calliande and Antenora clearly loved their children. When
Third had seduced prisoners on the Traveler’s orders, it had been
like everything else she had done as an urdhracos, grim and
despairing and joyless. After she had transformed, she had assumed
the physical act of love would be like that, albeit somewhat less
unpleasant.

Third had never, ever dreamed
it was like this.

“You’ve been alone a long
time, haven’t you?” said Rilmael.

“I have always been alone,”
said Third. She leaned up and kissed him again. “I have never…I
have never really been with someone. Not like this. It…” She wiped
at her eyes.

“You’re crying,” said
Rilmael.

“They are not tears of
sadness,” said Third. She shook her head, annoyed at herself. “You
must think me weak.”

“No,” said Rilmael.
“Never.”

“For the first time in years,
I do not know what to do next,” said Third. “I have duties and
obligations in Andomhaim, but I do not want to leave you.”

“There is no reason you
cannot do both,” said Rilmael. “My wife…” He paused. “Perhaps this
is not the time to speak of her.”

“No,” said Third. “I want to
know more about you.”

“We were married for
thousands of years,” said Rilmael, “but we did not spend every
moment together. At times we were separated for decades. Third, I
don’t know if you’ve realized this yet, but you’re immortal, you
and your sister and Selene. Urdhracosi will live forever until
something kills them, and you and I will live to either the end of
the cosmos or something kills us. If you need to spend twenty or
thirty years on Andomhaim…I can wait. And if I have to spend twenty
or thirty years here attending to my duties…I hope you can wait.”
He paused, a flicker of the fear she had felt earlier going over
his face. “I hope you can accept that about me.”

“I can,” said Third. “I have
seen into your mind. I knew it not, but I waited a thousand years
for you. A few decades are nothing.” She smiled. “Though only when
necessary.”

“Of course,” said Rilmael.
“And we shall be together for some time yet. The Fallen Order must
be destroyed, and I promised I would get you and Selene back to
Andomhaim.”

Third felt herself smile.
“You enjoy a good fight, do you not?”

“I do,” admitted Rilmael. “I
was a battle mage for a long time. I was good at war. I regret the
necessity of fighting…but I do enjoy it.”

“We have that in common,”
said Third. “I wonder what else we share.”

“I can think of at least one
thing we both enjoy,” said Rilmael, and he drew her closer again
and kissed her.

As it turned out, he was
right about that as well.

***

 



 Chapter 21:
Grievances








Solthalis, archmage and the
Lord Sentinel of Cathair Kaldran, stalked alone through the
blue-lit night.

His duties as the Sentinel
allowed him to come and go from the boundaries of the city as he
pleased, and now he walked through the valley leading to the
southern gate. The pine trees were silent around him, the air crisp
and cool. Solthalis always enjoyed these walks through the forest.
It usually set his mind at rest, helped him to soothe his raging
emotions.

Not tonight, though.

Not when he thought of
Rilmael.

How dare the Guardian return
here and lecture the Council? Rilmael ought to have been on his
knees, begging forgiveness for the cloak elves who had died in the
fight against the Dragon Imperator. Instead, he had the temerity,
the shameless gall, to demand aid from Cathair Kaldran. Even after
cloak elves had died in the fight against the Dragon Imperator.

Even after Cuthrann had died
helping to defend the humans.

Solthalis let out a hissing
breath and shook his head, trying to clear his buzzing emotions.
Cuthrann had been the best of the cloak elves, the greatest
warrior, the most skilled wizard. Had he lived, Solthalis’s older
brother would now sit on the Council as well, perhaps as the
presiding Consul. Instead, he had fallen in battle against the
Dragon Imperator.

He had fallen helping to
defend the Frankish Empire.

The Empire of the stinking,
savage humans.

Solthalis found humans
repulsive, and eight centuries had not improved his opinion of
them. The humans were little better than animals, apes that had
somehow managed to create a facsimile of a language and a crude
imitation of a true civilization. They bred like rabbits, which was
necessary given how many of them died of diseases from living in
their own filth. They were treacherous, violent, greedy, and
stupid. Had Solthalis been consulted, the best course would have
been to leave the humans alone and let the Dragon Imperator and the
dark elves destroy them. Or to simply exterminate them all and deny
them as a source of labor for the dark elves.

Instead, Rilmael had helped
the stinking apes. He had taught them the Seven Spells, without
consulting the Council, and had helped them build their Empire. To
defend Cathair Kaldran, most of the cloak elves thought, but
Solthalis knew Rilmael too well for that. The Guardian cared about
the human apes, had felt pity for them, and so had taught them the
Seven Spells to save them from the Malison.

And as much as Solthalis
hated to admit it, Rilmael’s strategy had borne fruit. A human had
killed the Dragon Imperator. Another human had killed the
Valedictor, the chief of the Dragon Imperator’s vassals. The
xiatami were held at bay. Previous Sentinels had feared that the
world would become a battleground between the Dragon Imperator and
the xiatami, with the cloak elves annihilated.

None of that had come to
pass, thanks to Rilmael’s pet humans.

Rilmael should have been
content with his success and left it at that. Instead, he wanted
the cloak elves to come forth and aid the humans in one of their
miserable civil wars. Bad enough that cloak elven blood had been
spilled defending the Empire from the dark elves. Though Solthalis
hated Rilmael, he could concede that his plan with the humans had
benefited Cathair Kaldran. But to help the humans in a civil war
against their petty necromancers? Absolutely not!

But the Council was going to
vote in Rilmael’s favor. Solthalis could not forgive the Guardian
that.

Nor could he forgive Rilmael
for the death of Cuthrann.

But above all else, there was
one thing that Solthalis could not forgive Rilmael for, not
ever.

Daalna listened to him.

Why could she not see that
Rilmael was a schemer, a villain, a scoundrel? Solthalis had been
in love with Daalna ever since he had first laid eyes on her nearly
a thousand years past. Of course, she had been Cuthrann’s
betrothed, and Solthalis had not begrudged that, for his brother
was the greatest of the cloak elves. But after Cuthrann’s death,
Daalna should have turned to Solthalis for comfort. He had made
himself powerful to impress her, to earn her admiration. Was he not
one of the archmages of Cathair Kaldran? Had he not earned a seat
on the Council and become the Lord Sentinel? He was one of the
leaders of their people.

And still she preferred
Rilmael’s counsel to his!

Daalna was never cruel, no.
Never condescending, never mocking, never harsh. Blunt, yes, as
befit a Ranger and a warrior, but never cruel. But she still saw
Solthalis as Cuthrann’s little brother and nothing more. As the
brother of the man she had intended to marry, of the man she had
loved so much that she had never accepted another suitor. Solthalis
had waited for Daalna to come to him…and she never had.

He could not understand
why.

It was likely Rilmael’s
fault. Perhaps the Guardian had turned her against him.

The thoughts chased each
other around the inside of his head. Solthalis detested humans, but
there was one thing he envied about them. They were crude, base
creatures, but they had no choice in the matter. Their lives were
so short they couldn’t grow beyond their limitations, but in its
own way, that was a mercy. Few humans lived past seventy or eighty
(and often much less than that), which meant they would not have to
endure slights and indignities for centuries the way Solthalis
had.

His mind burning, he stalked
through the forest and came to the pond.

It was his favorite place in
the forest. A mirror-still pond of icy water rested at the foot of
a hill, reflecting the sky fire in its waters. Solthalis stared at
the pond for a moment, wrestling with himself, a pang of conscience
pulling at his resentments.

He had to stop doing this. He
didn’t have the right. But didn’t he? Daalna belonged with him, she
just didn’t understand it yet.

In a way, it was almost like
courtship.

Solthalis lifted his hand and
worked a spell, and the water shimmered. The scrying spell focused
upon it, and suddenly Solthalis saw an image in the pond.

Specifically, he saw Daalna
as she lay sleeping in bed.

The mighty wards around
Cathair Kaldran blocked all spells of observation and far-seeing,
but as Sentinel, Solthalis knew his way around those spells. In
truth, he had designed and constructed most of them.

He knew how to observe anyone
within the city undetected.

He gazed at Daalna. She was
so beautiful, and lust and admiration warred within him. Daalna
usually slept naked, which Solthalis knew because he had watched
her here many, many times. One day, he would force Rilmael to admit
that he was a fool, that Cuthrann’s blood was on his hands. Then
Daalna would come to him, her eyes shining with admiration and
gratitude, and Solthalis would draw her into his arms and see her
unclothed body in the flesh…

“You shall not find what you
seek in those waters, Sentinel of Cathair Kaldran.”

The voice was deep,
commanding, and metallic. Daalna’s image dissolved as Solthalis
whirled, raising his staff and calling upon his magic. He felt no
fear. As an archmage, he was a small army unto himself, and he had
destroyed many potential intruders over the centuries.

But when he saw this
intruder, a shiver of fear went down his spine.

A dark elf stood a quarter of
a way around the pond, gazing at him. He wore blue armor from head
to foot, including a helmet with a mask that looked like a snarling
dragon. The dark elf also wore a long black coat with the cowl
drawn up, shadows mantling the dragon mask. In his right hand, he
held a long black staff that seemed to shiver like a rope under
tension, so dark it was like looking through a crack in reality. A
sword belt was wrapped around his waist, a sheathed blade hanging
on his right hip.

Solthalis had seen this
sorcerer before, though they had never spoken. They had been on the
opposite sides of several battles during Rilmael’s efforts to
defend the Empire.

“The Theophract,” said
Solthalis, disdain dripping from his tone. “Have you come to die?
Even your magic cannot overcome the defenses of Cathair
Kaldran.”

“Strike me down if you wish,”
said the Theophract. “I will not stop you.”

Solthalis let out a scornful
laugh and summoned magic, elemental fire blazing along his staff,
globes of lightning whirling around him. He worked spells potent
enough to destroy a hundred men in the blink of an eye, and he
prepared to unleash that terrible power at the intruder.

And the Theophract…did
absolutely nothing.

He cast no warding spells,
nor summoned magic for an attack of his own.

“Well?” said Solthalis. “Will
you not defend yourself?”

The Theophract shrugged. “To
what end? Will it change anything? Kill me and the elves of your
city will laud you as a hero…and you will still come here to gaze
at your heart’s desire, forever out of reach.”

“You know nothing,” said
Solthalis.

“I know more about the
Guardian than you think,” said the Theophract. “Have I not
struggled against him for millennia? Who knows a man better than
his enemies?”

Solthalis scoffed. “I know
the Guardian far better than you, dark elf.”

“And does that make you his
enemy?”

Solthalis hesitated. He
didn’t have an immediate answer to that question.

“We are both defenders of
Cathair Kaldran and the nation of the Liberated,” said Solthalis.
“That is sufficient.”

“Is the Guardian truly a
defender of Cathair Kaldran?” said the Theophract. The dark elf
stepped closer, and Solthalis kept his staff pointed at him. “Or is
he more interested in building his own power? Why do you think he
has spent so much time among the humans? Altruism? Charity. No. He
has been training them to be loyal to him, to become his army when
the time comes for him to seize power.”

Solthalis laughed. “A likely
story.”

His patience evaporated, and
he decided to blast the Theophract to ashes. It would be a
tremendous victory for Cathair Kaldran. The Theophract had sown
chaos and terror or fifteen millennia, and his death would avenge
many slain cloak elves. It would also impress the Council, and
perhaps Solthalis could use it as a lever to convince them to
refuse Rilmael’s request.

And, a part of his mind
whispered, it would impress Daalna…

“The Guardian has lied to you
about a great deal,” said the Theophract.

“I’m sure,” said Solthalis.
One more step and he would unleash his powers.

“He has lied to all the cloak
elves,” said the Theophract, “and he has also lied to you,
personally, countless times.” He gestured at the pond. “Would you
like to know what lies he has told you, lord Sentinel?”

“Oh, certainly, this ought to
be amusing,” said Solthalis. Actually, it would work well. It
seemed the Theophract wanted to use the pond as a scrying surface.
The dark elf would turn to face it, and then Solthalis would blast
him in the back. A bit dishonorable, to be sure, but against a foe
with the power of the Theophract, any tactics were acceptable for
victory. It wasn’t as if the Theophract was about to challenge him
to a knightly duel of arms.

The Theophract turned and
touched the end of his staff to the pond. At once, the water turned
jet black. It was like looking at a mirror of black glass, or maybe
a doorway to the black void between the world. Solthalis summoned
his power, ready to strike the Theophract dead.

And then he froze, shocked by
what he saw in the waters.

An image appeared in the
black water of such crystalline clarity and sharpness that it was
almost like looking through an open window. Solthalis felt he could
have reached out and touched the scene beyond.

He was looking at Daalna’s
bedroom. He knew the sight of it very well, given all the time he
had spent watching her sleep and bathe.

And in the image, Daalna lay
naked on her bed. The Guardian Rilmael was atop her, sweating and
panting. There was no sound with the image, but the cords bulged in
Daalna’s neck, her mouth thrown open in ecstasy. Her fingers
skittered along the Guardian’s spine as they heaved against each
other.

“What?” croaked
Solthalis.

No, no, it couldn’t be. It
had to be a trick, an illusion of the Theophract’s magic.

“It is not an image of the
present, I am afraid,” said the Theophract. “Your wards are too
potent to allow that. I believe this is an image of the past. Three
or four hours ago, most likely. It does not surprise me, given what
I know of Rilmael and how he has lied to you.”

It was a trick. It had to be
a trick.

But it looked so real.
Solthalis had spent enough time spying on Daalna that he knew every
inch of her body. He turned his magic inward, sweeping his thoughts
and his magical defenses. His mind was not under attack from magic.
The Theophract had cast no spells save a minor divinatory spell
into the water.

“And what do you know of
Rilmael’s lies?” said Solthalis.

“A battle several hundred
years ago,” said the Theophract. “One of the first campaigns where
Rilmael convinced the cloak elves to the aid the Frankish Empire. I
was there, advising the Dragon Imperator’s forces.”

“Yes, I remember,” said
Solthalis. “I was at that battle.” He had only been a battle mage
then, not yet an archmage. Had he been an archmage, perhaps
Cuthrann would still be alive and Solthalis would not be watching
this…this vile abomination play out in front of him.

“Were you?” said the
Theophract. “Then you know that a company of cloak elven soldiers
was overwhelmed and slain. What you may not know is that Rilmael
convinced the company to advance. He sent them into a trap, and the
goblins slaughtered them all to the last man.”

“Why?” said Solthalis. “Why
would he do that?”

“Presumably to claim this
woman for his own,” said the Theophract. “The High Captain of the
Rangers, is she not? It is a stratagem I have seen the Guardian use
many times over the millennia. He finds a woman he desires, and
then arranges for her husband or betrothed to be killed in battle.
Then he will take the woman for himself.”

“No,” said Solthalis, shaking
his head. “No, no, it cannot be, it cannot be, Daalna would never
do that, she…”

“Would you like to hear what
they are saying?” said the Theophract. “Or, rather, what they have
said?”

Some part of Solthalis’s mind
told him to kill the Theophract right now.

But he had to know.

“Yes,” said Solthalis.

The Theophract touched the
water with his staff again, and the voices of Rilmael and Daalna
came to his ears, as if from a great distance.

But Solthalis had no trouble
understanding them.

“I will convince the Council
to send aid to the humans,” said Rilmael. He and Daalna had
finished, and Rilmael lay on his back, hands behind his head.
Daalna lay curled against him, stroking his chest. “Once we destroy
the Fallen Order, I shall have greater authority over the humans,
and the new Emperor will be my puppet. The Empire shall be strong
enough to force the cloak elves to terms.”

“Farsighted,” murmured
Daalna. Watching her entwined with Rilmael like that sickened
Solthalis. Could she not see Rilmael for the serpent that he
was?

“I can use the Empire to make
myself the new king of Cathair Kaldran,” said Rilmael. “Or I will
be an Emperor ruling over both elves and men, and you shall be my
Empress.”

Daalna smiled. “You will find
a position for Solthalis, won’t you? I feel I need to look after
the boy. Cuthrann was always so worried about him.”

“Of course,” said Rilmael.
“Something small and minor and suited to his limited abilities.”
Solthalis’s fingers tightened against his staff. “He is still
nothing more than a foolish child in many ways…”

“Don’t be so harsh,” said
Daalna.

“Don’t presume to lecture me,
woman,” said Rilmael, and Daalna cringed back at the harsh anger in
the Guardian’s voice. The sight of her fear filled Solthalis with
rage. “I command, you serve.”

“Yes, my lord,” whispered
Daalna.

“You will serve me well,”
said Rilmael. “Along with those disgusting hybrid dark elves I
brought back from the Empire. You will serve me, or perhaps I’ll
give you to…”

“Stop it,” said Solthalis.
“Stop it! Damn you, stop it!”

“As you wish.” The Theophract
touched his staff to the water again, and the pond returned to
normal.

Solthalis paced away, his
breath rasping through his teeth, his heart hammering against his
ribs. Rage filled him like boiling water in a stoppered kettle, and
if he did not find an outlet for it soon, he would explode.

“The woman is dear to you,”
murmured the Theophract.

“What would a wretched
creature like you know of love?” said Solthalis.

“A man may not understand how
a bird flies, but he can still observe its flight,” said the
Theophract. “The man Rilmael murdered to claim the woman…”

“My brother,” spat
Solthalis.

“Ah,” said the Theophract.
“It is not surprising. The scriptures of the humans have a proverb.
A man who is trustworthy in small things will be trustworthy in the
large ones. Conversely, a man who lies over small matters will lie
over great ones.”

“Small matters?” snarled
Solthalis, glaring at the Theophract. “Rilmael murdered my brother
and seduced the woman who ought to be mine. You call that a small
matter? You dare to…” He fell silent as his mind caught up to his
fury. “That is the small matter? Then what is the great matter
Rilmael has lied about?”

“Has he ever told you,” said
the Theophract, “what is in the tomb beneath the Tower of the
Guardian?”

“No,” said Solthalis. “He
says the knowledge is dangerous, that it will corrupt the mind of
anyone who hears it. Anyone who enters the Tower of the Guardian
vanishes without a trace, even when Rilmael is far away.
Presumably, they are destroyed by the power within.” He shook his
head. “It’s just another lie, isn’t it?”

“It is,” said the Theophract.
“Our ancestral homeworld had seven Wells of magical power. This
world has only one, and it is housed beneath the Tower of the
Guardian. The ‘tomb’ is nothing more than the housing Rilmael
constructed to harvest its power and channel it to himself. You saw
the former urdhracosi Rilmael brought with him to Cathair
Kaldran?”

“Disgusting creatures, both
of them,” said Solthalis. “The fact that an elf of any kindred
would mate with a human ape…”

“Rilmael feels the same about
both of them, though of course he conceals this fact,” said the
Theophract. “The urdhracosi arrived here through the Great Eye, and
one of them has a Key of Tarmyntir. The Guardian will use the Key
to further unlock the Well beneath the Tower and will kill both
urdhracosi when he has no additional need of them. As he has lied
to you, so he has lied to them.”

Solthalis snarled. “I will
make him pay, I…”

“How?” asked the Theophract
with brutal coldness. “The Council believes him. The woman you love
believes him. Many of the cloak elves consider him a hero. Why will
they believe you over him? Especially since they have been laughing
at you behind your back. The Sentinel of Cathair Kaldran, who
follows the High Captain of the Rangers around like a lovesick
puppy, all while she debases herself for the pleasure of the
Guardian…”

“Quiet,” said Solthalis.

“And Rilmael plays you and
your people for fools, laughing at you the entire time…”

“I said silence!” roared
Solthalis.

His scream of rage echoed
over the hills.

Solthalis glared at the
Theophract. The dark elven sorcerer remained as motionless as a
statue. In his blue armor, he might as well have been a statue.

“I understand,” murmured the
dark elf at last.

Solthalis let out a jeering
laugh. “You couldn’t possibly.”

“No, but I understand the
nature of your problem,” said the Theophract. “The cosmos is
capricious, cruel, and random. Disorderly. A meaningless joke told
at the expense of all who live. Your brother was murdered by a man
lauded as a hero. The woman who ought to have been yours instead
warms the murderer’s bed. You should be respected as the Sentinel,
and instead, the people of Cathair Kaldran laugh at you. Your life,
and all lives, are nothing more than a cruel and meaningless joke,
the random whims of chaos.”

Solthalis snarled again. “So
I should kill myself and have done with it, is that it?”

“Or,” said the Theophract,
“you can help my master and I repair the cosmos, remake it, and
reforge it to what it should have been.”

Solthalis paused. “Rilmael
said you were a servant of the Warden, that the Heralds were
servants of the Warden. Is that true, or is it just another
lie?”

“It is quite true,” said the
Theophract. “For fifteen thousand years, I have been preparing the
way for my master to break free of Urd Morlemoch. But why do you
think he wants his freedom? To rule over lesser kindreds as the
Dragon Imperator once did? Or to terrorize them as the urdmordar
still do? No. He has greater purposes than petty thuggery. He will
bring the cosmos to order.”

“Order,” said Solthalis.
“That is merely a shorter word for tyranny.”

“And what has your freedom
brought you, pray?” said the Theophract. “You are standing in the
woods watching the woman you love give herself to a man who holds
you in contempt. Your entire life, and the lives of all who live,
are nothing more than the cruel jokes of random chance. My lord the
Warden shall put an end to all that. With the power the Guardian
has kept hidden, the Warden shall remake the cosmos. No more will
there be chaos. No more will there be random chance. All will be in
order. Things will be as they should be. The cloak elves will grow
and thrive, as all shall grow and thrive. For the fifteen thousand
years that Rilmael has been Guardian, the cloak elves have
declined. Do you think that a coincidence? Once the cosmos is
brought to order, Rilmael will be exposed…and the High Captain will
be yours.”

“Impossible,” said Solthalis,
though something within him burned at the thought. “You speak a
dream of madness.”

“It is only mad if you lack
the power to achieve it,” said the Theophract, “and you have that
power. You can expose Rilmael for what he is. Break into the Tower
of the Guardian and claim its power for yourself. All will see
Rilmael as a traitor and a serpent. And then you will avenge your
brother, the High Captain will see Rilmael’s true nature…and she
will come to you at last.”

“Impossible,” said Solthalis,
though with less heat than before. “I have not the power.”

“You could,” said the
Theophract, “for my lord the Warden would be willing to give you
the power.”

Solthalis let out a bitter
laugh. “Yes, I would just need to cross the great void between the
stars and make my way to Urd Morlemoch. It should take all of a
day.”

“It would take all of a
minute,” said the Theophract, “for my lord’s power is here with us
now.”

He reached for the sword at
his belt. Solthalis leveled his staff, preparing to attack, but the
Theophract merely unhooked the sheathed sword and lifted it before
him. The sword’s hilt and crosspiece were mostly black, though
curious blood-colored swirls made their way through the metal.

“That…” said Solthalis. His
voice trailed off. He could sense power, immense power, radiating
from the sword. “What is that?”

“As the high elves forged
weapons of power,” said the Theophract, “so has my lord the Warden
forged soulblades. Behold the soulblade Ghostruin, imbued with some
of the Warden’s own magical strength.”

“Ghostruin?” said Solthalis.
“But Rilmael and the hybrids said it was secured in a place called
the Tower of the Keeper in Andomhaim…”

A hint of dark amusement
entered the metallic voice. “And you believed him?”

That was a good point.

“The feeble efforts of human
wizards were not enough to stop me,” said the Theophract. “Take
this sword. My lord offers it to you freely and without condition
or price. You can draw on its power to augment your own, enough to
crush the Guardian.”

Solthalis scowled. “And what
would you have me do? Declare war on my people? Yes, they may have
laughed at me behind my back, but they are still my people. I will
not betray them.”

“Certainly not,” said the
Theophract. “I would have you cut out the cancer that threatens
your people. Take Ghostruin and use it to strike down both the
Guardian and his urdhracosi pets. Claim the Key of Tarmyntir from
their corpses and use it to unlock the Well of magic beneath the
Tower of the Guardian. And when you do, all Cathair Kaldran will
see the Guardian unmasked. You can use the power of the Well to
help set the cosmos to order, to end the cruel caprice of random
chance.”

