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      The gates between worlds have been thrown open, and armies of invaders have come forth to threaten the realm of Andomhaim. 

      Ridmark Arban is the Shield Knight of Andomhaim, and he and all his allies stand in the invaders' path. 

      But it will take more than swords & magic to win the victory.

      For Ridmark's foes are led by the Heralds of Ruin, and behind the Heralds is the dark power of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch...
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      At the end of this book, you will find a Glossary of Characters and a Glossary of Locations listing all the major characters and locations in this book. 

      A map of the realm of Andomhaim is available on the author’s website at this link.  

      A map of the Empire is available on the author's website at this link.
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      Forty days after it began, forty days after the day in the Year of Our Lord 1491 when the sky ripped open and the dragons returned, Ridmark Arban watched his wife and his daughter.

      He could tell that Calliande was putting on a cheerful face for Rhoanna, but he saw his wife’s growing concern. 

      They were in the courtyard of Queen Mara’s castra outside the northeastern walls of the city of Cintarra. It was a peaceful morning, the sky blue and clear, a salt-scented breeze blowing over the courtyard. In the center of the castra, centuries of Anathgrimm warriors drilled, the harsh cries of their centurions echoing off the stone walls. There was an order and precision to the Anathgrimm drills that made the castra feel safe, an island of security in a sea of chaos. 

      Ridmark knew the feeling was an illusion. The world was a dangerous place, and it had grown more so of late. The Drakocenti had almost driven Cintarra into a civil war and opened the Great Eye in the darkness below the city. And the soldiers of the Heptarchy, a mysterious empire across the sea, had almost conquered Cintarra. Had Prince Accolon not been there to rally the defenders, the red orcs might have seized the city with a single bold stroke. 

      The Drakocenti had been destroyed, and the red orcs of the Heptarchy repulsed. 

      But Ridmark knew it was not over. The Theophract, the dark elven wizard who had founded the Drakocenti, was still out there. And Ridmark was sure that the Heptarchy had far more soldiers than those who had fallen on the quays of Cintarra. 

      But right now, he was concerned about his daughter. 

      “Rhoanna,” said Calliande. “Do you want to play a game with Prince Jager?” 

      The little girl smiled at Calliande. She was two years old, with enormous blue eyes and thick black hair. Likely she was going to break a few hearts when she grew to adulthood. Nearby waited Lucilla, who served as Rhoanna’s nurse when Calliande was busy with the duties of the Keeper, which was all too often. Joachim stood next to Lucilla. Ridmark’s second-born son was six years old and watched the proceedings with an air of lordly patience. Sometimes bitterness filled the youngest child who became the middle child. In Joachim’s case, it seemed to have inspired a paternalistic need to look after his younger sister and share the lofty wisdom of his six years.

      “Game!” said Rhoanna, smiling. 

      “Yes, indeed, my young lady, a fine game,” said Jager. The somewhat unlikely halfling Prince Consort of Queen Mara wore his preferred black vest, black trousers, and spotless white shirt. He looked a little older than their first meeting all those years ago in the village of Vulmhosk, but not that much older. Given that men of the halfling kindred regularly reached over a century of age, Jager would likely outlive Ridmark. His amber-colored eyes glinted beneath his curly brown hair as he tossed a small wooden ball to himself. The ball had been painted a bright, cheerful shade of red. “Do you like this toy?”

      “Ball!” said Rhoanna, and she took a few steps towards Jager, holding out her small hands. 

      Jager grinned and closed his right fist around the ball. “Where’s the ball?”

      Rhoanna laughed and pointed at his right hand. 

      “Right there!” said Jager, opening his hand. “Now, see if you can find it again.”

      He moved both his hands behind his back, waited a second, and then held both closed fists before Rhoanna. “Where is the ball?”

      It was a simple game, and Ridmark had seen Calliande play it with Gareth and Joachim when they had been small. Gareth had gotten annoyed with the game and said it was a waste of time, while Joachim had been delighted to find the ball and upset when he could not.