Solthalis hesitated. He could
feel the sword’s power even without working the spell to sense
magical forces. With it in hand, he could destroy Rilmael.
Solthalis was the more skilled wizard, but Rilmael could draw upon
the mantle of the Guardian, generating a level of power that
Solthalis could not match. But with the sword…

Wait. What was he thinking?
This was absurd. The Theophract was a liar, and the sword was a
weapon of dark magic. Solthalis hated Rilmael, but he would not use
a corrupted soulblade to strike at his enemy.

At least…not directly.

A far better idea occurred to
Solthalis.

He would take the sword, and
he would kill the Theophract immediately. Then Solthalis would
return to Cathair Kaldran with the Theophract’s head and claim the
credit for destroying their ancient foe. He would also present
Ghostruin to the Council, and that would be that. Rilmael would be
discredited as a liar, and Solthalis could use the death of the
Theophract to convince the Council that there was no need to aid
the Empire against the Fallen Order.

The plan came together in his
mind.

A pity the Theophract was too
stupid to see it.

“All right,” said Solthalis.
“I will…consider what you have said. And I will take the soulblade
for further study.”

“Of course,” said the
Theophract. He reversed the sword, the scabbarded blade pointing
towards his chest, the hilt extended towards Solthalis. “Unlike
Rilmael, I am not foolish enough to expect you to take my words on
trust. Take the sword and investigate it however you please.”

Solthalis strode forward,
extending his hand towards Ghostruin’s hilt.

He froze a few paces away.
Standing so close to the Theophract felt…uncanny. Disturbing. He
heard the faint rasp of the dark elf’s breath through the
dragon-masked helm. The staff quivered in the Theophract’s hand,
and Solthalis had the disturbing thought that the thing was alive
and watching him with hungry interest, like a snake watching a
field mouse. A wave of misgiving rolled through Solthalis, and he
suddenly wanted to be far away.

“Take it,” said the
Theophract, voice soft. “You have been waiting for this all your
life.”

He was right. Now was not the
time to quail. Solthalis would take the sword, kill the Theophract,
and stop the cloak elves from wasting the lives of their soldiers
in defense of mere humans.

And at last, at long last,
Daalna would see the Guardian for what he really was…and she would
be so impressed that she would come to Solthalis…

Without any further
hesitation, he seized the sword and drew it from the scabbard.

Nothing happened at first.
The sword looked like an unremarkable longsword, save that it was
black. Well, mostly black – crimson swirls and patterns marked the
blade. There was a soulstone set into the tang, a soulstone filled
with shadows, and suddenly it looked like a void-filled eye staring
at him.

Even as he looked, Ghostruin
burst into howling crimson flames.

Solthalis flinched.
“What…”

The dark soulblade’s power
stabbed into his mind, ripping into his thoughts and heart like icy
knives.

Solthalis screamed, his right
hand grasping the hilt in a death grip. Visions flashed through his
mind, and he suddenly felt the presence of a powerful mind gazing
at him. Solthalis caught a brief glimpse of a dark elf in a
black-trimmed blue coat, his face like a hairless skull, his
void-filled eyes drilling into Solthalis’s heart.

The Warden of Urd
Morlemoch.

Solthalis shrieked and tried
to throw down the sword, and the Warden’s will closed around his
mind like a fist. He felt something inside himself break and
change, like the page of a book being overwritten with new
words…

And then, all at once, icy
clarity filled him.

“Welcome,” murmured the
Theophract, “Herald of Ruin.”

Ghostruin’s power howled
through Solthalis’s mind, and he knew what he must do.

He would rip his way through
Cathair Kaldran. He would show his people what fools they had been
to heed Rilmael, what fools they had been to scorn Solthalis. And
then he would tear down the Tower of the Guardian and claim the
Well’s power for his own.

Once that was done…Solthalis
would help the Warden bring the cosmos to order.

Yes. It felt right. More than
anything else in his life.

Solthalis strode towards the
wall of mist warding the gates of Cathair Kaldran, Ghostruin
burning with blood-colored fire in his fist.

Veins of shadow began to flow
up his hand and forearm, dark power pouring from the corrupted
weapon and into his flesh.
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The Theophract watched
Solthalis go.

He would have laughed, had he
still been capable of amusement.

For fifteen thousand years,
the Theophract had prepared the way for his lord. The Warden’s will
had overwritten his long ago, when he had been foolish enough to
raid Urd Morlemoch in hopes of finding hidden lore, and the
Theophract could barely remember what it had been like to possess
his own will.

He found that he did not miss
it.

For fifteen millennia, the
Theophract had worked to weaken and destroy the cloak elven
kingdoms of this world, to surreptitiously aid the foolish dark
elven nobles in their conquests. The arrival of the Frankish Empire
and the death of the Dragon Imperator had been a setback, but the
Theophract had done his work among them, and the Dragon Cult and
the Fallen Order had arisen from his manipulations.

And in the end, after one
hundred and fifty centuries of corrupting wills and minds to do his
bidding…he was still surprised about how easy it was.

So very, very easy.

All it took was a few careful
lies, and then people – whether elves or humans or goblins or
anything else – fooled themselves. They built their own lies, and
they did his bidding unknowingly.

Of course, the Theophract had
lied more than usual to Solthalis, but the Sentinel had already
been wrapped up in his own self-deception. This world had no Wells
of magic. The Tower of the Guardian housed the tomb of an Ascendant
Dragon, not a Well. Rilmael had not taken a lover since his wife
had died on their homeworld tens of thousands of years ago.

And, of course, the results
of Solthalis taking Ghostruin and the Key of Tarmyntir to the tomb
of the Ascendant Dragon would be rather…explosive.

The Theophract would have to
reclaim Ghostruin from the smoking ashes of Cathair Kaldran.

The Guardian and the cloak
elves would be destroyed, and the path would be open for the Warden
to rule the cosmos.

***

 



 Chapter 22:
Homeward








Third adjusted her cloak and
stepped from the Tower of the Guardian.

She felt exactly the same and
yet completely different.

The sun was coming up, which
meant that the sky fire in the east was changing from blue to
orange-yellow, the color spreading across the sky. Cathair Kaldran
lay spread out in its valley below, the domes and towers and spires
glinting in the brightening sky fire. The sight looked alien but
strangely beautiful.

At least, Third thought it
looked beautiful. Perhaps her good mood was affecting her
judgment.

She felt…

Happy. That was what was
different.

She felt happy.

After her transformation,
Third had been happy at various times – when she had found Ridmark
and his family in Owyllain, for instance, or when she spent time
with Mara and Selene. Yet most of the time, she simply felt
content, grateful that she was no longer an urdhracos.

It hadn’t felt at all like
this.

Rilmael stepped to her side,
staff in his hand.

“It will be day by the time
we get back to Daalna’s house,” said Rilmael. “No doubt the others
will realize we were gone.”

“I care not,” said Third.
“Let them wonder.” Though no doubt Selene would take one look at
her and realize what had happened. “You…are not embarrassed, are
you? You do not regret it?”

“No,” said Rilmael.

She took his free hand. “It
seems strange. I never do anything impulsively. We only just
met.”

“There are days,” said
Rilmael, “that change everything that comes after. The day we met,
I think, was one such day. And you looked into my mind, and I
looked into yours.” He lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed her
fingers. “There are not many mysteries between us now.”

“Not many, no,” said Third,
remembering how she had seen his mind before her like a vast
painting.

“And in all the time I have
been here, I have never taken anyone to the cavern before the
tomb,” said Rilmael. “No one else would have survived.”

“A secret shared is easier,”
said Third.

“Aye,” said Rilmael.

“Kiss me,” said Third.

He blinked, caught off
guard.

“We will not be alone again
for a while,” said Third. “So kiss me, like you did last
night.”

He did. They stood on the top
of the steps, arms wrapped around each other, the chill wind
tugging at their cloaks. Third gasped a little when he stepped
back. Her heart had sped up, and despite the wind, she did not feel
in the least cold.

“We’ll continue that later,”
said Rilmael.

“Is that a promise?” said
Third.

“I keep my promises,” said
Rilmael.

They descended the stairs to
the highest tiers of the city, following the broad steps down to
the valley floor. Silence hung over Cathair Kaldran, broken only by
the sound of patrolling soldiers. Yet Third heard the city waking
up around her, smiths at their forges, bakers at their ovens,
weavers at their looms.

Third shook her head.

“What is it?” said
Rilmael.

“It seems so…normal,” said
Third. “If I closed my eyes, I might be in Cintarra, or perhaps
Tarlion.”

“I’m afraid the cloak elves
like to think of themselves as a higher kindred,” said Rilmael.

“I had noticed,” said Third,
her voice dry.

“But elves are not, not
really,” said Rilmael. “We live longer, and are more resistant to
the Malison, but we are still mortal…”

“You are not,” said Third. He
looked at her. “You were a high elf who became a Guardian. I do not
think it is the same.”

“But we are still flesh and
blood and bone,” said Rilmael. “We still hunger and thirst and grow
weary. There are many differences between humans and elves, but
more similarities than many cloak elves would like to admit.”

“Like Solthalis,” said Third.
“He does not seem fond of humans.”

“No,” said Rilmael. “He is in
many ways a great man. He is a skilled wizard – more skilled than I
am, in truth. He has been diligent in his duties and fearless in
battle when called upon to fight. But he does not like humans.”

“And he still blames you for
his brother’s death,” said Third.

“Yes,” said Rilmael. He
sighed. “I would have saved Cuthrann if I could. I would have saved
a lot of people. But you know as well as I do that you can’t always
save everyone. Sometimes you can only save a few. Though I cannot
blame Solthalis for his resentment…”

“You should,” said Third.
“For his own good.”

Rilmael blinked in surprise.
“Why is that?”

“Solthalis reminds me of a
man who lost his brother to bandits, so he tried to assassinate the
High King in vengeance,” said Third. “The High King was not
responsible for the bandits. And bitterness is a poison. Solthalis
seems the sort of man who has drunk from it for so long that it has
warped him.”

“Perhaps,” said Rilmael.
“Maybe you are kinder to me than I deserve.”

“No,” said Third. “If I
thought Cuthrann’s death was your fault, I would say so.”

Rilmael laughed, his somber
mood fading, and Third felt herself smile. “I see I will not have
to worry about you sparing my feelings.”

“The truth is better,” said
Third. “The truth is always better.”

“Agreed,” said Rilmael. “And
the truth is we’re almost to Daalna’s house.”

They had reached the shores
of the lake, and the High Captain’s mansion rose over them. Third
and Rilmael walked onto the grounds. Two of the automatons stood by
the doors, motionless as statues. As Third and Rilmael approached,
the automatons opened the doors for them. Third felt a sudden
impulse to grasp her sword hilts but restrained herself.

“You don’t like those things,
do you?” said Rilmael.

“No,” said Third. “The first
time I encountered them, they nearly killed me.”

“You said Selene nearly
killed you on the day you met, and now you’re friends,” said
Rilmael.

“If you meet Ridmark,” said
Third, “you should ask him how many of his friends tried to kill
him on the day they met. It is not just me. Kharlacht, Calem,
Krastikon, Selene…Jager tried to steal from him…”

“I hope I have the
opportunity,” said Rilmael. “He seems a man with a wise heart.” He
paused. “And one who led a remarkably adventurous life.”

“Aye,” said Third. “He is a
natural captain of men.” Ridmark was the sort of man who set out to
do the impossible and then did it. And he could forgive former foes
and make them into friends.

A man like Solthalis, Third
was sure, could never forgive anyone who had done him a wrong.

They walked into the dining
hall. Tyrcamber and Ruari were already there. Tyrcamber was eating
breakfast, while Ruari wrote with fluid speed in a small notebook.
Ruari looked up at their entrance, blinked, smiled, and then went
back to writing.

“Good morning,” said
Tyrcamber.

“You rested well, I trust?”
said Rilmael.

“Aye, that we did,” said
Tyrcamber. “I’ve been a soldier long enough to appreciate the
chance to sleep in a real bed.”

“Agreed,” said Third.

Though she hadn’t slept in a
bed last night. She had slept on the sandy floor of the cavern with
Rilmael, and she would not have traded that for anything.

“Regardless of how the
Council votes,” said Tyrcamber, “I think that Ruari and I should go
back to Sinderost later today. The aid of the cloak elves would be
invaluable, but we’ve both been gone too long. If the Fallen Order
decides to attack Sinderost again, Prince Everard will need our
aid.” Tyrcamber grimaced. “And if some of the Dukes waver about
voting for Everard as Emperor…well, my father could use a
Dragontiarna Knight to help gain their support.”

“The best lords rule through
both respect and fear,” said Third.

“Aye, and no one inspires
fear quite like Chilmar Rigamond,” said Tyrcamber. Ruari laughed in
silence at that. “If you and Lady Third can use your power to take
us back to Sinderost, well and good, but if not, Ruari and I can
fly there in a day or two.”

“There should be no need,”
said Rilmael. “Daalna is confident that the Council will vote in
favor of aiding the Empire, and I trust her judgment.”

“What a flattering thing to
say, lord Guardian.”

Third turned as Daalna and
Selene walked into the room. Daalna wore her golden armor and gray
cloak, helmet and a large scroll tucked under one arm. The armor
looked formal, almost ceremonial. Likely she would wear it for
occasions of great solemnity, such as the Council deciding upon war
with the Fallen Order. Selene wore her usual clothes, and she
looked amused.

“One does not become High
Captain of the Rangers of Cathair Kaldran by showing poor
judgment,” said Rilmael.

“I should hope not,” said
Daalna. She lifted the scroll and unrolled it on the table. “Sir
Tyrcamber, this is a map of the Frankish Empire. If you could tell
me where the Fallen Order’s hosts are, or where they were last
seen, that would be helpful. When the Council votes to aid the
Empire, I will need to send out Rangers to scout immediately.”

“Of course,” said
Tyrcamber.

He rose to his feet, and
Rilmael and Daalna joined him as he started pointing out locations
on the map. Selene drifted over to Third’s side and grinned.

“Well,” she murmured. “Look
at you.”

“I am here, yes,” said Third.
“I am pleased your facility to note the obvious has not waned.”

Selene’s smile widened.
“Because it is very obvious.”

Third sighed. “What are you
talking about?” Though she knew exactly what Selene meant.

“You and Rilmael left
together last night, and came back together this morning,” said
Selene. “I was the Scythe of the Maledicti, but you hardly have to
be a master assassin to solve that mystery.”

Third raised an eyebrow. “For
all you know, he was reading poetry to me.”

“Was he?”

“No.”

Selene rocked on her heels a
few times, still grinning.

“Are you laughing at me?”
said Third.

“No,” said Selene. “No, I’m
just imagining Mara’s reaction when she finds out.”

Third sighed.

“I am only teasing you,” said
Selene. “Truth is, I’m happy for you. Why shouldn’t you be happy?
God knows you deserve it. And he does seem a good fit for you. The
solemn Guardian and the grim warrior.”

“I do not know,” said Third.
“This world is his home, not mine. Perhaps we are trapped here and
will never be able to return to Andomhaim. But if we can return
home, I…do not know what I would do.” The admission stunned her. A
few weeks ago, she would have returned home without hesitation. But
the thought of leaving Rilmael upset her more than she would have
expected.

Selene shrugged. “Nobody can
see the future, cousin. We made sure that my father and the
Sovereign found that out the hard way. So…you take what joy you can
find along the way. I’ve done that.”

Third frowned. “You
have?”

“A lady never tells.”

Third blinked. She knew that
Selene enjoyed fine gowns and jewels when not traveling. She had
not known that Selene appreciated…companionship.

“Well,” said Selene, “no
matter what happens, you should have a few months together at
least.” She paused. “But he really is quite handsome. Is he good at
reading poetry to you?”

“A lady never tells,” said
Third, and Selene laughed. “But if you must know, he is an
excellent poet.”

Daalna rolled up the map, and
Tyrcamber and Rilmael straightened up. Ruari tucked her notebook
away and stood.

“It’s time,” said Daalna.
“The Council is gathering, and then we will vote. If all goes well,
we will send a force to aid the Empire in a few days.” She smiled
at Rilmael. “Solthalis will grumble and complain, but he’ll see
reason in the end.”

“Let us hope so,” said
Rilmael.

Third kept her opinion on
that topic to herself.

They left the dining hall and
departed the mansion, crossing the garden and stepping into the
street. Day had come, and the sky fire had turned its orange-yellow
color. Now that Third knew that the sky fire was a sphere encasing
the entire world, she could see how the sunlight struck it and
refracted, changing the color of the flames. She wondered if this
world had any moons. Andomhaim had thirteen, and so it was odd not
to see any moons in the sky overhead at night. Perhaps their light
was not bright enough to penetrate the sky fire. Maybe Third would
ask Rilmael once…

Rilmael came to an abrupt
stop in the middle of the street, his gaze snapping to the
south.

“What’s wrong?” said
Daalna.

“I don’t know,” said Rilmael.
“The Sight…”

A deep, rolling chime cut off
his words. The noise came from everywhere and nowhere at once, and
it sounded like the clang of a massive iron bell. Daalna took a
step back, donning her helmet and drawing her sword.

“What is it?” said
Tyrcamber.

“That chime,” said Rilmael.
“It means that someone has breached the wards around the city.
Cathair Kaldran is under attack.”

Even as he spoke, there was a
bloom of fire rising from the southern edge of the valley, and a
second later, Third heard the roar of a powerful explosion.

***
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Tyrcamber drew Kyathar, the
crystalline blade exploding into elemental flames. Ruari took a
half-step behind him, icy flames dancing around her hands as she
held her magic ready. Tyrcamber’s mind raced, scanning the sky for
dragons. That explosion had almost looked like a blast of dragon
fire, but Tyrcamber saw no flying creatures outlined against the
sky fire. Of course, the explosion could just as easily have been a
powerful spell.

But who could have traveled
to Cathair Kaldran and breached the powerful wards around the
city?

Another explosion rang out,
louder this time, the echoes rumbling over the valley. Bells began
to ring, harsh and strident, calling the people to arms.

“I must go to the barracks,”
said Daalna. “The Rangers and the Guards must be roused.”

“Go!” said Rilmael. “I will
investigate. Once I have more news, I will find you.” Daalna
nodded, whirled, and ran off at an impressive speed, heading for a
fortified tower rising from the eastern side of the lake. No doubt
that was the stronghold that housed both the Rangers and the Guards
of Cathair Kaldran.

“What is our next move?” said
Third.

“We discover what is
happening,” said Rilmael. He looked at Tyrcamber and Ruari.
“Cathair Kaldran is not your city, and…”

“We came all this way to ask
the cloak elves to help us,” said Tyrcamber, “so it would be
churlish not to aid them in their hour of need.”

“And obviously cousin Third
and I are going to help,” said Selene, and Third nodded her
agreement.

“Then let us hasten,” said
Rilmael. “This way.”

Rilmael set off at a jog to
the north, and Tyrcamber and the others followed. He cast the Sense
spell, trying to gauge what was happening, but it was useless.
There were so many powerful wards and active spells in Cathair
Kaldran that he couldn’t pick out any single one of them. But the
sounds of alarm were growing louder. The bells kept ringing, and
Tyrcamber heard the shout of voices raised in command, the clatter
of men in armor running.

It sounded like a battle,
come to think of it. Were there enemies already in the walls?

“I can hear fighting,” said
Selene.

They reached the base of the
road rising to the massive white wall of Cathair Kaldran’s southern
gate. Tiers climbed up the slope, holding houses and towers, and
the street became a broad flight of white stairs climbing towards
the gate. Twin plumes of greasy black smoke rose from the sites of
the previous explosions.

“So can I,” said Tyrcamber.
“We…”

A deep chill went through
him, followed by a surge of alarm. Tyrcamber remembered that
chill.

“Defend yourselves!” said
Rilmael. “The undead come!”

Even as he spoke, a score of
wraiths rose from the ground.

Like the wraiths that
Tyrcamber had fought a score of times before, these creatures
looked like phantoms fashioned out of black smoke and mist, their
eyes shining like ghostly blue stars. Except the wraiths that
Tyrcamber had fought earlier looked like armored knights. These
wraiths looked like creatures of a sort that Tyrcamber had never
seen before, with heavy brows, rough features, and thick tusks
rising from their lower jaws.

No. Wait. Tyrcamber had seen
these creatures before. They were orcs, and some of them had fought
alongside Ridmark’s forces during the battle at Castarium.

The wraiths surged forward,
and Tyrcamber attacked.

He cast a spell as he did,
sheathing himself in the Ward spell to block their life-draining
aura. Tyrcamber leaped at the nearest wraith, swinging Kyathar. He
hammered at the creature with three quick blows of his sword, and
the elemental fire of his blade ripped the undead apart, unraveling
it into tatters of mist and smoke.

But more wraiths rose from
the ground, and Tyrcamber threw himself into the fray as Ruari and
Rilmael and the others attacked.
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For a frozen instant, Third
stared at the wraiths, startled.

She expected the wraiths to
look like the ones that she and Selene had fought at Muldorf.
Instead, these wraiths looked exactly like the orcs of the
Shaluuskan Forest, the warriors who had come to aid Accolon against
the Dragon Cult. The wraiths looked like the ghost orc rangers who
had followed Warlord Shalmathrak.

But that didn’t make any
sense. Why would undead here look like the Shaluuskan ghost orcs?
There were no orcs on this world.

It was a mystery Third could
consider later.

She drew Storm and Inferno
and attacked.

Third drew on her power and
traveled, reappearing behind the ring of undead. She stabbed Storm
into the nearest undead and ripped the golden blade down. Lightning
leaped from the sword in a web, tearing the wraith apart. The
nearby undead turned to face her, and Third traveled away,
reappearing on the far side of the ring to strike again. She cut
down two more wraiths in rapid succession and traveled away, her
swords coming up in guard.

The blue fire cleared from
her vision just in time to see four wraiths close around Rilmael. A
choking fear seized Third. Had she opened her heart just to see him
die?

But it would take more than
wraiths to defeat Rilmael of Cathair Kaldran.

His sword blurred in his
right hand, the blade sheathed with lightning. Two wraiths reared
back, dissolving into nothingness as his sword passed through them.
Rilmael leveled his staff as he fought, and Lance spells of
lightning ripped from it, stabbing into wraith after wraith. Selene
and Tyrcamber fought alongside each other, both Selene’s axe and
Tyrcamber’s sword wreathed in flames. Ruari hung back, ghostly fire
dancing around her fingers.

Third traveled again,
reappearing behind another wraith, ripping the creature apart with
Storm. As she did, Ruari cast a spell, her face going tight with
strain. A Shield spell leaped from her fingers and rose up to block
off a large portion of the street. A score of wraiths were trapped
behind the hazy dome of the Shield spell and began to claw and rake
at it, translucent ripples going through the light.

“Get back!” shouted
Tyrcamber, and he snarled and thrust his sword overhead, flames
blazing brighter.

A sphere of fire fell from
the sky and landed behind the Shield spell. It exploded among the
wraiths, filling them with flame. Elemental fire wasn’t always
effective against wraiths, but the fire Tyrcamber summoned was so
intense that it devoured the creatures. Third feared the heat from
the flames would consume them all, but Ruari’s Shield spell held
the fire back. The flames winked out, and Ruari released her
Shield. Only a few wraiths were left, and Third attacked, joining
the others as they cut down the remaining creatures.

“Is anyone wounded?” said
Rilmael, but no one was. Third risked a look around and heard more
fighting coming from the slopes of the valley, along with the
occasional crackle and flare of magical spells. The cloak elves
were fighting back against the attackers.

“It has to be Theudeuric and
the Fallen Order,” said Tyrcamber, voice grim. “He realized that we
were going to ask the cloak elves for aid, and so he attacked them
first.”

“Then he’s an idiot,” said
Selene. “What better way to drive the cloak elves to aid the
Empire? And these wraiths, they look like orcs. Where the devil did
Theudeuric get orcish undead? I didn’t think there were any orcs in
this world.”

“There aren’t,” said
Tyrcamber. “At least not that I know about.”

“The wraiths aren’t the same
kind as Theudeuric and the Knights of Blood created,” said Rilmael.
“They’re more like…shadows. Echoes. I can sense one of the dark
soulblades nearby. These wraiths are the shadows of those slain by
the corrupted soulblade, called forth to fight and kill for the
sword’s bearer.”

“Theudeuric?” said
Selene.

“It can’t be him,” said
Rilmael. “He isn’t powerful enough to have killed Solthalis alone,
and Solthalis would never have abandoned his post while he drew
breath. The entire Order of Blood could have done it, but there’s
no way the Fallen Order could have gotten an army into the
mountains without us knowing it.”

“Then who?” said
Tyrcamber.

“The final Herald,” said
Third, and the others looked at her. “We know of four of the five
Heralds of Ruin – Aeliana has Ruinheart, Merovech has Stormruin,
Theudeuric bears Shadowruin, and Vhalmharak of the Shaluuskan
Forest carried Ghostruin until Warlord Shalmathrak killed him. But
we have not yet seen the fifth and final Herald.”

“Until now,” said Selene.

“Then we find the Herald and
kill him,” said Tyrcamber.

“Agreed,” said Rilmael. “If
we kill the Herald, that will break his bond with the corrupted
soulblade, and this attack will end. Give me a moment. I will try
to use the Sight to find him.”

Rilmael closed his eyes, his
face becoming a rigid mask of concentration. His eyelids darted
back and forth behind closed lids, and beads of sweat appeared on
his face.

“What is wrong?” said Third,
concern flooding through her. God and the saints, she wasn’t used
to feeling emotions of this intensity.

“The bearer of the dark
soulblade is a wizard of great power,” said Rilmael. “He has masked
his presence with defensive spells. But he can’t hide forever. He’s
somewhere in the city. If I can concentrate for a moment…”

He felt silent, and Third
looked around. She heard thunderclaps and saw flashes of magical
fire. Her instincts screamed for her to join the fight. Yet she
couldn’t leave Rilmael unprotected. For that matter, cold
experience of countless fights told her that his Sight was the best
path to victory. The Guardian would find the Herald, and Third
would travel behind the Herald, cut his throat, and stab him
through the heart.

Unless, of course, the fifth
Herald could create wraith-armor around himself as Theudeuric
could.

“He’s close,” said Rilmael.
“I…”

His eyes opened wide.

“Defend yourselves!” said
Rilmael.

At the same instant, Third
felt a surge of dark power roll through the city like a black
flood. Even without magical ability, Third would have felt it. With
her magical talent reawakened, it felt as if she had been dunked in
icy water. Dark mist rolled across the city for an instant,
disappearing a moment later.

But it left numerous wraiths
in its wake, and dozens of the creatures surged towards them.

The others reacted at once.
Rilmael lifted his staff and called down a bolt of lightning that
struck the ground and exploded, unraveling a half-dozen of the
wraiths. Tyrcamber called a bar of fire that he whipped before him,
cutting through more wraiths. Ruari began hurling Lance spells of
elemental ice, which did little damage to the wraiths, but
nonetheless slowed them so much they looked as if they were trying
to wade upstream against a strong current. Selene attacked as well,
her burning dwarven axe a blur of bronze and flame in her fist.

Third reached for the fiery
song in her blood and traveled.

She reappeared behind the
wraiths and struck. Storm ripped apart one undead, and Inferno
damaged another. Third shifted position and struck again, Storm
slicing into the damaged wraith and unraveling it. The creatures
started to turn to face the new attack, and Third traveled away,
reappearing on the far side of the undead.

But there were so damned many
of them. She could cut down every wraith within sight, but
countless more drifted through the streets of Cathair Kaldran. They
needed to find the Herald and kill him, but they could not until
they got clear of the wraiths.

Third needed every weapon she
could wield.

Including those she would
rather not.

She had avoided casting any
spells, mostly because she had been uncertain of the effect of the
Malison and did not want to push herself and accidentally
transform. That had been a perfectly sensible reason, the reason
she had told herself and mostly believed. But the truth was that
she didn’t want to use magic because she was good at it. Third had
wielded dark magic for centuries as an urdhracos and had achieved a
considerable degree of skill. Elemental magic was not the same as
dark magic, but she had still shied away from using it.

But there were lives at stake
now. Her friends, her lover…and the thousands upon thousands of
innocent people inside the walls of Cathair Kaldran. Third had seen
so many elven children within the walls of this city. As a hybrid
of human and dark elf, she could not bear children, and that had
never troubled her nor given her any regret. But she remembered
Cathair Caedyn, how the city had been dying beneath the plague
curse of the Maledictus of Death. Children had been so rare
there.

She would not let them die,
not when she could defend them.

Third reached for magical
power, shaped it, and cast a spell.

Elemental fire blazed from
her fingers, and it ripped from her hands to spin in a ring around
her. Third strode into the mass of the undead, and as she did, her
flames slashed at them. The fire was so intense that some of the
wraiths unraveled into nothingness, while others were damaged.
Third hacked down the damaged wraiths one by one, destroying them
with methodical precision. The current of magic flowed through her
mind, and she felt the alien aura of the Malison tugging at her
like shadowy fingers digging into her skull. If she used too much
magic, that alien aura would overwhelm her, like a candle flame
drowned out by the sun. She would transform into a dragon and lose
herself, and she would be enslaved again.

Likely by the Herald of Ruin,
come to think of it.

Third drew on her power to
travel and disappeared, reappearing right in the middle of the
undead. Her whirling ring of flame scythed through them, and a
dozen of the creatures unraveled into nothingness. Third cut down
several more of the undead, but she felt herself using magic too
quickly, the dark fingers of the Malison sinking deeper into her.
She released the ring of flame and cast another spell, sheathing
herself in a ward. This one used far less magical force than the
ring of fire, but it would shield her from the wraiths’
life-draining touch.

She strode through the
wraiths, destroying them with every step, ignoring their attacks as
her magic protected her. Yet it still took more power than she
would have liked to protect herself, and the dark shadows of the
Malison grew starker in her mind. Likely she was less resistant to
the Dragon Curse than someone born here.

“Look!” shouted Selene,
pointing her sword at the sky.

Third risked a look up and
saw the dragon.

Her first thought was that
the attackers had brought enslaved dragons to the battle. Then she
was that the dragon was a colossal wraith. It swooped over the lake
towards them, trailing wisps of dark mist behind it, and opened its
jaws wide. The dragon might have been a wraith, but the fire that
stabbed over its fangs was very real. The flames swept up from the
lake and towards them in a wide cone, and both Rilmael and Ruari
cast Shield spells. The dragon fire struck the Shields and splashed
off them, and the dragon-wraith passed overhead, a cold wind
following it. The chill made for an odd contrast with the searing
heat of the flame.

Tyrcamber ran forward and was
swallowed in golden light, and a second later, a vast golden dragon
took to the air, wings flapping.
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His mind adjusted to the
dragon shape, and Tyrcamber rose skyward, pursuing the
dragon-wraith.

He had to be careful. When he
had fought Merovech Valdraxis and other dragons, he had done so
over empty fields, heedless of where his flame might have landed.
But tens of thousands of cloak elves lived packed into the mountain
valley. If Tyrcamber was not careful, the blast of his breath could
kill hundreds of elves in the blink of an eye.

But if he did not stop the
dragon-wraith, far more than that would perish.

The winged wraith saw him
coming, and it started to turn. Tyrcamber loosed his breath, and
his fire hammered into the creature. To his surprise, the flames
ripped through the wraith like a hot knife through paper, and the
shadowy dragon vanished into nothingness.

But two more of the creatures
came at him from the south. Tyrcamber’s instincts and experience
told him to fly higher, that his best approach was to attack from
above. Instead, he dove lower, swooping so low over the surface of
the lake that he felt his claws rake through the water, and then
turned and soared upward, unleashing his fire as he rose.

It ripped across both
dragon-wraiths and unraveled them into smoke.

Tyrcamber banked and flew
back towards his wife and friends and saw them battling another
band of wraiths. Selene fought with sword and axe and spell,
spearing the wraiths with ice spikes and cutting them down as they
slowed. Rilmael moved in a whirl of blades and magic, wielding both
his sword and his spells with ease. Ruari cast quick Shield spells,
disrupting the attacking undead and slowing them for the others to
strike.

But Third fought had become a
maelstrom of destruction. Her magic might have manifested during
the battle with Theudeuric, but now she wielded it with skill.
Undead after undead fell to her twin swords, and a fiery haze
surrounded her, protecting Third from their life-draining
touch.

Another band of wraiths
flowed towards the battle, and Tyrcamber swooped low over them and
breathed fire, incinerating the undead in the blink of an eye.

He hit the ground, resumed
his human form, and attacked with Kyathar, his Shield spell spring
to life over his armored forearm.
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Third sliced Storm through
another wraith, the phantasmal ghost orc dissipating into
nothingness.

She whirled, seeking her next
foe, but saw none.

For the moment, they were
clear of the wraiths, whether specters that resembled ghost orcs or
dragons. At once Third released her warding spell, and the dark
fingers of the Malison started to retract from her mind. Third
might be vulnerable to the Dragon Curse, but the resilience of her
dark elven constitution would let her recover quickly.

Hopefully, it would be fast
enough.

“I know where the Herald is,”
said Rilmael. “North of here, coming around the other side of the
lake.”

“Is he going to the Tower of
the Guardian?” said Third, glancing towards the distant white tower
on the mountain slope.

“No,” said Tyrcamber. “He’s
heading for the Hall of the Council. The Council would have
gathered by now. That’s why the Herald is attacking. He wants to
kill the Council and throw the cloak elves into chaos, keeping them
from helping the Empire.”

“A good plan,” said Selene.
She grinned that mad smile of hers. “Let’s go foil it, shall
we?”

“This way,” said Rilmael, and
they ran north, following the street that led from the High
Captain’s mansion to the Hall of the Council.

***
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They were attacked twice on
the way to the Hall of the Council, with more wraiths rising from
the ground. Both times the wraiths were the phantasmal images of
ghost orcs, armed with swords and axes. Third supposed orcish
wraiths were easier to create than the dragons, which was just as
well. If the Herald had been able to summon hundreds of
dragon-wraiths, Cathair Kaldran would already be ashes.

Third held her magic in
reserve, refusing to use it unless the situation was dire.
Fortunately, the two bands of wraiths did not last long against
Third and her powerful companions, and they cut through the undead
with ease. The dark shadows of the Malison receded further from her
mind.

Soon the Hall of the Council
came into sight. The domed building looked oddly serene sitting by
the lake, as if it was an island of calm in the chaos gripping the
city. That was a false impression. Likely the members of the
Council had been strong enough with magic to repulse any wraith
attacks, but when the Herald himself arrived, the battle would be
far more serious.

“I hope they’re not dead
already,” said Tyrcamber, voice grim. Even without his dragon-form,
he was a superb fighter, and he had hewn his way through the
wraiths, the crystalline sword burning in his fist.

“I don’t think so,” said
Rilmael. “No bodies outside. The Hall is always guarded, and…”

The doors burst open, and
cloak elven Guards emerged, clad in golden armor, swords and
shields in hand. After them came a dozen Rangers in their blurring
armor, Daalna at their head. The cloak elves of the Council emerged
next. Third counted six of them, and they were ready for battle.
The Consul Arthrolan had his sword out, and magic blazed around the
High Mage Kalrythar. Rhunvell, the High Captain of the Guards, was
in armor and helmet, sword and shield in hand.

There was no trace of
Solthalis. The Lord Sentinel must have died before the Herald had
broken down the wards and stormed the city. Third hadn’t liked
Solthalis, but it seemed that he had died in battle.

“Guardian!” called Daalna.
“The Council is safe for now. We fought off a band of wraiths and
are going to take command of the defense.” A flicker of worry went
over her face. “Have you seen Solthalis?”

“No, I haven’t, I’m sorry,”
said Rilmael.

“Guardian, what is
happening?” said Arthrolan.

“The Heralds of Ruin,” said
Rilmael, voice grim. “It seems they feared your interference and
decided upon a preemptive attack. One of the Heralds of Ruin is in
the city with a dark soulblade. The Herald summoned the wraiths and
loosed them upon the people.”

“Then we must find this
invader and strike him down,” said Rhunvell.

“He will come to you,” said
Rilmael. “He is close. You must…”

“Guardian! Murderer! Turn and
face me! Guardian!”

The voice was filled with
seething rage.

Third whirled, looking to the
north, and saw a figure clad in a long red coat striding towards
them.

It was Solthalis.

Previously, his expression
had been a cold mask, disdain the only emotion he displayed. Now
his green eyes bulged, his lips peeled in a snarl, his face twisted
with livid fury. His left hand was empty, the fingers hooked into
claws.

In his right hand…

“Oh, hell,” breathed
Selene.

In his right hand, a sword
burned with crimson fire.

It was having a deleterious
effect on Solthalis. The hand holding the sword’s hilt had turned
black. Humans had a variety of different shades of skin, but no
human or elf had skin this color, the black of infected blood, of
poison pumping from a corrupted wound. Smoke rose from his fingers,
and the right sleeve of his cloak smoked and sizzled, embers
falling from the cloth. Black veins spread up his neck and the
right side of his jaw like thorns plunging into his flesh. He
should have been in crippling pain, but Solthalis only looked
furious, enraged past all reason, brandishing the burning blade as
he approached.

And Third had seen that sword
when Shalmathrak had presented it to Calliande.

It was Ghostruin.
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Solthalis glared at the
Council, at Rilmael and his pet humans and hybrids, and everything
became clear to him.

They were plotting against
him. They had all been plotting against him from the very start.
The universe was chaos and madness and entropy, cruelty without
purpose or meaning, but the Warden would fix it. Solthalis would
fix it, and when he claimed the power of the Well of magic, he
would order the cosmos. Every world and nation and tribe would have
its place. Every last man, woman, and child would have their place,
their path, their position in the order Solthalis would impose upon
reality.

Ghostruin explained
everything to him.

But first, he was going to
kill Rilmael and his pets.

Solthalis was going to enjoy
it.

He was really, really going
to enjoy it.

“Solthalis,” said Daalna. Her
face was a mask of horror. Perhaps she had realized the extent of
Rilmael’s treachery. “God, God, what have you done?”

“I have seen the truth!”
shrieked Solthalis, gesturing with Ghostruin. Several of the Guards
and Rangers flinched back, and he felt an absurd urge to giggle. “I
know, Daalna. I know the truth!”

The others stared at him in
shock.

“And what truth is that?”
said the black-haired former urdhracosi. What was her name? Third,
that was it. Stupid name. Unlike the others, she did not seem
horrified. She only looked hard, her eyes like dark knives.
Probably best to kill her first.

Also, she had the Key of
Tarmyntir at her belt.

“Rilmael killed Cuthrann!”
said Solthalis. “The sword showed me the truth! The Guardian killed
my brother and your betrothed. He sent Cuthrann’s company to die.
And then he used your grief to lure you into bed, to debase you as
his plaything, and…”

“What the hell are you
talking about?” shouted Daalna. Why was she angry? He was telling
her the truth. “Cuthrann’s company wasn’t sent forward, he was in
command of the center of our lines, and an arrow found him by
chance. And I have never taken another man into my bed after
Cuthrann. Not now, not ever, and not Rilmael! How dare you speak
these lies!”

“I know they are the truth!”
said Solthalis. “I have seen them. The sword showed me.”

“The sword is lying to you,
Solthalis,” said Rilmael. He was so calm. The smug bastard. Would
Rilmael still be calm when Solthalis shoved Ghostruin down his
gullet? “The Warden of Urd Morlemoch forged the sword and imbued it
with his power. He has been an enemy of our people since…”

“Our people?” said Solthalis.
“Our people? You are no cloak elf, dog. You’re nothing but
Ardrhythain’s pet, denying us our true power and heritage.” It
suddenly made sense. “Yes, in vengeance for leaving the high elves,
Ardrhythain sent you to deliver his retribution. You blocked us
from drawing on the Well of magic beneath the Tower. You plotted
with the Dragon Imperator to destroy us all.” The pattern fit
together inside his head with shining clarity. “But I will stop
you. I will save our people from you.”

“Solthalis!” said Daalna, her
face a mixture of anger and pain. “That is madness. The Guardian’s
counsel is the only reason even a remnant of our people have
survived.”

A wave of furious anger went
through him. Why did Daalna not understand? Solthalis was doing
this for her. He was doing this to free her from the lies, from the
cruelty of a capricious and random cosmos. He was doing this to
avenge Cuthrann and free her from Rilmael’s deceptions.

“Put the sword down,” said
Rilmael. “You know I have the Sight. I can see the sword’s power
burning its way into your mind. The Warden’s magic is overwhelming
your will and warping your thinking. You have to put the sword
down.”

“You would like that,
wouldn’t you?” sneered Solthalis, furious that Rilmael would dare
to tell such a blatant and transparent lie. “You were always
stronger than me, though I had the greater skill. Now I have the
greater strength and skill…”

“He is telling the truth,
Sentinel,” said Kalrythar. Solthalis snarled at the High Mage’s
familiar, lecturing tone. He was weary of listening to the old
fool’s monologues. “I can sense the power of that sword. To call it
accursed would be an immense understatement. You must put it down
at once.”

Solthalis let out a jeering
laugh. “Old fool! No. With this sword, I will destroy the Guardian.
I will take the Key of Tarmyntir from the urdhracos bitch.”
Rilmael’s eyes narrowed, the first hint of anger he had shown.
“Then I will unlock the door to the so-called ‘tomb’ Rilmael
constructed around the Well of magic, and I will claim the power
for myself. With it, I will save our people. I will destroy all our
enemies, and make an orderly cosmos…”

“It won’t work,” said
Rilmael. “If you do that, the backlash of power will kill you and
destroy Cathair Kaldran. It will probably destroy most of
Roxaria.”

“Fool,” said Solthalis. “You
know nothing. Nothing! I will…”

“What,” said Third, “did the
Theophract tell you when he gave you that sword?”

Rilmael gave her a startled
look. For a moment, Solthalis was shocked into silence. How had the
mongrel half-breed known?

“He stole Ghostruin from the
Tower of the Keeper and gave it to you,” said Third. “He is the
only one who could have done it. What did he tell you?”

“You know nothing,” said
Solthalis.

“I know everything I need to
know about you,” said Third. How dare she address him with such
scorn in her tone! “You remind me of my father, the same cowardice
and seething resentment. What did the Theophract tell you when he
gave you the sword? That it would kill the man you hated and let
you claim the woman you lusted for in secret? The woman who you
were too much of a sniveling coward to approach…”

“Silence,” said
Solthalis.

“But you were only his tool,
his dupe,” said Third. “Just as the Dragon Cult and the Fallen
Order were stupid enough to fall for the Theophract’s lies, you
were…”

“Silence!” screamed
Solthalis, and he pointed Ghostruin at her, calling on the sword’s
power. A shaft of howling dark fire ripped from the blade and
hurtled towards Third. Ruari gestured, and the half-dome of a
Shield spell appeared before them, intercepting Solthalis’s attack.
The Shield shattered under the strike, deflecting the attack,
though Ruari staggered back a few steps.

Solthalis felt his teeth pull
back in a snarl. The Dragontiarna Knights were powerful, but with
Ghostruin, they were no match for Solthalis. He would break them
all, and…

“Oh, God, Solthalis,” said
Daalna. “Why?”

There was nothing but horror
and betrayal on her face.

And for a moment, Solthalis
wavered.

What was he doing? He had
lowered the defenses of the city and summoned the wraiths. Why?
What good could come of this?

Why was Daalna looking at him
like that?

Then he looked at Rilmael
again, and the hatred flooded back through his heart. He would
destroy the Guardian, save his people, and show Daalna the
truth.

No matter how much pain he
had to cause her.

“Solthalis,” said Consul
Arthrolan, his voice hard and deadly. “You admit this freely? You
conspired with the Theophract, our ancient enemy, and accepted that
sword?”

“You dithering sheep,” said
Solthalis. “You understand nothing.”

“Then by my authority as
Consul of the Council of Cathair Kaldran,” said Arthrolan, “I expel
you from the Council and strip you of the office of Sentinel, and
name you outlaw and…”

“Oh, shut up,” said
Solthalis, and he thrust the sword again.

Dark fire ripped from
Ghostruin and hurtled towards the Council.

Solthalis intended to kill
them all, and the Council mostly got their Shield spells up in
time. His blast of fire struck the Master Smith and flung him to
the ground, leaving him a withered corpse.

Well. One down, six to
go.

No. Five to go. Solthalis
would spare Daalna. He would show her the truth. He would make her
understand.

Until then, he would kill the
Council and the Guardian…and the Guardian’s pets, the human freaks
and dark elven hybrids.

Grinning, Solthalis sent his
will into Ghostruin and called to the wraiths, and they erupted
from the ground like steam rising from boiling water.

***

 



 Chapter 25: The
Dragon Curse








Tyrcamber charged towards
Solthalis, but the wraiths intercepted him.

Hundreds of the things rose
out of the ground, ghostly, rippling images of slain orcs.
Tyrcamber came to a sudden halt, stepping back to defend Ruari.
Kyathar blazed with elemental fire in his fist, and Tyrcamber
attacked. He slashed through wraith after wraith, unraveling them
with heavy blows from Kyathar. Next to him, Ruari cast massive
Shield spells, temporary walls of blue light that forced the
wraiths back long enough for the elven Guards and Rangers to
strike.

Solthalis was just one man,
but he had summoned an army with Ghostruin. Neither Merovech nor
Theudeuric had been able to use their dark soulblades to do
anything like this. Then again, Solthalis was an archmage, with
centuries of experience in wielding magical forces. Likely he could
make far better use of Ghostruin’s power than Merovech or
Theudeuric could.

Though given the madness in
his eyes and the way his right arm withered in an invisible flame,
perhaps that power would have a far higher price than Solthalis
knew.

Around Tyrcamber the battle
raged. Daalna and Rhunvell took command of the Rangers and the
Guards and shouted orders. Swords flashed and arrows flew, both
wreathed in powerful magic. The cloak elven warriors cut down
scores of wraiths, but more rose from the ground. Solthalis stood
in the center of a storm of dark magic, and he dueled Rilmael and
Kalrythar simultaneously. Lighting and frost and fire flashed back
and forth between them. Solthalis bared his teeth in a furious
snarl, currents of power ripping around him. He was holding his own
against the Guardian and the High Mage.

Tyrcamber thought he might
even be winning.

He had to kill Solthalis. No
matter how powerful Ghostruin had made the traitorous archmage,
even his power could not withstand a blast of dragon fire for long,
especially with Rilmael and Kalrythar hammering at him. If
Tyrcamber could just transform and get into the air, Solthalis
stood far enough away from the others that Tyrcamber could engulf
him in dragon fire.

But there were so many
wraiths, and Tyrcamber dared not turn his attention from them, not
even for an instant.

He fought on, cutting down
wraiths with both sword and spell.








###








A pair of phantasmal ghost
orcs lunged at Third, leading with their swords. She blocked the
blow of the nearest specter with Inferno, twisted past it, and
stabbed with Storm. Lightning burst from the golden sword in a
snarling net and unraveled the wraith into tatters of mist. The
second came at her, raising its immaterial sword, and Third plunged
both her blades into the creature’s chest. The wraith dissolved
into nothingness, and Third whirled, seeking more foes to
fight.

She had an abundance of
choices.

Wraiths erupted from the
ground, rushing towards the remaining Council members and their
defenders. Unless Third missed her guess, Solthalis had also
summoned the wraiths roaming through the city and sent them
converging on the Hall of the Council, hoping to swamp the
defenders. Solthalis himself was locked in magical battle with
Rilmael and Kalrythar. But even as Solthalis fought, his eyes kept
flicking towards Third, or more specifically, towards the Key of
Tarmyntir tucked through her belt.

He wanted her dead and the
Key taken from her corpse. Third had seen the tomb of the Ascendant
Dragon beneath the Tower of the Guardian, had felt the terrible
power radiating from behind the crystalline wall and the door of
white stone. The Theophract had convinced Solthalis that Rilmael
had been hiding a Well of magic within the Tower, but there was no
way, absolutely no way, that Solthalis could control the magic of
the Ascendant Dragon. If he tried to use the Key of Tarmyntir and
Ghostruin on the door to the tomb, the released power would
annihilate him, and it would probably destroy Cathair Kaldran as
well. A traitor would accomplish the destruction of the cloak
elves, something that both the Theophract and the dark elves had
failed to achieve for centuries.

Third had to kill him
first.