      “There,” said Rhoanna, pointing at Jager’s right hand.

      He opened his fist, and the ball rested in his palm. 

      Calliande shifted a little. She wore her preferred traveling clothes of a tunic, trousers, and dusty boots, a green cloak slung over her shoulders. Her blond hair had been tied back from her head in a loose tail, which meant Ridmark had no trouble seeing the faint worry lines that went over her forehead as Rhoanna found the ball.

      “Very good,” said Jager. “Let’s try that again.”

      Once more, he hid the ball behind his back, and he brought out both his hands. And again, Rhoanna picked the correct hand. Jager did it twice more, and each time Rhoanna picked the hand holding the wooden ball. 

      “I see you are very clever, my lady,” said Jager. “Let’s make this a bit more complicated.”

      He squatted on the ground in front of her and produced three wooden cups. Rhoanna peered at him with fascination. Jager dropped the ball on the ground and put one of the cups over it.

      “All right,” he said. “Where’s the ball?”

      “Under!” said Rhoanna, pointing. 

      “Why, you’re right,” said Jager, lifting the cup. “But this was just a little too easy, I think, for a clever young lady like you. Let’s make it a little harder!”

      With that, he covered the ball with a cup once more, and then began sliding all three cups back and forth. Jager moved them in a spinning, intricate pattern, his hands a blur, and soon Ridmark lost track of where the ball was. At last, Jager stopped sliding the cups, and he made a flourishing gesture. 

      “Let’s see if you can find the ball now,” said Jager.

      Rhoanna didn’t hesitate. She pointed at the cup in the center. Jager flipped the cup over with a flourish, and the red ball lay there. Rhoanna clapped and laughed, pleased with herself.

      “Very good, my young lady,” said Jager.

      “She’s cheating!” said Joachim, scowling. “She must be cheating. The cups were moving too fast.”

      “No,” murmured Calliande. Her blue eyes had gone a little unfocused as she gazed at Rhoanna. “No, she wasn’t cheating.”

      “Well, maybe she just got lucky,” said Jager. “Let’s try again.” 

      Four times more Jager moved the cups, and Rhoanna always picked the location of the ball with unerring accuracy. 

      “Well,” said Jager, looking at Ridmark. “If you want to retire from the office of the Shield Knight in a few years, I think your daughter could support you by winning at dice and cards in a tavern. She would make a fortune.”

      “The Lady Rhoanna,” sniffed Lucilla, “is a good girl and would not spend time in…taverns.” She seemed unable to decide what to make of Jager since most of the other halflings she had met had been domestic servants. Jager, by contrast, was the husband of Queen Mara, who ruled a powerful nation of fanatic warrior orcs and treated with the High King as an equal. That fact seemed to occur to Lucilla belatedly. “My lord Prince.” 

      “Ball!” said Rhoanna. 

      Jager handed over the ball. Rhoanna took it and laughed in delight, clutching it with both hands. 

      “Why does she get a toy?” said Joachim.

      “She found it, didn’t she?” said Ridmark. 

      “Jager’s right,” said Calliande, her voice quiet. “If Rhoanna wanted, when she’s old enough, she could do just that. She’s…stop that.” Rhoanna was trying to stuff the ball into her mouth. Calliande stooped and claimed the ball. Rhoanna looked at her with a stricken expression and started to cry. 

      “Ah,” said Jager. “My fault, alas. In retrospect, perhaps I should have chosen a larger ball.” 

      Calliande sighed and picked up Rhoanna, who sniffled, burrowed her face into her mother’s shoulder, and went still. “Soon enough, she’ll reach the age when she’ll stop trying to put everything in her mouth.”

      “See,” said Joachim. “She’s just a little baby. She doesn’t know better than to eat her toys yet.” 

      “No,” said Calliande. “Not yet, but she will.” To Ridmark’s surprise, Rhoanna had fallen asleep. Calliande kissed the top of the girl’s head and passed her to Lucilla. “Could you look after her for a moment, please? I want to talk with Ridmark and Prince Jager.”