She started to draw on the
fiery song in her blood to travel but saw a mob of wraiths converge
on Selene. Third charged at the wraiths, attacking them from the
side. Selene cast a spell, a fan of ice blades bursting from her
sword hand and slicing into the creatures. Third methodically
destroyed them one by one, while Selene chopped through the rest
with her axe. The last of the wraiths disintegrated, and for an
instant, they stood in a clear space in the chaos of the
fighting.

“Go!” said Selene. “I’ll hold
here. Go cut his damned head off.”

Third nodded, drew on her
power, and traveled.

She reappeared right behind
Solthalis. A wave of searing heat hammered at Third, sucking the
air from her lungs. Either Rilmael or Kalrythar had hit Solthalis
with a powerful spell of flame, but the new-made Herald of Ruin had
withstood it. Third did not hesitate, but stabbed her swords at
Solthalis’s back, only for the blades to rebound from an invisible
barrier an inch from his skin. Fire and lightning leaped from her
swords, deflecting from Solthalis’s protective wards.

If only Ridmark had been
here, or one of the other Swordbearers! A true high elven soulblade
would have ripped through Solthalis’s defenses and ended the battle
with a single blow.

Solthalis snarled and spun
with fluid speed, swinging Ghostruin for her neck. His right arm
looked like a withered, burned horror, but it moved with strength.
Third did not have time to reach for her power, and she reacted on
reflex, her swords snapping up in a cross-parry. Ghostruin clanged
against her blades, the shock of the impact shooting down her arms,
and Solthalis’s free hand gestured in a spell. Fire stabbed from
his fingers, and Third reacted with her old instincts, the
instincts of an urdhracosi, and cast the Shield spell. The fire
slashed into her Shield and shattered it, and the impact rocked
Third back several steps.

Solthalis raised his hand for
another spell, but lightning and a blazing shaft of fire tore at
him first. Both Rilmael and Kalrythar threw more attacks at
Solthalis, and the archmage had no choice but to turn his attention
to his defenses. Third lifted her swords to charge, but the sheer
heat of the fire forced her back. If she got too close to
Solthalis, the flames would incinerate her, but the Herald of Ruin
stood untouched, his defenses holding.

If she struck at the right
moment, when his defenses were weakened, Third could land a killing
blow. Beneath his magic and the power of Ghostruin he was still
flesh and blood, and he could die.

Solthalis screamed and raised
Ghostruin over his head, and the crimson flames sheathing the blade
pulsed.

A dark shadow fell over the
battle.

A dragon-wraith dove from the
sky in silence and breathed fire, the cone of flames washing over
the defenders.








###








Tyrcamber saw the
dragon-wraith coming and shouted a warning, but Ruari was
faster.

Her face screwed up with
intense concentration, and she raised her hands over her head, icy
flames dancing over her fingers as she called on her magic. A
massive Shield spell appeared overhead, and most of the dragon’s
fire struck the Shield and splintered. Some of the fire got through
and struck the cloak elven Guards, throwing them dead to the
ground, their bodies reduced to shriveled, smoking husks. Ruari
trembled under the strain, and the dragon-wraith flapped its wings,
holding its position overhead as it breathed more fire into the
battle.

Tyrcamber was out of options.
Ruari’s power was immense, but she could only withstand the dragon
fire for so long. If her Shield failed, the dragon-wraith’s flame
would kill them all, and Rilmael and Kalrythar were at their limit
battling Solthalis.

It was up to Tyrcamber to
stop the dragon-wraiths… and he saw two more of them flying
closer.

He sprinted forward, slashing
through the wraiths, and leaped into the air, letting the fire of
the Malison fill him

An instant later, he became a
dragon, and a deathly chill washed through him. There hadn’t been
enough room to get away from the mob of orcish wraiths before
transforming, but now they pressed around him at all sides. But the
Malison filled him with its furious vitality, and one useful aspect
of his transformation was that if he was running in human form, the
momentum carried over to his dragon form when he changed.

And a running dragon had much
more momentum than a running human.

Tyrcamber plowed through the
wraiths and jumped, his wings unfolding, and he rose towards the
hovering dragon-wraith. The winged wraith poured flames onto the
battle, Ruari’s sputtering Shield spell holding it back. Tyrcamber
opened his jaws and unleashed his own fire, and the flames stabbed
into the dragon-wraith and turned it to tattered wisps of smoke and
mist.

He wanted to turn and attack
Solthalis, but two more dragon-wraiths shot towards him.
Tyrcamber’s wings spread, and he surged towards them, drawing their
attention from the battle below. Both dragon-wraiths unleashed
their fire, and Tyrcamber flew into the streams of flame. The heat
hit him like a hammer, but his golden scales were strong enough to
withstand the blasts.

His own fire swept from his
jaws, and he unraveled the nearest wraith. The second lunged at
him, ghostly claws ranking at his flanks. A chill stabbed into him,
but Tyrcamber twisted around and breathed fire, sending it pouring
into the dragon-wraith.

The creature dissolved into
nothingness and Tyrcamber leveled out his flight. The aerial duel
had carried him to the center of the valley, over the lake itself,
and he saw the battle raging before the gates to the Hall of the
Council.

He also saw three more
dragon-wraiths heading towards the battle, preparing to breathe
fire on the combatants. Tyrcamber did not want to accidentally burn
his own allies, but Solthalis would have no such compulsion. He
would not care if he burned hundreds of his own wraiths, not when
he could summon more of them at will.

Tyrcamber hastened over the
lake, preparing to fight the dragon-wraiths.
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Third disappeared and
reappeared around Solthalis, hammering at the corrupted archmage’s
defenses.

She was exhausted, both from
the strain of drawing on the power of her blood so often and from
casting several spells in rapid succession. Solthalis’s fury had
forced her to cast both the Shield and the Ward spells, and it had
taken a tremendous amount of power and concentration to keep
Solthalis’s attacks from killing her. The dark fingers of the
Malison danced at the edge of Third’s thoughts, and deep fatigue
dragged at her. She had not used swords and spells at the same time
since her transformation, and it burned through her reserves of
stamina with great speed.

But it was working. She was
hammering through Solthalis’s defenses. It took all of Solthalis’s
concentration to block the attacks from Rilmael and Kalrythar.
Third wasn’t as much of a threat as either the Guardian and the
High Mage, but Solthalis had to deal with her, or she would
eventually burn through his defenses and land a telling blow.

She could tell that Solthalis
was tiring. The dark soulblades gave their bearers greater stamina
and strength, but all stamina had limits, and Third could tell that
Solthalis had reached the edge of his. His parries and attacks with
Ghostruin were no longer as quick, and the rictus snarl of his face
was now marked with weariness beneath a glittering coat of
sweat.

Third had been in enough
battles to feel the momentum of them, and she felt this one hanging
in the balance. If Rilmael and Kalrythar could knock down
Solthalis’s defenses long enough for Third to land a solid blow,
that would end the fight then and there.

She lunged at Solthalis,
Storm and Inferno crackling with lightning and fire, and Ghostruin
snapped up to block. Steel rang on steel, the blood fire of the
dark soulblade struggling against the elemental flame and
lightning, and Solthalis’s free hand came up. Third decided to hold
her ground and cast the Shield spell, and a Lance of dark magic
struck her Shield. The pain of holding it back rolled through her
mind, the dark fingers of the Malison growing stronger, but Third
kept attacking. She drove at Solthalis, and he was forced to
retreat, Ghostruin blurring before his snarling face as he tried to
keep her at bay.

Fire exploded overhead as
Tyrcamber dueled the dragon-wraiths, fighting three of them at
once. He destroyed one of the things, and then a second, but the
final one dove, breathing fire. The flames slashed through the
orcish wraiths, destroying dozens of them at once.

The cone of flame swept
towards Third and Solthalis.

Too late, she realized his
stratagem. He had called the dragon-wraith and sent it to breathe
fire at them, hoping to kill her. Third drew on her power and
traveled, reappearing a few feet away. The cone of fire missed her,
ripping at the ground, but the bloom of heat hit her like a falling
wall, and she stumbled.

It was only a stumble of a
half-second, but Solthalis was ready to take advantage of it.

He surged forward, and
Ghostruin plunged into Third’s stomach and burst from her back just
below her ribs. She howled in pain, feeling the agony explode
through her body, and Storm and Inferno fell from her nerveless
fingers. Solthalis ripped Ghostruin free and swept it up, and the
pommel slammed into her face. Third fell and landed hard on the
ground, and Solthalis loomed over her like a storm cloud, his face
hellish in the light of the flames surrounding his sword.

She could not summon the
strength to stand or even to move.

This was it, this was where
her path would end. Perhaps she had been destined to die at
Sinderost. Or maybe she had been meant to die in Nightmane Forest
as an urdhracos. All the time since had been a gift. But Third just
wanted to kiss Rilmael again, to tell Ridmark that she was sorry,
but he would have to defeat the Dragon Cult without her…

Solthalis ripped the Key of
Tarmyntir from her belt and whirled, vanishing from her vision.

Everything was vanishing from
her vision.

The Chamber of Healing on
Guardian’s Isle had saved her from Shadowruin’s mortal wound. But
Rilmael was fighting Solthalis and could not turn his attention
from the fight. He had to stop Solthalis from reaching the Tower of
the Guardian, or else Cathair Kaldran would die.

Either way, Third would just
die first.

A deathly chill spread
through her body, making the pain numb and distant. Her vision
turned gray, fading towards black.

The dark fingers of the
Malison sank deeper into her mind. Not that it would matter. Third
would not live long enough for the Dragon Curse to take hold of
her.

A memory flickered through
her collapsing thoughts. A young woman with thick black hair and
deep blue eyes gazed down at her with concern.

“Three,” whispered Rhoanna
Arban. “There have to be three, Aunt Third…and you have to be the
third of them. You can do this. No one else can. If you don’t, the
Warden will win, and everyone will be his slaves.”

Three? Three of what?

And then Third
understood.

Tyrcamber Rigamond. Ruari
Rigamond. They were the first two.

No, Third couldn’t do this.
She couldn’t face this. She had already faced herself twice, first
when she had transformed, and again when she had entered the heart
of the Sylmarus in Cathair Caedyn. Third couldn’t subject herself
to the pain of such a confrontation again.

Why did it have to be
her?

“Because you are unique,”
said Rhoanna. “You were the first urdhracos to be freed. There is
no one else like you. It must be you. It was meant to be you. You
don’t have to do this. But if you don’t…there is no one else, and
you will never see Rilmael again. Or my father, or Aunt Mara, or
any of the others.” She smiled. “You never flinched from a battle
in your life. Why flinch from this one?”

Rhoanna looked and sounded so
much like Ridmark at that moment.

And she was right.

Even as her mind and
consciousness faded, Third reached for her magic and drew in as
much as she could, summoning a reckless torrent of power. The dark
fingers of the Malison exploded through her mind, swelling into
immensity.

“Third!” Third saw Selene
standing over her, grim knowledge on her face. “Third! I’ll get
Ruari, I’ll…”

Selene’s silver eyes went
wide with sudden astonishment.

The dark fingers transmuted
to golden fire, and the song from the tomb of the Ascendant Dragon
thundered through her mind.

The golden fire filled her,
and Third seized it and entered the transformation of the
Malison.

***

 



 Chapter 26: The Lady
of the Dark Elves








The world vanished around
Third.

She tumbled through darkness,
falling and falling.

Memories swirled through her
mind, broken and shattered images collected across a thousand years
of life.

Third saw her mother again,
more clearly than she could actually remember her, a thin,
terrified-looking woman with black hair and black eyes. She had
been one of the first generations of humans born on Andomhaim after
Malahan Pendragon had founded Tarlion, seized from her home by
Anathgrimm raiders, taken as a concubine by the Traveler, and later
killed when Third had been a child. Her mother had died without
knowing why. Third couldn’t remember her name.

She realized that she had
never even known her mother’s name.

Other memories swirled before
her mind. She remembered transforming into an urdhracos, screaming
as the talons burst from her fingers and the leathery black wings
erupted from her back. Decades and decades and centuries and
centuries of war, leading her father’s soldiers into battle against
his enemies. Prisoners dragged before her father, and Third and the
other urdhracosi had tormented them, feeding her father’s lust for
cruelty.

She had yearned for death,
and it had never come.

“No. No!”

It was a girl’s voice, small
and frightened and terrified.

Third turned. She was back in
Nightmane Forest again, the light eerie and blue, the massive trees
blocking out the sun. A short girl in a ragged dress stood a few
paces away, staring at her in horror. The girl had a filthy tangle
of black hair, deep black eyes, and pointed ears.

It was Third, as she had been
as a child.

“I become you?” whispered the
girl.

“Yes,” said Third.

Horror filled the child’s
face, and Third felt herself changing, felt the song of the
Ascendant Dragon threatening to overwrite her mind and soul.

“No,” said the girl, tears
filling her eyes. “No! I won’t become like you. I won’t be a
monster.”

What could Third say? She had
become a monster. She had been an urdhracos, had killed innocent
people and done terrible things.

“It would be better to die
first!” shouted the girl. “Better to die than to be a thing like
you! You are a monster! You should be a monster!”

Third felt the transformation
grip her, felt the aura of the Ascendant Dragon grow ever stronger.
Wouldn’t it be better to let go and let it claim her? Wasn’t that
what she deserved?

“No,” growled Third.

The girl stared at her.

“I did not ask to be what I
was,” said Third. “I did not ask to be an urdhracos, to have my
father enslave me. But if you endure, you will be free one day. It
will take a long time. A long, long time. But you will not be an
urdhracos forever.”

A wave of vertigo went
through Third. The golden fire howling through her mind shivered
and seemed to retract, starting to take the shape of something
else.

“Nor will you remain what you
are forever,” whispered the girl.

“Everyone changes,” said
Third.

Nightmane Forest shattered
into nothingness around her, and Third stumbled and caught her
balance.

A village burned around
her.

She stood in the village’s
central forum. Third recognized it, though she couldn’t recall the
name. There had been so many villages over the centuries. It looked
a great deal like many of the other villages in Andomhaim’s
Northerland – a stone church and a stone keep facing the forum,
houses of wood and fieldstone huddled within a stockade. Both the
church and the keep burned, as did all the houses. Anathgrimm orcs
stalked through the village, killing the men and the elderly and
taking the women and children captive. They would be herded as
slaves back to Nightmane Forest.

Third looked towards the
doors of the church, knowing what she would see.

An urdhracos stepped from the
church, blood dripping from her talons.

Like all urdhracosi, she was
tall and slim, armored in plates of black metal that covered her
body. Her face was gaunt and pale, her eyes pits into bottomless
black nothingness. Leathery black wings rested against her armored
back, looking almost like a cloak, and her black hair hung in
greasy curtains on either side of her face.

It was Third as she had been
as an urdhracos, as she had been before she had transformed.

“So you are what I will
become,” said the urdhracos, black humor filling her voice.

“Yes,” said Third.

The urdhracos stalked closer,
her bloody talons of black metal rasping against each other as her
fists opened and closed.

“You are still me,” said the
urdhracos. “You cannot escape me. You cannot flee from what you
are. The killer is still inside you.”

“It is,” said Third. There
was no denying it. She was a warrior. It was what she did best.

“All the innocent blood on
your hands across the centuries,” said the urdhracos, lifting her
talons and letting a few drops fall to the earth. “Does that not
weigh upon your conscience?”

“It does,” said Third. “I
could not stop myself, not while my father’s will dominated me. But
I still killed those people.”

“Then you deserve to suffer
for it,” said the urdhracos. “You know what is happening to you.
Embrace the Malison and become a dragon. You deserve to suffer…and
you rejoice in killing. Let the Malison remake you, and you will
kill for thousands of years, and suffer all the while. Is that not
the perfect fate for you?

Some shadowed part of Third’s
heart agreed with the urdhracos. She couldn’t have stopped herself
as an urdhracos, but she had still done those terrible things.
Third would suffer as an enslaved dragon, which was no less than
she deserved. The Malison rose in her mind like a tide of golden
fire, threatening to drown the song of her blood…

“No,” said Third.

The urdhracos smirked. “And
just why not?”

“Because I would be going in
a circle,” said Third. “I was enslaved and forced to kill…and if I
became a dragon, I would again be enslaved and forced to kill. I
will not do that again.”

“You are a killer,” said the
urdhracos.

“I am,” said Third. “But
there is a time and a place for killing, and a time to refrain. I
understand that now.”

The urdhracos let out a
humorless, grating laugh. “Indeed? And what of the Guardian
Rilmael? Do you think he fully understands what you are? The things
you have done?” The urdhracos gestured at herself. “Would he touch
you so tenderly if he knew that this is what you were? What part of
you still is?”

Third flinched, an uneasy
fear going through her heart. Rilmael had fought against things
like the urdhracos for so long. Did he really understand her?

The golden fire of the
Malison blazed hotter.

“He looked into my mind with
the Sight,” said Third. “He knows what I am. I told him what I
am…and he did not flee or quail from me.” There was wonder in her
voice when she said it.

The urdhracos scoffed.
“Sentiment. You used to be wiser. And if you were truly wise, you
would let the transformation take you.”

“Why?” said Third.

The urdhracos grinned, the
smile like a slash across her face. “Because it is better than the
fate that will soon befall you.”

The burning village vanished,
and Third found herself somewhere else.

Sinderost, she was back in
Sinderost, in the great square before the Imperial Palace and the
cathedral. Except when she had left, Sinderost had been a thriving
city.

Now it was in ruins. Flames
burned in the shells of the houses of the Old City, great black
plumes of smoke rising against the sky fire. The dead lay
everywhere, the blood staining the streets. In the center of the
square was a throne built of piled bones, and a figure in blue dark
elven armor sat upon it, right hand resting upon the pommel of a
crimson sword.

Third froze.

The figure sitting on the
throne was a dark elven noblewoman.

It was her.

All trace of humanity was
gone from her face. Her eyes had become black pits into the void,
and she wore elaborate plate armor of blue and silver, sigils of
azure light glowing on the metal. Her armored right hand rested
upon the hilt of Ghostruin, and crimson flames danced around the
blade.

Third and the dark elf stared
at each other.

“Well,” said the dark elven
woman with a twisted smirk. “Here you are at last. Becoming what
you were always meant to become. Embracing your destiny and
becoming greater than your origins.” Her hand caressed Ghostruin’s
pommel. “Far, far greater.”

“I do not understand,” said
Third.

“Yes, you do,” said the dark
elf. “You were the first urdhracos to be freed. And now you are the
first hybrid of human and dark elf to trigger the transformation of
the Malison. Which means you are ready to transform and become
greater. Not a mere enslaved dragon, or a freak Dragontiarna
Knight. No. You are going to,” she paused, and her twisted smirk
widened, “ascend.”

“To what?” said Third.

“To become more than human,
more than dragon, more than a mere dark elf,” said the noblewoman
on the throne. “You will burn away your human side. And your dark
elven side will be strengthened. You are strong, and you will
become stronger yet. Your father? The Traveler was a pathetic
coward, and you are not. You will take the power that he was too
craven to seize.”

“Ghostruin,” said Third.

“You think that Solthalis is
worthy of the power of a dark soulblade?” said the dark elf. “He is
as contemptible as our father, a weakling yearning for a woman who
will never give herself to him. Kill him and take Ghostruin for
yourself. Steal the Warden’s power and put it to better use than he
could ever dream. The Warden wishes to use the sword to make
himself a god. But with Ghostruin, you can build an empire for
yourself.”

“And why should I want an
empire?” said Third.

The dark elf leaned forward.
“You know as well as I do that the humans are little better than
animals. Their greed and lusts rule them, and they submit to men
like Tarrabus Carhaine and Cyprian of the Scepter Bank and Justin
Cyros. They need you to bring order and purpose to their otherwise
wasted lives. A fool like our father would conquer the humans to
gratify his own cruelty. You shall conquer them to save them from
themselves.”

“No,” said Third.

“It is what you are,” said
the dark elf, leaning forward. “It is what we are. The Malison will
make you anew. You will be the first of a new kindred of elves,
ones not bound to the shadow of Incariel and enslaved to their own
lust for cruelty or crippled by the threefold law of the high
elves.” She lifted Ghostruin and pointed it at Third. “You will
conquer and enslave mankind not for your gratification, but for
their own good. You will save them from themselves.”

“No,” said Third again. “I
will not, not for any reason.”

“It has already begun,” said
the dark elf. “You feel the power calling to you, can you not?”
Third could. She felt the fire of the Malison surging through her,
felt it merging and fusing with the song of her dark elven blood.
Already the change had begun. “You could become just another
enslaved dragon in useless penance for things that cannot be
changed. But we both know that you will not. You will become
something greater. The empress of both humanity and the Liberated
elves, and you will protect them from themselves.”

Third said nothing. Resisting
the words of the child and the urdhracos had been one thing. She
could not change the past, no matter how much she wished things
could have been different. But this was the future. This was what
she could become. The dark elf on the throne of bones spoke to
something deep and elemental within Third, something bred into her
very soul. Third was a warrior, and she wanted to use that for
good, to defend those who could not defend themselves.

But did she want to stop
there? She had seen the waste and the ruin. Human civilization
threatened to burn itself in folly. The Enlightened of Incariel had
almost destroyed Andomhaim. The Dragon Cult had touched off a civil
war in the Frankish Empire. The Drakocenti had nearly caused a
civil war in Cintarra, and if Accolon had not been there, Cyprian’s
cult would have weakened the city enough for the Heptarchy to
conquer it with ease.

Could Third avert those evils
if she changed, if she claimed Ghostruin from the hand of
Solthalis?

Third hesitated, wavering,
and she felt the fire of the Malison burn deeper into the dark
elven blood, felt herself start to change.

“Yes,” said the dark elf,
armored fingers tapping against Ghostruin’s hilt. “You understand.
There is no other way. You must take the power and use it for the
greater…”

“You’re not going to listen
to that foolishness, are you?”

It was a man’s voice, deep
and commanding and a little hoarse and very, very familiar.

Third turned and saw Ridmark
Arban standing a few paces away.

He looked as he always did,
hard-faced and blue-eyed, his black hair graying at the temples. He
wore the blue dark elven armor he had stolen from Urd Morlemoch
years ago, a gray elven cloak swept from his shoulders. Oathshield
hung in its scabbard on his left hip, and the staff Aegisikon was
in his left hand.

“Ridmark?” said Third.

“He is not really here,” said
the dark elf with scorn. “He is just a memory.”

“But one of your memories,”
said Ridmark. “You know me as well as anybody. What would I say
about this?”

Third swallowed. “You would
say that this was just a bunch of damned nonsense, that it was a
trick or a trap.”

“He is only a memory!”
snarled the dark elf.

“Maybe,” said Ridmark. “But
am I wrong?”

“No,” said Third, looking at
her oldest friend. “You are not.”

“And what would I say that
you need to do next?” said Ridmark.

“You would say that I need to
control the transformation,” said Third. “That I need to stop
Solthalis before he reaches the tomb and kills tens of thousands of
innocent people.”

“Exactly,” said Ridmark. “But
I’m not really here. I’m just your memory. Which means I’m not
telling you what you need to do…”

Third nodded. “It means I
already know what I must do.”

“Just as you always have
done,” said Ridmark. “You decided to cross the world to help rescue
my family from Owyllain, and you did it. This is no different.”

“Fool,” said the dark elf,
rising from the throne. She lifted Ghostruin and pointed it. “Would
you deny your true self? Would you become less than you could
be?”

“I am not a god,” said Third.
“I am not a conqueror, an empress, or a tyrant. I am just one
woman. A free woman...and that is all I want to be. Mara’s sister,
Ridmark’s friend, Rilmael’s lover. That is who I am. Not you.”

“I will not leave you any
choice in the matter,” said the dark elf, striding forward.

Third laughed aloud at that.
The dark elf stopped in surprise.

“Do you have any idea how
many times Ridmark and I have gone into battle together?” said
Third, reaching over her shoulders. Her fingers grasped the hilts
of Storm and Inferno and slid the swords from their scabbards.
Ridmark lifted Oathshield, the soulblade burning with white fire,
Aegisikon shifting into shield form. “We have fought enemies far
more formidable than you.”

“Fool,” said the dark elf,
taking Ghostruin’s hilt in both hands. “I am you. I am your future.
You cannot stop the change.”

“No,” said Third. “But I will
choose what I become.”

The dark elf exploded into
motion, moving with blurring speed, Ghostruin’s crimson fire
swinging towards Third’s head. She caught the blade in a
cross-parry as Ridmark attacked, and the dark elf jumped back,
avoiding Oathshield’s fury. The dark elf retreated, and Third went
on the offensive, Storm and Inferno scribing nets of fire and
lightning before her eyes. Her foe fell back, sword snapping back
and forth, but she only had one blade and Third had two, and Third
was just as fast. She hammered Storm down, catching Ghostruin just
above the crosspiece, and forced the dark soulblade down. Before
the dark elf could recover, Third drove Inferno forward, the golden
sword plunging into the noblewoman’s chest.

Her foe screamed and fell to
one knee, Ghostruin falling from her hand, her lips bared in a
snarl.

“Fool,” rasped the dark elf.
“You cannot stop the transformation.”

“No,” said Third. “I cannot.
But I can direct it.”

The dark elf snarled once
more, and then both she and Ghostruin dissolved into nothingness.
The earth shuddered beneath Third’s boots, and she caught her
balance. The color of the sky fire changed, becoming a massive
sheet of golden fire. Cracks of golden light spread across the
ruins of Sinderost.

She turned and saw Ridmark
staring at her.

“Thank you,” she said.

Ridmark shrugged. “You did it
yourself. You always did it yourself.”

Third shook her head. “And I
would not have had the chance without you.”

Ridmark smiled. “So your own
memory takes my form to remind you?”

“It would appear so,” said
Third.

Ridmark lifted Oathshield in
salute. “Until we meet again. And do not despair. I think we
will.”

He vanished, and then golden
light erupted from everything, and Third felt it flow through her
in a blazing torrent.
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Third’s eyes opened, gazing
at the sky fire over Cathair Kaldran.

She was still lying on the
ground in the broad street outside the Hall of the Council. The
sounds of fighting filled her ears, along with the crackle and boom
of powerful magical spells. The battle was still underway. Third
wasn’t sure how long she had been unconscious.

Not long, she thought.
Solthalis couldn’t have gotten far.

“Third!” shouted Selene,
going to one knee next to her. “Are you…”

Her voice trailed off in
sudden surprise, her eyes widening.

“I am well,” said Third, and
she sat up. She felt no pain. When she had passed out, the agony
from the dark soulblade’s wound had filled her. She looked down at
her stomach and saw the ragged hole in her clothing and armor, but
the skin beneath it was smooth and unmarked.

The wound had been healed…and
she saw the power that had healed it.

The veins in her hands glowed
golden, and she felt the song of her power in her blood. It had
changed, had fused with the song radiating from the tomb of the
Ascendant Dragon.

She had transformed
again.

Third felt a sudden wild urge
to laugh. What was one more transformation in her life?

“The Malison,” said Selene.
“Did it…”

“Yes,” said Third, getting to
her feet. “I mastered it. Where did Solthalis go?”

“I don’t know,” said Selene.
“He took the Key and headed north.”

“He will be going to the
Tower of the Guardian,” said Third. “I…”

Rilmael ran to her side. His
face was grim, but there was horror in his silver eyes. Then he
came to an abrupt stop a few paces away. He stared at Third, and a
smile went over his face.

“I saw the Malison take you,”
said Rilmael, “but…”

“It did,” said Third. “But I
am well.” She smiled, and despite the urgency of the situation,
stepped closer and gave him a quick kiss. “I am well. You are not
rid of me yet.”

“And I thank God for it,”
said Rilmael. “But this fight isn’t nearly over.” A roar boomed
overhead, and Third saw the golden form of Tyrcamber battling two
dragon-wraiths. “Solthalis has the Key, and he’s heading to the
Tower.”

“We must stop him,” said
Third. She picked up her swords, slid them into their scabbards,
and then pulled off her baldric. The sheathed swords clattered
against the ground, and she began pulling off her armor and
clothing.

“Um,” said Selene. Despite
the danger, Third had the satisfaction of seeing Selene taken back,
which hardly ever happened. “A battle is not exactly the time and
place to be overcome with ardor.”

Third stepped out of her
boots and stood naked before Rilmael and Selene, picking up her
baldric and her sheathed blades. “I do not want to ruin my clothes.
Follow me, and we will stop Solthalis.”

She took several steps
forward, called on the new fire in her blood, and Third
changed.

Her body swelled into
immensity, becoming a massive black dragon forty feet from snout to
tail, her wings like vast sails. Armored scales covered her body,
and her talons were like blades, her baldric and sheathed swords
dangling from her right forelimb. Third felt the fire burning
within her, the flames she could direct at will.

She leaped into the air, her
wings unfurling, and hurtled across the valley towards the stairs
leading to the Tower of the Guardian.

***

 



 Chapter 27: Made You
Look








Solthalis stalked up the
broad steps to the highest tier of the northern side of the valley,
Ghostruin in his right hand, the Key of Tarmyntir in his left.

His lip twisted with
contempt. None of them had been able to stand against him. They had
all been laughing at him behind his back, hadn’t they? Mocking
Solthalis, laughing at him even as he labored tirelessly to
maintain the wards around the city.

Maybe Daalna had even joined
in their laughter.

Well, they would see. They
would all understand. Solthalis would seize the power of the Well
for himself, and with it, he would expose the Guardian as a fraud.
The magic would make the world safe for the cloak elves, and they
would rule all other kindreds.

And then Daalna would see.
She would come to him, appreciate him for what he had done for
their people, and she would give herself to him.

Solthalis had waited for so
very long…

He reached the end of the
broad stairs at the top of the highest tier, the northernmost edge
of Cathair Kaldran. The narrow stair climbed up the slope of the
mountain to the snowline, and there the Tower of the Guardian rose
like a gold-tipped white spike.

At last. At last, Solthalis
would see what Rilmael had hidden there, what he had lied about to
his own people.

He started up the stairs, the
cold wind tugging at his coat. Ghostruin thrummed with power in his
hand, and hundreds of wraiths surrounded him. He had sent the rest
of the wraiths he had summoned, along with the dragon-wraiths, to
attack Rilmael and the remaining Councilors. Let them deal with the
army that Ghostruin had created. Once Solthalis had claimed the
magic of the Well beneath the Tower, he would have all the strength
he needed to break the Council and take command of Cathair
Kaldran.

And to kill Rilmael and
avenge Cuthrann’s death at long last.

One of his warding spells
pulsed. As an archmage, Solthalis was long-accustomed to
maintaining multiple warding spells at all times. Some blocked
magical attacks while others prevented physical harm, which had
been useful when that urdhracos bitch had kept hacking at him.
Another warned him of approaching foes, and that spell flared to
life now, warning him of a nearby enemy.

A powerful enemy.

Solthalis whirled and saw the
black dragon soar over the rooftops towards him.

He blinked in surprise, sheer
curiosity overruling his rage. He was an expert on all the
different dragon forms the Malison could create in those
overwhelmed by its power. Neither of the Dragontiarna Knights that
Rilmael had brought to Cathair Kaldran had been able to take the
form of a black dragon – the male’s dragon form was golden, and the
silent female turned into a blue dragon. With the wards around the
city disarmed, perhaps a dragon had found a likely target and
attacked. Or a dark elven noble had decided to take advantage of
the chaos caused by Solthalis’s exposure of Rilmael’s vile
treachery and hoped to strike in the confusion.

Except there was no rider on
the black dragon.

And it was heading right for
Solthalis.

Had one of the combatants
before the Hall of the Council lost control and transformed? No,
that didn’t make sense. A new-made dragon would have started
lashing out randomly, killing everything in sight until either the
rage subsided or the dragon fell victim to the aura of a dark elven
lord.

Why was the dragon coming
right at him?

Then Solthalis saw the
leather baldric dangling from one of the dragon’s forelimbs, a
baldric holding two enspelled swords. One of the former urdhracosi
carried those swords, and…

The realization came to
him.

“No,” snarled Solthalis.

More treachery from Rilmael.
Maybe the Guardian had planned this out from the beginning,
plotting to transform the hybrid into another of his pet
Dragontiarna Knights. Well, Solthalis would shatter his plans,
would make Rilmael pay for…

The dragon hurtled towards
him, jaws yawning wide, fire blazing to life behind the fangs.

The part of Solthalis’s mind
not in the grip of seething fury pointed out that he could do none
of those things if the dragon incinerated him first.

He cast a spell, drawing on
Ghostruin’s power to augment his magical strength, and reinforced
his warding spells just as the dragon’s fire exploded around
him.
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Third hurtled over the
stairs, covering them in flames.

The fire exploded from her in
a torrent of destruction, but she directed that flame with
precision, just as she guided her swords in battle. The fires
engulfed the narrow stairs, Solthalis and his guard of wraiths
vanishing. She shot up the slope of the mountain, banked, and
turned again, hurling more fire at the stairs. Through the flames,
she caught a glimpse of Solthalis glaring at her with hate-filled
eyes, and then he disappeared in the fire.

Third folded her wings, hit
the stairs with a thump, and transformed. She shrank back into her
original form, her swords lying at her feet, and the hot wind hit
her like a slap. Third had thought that the mountain wind would
feel icy against her skin, but the heat of the dragon fire radiated
from the stone. Tyrcamber and Ruari seemed able to take their armor
with them when they transformed, and if she lived through this,
Third would have to find similar armor. Fighting naked was an
excellent way to bleed to death.

But she seized Storm and
Inferno from their scabbards, ran forward, and drew on her power to
travel.

Blue fire swirled before her
eyes, and she reappeared behind Solthalis. Most of the archmage’s
wraiths were gone, incinerated by the dragon fire. Solthalis
himself stood sheathed in a crackling ward of crimson light, his
head snapping back and forth as he sought her out.

Third swung her swords with
all her strength and drove them against Solthalis’s back. The ward
stopped her blades from finding his skin, but the impact knocked
Solthalis forward a step, and the fire and lightning weakened his
defenses. Solthalis snarled and whirled to face her, and Third
called on her power. She traveled a short distance, reappearing
several yards back down the steps. Her left hand came up, pointing
Inferno at Solthalis, and she drew on magical force, working a
spell. The power rushed into her, and she felt the alien song of
the Ascendant Dragon’s tomb.

But now that song was part of
her, and she need no longer fear it.

A searing bolt of elemental
fire ripped from Inferno and struck Solthalis, splashing against
his defenses. His ward held, but it sputtered. Solthalis shouted
and pointed Ghostruin, casting a spell of his own, but Third was
already calling on her power.

She reappeared behind
Solthalis and attacked him again, swinging Storm and Inferno
against his back. His defensive ward started to unravel, and
Solthalis whirled, sweeping Ghostruin for her head. Third caught
the dark soulblade in a cross-parry, the blades ringing, and went
back on the attack, hitting Solthalis with blow after blow and
every spell she could muster.
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Solthalis found himself
retreating, his teeth bared in a snarl as he fought.

Third was an abomination, a
dark elven hybrid, a former urdhracos who seemingly had become a
Dragontiarna. The experienced part of Solthalis’s mind, the part
that retained something that resembled rationality, realized that
she was far more skilled with a sword than he was. And now that she
had become a Dragontiarna, a great deal of the limitations on her
magic had been removed.

Not that it mattered. He was
still considerably more powerful with magic and given a moment, he
could crush her like an insect.

The problem was that she was
too fast to give him that moment.

Her golden swords were a blur
of fire and lightning. Every time Solthalis drew together enough
power to kill her, she traveled away in a swirl of azure flame or
hit him with a spell strong enough that he needed to divert some
magic to his wards. Those enspelled blades of hers could not
penetrate his wards, but their magic was strong enough to erode his
defenses.

She was like a hunting hound
circling a boar. The boar could crush the hound with ease, but the
bitch was so damned fast that he couldn’t hit her. Solthalis’s
frustration grew, feeding his rage until it felt like molten metal
pulsed through his heart.

Rilmael was not going to stop
him. And Solthalis certainly wasn’t going to be stopped by an
abomination and a freak of nature.

He sent his will plunging
into Ghostruin, screaming as he called on the sword’s power, and
more wraiths exploded from the ground around him.
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Third felt the momentum of
the battle swinging to her. Solthalis was powerful, but he was
starting to slow. Even Ghostruin could not extend its bearer’s
stamina without limitation, and Solthalis had already used a
tremendous amount of magical power today. Third threw herself into
the attack, flickering back and forth around her foe, and she hit
him again and again. Sooner or later, his wards would buckle, and
then she would have him.

Solthalis screamed and
slashed Ghostruin through the empty air.

Wraiths exploded from the
ground, hundreds of them, and the residual heat from the dragon
fire vanished in a sudden chill. The cold stabbed into Third, and
she worked the Ward spell, keeping the combined aura of hundreds of
wraiths from draining away her life force. The wraiths rushed
towards her, and Third went on the attack, Storm and Inferno
whirling around her as she destroyed wraith after wraith. But there
were too many of the things, and Third was left with no choice.

She dropped her swords and
transformed, calling on the fire of the Malison.

Her flesh swelled into the
armored form of the dragon, her talons rasping against the stone of
the steps and the mountainside as she caught her balance. The chill
intensified as dozens of wraiths pressed close around her, but
Third opened her jaws and unleashed fire, sending it burning down
the slope towards Solthalis. The fire stabbed through the wraiths
and Third unfurled her wings and shot into the air, sending another
shaft of flame towards the corrupted archmage. Her fire deflected
from Solthalis’s wards, and Third flew down towards Cathair
Kaldran, turned, and hurtled back towards the stairs to the Tower
of the Guardian, opening her jaws to unleash more fire.

But this time, Solthalis was
ready for her. He gestured and screamed, and a bolt of lightning
shrieked down from the sky fire and struck Third between the wings.
The spell was powerful enough to throw her backward, and she hit
the broad steps of the upper tiers with enough force to crack the
stone. For a moment, she could not control herself, her muscles
jerking and twisting with spasms of lightning, but her mind
reasserted itself.

Solthalis raised Ghostruin
over his head, and Third realized she had to move.

She could not use her power
to travel while in dragon form, so she resumed her normal shape and
called on the fiery song in her blood. Blue fire swirled, and Third
disappeared an instant before another lightning bolt slammed into
the space where she had been standing. She reappeared along the
stone wall of a house, breathing hard, the echoes of the thunder
booming over the valley. A plan, she needed a new plan, but she
wasn’t strong enough to take Solthalis by herself…

“Third!”

She turned her head and saw
Rilmael and Selene running towards her. A wave of relief went
through Third, followed by an odd flicker of self-consciousness.
Rilmael had already seen her undressed, but how many more people
would?

Fatigue was making her mind
move in odd directions, and she pushed aside the thought.

“Solthalis is making for the
Tower of the Guardian,” said Third. “I cannot stop him.”

“I am not strong enough to
overcome him myself,” said Rilmael.

“He really hates you,
Guardian,” said Selene.

“Yes, I noticed,” said
Rilmael.

“See, that’s a mistake,” said
Selene. “Strong emotion upsets your thinking, causes you to make
stupid decisions. I think we can exploit that.”

She laid out her plan.

Third and Rilmael shared a
look.

“I cannot think of anything
better,” said Third.

“Well, I am very clever,”
said Selene. “And to be fair, I haven’t been mortally wounded and
transformed into a dragon today. My head is probably a little
clearer.”

“Very droll,” said Third.

“Let’s do it,” said
Rilmael.

Third nodded, ran back to the
stairs, resumed her dragon form, and took to the sky.
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Solthalis stared up the
narrow stairs to the Tower of the Guardian, Ghostruin’s fury
pulsing through him.

Despite the power and the
strength flowing from the sword, he felt himself weakening. He had
used an immense amount of magic in the last hour, more than he had
ever before used in such a short time. Ghostruin had made it
possible, but even Ghostruin could only overcome his limits to an
extent.

It didn’t matter. He was
almost there. Just a little further, and he would enter the Tower
and claim the Well for himself. Then Rilmael would pay for
Cuthrann’s death. Daalna and all Cathair Kaldran would see the
Guardian for the serpent that he was. Daalna would come to him. She
would appreciate all that he had done for her…

“Hey! Hey, Solthalis, the
drooling idiot of Cathair Kaldran!”

Solthalis stopped. It was
Rilmael’s voice.

He whirled and saw the black
dragon flying back up the slope towards him. One part of his mind
began the warding spell, reinforcing it with power from Ghostruin.
The rest of his mind focused on the gray-cloaked figure standing on
the roof of a house on the city’s top tier, waving at him with a
cheery smile.

Rilmael.

“You!” snarled Solthalis, and
he flung at Lance spell of elemental fire at the Guardian, charging
it with Ghostruin’s dark power. The spell struck the Guardian, and
Rilmael shattered into nothingness, vanishing into shards of silver
light. A second later Third flew overhead, her fire engulfing
Solthalis, but his warding spells held.

The flames cleared…and
Rilmael stood right where he had been a second earlier as if
nothing had happened.

“You are really terrible at
this!” said Rilmael with a mocking laugh. “I can see why you blame
me for your brother’s death. You were too stupid and slow to save
him…”

The rage in Solthalis curled
like a fist.

“Silence!” roared Solthalis,
and again he flung killing magic at Rilmael. Once again, the
Guardian vanished in shards of silver light. Third swooped
overhead, and part of Solthalis’s mind almost negligently held the
ward in place against her fire.

The rest of his will bent
upon the Guardian.

And when the flames cleared,
Rilmael was still there.

How? How the devil had he
survived the spell?

“I can see why Daalna doesn’t
want anything to do with you,” said Rilmael. “I mean, you seem kind
of spineless. Maybe even a bit…limp, if you catch my meaning. If
you were ever actually alone with Daalna, I bet you wouldn’t have
the first idea what to do. You would probably curl into a little
ball and cry for your mother.”

Solthalis was so enraged he
could not manage to get his breath for a moment.

“She never slept with me,
despite what you think,” said Rilmael.

Third attacked again, and
Solthalis gestured, hitting her with a lightning bolt. The blast
knocked the dragon from the sky, and she crashed into the upper
tier of Cathair Kaldran with the sound of tearing stone.

“But I never pursued her.
That’s kind of a personal insult to you, isn’t it?” said Rilmael.
“Because Daalna never slept with anyone after Cuthrann died. She
obviously knew she could crook her finger, and you would follow her
like an obedient puppy…but she never did. She had the choice
between you and an empty bed, and she still chose an empty bed.
Says a lot about you, doesn’t it?” The Guardian was talking fast, a
smirk on his bearded face. “Not that I can blame her…”

Solthalis’s temper
snapped.

He was going to kill Rilmael
with his own hands. He would take Ghostruin and shove the dark
soulblade down the Guardian’s lying throat. Solthalis had wanted to
seize the Well first and take its power for himself, to show
Rilmael the extent of his defeat, but to hell with that. He was
going to kill Rilmael himself, to avenge Cuthrann and expose the
lies the Guardian had spewed over the centuries.

Solthalis stormed back down
the stairs and onto the highest tier of Cathair Kaldran, Ghostruin
howling with crimson flame in his right hand. He felt the sword
urging him to turn and ascend the stairs, to force his way into the
Tower of the Guardian, but he ignored the soulblade’s urging. Magic
surged through him, and he hurled a lightning bolt at the Guardian.
The blast of lightning fell from the sky and struck the roof of the
house with enough force to rip the roof apart in a spray of flames
and shattered stone tiles. Again, Rilmael disappeared in a spray of
silver light, only to reappear a second later.

“Oh, come on,” said Rilmael,
scorn filling his voice. “Is that the best you can do? Why didn’t
you die instead of Cuthrann? God knows he was the competent
one…”

Solthalis screamed and hurled
a Lance spell. It caught Rilmael in the chest, and the burst of
fire threw the Guardian backward off the house and into the street.
Bloodlust rose to match his fury, and Solthalis sprinted around the
damaged house. A wide street lay between two rows of three and
four-story houses, fires dancing in the shell of the house his
lightning had struck.

Rilmael stood unhurt in the
center of the street, staff held before him.

Solthalis leveled Ghostruin
at him. “You scheming…”

Rilmael grinned and winked at
him.

Solthalis was so surprised
that he froze for a second.

“Made you look,” said
Rilmael.

“What?” said Solthalis.

Rilmael shimmered with silver
light and vanished, and in his place stood a woman in a blue tunic
and a black jerkin. She had silver hair and silver eyes and held a
longsword and a dwarven axe. Bafflement seized Solthalis for an
instant, followed by recognition. It was Selene, the second of the
former urdhracosi that Rilmael had brought with him to Cathair
Kaldran. Solthalis had assumed that Selene had the same sort of
powers as Third, that she would be able to transport herself from
place to place.

Apparently he had been
mistaken.

Solthalis realized that he
had been lured into a trap just as Rilmael, the real Rilmael,
stepped from an alley between two houses. His staff was leveled,
and he had already finished his spell. A burst of gray light ripped
from the staff and struck Solthalis with terrific force. He
stumbled as his warding spells collapsed.

Solthalis grinned and pointed
Ghostruin at Rilmael. The Guardian might have knocked down
Solthalis’s wards, but he had left himself open to attack.
Solthalis would kill both him and Selene and then…

From the corner of his eye,
Solthalis saw a flicker of blue light.

And, too late, Solthalis
realized that in his fury he had lost track of Third.

Twin swords plunged into his
back and erupted from his chest, one sheathed in fire, the second
in lightning, and Solthalis would have screamed, but he suddenly
could not draw breath.

His fingers clutched
Ghostruin’s hilt, and he drew on its dark power, trying to use the
magic to heal himself.
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Third ripped her swords free
from Solthalis’s back, and the archmage groaned and fell to one
knee, blood flying from his lips as he coughed. His burned arm
started to come up as he lifted Ghostruin.

Third stepped to the side and
brought Inferno chopping down.

The blade sheared through
Solthalis’s wrist, and Ghostruin fell with a clang to the
flagstones of the street, the hand still clutching the hilt.
Solthalis toppled onto his side with a groan, his eyes wide and
feverish and mad, blood dripping from his mouth.

Third let out a shuddering
breath and pointed her swords at Solthalis. But the archmage was
finished. She saw the gray pallor spreading through his face. Third
had seen many men die, and she knew that Solthalis had seconds
left.

“Are you all right?” said
Rilmael, coming to her side.

“I think so,” said Third. To
her surprise, it was true.

She had changed a great deal
in the last two days…but perhaps the changes were for the
better.

“We had better move that
sword,” said Selene, looking down at Ghostruin.

“No,” rasped Solthalis. The
madness had drained from his face, and despair and ruin had taken
their place. “Don’t touch it. It will damn you…as it has damned
me.”

Bootsteps rang against the
street, and Daalna and a dozen Rangers and Guards ran towards them,
swords and bows in hand. Kalrythar and Rhunvell followed, and Third
wondered if they were the only members of the Council to survive
the fight.

“The wraiths are gone,” said
Daalna. “They all just disappeared. I don’t know how many people
they killed. Hundreds, certainly, and maybe thousands. Is
Solthalis…”

“Daalna,” whispered
Solthalis, staring up at her.

She glared at him, her green
eyes hard and as implacable as stone. “You were my brother,
Solthalis. Why did you do this? Why did you betray your people and
believe the lies of the Theophract? Look at our city. Look at what
you have done to it!” She had started speaking calmly, but her
voice had risen to a shout. “Cuthrann would be ashamed of you, as I
am! Why, damn you? Look at the children you have killed and tell me
why!”

Utter despair filled
Solthalis’s face.

“I…” he croaked.

But the word became a death
rattle, and Solthalis, archmage and Sentinel of Cathair Kaldran,
breathed no more.

Ghostruin disappeared in a
flicker of crimson flame.

***
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“Then you are a Dragontiarna
Knight?” said Daalna.

“So it would seem,” said
Third.

It was the day after
Solthalis’s death. The Council had acted with swift speed in the
aftermath of the traitorous Sentinel’s attack. A new Sentinel had
been appointed from among the ranks of the younger battle mages,
and the wards around the city had been rearmed and raised anew. The
Council had voted unanimously to send aid to the Empire against the
Fallen Order. Solthalis’s betrayal – and the presence of Ghostruin
– had proven beyond all doubt that Rilmael had not been overstating
the threat.

The Warden and his servants
were coming for Cathair Kaldran and the tomb beneath the Tower of
the Guardian.