      “Of course, my lady,” said Lucilla, taking the sleeping girl. “Come along, master Joachim. I think it’s time for your lesson with Brother Octavius.”

      “But I don’t want to learn orcish,” said Joachim, his voice edging towards a whine. 

      “Don’t worry, my lord,” said Jager with a wink. “Once you learn orcish, you’ll understand all the proper orcish curse words.”

      “I will?” said Joachim with sudden eagerness. Lucilla’s lips pursed in fresh disapproval. 

      “Oh, yes,” said Jager. “All the curse words in Latin are really quite feeble. Orcish curses are so much more vivid. I would give you some examples, but you’re ten years too young for that…”

      “Yes, I would appreciate it if you wait a few years before corrupting my son,” said Calliande with a half-smile. She looked distracted. Ridmark knew her mind was on whatever she had just learned about Rhoanna.

      “Do as your mother says, Joachim,” said Ridmark. “If you finish your lessons, perhaps there will be time for sword training later today.”

      That cheered Joachim up. The boy’s magical talent had started manifesting in Owyllain, and he would have to become a Magistrius. Despite that, he still enjoyed learning with wooden swords. And even the Magistri needed to defend themselves with weapons from time to time.

      “Yes, Father,” said Joachim. 

      “Come along, young master,” said Lucilla.

      “Thank you, Lucilla,” said Calliande, the distracted look still on her face. 

      Lucilla left with Joachim and Rhoanna, leaving Ridmark standing with Calliande and Jager. 

      “That is a very observant little girl you have there,” said Jager. “I flatter myself that I have quick hands, but she managed to guess where I had hidden the ball every time.”

      “She is clever,” said Ridmark. “Lucilla’s no fool, but Rhoanna has managed to outwit her a few times. Which is not something I would expect a child of two years to do.”

      “Aye, she is clever,” said Calliande, “but this had nothing to do with cleverness. It’s something else.”

      “What, then?” said Ridmark. “Does she have magical ability? I know you always feared that.” 

      It seemed almost inevitable. Before they had gone to Owyllain, illness had left Calliande unable to bear any more children. The Guardian Rhodruthain had given her the last fading wisp of power from the shattered Sword of Life, and that power had allowed Calliande to bear one more child. Ridmark had always half-expected that Rhoanna would manifest magical ability at some point.

      “I think,” said Calliande, “she can see the future. Or the shadows of potential futures. I think she has the Sight.”

      “The Sight?” said Ridmark, and a flicker of motion caught his eye.

      He turned and saw Third walking towards them. Third was tall and lean and wore her usual close-fitting dark armor. The gray cloak she had received in Owyllain hung from her shoulders, and the twin hilts of her longswords rose over it. Her black eyes were stark in her pale, gaunt face, and her thick black hair had been wound in an intricate braid to keep it out of her eyes, which also revealed the elven points of her ears. 

      She stopped a few paces away and looked at them.

      “Is there news?” said Third. “You look grim.”

      “Well, grimmer than usual, anyway,” said Jager. “Our Shield Knight is always grim.”

      “Perhaps,” said Ridmark. “Did you find anything?”

      Third shook her head. “I scouted ten miles to the west of Cintarra and ten miles to the east. I saw no signs of the warships of the Heptarchy. I spoke with some of the fishermen of the coastal villages. The fishermen have seen black ships with red sails on the horizon, and all of them spoke of rumors of the red orcs, but none had actually been attacked.”

      “A small mercy, I suppose,” said Jager. “If that force of red orcs had raided the coasts instead of attacking Cintarra, they could have looted and burned a hundred villages by now.” 

      “It seems clear they are not here for plunder, but for conquest,” said Ridmark. “To conquer in the name of their seven goddesses. Likely they are holding back their strength for a powerful attack.”

      “That is my thought as well,” said Third. 

      “Perhaps they have no warriors left aboard their warships,” said Jager, “and are returning to their homeland to retrieve more. Maybe they’ll be lost in the sea during the journey.”