Better to fight them far from
Cathair Kaldran than in the streets as they had battled Solthalis’s
wraiths. The Guards and Rangers of the cloak elves were preparing
to march under the command of High Captain Daalna and High Captain
Rhunvell, and soon an army of cloak elves would come to the aid of
the Empire against the Fallen Order.

The host of the cloak elves
would march tomorrow.

But until then, Third sat
quietly in Daalna’s dining hall.

Rilmael sat next to her,
holding her hand under the table. Selene sat on her other side, and
Tyrcamber, Ruari, and Daalna were on the far side of the table.
Ruari and Tyrcamber both looked tired. After the fighting was over,
Ruari had turned her full attention and power to the wounded cloak
elves, using the Heal spell to help those who could be saved.
Tyrcamber had assisted as well. His use of the Heal spell put a
great deal of strain on the target, so he focused on those who were
strong enough to survive the harsh power of his magic.

“I didn’t know a dark elf
could become a Dragontiarna,” said Daalna.

“Nor did I,” said
Rilmael.

“But Third and I aren’t
really dark elves, are we?” said Selene. “We’re hybrids. I don’t
think that a hybrid has ever become a Dragontiarna.”

“No,” said Rilmael. “I am
entirely certain of that.”

Selene grinned. “No one
thought an urdhracos could be freed, either, but here we are.”

“Are you going to try and
trigger the transformation of the Malison?” said Daalna.

Selene said nothing. Third
shared a look with Tyrcamber and Ruari. Strange that she had only
met them a few weeks past, but now they were her comrades and
friends, joined by experiences that only a few could understand.
Third didn’t know what had happened to Tyrcamber and Ruari to
transform them into Dragontiarna, but she could understand. Likely
it was like the ordeal she had undergone within her own mind.

Third wouldn’t wish that on
anyone…and neither would she advise anyone to seek it out
deliberately.

“No,” said Selene. “No, I
don’t think so. I know my limitations. I don’t think I’m strong
enough.” She grinned. “I’ve watched people put their hand on a hot
stove, and I’m not going to follow suit.”

Tyrcamber snorted. “Wise of
you.”

“Agreed,” said Third,
shifting in her seat. She wasn’t quite used to her new clothes. Her
previous clothes had been destroyed in the fighting, drenched with
blood and trampled by the battling Guards and Rangers. Daalna had
loaned her some of her own clothes, and Third wore a gown like the
one she had worn on Guardian’s Isle, blue with no sleeves and a
long, loose skirt. She wasn’t used to it, but it was oddly
comfortable.

“Will you accompany us on the
march?” said Daalna.

Rilmael shook his head. “I’m
afraid not. I should return to Sinderost and check on matters
there. For that matter, Sir Tyrcamber and Lady Ruari are nobles of
the Empire.”

“Our duty is there,” said
Tyrcamber, and Ruari offered a solemn nod.

“But you have our thanks,
both of you,” said Daalna. “Should you ever return, you will always
be welcome in Cathair Kaldran. You came to us for help, and you
wound up defending our city from treachery.” A muscle tightened
near her eyes. Third had no doubt that Solthalis’s betrayal had
wounded her deeply. “And you as well, Lady Third and Lady Selene.
You will always be welcome here.”

“Thank you,” said Third. “I
wish our visit had been more peaceful, but I am glad worse evil was
averted.”

And only Third and Rilmael
truly understood just how profound a disaster had been averted. The
magic of this world was the magic of the Ascendant Dragon, and it
had never been intended to be used by anyone. Even its lightest
touch was enough to trigger the Malison and transform a mortal man
into a dragon. Attempting to open the tomb and use the full power
would have destroyed Cathair Kaldran and likely everything for a
hundred miles in every direction.

Daalna let out a long sigh.
“How could Solthalis have done this? He was one of the best of us.
How could he have turned on us, listened to the lies of the
Theophract?”

“I do not know,” said
Third.

“He kept his secrets for too
long,” said Selene. “His grievances. Brooded on them like a mister
over his gold. Eventually, those grievances poisoned his soul. Then
when the Theophract gave him Ghostruin,” she shrugged, “I suppose
it was too late.”

“I think Solthalis would have
stopped if he could,” said Rilmael. “But once he had taken
Ghostruin voluntarily, he could not turn back. Drawing on the
sword’s power to fuel his spells corrupted his will. Once that
happened, he could not have stopped himself.”

“And he did not,” said Third.
She knew that Rilmael and Daalna both regretted Solthalis’s death,
but she did not.

“All that,” said Daalna, “and
we still lost Ghostruin.”

That troubled Third. The one
good thing to come out of this battle had been the capture of
Ghostruin. They could store the sword somewhere secure, to keep it
from coming into the hands of another Herald. But it seemed that
the Theophract had learned from Vhalmharak’s defeat in Andomhaim. A
spell on Ghostruin had carried the dark soulblade back to the
Theophract’s hand, and even Rilmael’s Sight had not been able to
track it down.

“Aye, but we saved the people
of Cathair Kaldran,” said Rilmael. “Yet I fear this war is just
beginning. We know the Heralds of Ruin will try to take the tomb
beneath the Tower. If we destroy the Fallen Order first, a
reunified Empire and the soldiers of Cathair Kaldran will be able
to stand alongside each other in defense of our world.”

Daalna smiled. “You do not
need to convince me. I was already persuaded.” She sighed again. “I
wish the cost of persuading the rest of the Council had not been so
high.”

“As do I,” said Rilmael.

“What of you, Lady Third?”
said Daalna. “Will you go back to Sinderost? Is your duty
there?”

“My duty is with my sister,”
said Third, “and with my friends in Andomhaim.”

But her duty had changed,
hadn’t it? She had seen the door to the tomb, the deadly power that
waited behind it. That power had to be protected from misuse. Even
its faintest touch had created the Dragon Curse. How much worse
could be unleashed if the Warden found a way to claim that power?
Third had seen the truth, and she had a duty to act on it.

And she did not want to leave
Rilmael. Third had seen into his mind, had seen how he had guarded
the tomb for thousands of years.

Perhaps she could help him in
that burden.

“Rilmael is right,” said
Third. “This war will be fought on both this world and my
homeworld. We will have to fight on both, and I will aid you
here.”

“Also,” said Selene, “it’s
not like we can return home whenever we want.”

“Yes, that helps with the
decision,” said Rilmael, and Selene laughed.

Daalna looked at Rilmael, and
Third, and then smiled. “It pleases me that you have found each
other.”

Rilmael snorted. “Is it that
obvious?”

“No. But to me? I’ve known
you my entire life, Guardian,” said Daalna. “Solthalis was wrong
about a lot of things, but especially us.” She shook her head. “I’m
not your peer, and I could not look at myself as one.”

“You are too hard on
yourself,” said Rilmael.

“No, I’m just hard enough, I
think,” said Daalna. “But a Dragontiarna Knight from another
world…I think that is a good match for you.” She smiled at Third.
“Look after him, will you? He tends to take mad risks.”

“I will,” said Third.

Selene snorted. “As if you do
not take mad risks yourself. Didn’t you just voluntarily induce the
transformation of the Malison?”

“It is only a mad risk if it
does not work,” said Third. “And…”

Armor clattered as one of the
automatons entered the dining hall, two of the Guards following it.
The elven Guards carried a wooden chest between them, and they both
bowed and placed the box upon the table.

“Ah,” said Daalna. “A gift
for you, Lady Third, from the Council. In thanks for saving Cathair
Kaldran from the treachery of the Herald. Please, open it.”

Third looked at Rilmael,
shrugged, and got to her feet. She opened the lid of the chest.
Inside, neatly stacked, were a cuirass of golden plates, greaves,
pauldrons, bracers, and gauntlets, along with a white cloak and a
pair of scabbards and a sword belt. It looked very similar to the
armor that both Tyrcamber and Ruari wore.

“The armor of a Dragontiarna
Knight,” said Daalna. “Cathair Kaldran has not had a Dragontiarna
for a long time, and you should have this armor. And the next time
you find yourself in a deadly battle, you will not have to fight it
naked.”

“It is a generous gift,” said
Third. “Thank you. I will try to put it to good use.”

“I am entirely certain,” said
Daalna, “that you will. And that we will go into battle alongside
each other again.”

“I suppose there are three of
us now,” said Tyrcamber. “Three Dragontiarna Knights.”

Third blinked. A
half-forgotten memory echoed through her mind, like something from
a dream.

There must be three of
you…

“I suppose it is only
appropriate that you are the third Dragontiarna Knight,” said
Selene.

“Perhaps,” said Third. “Let
us hope that we are enough.”

***
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The next morning Third awoke,
eased out of bed, and crossed to the window.

The guest chamber she shared
with Rilmael was on the top floor of Daalna’s house, and from the
high window, she saw most of southern Cathair Kaldran. The sky fire
was just changing from the blue of night to the yellow-orange of
day, and golden armor glinted as elven Guards and Rangers moved
through the streets.

The army of Cathair Kaldran
was going to war.

Third would have felt unease,
perhaps even guilt, but she knew that war was coming to Cathair
Kaldran no matter what she did.

She heard Rilmael rise, and a
moment later, he stood behind her, his arms going around her. Third
sighed and leaned back. She was only a little shorter than he was,
so her head rested against his shoulder. A shiver went through her,
taking her off-guard. In many ways, she had been a solitary
creature all her life. Solitude had been her normal state for a
long time, and the place to which she returned when she needed to
think and contemplate. That had not changed – but she hadn’t
realized there was such pleasure in intimacy or the simple comfort
of the contact of skin against skin.

He turned his head and kissed
her temple. “You’re not cold, are you?”

“No,” murmured Third.
“Already you know me so well.”

“The combination of the Sight
and your power let us look into each other’s minds deeply,” said
Rilmael. “I imagine that rather accelerated things.”

“Outsiders,” said Third.
“That is what we both are. The Guardian and the former urdhracos.
Not that I am discontented. I have been blessed with friends of
rare quality. But…”

“But friends are one thing,”
said Rilmael. “This is different.”

“It is,” said Third. “I
suppose we should enjoy our time together. We do not know how long
it will last.”

“No,” said Rilmael. “But I
won’t leave you.”

She turned to look him in the
eye.

“We’re both outsiders,
perhaps, but we’re both creatures of duty,” said Rilmael. “Maybe
those duties will separate us for a time. But I will come back to
you.”

“And I will come back to
you,” said Third, her voice little more than a whisper. “I love
you.”

She had never said that
before, not in this way, not to a man. Third would have said that
such an emotion or connection was not possible for someone like
her. Her emotions were slower to change than human emotions, deeper
and harder. But when they did change…

“And I love you,” said
Rilmael, and he kissed her. “Third of Nightmane Forest, who was an
urdhracos and now is a Dragontiarna Knight.”

She hugged him, and for a
moment they stood together.

At last she stepped back. “We
should prepare to depart soon.”

“Soon,” said Rilmael. “We
have some time yet.”

Third’s eyes flicked down and
then back up to his face.

“And I see you already have
some ideas on how to spend that time,” said Third.

“Just one,” said Rilmael, and
he kissed her again.
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Later that morning, Tyrcamber
walked with Ruari and followed Rilmael, Third, and Selene through
the southern gate of Cathair Kaldran. Third wore the golden armor
and white cloak of a Dragontiarna Knight, her swords strapped to
her back beneath the cloak, the hilts rising over her shoulders.
Tyrcamber had to admit that she looked formidable wearing the
armor. Then again, he had seen her mow through wraiths and mountain
goblins and skeletal undead without slowing, so she would probably
look formidable under any circumstances.

“What did you think of
Cathair Kaldran?” murmured Tyrcamber as they passed through the
mist and returned to the valley with the pine forest.

Ruari’s stylus flicked over
her tablet.

A BEAUTIFUL CITY. THE ELVES
WERE KIND. BUT I AM READY TO RETURN TO THE EMPIRE. IT WILL BE GOOD
TO RETURN TO OUR OWN PEOPLE AGAIN.

Tyrcamber nodded in
agreement. Ruari thought for a moment, rubbed out the writing, and
wrote some more.

KIND, BUT COMPLACENT AND
ARROGANT. I REGRET THAT IT TOOK SOLTHALIS AND HIS CRIMES TO WAKE
THE CLOAK ELVES TO THEIR PERIL.

“As do I,” said Tyrcamber,
and Ruari smoothed her tablet’s surface again.

“Are you two writing each
other love poems?” called back Selene.

Ruari snorted, wrote on her
tablet, and turned it to face Selene.

BE GRATEFUL I AM MUTE. ELSE
EVEN YOU WOULD NEVER GET A WORD IN EDGEWISE.

Selene looked at the tablet
and laughed. “For a woman who never speaks, you have a remarkably
sharp tongue at times.”

Ruari winked at her, and
Selene laughed again.

“Here,” said Rilmael, holding
his staff before him. “We are far enough from the city’s wards to
travel. My lady, if you’re ready?”

“My lord,” said Third. She
stepped to Rilmael, and she put both her hands over his on the
staff. They stared into each other’s eyes without blinking, with
such intensity that Tyrcamber suddenly felt uncomfortable, like he
was intruding upon a moment of private intimacy. He had never
imagined that the Guardian Rilmael would fall in love – but it
seemed that he had.

“Do you two need a moment
alone?” said Selene. “I have this feeling you need a moment
alone…”

“Let me alleviate your
discomfort,” said Third, and she leaned up and gave Rilmael a hard
kiss. Tyrcamber coughed into his hand and looked away, embarrassed.
Ruari just stared, smiling a little. Given her experience with the
Heal spell and medicine, very little seemed capable of embarrassing
her.

“Will that help with the
accuracy of the traveling spell?” said Selene. “Or are you going to
accidentally dump us in the middle of the ocean?”

“Shall we find out together?”
said Rilmael once Third stepped back.

“That’s not reassuring,” said
Selene, but she put her left hand on Third’s shoulder. Tyrcamber
and Ruari moved behind Rilmael, putting their hands on the
Guardian’s shoulders.

“Ready,” said Tyrcamber.

Rilmael nodded and cast the
spell.

Blue fire exploded around
them, and again Tyrcamber had that sense of dislocation, that
peculiar feeling that his skin had suddenly become too tight. The
blue flame cleared from his vision, and Tyrcamber caught his
balance and looked around.

He was no longer in the
mountain valley, and the smell of a city had replaced the pine
scent of the forest. Tyrcamber and the others stood in the northern
market of the New City of Sinderost. Soldiers moved through the
square, and some of them had stopped to gape at the newcomers.
Tyrcamber’s eyes swept over the gate and moved up to the northern
wall. The ramparts were manned, but the gate stood open, and there
was no sign of alarm. It seemed as if Sinderost had not fallen
under attack in their absence, that the Fallen Order had continued
its retreat north to Corbrast.

“Not the middle of the ocean,
you’ll note, Lady Selene,” said Rilmael as they stepped apart.

“I am glad of it,” said
Selene. She grinned at Third. “I guess that means you didn’t kiss
him hard enough.”

Third only sighed and shook
her head.

“Tyrcamber?”

Tyrcamber turned. A stout
knight with a bushy black beard strode towards them, clad in chain
mail and the crimson surcoat of the Order of Embers. He had once
been much heavier, but years of constant campaigning had burned off
much of his excess weight.

“Angaric,” said Tyrcamber,
and he smiled and clapped his old friend on the shoulder. “It’s
good to see you.”

“And you, sir,” said Angaric.
“Lady Ruari, my lord Guardian.” His dark eyes turned to Third and
Selene. “I see you have made new friends. Sir Karling spoke highly
of them.”

“As well he should have,”
said Tyrcamber. “We would not have held Sinderost without their
aid. May I introduce Lady Selene of Nightmane Forest? Lady Selene,
this is Sir Angaric Medraut of the Order of Embers.”

Angaric offered a florid bow
over Selene’s hand and planted a kiss upon her knuckles. “Whatever
Tyrcamber has told you about me is all malicious lies. He’s always
been jealous of my poise and charm, you see.”

“Anyone with eyes can see
that, sir,” said Selene, and Angaric laughed.

“And this,” said Tyrcamber,
enjoying the anticipation, “is Lady Third of Nightmane Forest,
sister to Queen Mara…and Dragontiarna Knight.”

Angaric did not disappoint.
His eyes popped wide, and Third nodded her head gravely. She did
not seem inclined to let Angaric kiss her hand.

“By God and the saints, is
this true?” said Angaric. “A third Dragontiarna Knight?”

“It is,” said Tyrcamber.

“Then you bring great tidings
indeed,” said Angaric.

“We come with additional
news,” said Rilmael. “The Council of Cathair Kaldran has agreed to
aid the Empire, and their army left the city this morning. They
will come to aid you in battle against the Fallen Order.”

“My lord, I congratulate you
on bearing good news,” said Angaric.

“It’s not something I often
get to enjoy,” said Rilmael.

“I think you will want to
speak with Prince Everard and Duke Chilmar at once,” said Angaric.
“Duke Scuinar and the reinforcements from the western Empire
arrived yesterday and are camped on the other side of the River
Nabia. We finally have enough Dukes to elect a new Emperor, and as
soon as we do, your father wants to strike hard into Corbrast.”

“Then let us not keep the
Prince and the Duke waiting,” said Rilmael. “Lead the way, Sir
Angaric.”

They headed south into
Sinderost, making for the Old City and the Imperial Palace.
Tyrcamber knew that hard battles awaited them in Corbrast, that the
Empire had not seen the last of the Heralds of Ruin.

But for the first time in
years, the Empire would be reunified under a new Emperor.

Perhaps they could finally
bring the fight to the Heralds and their dark master.

***
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“They…just left?” said Niall,
taken aback.

“It would seem so,” said
Decimus.

Niall stood with Decimus and
Sir Ricatus on the western curtain wall of Cynan’s Tower, gazing
across the River Cintarra. The attacks had been constant over the
last few days. More Mhorite orcs and goblins had massed, commanded
by knights of the Dragon Cult, and the fighting had grown sharper
and bloodier. Niall had feared that the enemy was gathering to make
a massive push against Cynan’s Tower, perhaps hoping to turn north
towards Rhudlan or to swing south to attack the city of Cintarra
itself.

That fear had redoubled when
he had seen Merovech Valdraxis fly over Cynan’s Tower in his dragon
form. The mighty Dragonmaeloch had flown high, far enough to stay
out of range of both arrows and Calliande’s spells and had circled
over Cynan’s Tower a few times. He had then flown to the east,
disappearing from sight. A few hours later, he had flown over
Cynan’s Tower one more time and then turned northwest, heading in
the direction of Castra Melidern.

The implication was obvious.
Merovech was planning a large attack against Cynan’s Tower and
wanted to take a look at the fortress for himself. Perhaps Merovech
intended to join the fray, raining dragon fire down upon the
defenders. Lord Ridmark had ordered a vigilant watch kept, and
Niall had gone to sleep expecting to be awakened at any moment by
the sounds of battle.

Instead, he had woke at dawn
to find the enemy gone.

The Mhorites and the goblins
both had slipped away in the night. They had pulled their rafts
onto dry land and set them aflame, denying the use of them to the
defenders.

“I don’t understand,” said
Niall.

“I heard some of the ghost
orc rangers talking to Lord Ridmark,” said Decimus. “Apparently
after the Dragonmaeloch flew past, the Mhorites and the goblins
pulled up their camp and left.”

“Must be a trick,” grunted
Ricatus. “Some clever stratagem to make trouble for us.”

“Warlord Shalmathrak doesn’t
think so,” said Decimus. “The ghost orcs followed the enemy at a
distance. It looks like they’re heading for Castra Melidern.”

“Maybe they gave up,” said
Niall. “Perhaps we put up too much of a fight for them.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” said
Ricatus. “They could have worn us down. They’d have paid for it in
blood, aye, but they’d have broken through in the end. Merovech
must have something else in mind. Maybe he’s decided to make a hard
push at Rhudlan, try to take the town. I hope not. I want that town
for myself once the war’s over, and the less damage to it, the
better.”

“We’ll have to win the war
first,” said Niall, suppressing his annoyance at Ricatus’s endless
greed.

Ricatus smirked. “I intend to
win and be richly rewarded. A plan I suggest you take to heart, Sir
Lordsbane. No sense winning the war only to end up impoverished.
Perhaps if you seize some lands for yourself, you can find a wife
of better quality than that harlot Pompeia Corinium.”

A wave of anger went through
Niall, but he could think of nothing to say to that. It wasn’t as
if Ricatus was wrong about Pompeia, though his harsh attitude still
set Niall’s teeth on edge. A knight was supposed to be a defender
of the weak and the innocent. He wasn’t supposed to be an armed
thug seizing as much land as possible.

“Perhaps Sir Niall is right,”
said Decimus. “We did put up a stern defense. Maybe Duke Merovech
decided that Cynan’s Tower wasn’t worth the cost of taking it. You
can cross a large army here…but it would be easier to do at
Rhudlan. And if Merovech sent a large force across the river here,
it would be caught between Cintarra and Prince Accolon’s army at
Rhudlan.”

“And the High King’s army,”
said Niall.

Ricatus snorted. “Assuming it
ever shows up.”

As if in answer to his
statement, Niall heard shouting from the eastern side of the
courtyard.

He and Ricatus shared a
look.

“Or,” said Decimus, “the
Mhorites crossed the river elsewhere, and are trying to attack from
the east.”

“Hell,” said Ricatus.

Niall scrambled down the
ladder to the courtyard and ran for the eastern wall, Ricatus and
Decimus following. He sprinted around the crumbling keep and into
the eastern half of the courtyard. To his alarm, the gate was open,
and he saw Lord Ridmark, the Keeper, Hhazakar, and Warlord
Shalmathrak walking through the gate.

Niall ran through the gate
after them and skidded to a halt in surprise.

And relief washed through
him.

Across the river, on the road
following the eastern bank, Niall saw a column of hundreds of
horsemen making their way north. The morning sunlight glinted off
chain mail and steel plate, and the horsemen flew a blue banner
adorned with the red dragon sigil of the House of Pendragon. With
them Niall also saw horsemen flying the banners of the Dux of
Calvus and the Dux of Caertigris.

The High King and the
assembled army of the realm of Andomhaim had come to fight the
Dragon Cult.

A small group of royal
men-at-arms made their way up the slope to the castra’s gate. With
them came a knight wearing the colors and sigil of Dux Constantine
of the Northerland, a green surcoat with a white hart upon it. He
was about ten years older than Niall, a soulblade on his belt, with
curly hair and a friendly face. Next to him walked a woman wearing
a blue travel gown and cloak, a black staff in her left hand. She
had long black hair bound back in a braid, and deep blue eyes in a
pale, thoughtful face. Niall recognized Lady Antenora, the Keeper’s
apprentice, from the battle at Castarium.

“Sir Gavin,” said Ridmark to
the curly-haired Swordbearer. “It looks like you scared off the
Mhorites and the Dragon Cultists.”

“Mhorites?” said Gavin,
frowning. “We knew about the Dragon Cultists, but we didn’t know
about the Mhorites.”

“It seems that Merovech
Valdraxis has been making new friends,” said Antenora. “The High
King must hear of this.”

“He ought to hear it from
your own tongue, Ridmark,” said Gavin. “The army of the realm has
arrived, and we are heading for Rhudlan. The High King intends to
cross the river, break Merovech’s host, and drive them back to
their rifts.”

Ridmark nodded. “We’ll
accompany you.” He turned to face Niall. “Sir Niall, Sir Ricatus,
pick one hundred of the royal soldiers to remain behind to hold
Cynan’s Tower, and arrange provision for them. The rest of us will
accompany Sir Gavin and Lady Antenora to meet with High King
Arandar.”

“Aye, it will be done, my
lord,” said Niall. Ricatus only nodded.

“Sir Niall?” said Antenora.
“It seems you have risen in the world since Castarium, sir
knight.”

“Aye, from sheep thief to
knight,” said Ricatus. “Come along, Sir Niall. You can tell your
tale to the lady on the road.”








###








Moriah Rhosmor awoke at dawn,
a deep feeling of unease rolling through her.

She had only been asleep for
a few hours. Her work for the Prince tended to keep her awake at
nights, hunting down traitorous lords and Dragon Cult spies, and
she slept during the day. Yet a flicker of alarm went through her,
and she pushed aside the blankets, grabbed her robe from its hook
next to the bed, and left her room.

“My lady?” called Giselda
from her chamber, her voice thick with sleep. “Is everything all
right?”

“I think so,” said Moriah.
“I’ll be right back.”

She knew she was acting
irrationally. But she left her apartment in the Prince’s Palace and
hurried to the stairs, climbing to the top of the tower. She
stepped onto the turret, and turned to the south, looking across
the harbor and into the vast expanse of the southern sea. Hundreds
of small fishing boats dotted the water, and the rising sun glinted
off the waves.

Otherwise, the sea was
empty.

Moriah let out a shaky
breath, relief rolling through her.

She had been certain,
absolutely certain, that she would awaken to find the fleet of the
Heptarchy filling the southern sea, the warships with their crimson
sails pouring into the harbor, thousands of red-skinned orcs
storming into the city. It had been irrational, she knew. Moriah
had been working hard, and often in dangerous circumstances, and
the stress was making her jumpy and paranoid.

Which, admittedly, were good
qualities in a master of spies.

But not when they woke her up
at the crack of dawn and caused her to run to the roof.

Moriah shook her head and
turned back to the stairs, intending to seek her bed.

Yet it wasn’t entirely
paranoid, was it?

Because the Heptarchy might
not return today or tomorrow…but they would return.

Moriah only hoped that
Andomhaim would be ready.








###








A few hours after speaking
with Gavin and Antenora, the last of the Anathgrimm and royal
soldiers crossed from Cynan’s Tower, and they joined the column
marching north. Ridmark rode at the head with Calliande, Niall and
Ricatus and the other knights behind them. The Anathgrimm marched
in their preferred orderly column, Hhazakar at their head and
exhorting his soldiers to keep the pace. Shalmathrak and his
rangers hung back, watching their flanks. The Warlord had made his
alliance with Accolon, and the High King had ratified it, but the
ghost orcs had been enemies of Andomhaim for a long time. Not all
the nobles of the realm might feel that the alliance was wise.

Ridmark looked to where
Calliande rode next to him, her staff balanced across her
saddle.

“I ran out of time to ask
this morning,” he said, “but…”

She smiled at him. “The
children are safe. I used the Sight to check on them before you
woke up.” Her gaze swung to the north. “Maybe we’ll be able to end
this war soon, and we can return to them in Tarlion.”

“Aye,” said Ridmark.

But he knew it would not be
that easy.

Still, there was only one way
forward, so he turned his mind to the coming battle as the royal
horsemen rode north.

***

 



 Epilogue








The Guardian Morigna remained
motionless on the deck of the warship, watching the fight.

She did not dare move, not
yet, and stood wrapped in her concealment spells, her mind
trembling a little with the effort of it.

The Heptarchy’s flagship was
a massive vessel, with three masts, five banks of oars, and war
engines mounted fore and aft. To the south, Morigna saw the low
mountains of the Isle of Kordain. Located south of Cintarra, the
Isle of Kordain was one of the few places the mariners of Andomhaim
could reach due to the treacherous and ever-changing ocean
currents. Traditionally, rebel lords fled here, and the isle had
become a nest of pirates who sometimes made raids on the
mainland.

Agravhask and the arachar
orcs had exterminated them all, and now the isle was a stronghold
for the legions of the Heptarchy.

On either side of the
flagship waited the warships and transport vessels of the
Heptarchy, nearly two thousand strong, capable of carrying tens of
thousands of soldiers. The great expeditionary force had sailed
across the sea to conquer Andomhaim in the name of the seven
urdmordar goddesses of the Heptarchy, and only the mercurial ocean
currents had kept that vast armada from sailing to Cintarra.

Morigna stood motionless and
watched the six red orcs fighting on the center deck.

Or, more specifically, she
watched five of the orcs fight the sixth.

It wasn’t remotely a fair
fight.

Agravhask, the Warlord of the
Heptarchy and Champion of the Seven Goddesses, stood nearly eight
feet tall. He wore only trousers and boots, and his muscles were
huge beneath his crimson skin, his arms thicker than both of
Morigna’s legs put together. His face was brutish, thuggish, with a
swollen brow ridge, a protruding jaw, and two tusks that rose like
jagged spikes. He looked like the image of a brutal orcish warrior,
an unthinking brute of a man.

But Morigna knew better. The
eyes of his five opponents glimmered with the crimson haze of
orcish battle rage, but Agravhask’s eyes remained an icy black.

The eyes of a man utterly in
control of himself.

Despite his bulk, Agravhask
moved with fluid grace, a wooden practice longsword in his right
fist. All five of his opponents were deadly warriors, veterans grim
and skilled, but Agravhask moved through them like a wolf through
sheep. None of his foes could close with him, and Agravhask knocked
them down.

Even without using the Mark
of the Herald on his right forearm, they were no match for him.

A few moments later, the five
orcish warriors lay prone on the deck, breathing hard. Agravhask
stood over them, wooden sword still in hand.

“Well fought,” he said. His
voice was quiet and deep, almost contemplative. “Return to your
duties. You may have an extra ration of wine with the evening
meal.”

The soldiers rose, offered
bows of deep respect to the Warlord, and departed. Agravhask turned
and beckoned, and four halfling servants hurried forward. While the
Heptarchy had many slaves, the halflings accompanying Agravhask’s
army were not slaves, but specialists, trained in logistics and
engineering. Two of the halflings carried small wooden ladders, and
Agravhask held out his arms. The halflings ascended the ladders and
cleaned the sweat from Agravhask's skin, and then helped the
Warlord don his armor – a quilted gambeson, and then a cuirass of
crimson steel fashioned from overlapping plates.

“Warlord!” said a woman’s
voice, harsh and strident.

Morigna turned her head as a
spiderling stalked towards Agravhask.

In Andomhaim, the spiderlings
Morigna had encountered were hybrids of human and urdmordar. In the
lands ruled by the Heptarchy, humans had only just arrived in the
last century, and most of the spiderlings were hybrids of urdmordar
females and dark elves the urdmordar had enslaved. The spiderlings
were just one of the kindreds that the Visionary, one of the seven
urdmordar who ruled the Heptarchy, had created from the dark
elves.

This spiderling was tall and
thin, with a pale, pinched face, pointed ears, a mane of
blood-colored hair, and glowing green eyes. She wore a red robe
with a black sash, a stylized symbol of a black spider upon the
chest. Morigna knew that the spiderling was the high priestess of
the Crimson, another of the seven urdmordar.

Morigna knew all the seven
rulers of the Heptarchy. Ardrhythain had appointed her the Guardian
of humanity, and in her visions, she had seen a dark power rising
across the sea to threaten mankind. To learn more, Morigna had
crossed the tunnels of the Deeps to one of the southern continents,
and there she had found the Heptarchy.

And realized that the danger
was far greater than she had known.

“High Priestess Mayascora,”
said Agravhask.

“Still we tarry at this
miserable island,” said Mayascora. “Shall you amuse yourself by
beating up the soldiers of the goddesses? Or shall we act? The
lands of Andomhaim are rich with souls, both to be harvested as
sacrifices to the goddesses and made to labor for their glory. This
delay is intolerable. We shall…”

“We shall leave tomorrow with
the tide,” said Agravhask as the halflings pulled on his bracers
and gauntlets.

All eight of Mayascora’s eyes
blinked, her rant derailed. “What?”

“The sea compasses indicate
the currents will change tomorrow,” said Agravhask. “The way is
clear to the coast of Andomhaim and Cintarra.”

The sea compasses were
another of the Visionary’s clever innovations. The ancient war
between the high elves and the dark elves had wreaked havoc with
the world’s ocean currents, making them unpredictable and chaotic.
The Visionary had devised a machine for tracking them, and with
them, the armada of the Heptarchy had been able to cross the
ocean.

Now they were only a short
distance from Andomhaim.

“Then let us hope we fare
better than the first force you sent to Cintarra,” said
Mayascora.

“At your urging, High
Priestess, and against my counsel,” said Agravhask, still calm.

Mayascora hissed. “You
question the servants of the seven goddesses?”

“Certainly not,” said
Agravhask, lowering his arms as the halflings finished affixing his
armor. In the crimson armor, he looked even more terrifying, a
mountain of muscle and blood-colored steel. “I merely state the
problems to be overcome to win greater glory for the
goddesses.”

“See that you find a way to
overcome those problems, Warlord,” huffed Mayascora, and she
stalked off to where three lesser priestesses waited. Mayascora was
a powerful sorceress and skilled at political intrigue, but she
could not govern her emotions and was given to fits of pique.

Agravhask had no such
weaknesses.

Morigna hoped that Andomhaim
was ready. She had done what she could to warn them…

“Once you have finished,”
said Agravhask, “summon the commanders and sub-commanders. I will
meet with them, and we will plan our strategy for the
invasion.”

“At once, Warlord,” said one
of the halflings with a bow.

Agravhask looked up, and
suddenly Morigna was certain he was looking right at her.

“I know that you are there,”
he said in a soft voice.

Morigna’s blood turned to
ice. He couldn’t have seen her. If he had detected her, she would
be dead. He would have handed her over to the priestesses, and
Morigna had spent the entire voyage trying to evade them. Agravhask
might not have seen her…but he knew that she was there.

He had deduced it.

Even if he had been a fool,
his strength and skill would have made him formidable…but Agravhask
was far from a fool. Morigna suspected he was the only one of the
Heralds of Ruin who truly understood the Warden’s plan, and he
supported it anyway. He would do whatever was necessary to bring
the Warden’s vision to pass.

Even if he had to destroy
Andomhaim to do it.

“Warlord?” said the halfling.
“Your servants are here.”

“I know,” said Agravhask. “My
sword?”

One of the halflings lifted a
broad sword belt with a sheathed sword on the left hip, taking care
not to touch the metal of the weapon.

It was no mere sword. It was
a dark soulblade, one of the five the Warden had forged and given
to his Heralds.

The sword’s name was
Shieldruin…and its bearer was coming to lay waste to Andomhaim.








THE END
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 Glossary of
Characters








ACCOLON PENDRAGON: The son of
High King Arandar and Crown Prince of the realm of Andomhaim.

ADALBERGA: The devoted
lady-in-waiting to Ruari Tetrax.

ADALHAID RIGAMOND BERENGAR:
Wife of Duke Faramund Berengar and sister of Tyrcamber
Rigamond.

ADRASTEA PENDRGON: The wife
of King Hektor Pendragon.

AESACUS PENDRAGON: The second
son of King Hektor Pendragon, and heir to the crown of Aenesium.
Regent of Aenesium while Hektor marches with the army.

ARDRHYTHAIN: The last
archmage of the high elves, and the founder of the Order of the
Magistri and the Order of the Soulblade.






AEGEUS: A Knight of the Order
of the Arcanii, strong with water magic. Killed in the Battle of
Trojas fighting Lord Taerdyn.

AELIA LICINIUS ARBAN: The
eldest daughter of Gareth Licinius, and the late wife of Ridmark
Arban. Killed at Castra Marcaine by Mhalek.






AELIANA: The illegitimate
daughter of Tarrabus Carhaine and former assassin of the Red Family
of Cintarra. A Herald of Ruin, and wielder of the dark soulblade
Ruinheart.

AGRIMNALAZUR: An urdmordar,
slain by Ridmark Arban in Urd Arowyn.






ALAN RHELLGAR: The lord of
Castle Rhellgard in the Frankish Empire. Vassal of Merovech
Valdraxis and priest of the Dragon Cult.

AMRUTHYR: The gray elven lord
who built the citadel of Cathair Selenias.

ANGARIC MEDRAUT: A Knight of
the Order of Embers of the Frankish Empire.

ANGASHALIS: A xiatami priest
and Intercessor of Najaris.

ANSALIA: The daughter of
Tarmellion, the last king of Cathair Valwyn.

ANTENORA: A former apprentice
of the last Keeper of Avalon upon Old Earth. Now the apprentice of
Calliande of Tarlion. Wife of Sir Gavin of the Northerland.






ANTHEIA PENDRAGON: The late
mother of Kalussa Pendragon.

ARANDAR PENDRAGON: The High
King of Andomhaim and father of Prince Accolon.






ARCHAELON: A Knight of the
Order of the Arcanii. Betrayed Hektor Pendragon, and killed by
Ridmark Arban at Castra Chaeldon.

ARISTOTLE TEMPUS: King of
Echion in Owyllain, and allied with Hektor Pendragon.

ARLIACH: A wizard and ranger
of the gray elves.

ARLMAGNAVA: A Frostborn
woman, a Seeker of the Order of the Inquisition of the Dominion of
the High Lords, the military Order of the Frostborn devoted to
spying and recruitment of allies.






ARMINIOS: A king and
Companion of King Hektor, and an experienced ambassador.

ARTHROLAN: The Consul of the
Council of Cathair Kaldran.

ASPASIA: A former noblewoman
and Sister of the Arcanii who turned to dark magic and fled
Aenesium. Killed in the fight against Lord Tycharon.

ATHADIRA: The High Augur of
the gray elves. Killed in the siege of Cathair Caedyn.

ATREUS TRENZIMAR - The King
of Cadeira. Formerly allied with Justin Cyros. Died at the Battle
of Cathair Animus.

AUSTRON: A knight of the
Order of Blood of the Frankish Empire.

AXAZAMAR: The King of Khald
Tormen and older brother of Narzaxar.

AZAKHUN: A dwarven Taalmak of
Khald Tormen. Caius baptized him into the faith of the Dominus
Christus in the Vale of Stone Death.

THE ARTIFICER: A dark elven
noble and wizard, formerly the apprentice of the Warden. His spirit
was bound to the Iron Tower. Defeated by Ridmark and his
companions.

AVENTINE ROCARN: A knight in
service to Tarrabus Carhaine.

BELASCO: The bishop of the
town of Castarium.

THE BLADEMASTER: A dark elven
noble and a vassal of the Confessor. Killed at the siege of Urd
Maelwyn.

BORS DURIUS: A son of Dux
Kors Durius of Durandis.

BRASIDAS VALAROS: The King of
Talyrium. Allied with Justin Cyros. Killed in the battle of Cathair
Animus.

BRUNHILDA TETRAX: The dowager
duchess of Carnost in the Frankish Empire, and mother of Cataul and
Ruari.

CADWALL GWYRDRAGON: The
Prince of Cintarra, the largest city in Andomhaim. Died of illness
a few years ago.






CAELMARK ARBAN: Ridmark's
older brother and the archbishop of Cintarra.

CAIUS: A dwarven noble of
Khald Tormen and a friar of the mendicant orders. The first of the
dwarven kindred to convert to the church of the Dominus
Christus.






CAITRIN RHOSMOR: The former
lover of Prince Accolon Pendragon, murdered by the Drakocenti.

CALAZON: A dwarven
stonescribe and advisor to Prince Narzaxar.

CALDORMAN: The abbot of the
Monastery of St. Bartholomew near the town of Castarium.

CALEM: A companion knight of
the King of Aenesium and a powerful Arcanius Knight.

CALLIANDE ARBAN: The Keeper
of Tarlion, the guardian of the realm of Andomhaim against the
powers of dark magic. The daughter of Joanna and Joachim, and the
former student of the Magistrius Marius and the Keeper Ruth. Wife
of Ridmark Arban, and the mother of Gareth, Joachim, and
Rhoanna.






CAMORAK: A Magistrius in
service to Joram Agramore of Dun Licinia. Prone to drunkenness and
boorish comments, but nonetheless a skilled healer.






CARADOG LORDAC: A knight in
service to Tarrabus Carhaine.






CATHALA: The mother of Tamlin
Thunderbolt. Imprisoned by Justin Cyros at the Monastery of St.
James. Killed in the battle against Lord Tycharon.

CATAUL TETRAX: Duke of
Carnost in the Frankish Empire.

CEAROWYN MARDIUS PENDRAGON:
The High Queen of Andomhaim and wife of the High King Arandar
Pendragon.

THE CHANTER: A dark elven
noble and a vassal of the Confessor.

CHARLES RHUNMAR: The
seneschal of Lady Brunhilda Tetrax of Carnost.

CHILMAR RIGAMOND: The Duke of
Chalons in the Frankish Empire.

CLAUDIUS AGRELL: A knight in
service to Tarrabus Carhaine, serving as Constable of Castra
Carhaine.

CLEMENT: A priest of
Aenesium.

THE CONFESSOR: A dark elven
lord, once the lieutenant of the Sovereign. Now the ruler of Urd
Maelwyn and the bearer of the Sword of Water. Killed at the battle
of Cathair Animus.

CONNMAR PENDRAGON: The
founder of the realm of Owyllain.

CONRAD RIGAMOND: The eldest
son of Chilmar Rigamond and heir to the duchy of Chalons.






CONSTANTINE LICINIUS: The son
of Gareth Licinius, and a Swordbearer, wielder of the soulblade
Brightherald. The current Dux of the Northerland.






CORBANIC LAMORUS: A vassal of
the High King, and current Comes of Coldinium. Now serves as
Constable of Tarlion.

CORTIN LAMORUS: A knight and
the son of Corbanic Lamorus. Appointed as the new Dux of
Calvus.

CROWLACHT: A headman of the
orcish kingdom of Rhaluusk and a warrior of King Ulakhamar. Fought
alongside Ridmark and his friends at the Iron Tower.

CURZONAR: A Prince of the
Range, son of the Red King Turcontar and the First Queen
Raszema.






THE CUTTER: An urdhracos
bound to the service of the Sculptor.

CYAXION TIOPHON: The Regent
of Xenorium.

CYPRIAN OF CINTARRA: The
Master of the Scepter Bank and the High One of the Drakocenti.
Killed attempting to open the Great Eye.

DAGMA: Sister of Jager, and
former seneschal of the keep of Dun Licinia. Now the seneschal of
the Shield Knight and the Keeper.






DAGOBERT RIGAMOND: The second
son of Duke Chilmar Rigamond of Chalons.

DANIEL TREMUND: A Knight of
the Order of the Third Eye of the Frankish Empire.

DAZLASK: An orcish tavern
keeper in Urd Maelwyn.

THE DARK LADY: A mysterious
sorceress who appears in the dreams of Tamlin Thunderbolt. Actually
the spirit of the Guardian Morigna.

DECIMUS: A man-at-arms under
the command of Sir Ector Naxius.

DECIMUS OF RHUDLAN: A
Magistrius serving in thte court of Comes Lhanwyn Corinium of
Rhudlan.

DIETER: Husband of Dagma,
Jager’s sister. A skilled carpenter.






ECTOR NAXIUS: A knight in
service to Dux Sebastian of Caertigris. Familiar with the
manetaurs, the tygrai, and the Range.

EVERARD ROLAND: A cousion of
the slain Emperor, and likely heir to the Frankish Empire.

THE ELECTOR: A dark elven
lord in service to the Confessor.

ERKAN: A Knight of the Order
of Blood and a powerful necromancer.

ERCHWULF: Master of the Order
of the Griffin, one of the five Imperial Orders of the Frankish
Empire.

FARAMUND BERENGAR: The duke
of Mourdrech in the Frankish Empire.

FLAVIUS: The praefectus of
the town of Castarium.

GARETH ARBAN: The eldest son
of Ridmark Arban and Calliande Arban.

GARETH LICINIUS: The Dux of
the Northerland, and father of Constantine, Imaria, and
Aelia.






GAVIN: A young man from the
village of Aranaeus in the Wilderland, now a Swordbearer and the
wielder of the soulblade Truthseeker. Currently a vassal of Dux
Constantine of the Northerland.






GOTHALINZUR: An urdmordar,
slain by Ridmark Arban at the village of Victrix.

GREGOR: An assassin of the
Red Family of Cintarra.

GRIMOALD: The Master of the
Order of Iron of the Frankish Empire.

HADRIAN VINDON: A lord of
Cintarra and a member of the Regency Council. Killed by Aeliana
Carhaine.






HEKTOR PENDRAGON: King of
Aenesium, wife of Adrastea, and father of Kalussa and Rypheus.
Bearer of the Sword of Fire.

HELMUT: The unofficial leader
of the halflings of Cintarra.

HHAZAKAR: A centurion of the
Anathgrimm.

HULDERIC GRIMNIR: The Duke of
Valstrasia in the Frankish Empire.

IMARIA LICINIUS SHADOWBEARER:
The youngest daughter of Gareth Licinius, and a former Magistria of
the Order. The new bearer of Incariel’s shadow after the death of
Tymandain Shadowbearer. Defeated in the final fight at the Black
Mountain.






JACOB OF CINTARRA: The
captain of the guards of the Scepter Bank.

JAGER: A bold halfling thief
and merchant, married to Queen Mara of the Nightmane Forest. Serves
as her Prince Consort.






JOACHIM ARBAN: The youngest
son of Ridmark Arban and Calliande Arban.

JOANNA ARBAN: The daughter of
Ridmark Arban and Calliande Arban. Died a few days after birth.

JOLCUS: An Arcanius Knight
skilled with earth magic and the handling of trisalians.

JORAM AGRAMORE: A knight and
vassal of Dux Gareth Licinius. Currently serves as the Comes of Dun
Licinia.






JUSTIN CYROS: The King of
Cytheria and bearer of the Sword of Earth.

KADIUS: A decurion of
men-at-arms in the army of Arandar Pendragon.

KAJALDRAKTHOR: A Frostborn
warrior, and Lord Commander of the Order of the Vanguard. Leader of
the Frostborn forces in Andomhaim.






KALDRAINE PENDRAGON: The
eldest son of High King Uthanaric Pendragon and heir to the realm
of Andomhaim. Murdered during the battle of Dun Calpurnia.






KALMARK ARBAN: The fourth son
of Dux Leogrance Arban of Taliand.

KALOMARUS: The legendary
Dragon Knight, who disappeared after the first defeat of the
Frostborn.

KALRYTHAR: The High Mage of
the Council of the cloak elves of Cathair Kaldran.

KAMATAI: The Tumak (headman)
of a tribe of the Takai halflings.

KAMILIUS: A Companion knight
who serves King Lycureon the Young as Constable of Megarium.

KARLING ROLAND: A cousin of
Prince Everard Roland, serving as castellan of Sinderost in
Everard's absence.

KEZEDEK: A headman of the
sautyri tribe of Myllene.

KHARLACHT: An orcish warrior
of Vhaluusk and follower of Ridmark Arban.






KHAZAMEK: The Warlord of the
city of Vhalorast. Allied with Justin Cyros.

KHULMAK: An exiled orcish
warrior of Mholorast, now a captain of mercenaries.

KHURAZALIN: An orcish warlock
and the Maledictus of Fire.

KOLMYRION: A gray elven
warrior.

KOTHLARIC PENDRAGON: The High
King of Owyllain, betrayed at Cathair Animus after the defeat of
the Sovereign. Believed dead, but actually imprisoned within
magical crystal at Cathair Animus. Free after the battle of Cathair
Animus to resume the rule of Owyllain.

KORS DURIUS: The Dux of
Durandis, Andomhaim’s western march against the mountains of
Kothluusk.






KURASTUS: A Magistrius and
the Master of the Order of the Magistri.






KYRIAN THE PIOUS: King of
Callistum in Aenesium, and allied with Hektor Pendragon.

KURDULKAR: A manetaur Prince
of the Range and a follower of the shadow of Incariel. Killed by
Ridmark Arban.

KYRALION: A gray elf of the
Unity of the Illicaeryn Jungle, sent as an emissary to the Shield
Knight and the Keeper. Now the King of Cathair Caedyn.

LANETHRAN: A bladweaver of
the high elves.

LEOGRANCE ARBAN: The Dux of
Taliand, and the father of Ridmark Arban and Tormark Arban. Killed
at the battle of Dun Calpurnia.






LHANWYN CORINIUM: The Comes
of Rhudlan, a town on the western bank of the River Cintarra.
Killed attempting to surrender the town to the Dragon Cult.

LINUS RILLON: A knight of
Tarrabus Carhaine and one of the Enlightened of Incariel. Killed by
Accolon in self-defense.






LONGINUS: Knight serving as
castellan of the castra of Castarium.

LUCILLA: A nurse in service
to Calliande Arban.

LYCUREON THE YOUNG: King of
Megarium in Owyllain, and allied with Hektor Pendragon.

LYTHAN RADYR: A lord of
Cintarra and a member of the Regency Council.

MAGATAI: A warrior of the
Takai nomads. Survived the Blood Quest to Cathair Avamyr.

MALACHI TRIMARCH: The last
king of Trojas, murdered by the Necromancer.

MALHASK: The king of the
orcish kingdom of Khaluusk and a vassal of the High King.






MALVAXON: The Rzarn of Great
House Tzanar of Khaldurmar.

MALZURAXIS: A dwarven scout
of Khald Tormen.

MARA: The daughter of the
Traveler, the dark elven lord of Nightmane Forest. Now rules as the
Queen of Nightmane Forest.






MARCAST TETRICUS: A knight
formerly in service to the garrison of the Iron Tower, now opposed
to Tarrabus Carhaine.






MARHAND: A Swordbearer, and
Master of the Order of the Soulblade. Carries the soulblade
Torchbrand.






MARIUS: Known as the Watcher,
Calliande’s former teacher in the magic of the Magistri. Watched
over her in spirit form after she awakened in the Tower of
Vigilance without her memories.






MARTELLAR: A manetaur khalath
in service to Prince Curzonar.

THE MASKED ONE: Ruler of the
city of Xenorium and bearer of the Sword of Shadows. Formerly an
Arcanius Knight named Cavilius. Actually the disguise of the
Sovereign.

MELEX: The innkeeper of the
Javelin Inn at the town of Kalimnos.

MEROVECH VALDRAXIS: The Duke
of Swabathia in the Frankish Empire. Has embraced the Dragon Cult
and become a Dragonmaeloch. One of the five Heralds of Ruin, and
bearer of the dark soulblade Stormruin.

MHALEK: Orcish warlord and
shaman who believed himself a god. Defeated at Black Mountain, and
the killer of Aelia Licinius Arban.






MICHAEL: The former soldier
who serves as Tamlin's master-at-arms and seneschal.

MIRIAM: The sister of
Arandar’s late wife Isolde. Her husband died in the same plague
that killed Isolde.






MORIAH RHOSMOR: The bastard
half-sister of Caitrin Rhosmor, and the mysterious master thief
known as the Wraith.

MORIGNA: A sorceress of the
Wilderland, and former lover of Ridmark. Murdered by Imaria
Licinius and the Weaver at Dun Licinia. Reborn in an elven body,
and appointed the Guardian of humanity by Ardrhythain.






MOURNACHT: A Mhorite orcish
warlord and shaman, later subverted into the service of Tymandain
Shadowbearer. Killed by Ridmark Arban near Dun Licinia.






NAKHRAKH: A gnollish
mercenary and noble from Culachar in the Empire.

NARAXZANAR: The former king
of Khald Tormen, father of Axazamar and Narzaxar.

NARZAXAR: The younger brother
of King Axazamar of Khald Tormen and the Taalakdaz (chancellor) of
the dwarven court.

NERZAMDRATHUS: The Great King
of the muridachs. Killed by Ridmark during the battle of Cathair
Caedyn.

NIALL: A young man of Ebor,
dispossessed from his uncle's land. Nephew of Rhiain. Now a vassal
knight of Ridmark Arban.

NICHOMACHUS TEMPUS: The
former King of Echion, and father of Cathala. Succeeded by his son
King Aristotle the Magnificent.

THE NECROMANCER OF TROJAS:
Ruler of the city of Trojas, and bearer of the Sword of Death.
Formerly an Arcanius Knight named Taerdyn.

NICION AMPHILUS: The Master
of the Order of the Arcanii, and the younger brother of Tyromon
Amphilus.






NILARION: A warrior of the
gray elves.

NYVANE: The daughter of Sir
Arandar and granddaughter of the High King.






OBHALZAK: The Warlord of the
orcish city of Mholorast. Allied with Hektor Pendragon.

OCTAVIUS: A friar hired as
tutor to the children of Ridmark Arban and Calliande Arban.

OLIVIER DE FALCONBERG: A
Knight of the Order of the Griffin of the Frankish Empire.

ORDERIC: A Frankish knight
and a follower of the Dragon Cult.

OWAIN REDSHIELD: A knight of
Cintarra, currently serves as the Constable of Cintarra.

PAUL TALLMANE: A vassal of
Tarrabus Carhaine, member of the Enlightened of Incariel, and
Constable of the Iron Tower. Defeated by Ridmark Arban and killed
by Jager at the Iron Tower.






QAZALDHAR: An orcish warlock
and the Maledictus of Death.

QHAZULAK: An Anathgrimm orc.
Champion of Nightmane Forest, and Lord Captain of the Queen’s
Guard.






QUINTUS: A merceny soldier
and lieutenant of the smuggler Smiling Otto.

PARMENIO: A Knight of the
Order of the Arcanii and a skilled scout and hunter.

PETER VANIUS: A knight in
service to Arandar Pendragon, and the commander of Prince Accolon's
escort.

POMPEIA CORINIUM: The
daughter of Comes Lhanwyn Corinium of Rhudlan.

RALAKAHR: A manetaur khalath
in service to Prince Kurdulkar of the Range. Killed by Ridmark
Arban.






RAMSHALIS: A noble of the
xiatami and commander of a ringfort.

RASZEMA: The First Queen of
the manetaurs, and senior wife of Red King Turcontar.

RHASIBUS: The abbot of the
Monastery of St. Paul near the city of Trojas.






RHIAIN: A woman of Ebor,
driven off her land. The aunt of Niall. Now a lady-in-waiting to
Calliande Arban.

RHISON MORDANE: A household
knight of Tarrabus Carhaine and an Enlightened of Incariel.

RHOANNA ARBAN: The youngest
daughter of Ridmark and Calliande.

RHOMATAR: The Lord Marshal of
the gray elves.

RICATUS EBORIUM: The lord of
the village of Ebor and a vassal of Comes Lhanwyn Corinium.

RILMAEL: The Guardian of
Cathair Kaldran.

RILMEIRA: A wizard of the
gray elves and daughter of the High Augur Athadira.

RION LYSIAS: An Arcanius
Knight and the governor of the town of Kalimnos.

RHODRUTHAIN: A gray elf and
the Guardian of Cathair Animus.

RHOGRIMNALAZUR: An urdmordar,
slain by Ridmark Arban and his companions in the ruins of Urd
Cystaanl.






RHOMATHAR: The Lord Marshal
of Cathair Caedyn.

ROMIRTAI: The eldest
Windcaller of the Takai nomads.

RHUNVELL: The High Captain of
the Guards of Cathair Kaldran.

RHYANNIS: A high elven
bladeweaver. Owes her life to Ridmark Arban.

RICATUS EBORIUM: The lord of
the village of Ebor.

RIDMARK ARBAN: Known as the
Gray Knight, the youngest son of Dux Leogrance Arban of Taliand.
Expelled from the Order of the Swordbearers and branded for
cowardice upon his left cheek. The widower of Aelia Licinius
Arban.






RILMAEL: The Guardian of
Cathair Kaldran and friend of the Frankish Empire.

RJALMANDRAKUR: A Frostborn
noble, Lord Commander of the Order of the Vanguard, the military
Order of the Dominion of the High Lords devoted to quickly
subjugating new worlds. Killed by Ridmark during the battle of Dun
Calpurnia.






ROSALYN AGINWULF: The Duchess
of Corbrast in the Frankish Empire.

ROTRUDE: A halfling nurse in
service to Antenora.

RUARI TETRAX: The sister of
Duke Cataul Tetrax of Carnost of the Frankish Empire.

RUFINIUS: The bastard son of
Caelmark Arban and bearer of the soulblade Starflame.

RUIRE: The Master of the
Order of Embers of the Frankish Empire.

RUTH: The former Keeper of
Andomhaim who took Calliande as an apprentice.






RYPHEUS PENDRAGON: The Crown
Prince of Aenesium and eldest son of Hektor Pendragon.

SEBASTIAN AURELIUS: The Dux
of Caertigris, the eastern march of the High Kingdom.






SELENE: A half-human, half
dark elven hybrid, formerly the urdhracos known as the Scythe.

SEPTIMUS ANDRIUS: The Dux of
Calvus, an Enlightened of Incariel, and a follower of Tarrabus
Carhaine.

SERUNA: One of the five
Augurs of the gray elves.

THE SCULPTOR: A dark elven
lord and wizard. Creator of many of the dark elves' war beasts.

SHALMATHRAK: The Warlord of
the orcs of the Shaluuskan Forest.

SHALOMAK: The pit master of
the arena of Najaris.

SIGURD RINCIMAR: Daughter of
the Shield of Falconberg, Free Imperial City of the Frankish
Empire, now wed to the Count of Eichenfel.

THE SIGNIFIER: A dark elven
noble, former vassal of both the Dragon Imperator and the
Valedictor.

SOLTHALIS: An archmage of the
cloak elves and the Lord Sentinel of Cathair Kaldran.

THE SOVEREIGN: The dark elven
lord who was once ruler of all of Owyllain. Defeated and killed by
High King Kothlaric Pendragon.

SMILING OTTO: A halfling
smuggler and merchant, previously based out of Vulmhosk.

THE SWORDMAIDEN: The daughter
of the Sovereign and ruler of the Durance.

TAGRIMN VOLARUS: A knight and
vassal of Dux Gareth Licinius, and the lord of Mourning Keep in the
southern hills of the Northerland.






TALITHA: The former Master of
the Order of the Arcanii. The realm of Owyllain believed that she
betrayed and murdered High King Kothlaric, and killed in the
resultant battle. In truth, she stopped the Sovereign from becoming
a god, and split her soul into seven shards to fight him once
more.

TAMARA: The adoptive daughter
of Melex of Kalimnos. Called Earthcaller for her skill with earth
magic. Actually Talitha reborn.

TAMLIN: Son of King Justin
Cyros and a Swordborn. Also a Knight of the Order of the
Arcanii.

TARMELLION: The last gray
elven King of Cathair Valwyn.

TARRABUS CARHAINE: The Dux of
Caerdracon and the an Initiated of the Seventh Circle of the
Enlightened of Incariel. Also the leader of the Enlightened of
Incariel. Now claims to be the High King of Andomhaim by right of
conquest. Defeated in the final battle at the Black Mountain.






TAZEMAZAR: An arbiter of the
manetaurs.

TERZHALKAR: The Maledictus of
Water and an advisor of the Confessor.

THAZMEK: A Dzark and dvargir
slaver of Great House Tzanar.

TETRICUS: A slave in the
household of Lord Tycharon.

THESEUS: A leader of the
King's Men of Trojas and owner of the Inn of Nine Barrels.

THEUDURIC: The Master of the
Fallen Order of necromancers in the Frankish Empire.

THIRD: A former urdhracos of
the Traveler, now sister of Queen Mara of Nightmane Forest.

TIMON CARDURIEL: The Dux of
Arduran, an Enlightened of Incariel, and a follower of Tarrabus
Carhaine.

TINDRA: The nurse of Joachim
Arban.

TIRDUA: The daughter of
Theseus of the King's Men of Trojas.

TOMIA ARBAN: The wife of
Leogrance Arban, and the mother of Tormark Arban and Ridmark Arban.
Died of illness when Ridmark was a child.

TORMARK ARBAN: The eldest son
of Leogrance Arban, and the heir to the duxarchate of Taliand.
Ridmark Arban’s oldest brother.






TRAMOND AZERTUS: A knight and
Companion of King Hektor Pendragon.

THE TRAVELER: The dark elven
prince of Nightmane Forest, and creator and master of the
Anathgrimm. Killed by his daughter Mara in Khald Azalar.






TRISTAN BREGAN: A knight of
Cintarra and a member of the Regency Council.

TURCONTAR: The Red King of
the manetaur kindred.

TYCHARON: A mysterious
nobleman who lives in the city of Najaris, and the Prefect of Games
of the xiatami. Killed when he tried to steal the power of the Well
of Storms.

TYRCAMBER RIGAMOND: A
Dragontiarna Knight of the Empire, son of Duke Chilmar
Rigamond.

TYRHUNA: The Healer of the
Council of Cathair Kaldran.

TYROMON AMPHILUS: A Knight
Companion of King Hektor Pendragon of Aenesium. Killed in
Archaelon's betrayal.

TYSIA: The wife of Tamlin
Thunderbolt.

TYWALL GWYRDRAGON: The
current Prince of Cintarra. As the Prince is a child, a Regency
Council governs the city in his name. After the destruction of the
Regency Council, Accolon Pendragon now governs in his name.

ULAKHAMAR: The king of the
orcish kingdom of Rhaluusk and a vassal of the High King.






ULASK: The seneschal of Lord
Tycharon of Najaris.

URZHALAR: The Maledictus of
Earth and advisor of King Justin.

UTHANARIC PENDRAGON: The
father of Arandar Pendragon and the previous High King of
Andomhaim. Murdered during the battle of Dun Calpurnia.






VALATAI: The Tumak
(chieftain) of a tribe of Takai nomads near the town of
Kalimnos.

THE VALEDICTOR: A dark elven
lord. Killed by Tyrcamber Rigamond during the battle of
Sinderost.

VALMARK ARBAN: The second son
of Dux Leogrance Arban, and bearer of the soulblade Hopesinger.
Killed at the siege of Castarium.

VALTYR: A household knight of
Duke Merovech Valdraxis.

VEGETIUS: A decurion of
men-at-arms in service to Ridmark Arban.

VERUS MACRINUS: The Dux of
Tarras, and an Enlightened of Incariel and supporter of Tarrabus
Carhaine.

VHALMHARAK: A Herald of Ruin
and wielder of the dark soulblade Ghostruin, slain in battle by
Warlord Shalmathrak.

VHALZAR: The seneschal of the
household of Angashalis of Najaris.

VHORSHALA: A priestess of the
ghost orcs.

VIMROGHAST: An earl of the
jotunmiri and an ally of King Hektor.

THE VISAGE: A dark elven
noblewoman and a vassal of the Confessor. Serves as the governor of
Urd Maelwyn.

VOLKER: A man-at-arms in
service to Count Alan Rhellgar of the Frankish Empire.

VULTHAK: The headman of a
deep orc tribe fleeing from dvargir slavers.

THE WARDEN: The lord of Urd
Morlemoch, and widely regarded as the greatest wizard ever produced
by the dark elves. Trapped in Urd Morlemoch since the arrival of
the urdmordar fifteen thousand years ago.






THE WEAVER: Formerly a
Magistrius named Toridan. Now a powerful Enlightened of Incariel
capable of changing form quickly. Killed by Ridmark Arban in the
Stone Heart of Khald Tormen.






XALDRAXIS: A xiatami noble
and captain of a trading barge.

XOPHIRAMUS: The mysterious
god of the xiatami kindred.

YWAIN CORINIUM: A minor
knight of Cintarra, younger brother to Comes Lhanwyn Corinium.

ZALDRATHIS: The Consul (chief
magistrate) of the xiatami Circle of Lords of Najaris.

ZENOBIA TRIMARCH: The last
living member of the royal house of Trojas.






ZHORLACHT: A warrior and
wizard of the Anathgrimm orcs. Formerly a priest of the Traveler,
and now an advisor of Queen Mara.






ZHORLASKUR: The king of the
orcish kingdom of Mhorluusk and a vassal of the High King.






ZIMRI TALVUS: A minor noble
of Cintarra.

ZOTHAL - A tygrai Imryr in
service to the arbiter Tazemazar and the First Queen Raszema.

ZUGLACHT: An orcish wizard
and the ruler of the town Shakaboth.

ZUREDEK: The saurtyri headman
who serves as chief of Tamlin Thunderbolt's servants.








***

 



 Glossary of
Locations








AENESIUM: The chief city of
the realm of the Nine Cities of Owyllain. Ruled by King Hektor
Pendragon.

ANDOMHAIM: The realm of the
High King, founded by Malahan Pendragon, the grandson of Arthur
Pendragon of Britain, when he fled the fall of Arthur’s realm
through a magical gate to another world.

ARANAEUS: A village of the
Wilderland, birthplace of Gavin. Formerly ruled by the cult of the
urdmordar Agrimnalazur.






ARGIN: A village near the
Monastery of St. Paul and the city of Trojas.

BASTOTH: The capital city of
the manetaurs and the seat of the Red King of the Range.

THE BLACK MOUNTAIN: A
mountain of peculiar black stone north of Dun Licinia. Sacred to
both the dark elves and the dvargir.






CAERDRACON: A duxarchate in
central Andomhaim, one of the wealthiest and most powerful of the
realm.






CAERTIGRIS: The eastern march
of Andomhaim, bordering on the lands of the manetaurs.






CALLISTIUM: One of the Nine
Cities of Owyllain, ruled by King Kyrian the Pious.

CALVUS: A duxarchate in
central Andomhaim.

CAMPHYLON: One of the main
cities of the muridachs in the Deeps.

CARNOST: A duchy in the
northeastern Frankish Empire.

CASTARIUM: A town in southern
Taliand, three days' ride west of Tarlion.

CASTRA ARBAN: The stronghold
and seat of Dux Leogrance Arban of Taliand.






CASTRA CARHAINE: The
stronghold and seat of Dux Tarrabus Carhaine of Caerdracon.






CASTRA CHAELDON: The fortress
guarding the border between the lands of Aenesium and Cytheria.

CASTRA DURIUS: The stronghold
of Dux Kors Durius, located in western Durandis.

CASTRA MARCAINE: The
stronghold and seat of Dux Gareth Licinius of the
Northerland.






CASTRA MELIDERN: A strong
fortress north of the town of Rhudlan.

CATHAIR ARBUR: Formerly a
cloak elven kingdom, now Guardian's Isle.

CATHAIR ANIMUS: A ruined city
of the gray elves located in the Tower Mountains of Owyllain. Built
around the Well of Storms.






CATHAIR AVAMYR: A ruined city
of the gray elves, located somewhere in the Takai Steppes.

CATHAIR CAEDYN: The last city
of the gray elves, located deep within the Illicaeryn Jungle.

CATHAIR SOLAS: The last city
of the high elves, located far beyond the northern boundaries of
Andomhaim.

CHALONS: A duchy in the
northeastern Frankish Empire.

CINTARRA: The largest city of
Andomhaim, ruled by the Prince of Cintarra, Cadwall
Gwyrdragon.






COLDINIUM: A city on the
northwestern borders of Andomhaim. Its Comes is a direct vassal of
the High King.

CULACHAR: A kingdom of
baptized gnolls, allied with the Frankish Empire.

CYTHERIA: The second largest
city of the Nine Cities of Owyllain, ruled by King Justin
Cyros.

DUN CALPURNIA: A town in the
western Northerland, overlooking the valley of the River
Moradel.






DUN LICINIA: A town in the
Northerland, marking the northern border of the realm of
Andomhaim.






DURANDIS: The western march
of the kingdom of Andomhaim, bordering the mountains of
Kothluusk.






ECHION: One of the Nine
Cities of Owyllain, ruled by King Aristotle Tempus.

GRUNDORF: A small village in
southern Swabathia in the Frankish Empire.






THE IRON TOWER: Once the
northwestern outpost of the kingdom of Andomhaim, commanded by Sir
Paul Tallmane. Destroyed by Ridmark Arban and his allies in their
fight against the Artificer.






KALIMNOS: The southernmost
town of the realm of Owyllain.

KHALD AZALAR: A destroyed
kingdom of the dwarves, located beneath the mountains of eastern
Vhaluusk.






KHALD TORMEN: The chief of
the remaining Three Kingdoms of the dwarves, located beneath the
mountains of Kothluusk west of Durandis.






KHALDURMAR: The chief city of
the dvargir in the Deeps.






KHALUUSK: One of the three
orcish kingdoms sworn to the High King, located north of the
Shaluuskan Forest.

KOTHLUUSK: A kingdom of
Mhor-worshipping orcs, located west of Durandis.






THE LABYRINTH: A dark elven
ruin in the Deeps below the Range.

LIAVATUM: A village in the
western Northerland.

MARHOSK: The city built by
Queen Mara and Prince Consort Jager to serve as a capital for
Nightmane Forest.

MEGARIUM: One of the Nine
Cities of Owyllain, ruled by King Lycureon the Young.

MHOLORAST: A city-state of
baptized orcs in Owyllain. The Warlord of Mholorast is allied with
King Hektor Pendragon.

MONOLOCH: A kingdom of pagan
gnolls bordering the Frankish Empire.

MORAIME: A town in the
Wilderland, formerly the home of Morigna.






MOURDRECH: The southernmost
duchy of the Frankish Empire.

MYLLENE: A town northeast of
Aenesium.

NAJARIS: The city of the
xiatami, located in the western half of the Serpent Marches.

NIGHTMANE FOREST: The domain
of the Traveler and the homeland of the Anathgrimm orcs, now ruled
by Queen Mara.






THE NORTHERLAND: The
northernmost march of the realm of Andomhaim.






OPPIDUM AURELIUS: A trading
town in the western edge on the Range.

OWYLLAIN: The realm founded
by Connmar Pendragon and his followers.

THE QAZALUUSKAN FOREST: The
vast forest north of Taliand, home to the ghost orcs.

THE RANGE: The vast grassland
east of the realm of Andomhaim, home to the manetaur and tygrai
kindreds.

REGNUM: A village in western
Calvus, destroyed by Tarrabus Carhaine and the Enlightened of
Incariel.

RHALUUSK: Kingdom of orcs
near Durandis. The King of Rhaluusk is sworn to the High King of
Andomhaim, and the orcs of Rhaluusk follow the worship of the
Dominus Christus.






RHUDLAN: A town on the
western bank over the River Cintarra, ruled by the Comes Lhanwyn
Corinium.

THE SERPENT MARSHES: A vast
swamp between the Tower Mountains and the borders of Owyllain.

SHAKABOTH: A trading town in
the upper levels of the Deeps, ruled by the orcish wizard
Zuglacht.

SINDEROST: The capital of the
Frankish Empire, formerly the cloak elven city of Cathair
Sindar.

TEMNOST: A duchy in the
central Frankish Empire.

THE SHALUUSKAN FOREST: The
forest north of Taliand, home to the ghost orcs.

SINDEROST: Capital city of
the Frankish Empire, once the cloak elven city of Cathair
Sinder.

TALIAND: The oldest
duxarchate of Andomhaim, located west of the mouth of the River
Moradel.






TARLION: The capital city of
Andomhaim and the seat of the High King. Home to the High King’s
Citadel and the Well, the source of the magic of the Magistri.
Formerly known as Cathair Tarlias before the founding of
Andomhaim.






THAINKUL DURAL: A ruined
thainkul a short distance from Moraime.

THAINKUL MORZAN: A ruined
thainkul a few days from Khald Tormen.

URD AROWYN: The stronghold of
the urdmordar Agrimnalazur.






URD CYSTAANL: The stronghold
of the urdmordar Rhogrimnalazur.






URD MAELWYN: The former
stronghold of the Sovereign. Now ruled by the Confessor.

URD MORLEMOCH: The ancient
stronghold of the Warden, located by the sea in the northwestern
Wilderland.






VALSTRASIA: A duchy in the
eastern Frankish Empire.

VHALORAST: A city-state of
pagan orcs in Owyllain. The Warlord of Vhalorast is allied with
King Justin Cyros.

VHALUUSK: A kingdom of orcs
of the Wilderland, splintered into dozens of warring tribes and
fiefdoms. Predominantly worshippers of the orcish blood gods,
though the faith of the Dominus Christus is spreading among the
Vhaluuskan tribes.






VICTRIX: A village in the
southern Northerland where Ridmark Arban slew the urdmordar
Gothalinzur.













***

 



 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),
Ghost in
the Tower
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10346), Ghost in
the Vault
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=10625), and
Ghost in
the Council
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11649), along with
the short story Ghost
Candle
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=12145).








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 Dragontiarna
Series








Ridmark Arban has defeated
both the mighty Frostborn and the evil of the Seven Swords, and now
he only wishes to live quietly with his family.

But Ridmark's oldest enemy,
the Warden of Urd Morlemoch, has not forgotten him.






And the Warden knows a
dangerous secret.






For the dragons are
returning...






Read Dragontiarna:
Knights
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11387), Dragontiarna:
Thieves
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11564), Dragontiarna:
Gates (https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11784),
and Dragontiarna:
Wraiths
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=12004)along with
the short stories Shield
Knight: Third's Tower
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11787), Shield
Knight: Two Thieves
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=12000) &
Shield
Knight: War Mages
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=12277).








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
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11250).








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)
and Cloak of
Wolves (https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11141),
and the short story Silver
Drive
(https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=11885).















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:
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