      Ridmark and Third shared a look. 

      “Do you really believe that?” said Third.

      Jager sighed. “No. But someone’s got to keep morale up. I suppose the only men excited by the prospect of another war are the Anathgrimm. And after all the work I did to teach them commerce.”

      “But something else troubles you,” said Third, looking at Calliande. 

      “Yes,” said Calliande. “I’ve had suspicions for some time now. I don’t think Rhoanna has any magical ability, or at least it hasn’t manifested yet. But…I fear she possesses the Sight. And stronger than I have, or Mara or Antenora.” 

      “The Sight?” said Third. “How is that possible in a child so young?”

      “I don’t know,” said Calliande. “But the circumstances of her conception were unusual.”

      Jager coughed. “That’s really none of my business, you know.”

      Calliande blinked, laughed, and rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I meant. I shouldn’t have been able to have any more children after Joanna. The last magic from the Sword of Life healed me long enough to make it possible.”

      “The Seven Swords were objects of potent magic,” said Third. 

      “Aye,” said Calliande. “And I fear some of that power passed to Rhoanna. She has the Sight, and to a degree I’ve never encountered before.” She looked at Jager. “That’s how she always knew where the ball was. The game delighted her, and so she was looking a short distance into the future to see where the ball would be.” 

      “Can’t you do that?” said Jager.

      “I can, but it’s extraordinarily difficult,” said Calliande. “The future is always in flux from a million different variables, so it’s hard to view and exhausting to attempt. I could use the Sight to see a few seconds into the future as Rhoanna did, but it would exhaust my strength for hours after. She seems able to do it naturally.”

      “She did fall asleep right after,” said Ridmark. “And she told me of the future before, though I didn’t realize it at the time.”

      “Really? When?” said Jager. 

      “Castarium,” said Ridmark. “After that business with Niall and Abbot Caldorman and the stolen sheep. Rhoanna pointed to the top of the keep and said ‘dragon’. The next day, after the rifts opened, a dragon landed right there. When we came to Cintarra, she started talking about a red sword.” 

      “The corrupted soulblade carried by the red knight before the Great Eye,” said Calliande.

      “Aeliana, aye,” said Ridmark. Calliande wasn’t sure that the knight had been Aeliana, but Ridmark was certain. He was also certain that he would see Aeliana again, even though she had fallen into the surging waters of the Shadow Ways. He suspected that the strange weapon she bore, the dark soulblade, would not let her die. Or perhaps the thing would raise her as an undead creature.

      Ridmark just wished that he could remember where he had met Aeliana before. Or maybe he hadn’t met her, but she reminded him of someone. In their fight before the Great Eye, he hadn’t gotten a good look at her face before her helmet had shattered, and she had fallen into the waters. Ridmark wished he had. Perhaps he would have finally been able to remember her. 

      On the other hand, considering that Aeliana had almost killed him, perhaps the fight had ended as well as he could have expected. 

      “Then she foresaw the dragon and the dark soulblade?” said Third.

      “It appears so,” said Calliande.

      “God and the saints and all the apostles,” said Jager, shaking his head. “I was joking when I said you could take her to taverns and win at dice, but you really could win a lot of money gambling.” He thought about that. “Or predicting the prices of grain, wine, and olives.” 

      “I fear for her,” said Calliande, taking a shuddering breath. Ridmark moved closer and put his arm around her shoulders. She leaned against him with a sigh. “The Sight…you can see terrible things with it. Wonders, aye, and it’s a helpful power, but it can show you horrors.”

      “You and Mara seem to make the most of it,” said Jager. 

      “Mara was already a woman grown when the Sight came to her,” said Calliande. “I was…sixteen or seventeen, I forget which, when the Keeper taught me to use the Sight.” She smiled a little. “I know that seems young to me now, but I felt old at the time. And the Frostborn war forced me to grow up swiftly.” Her smile faded. “But Rhoanna…I think she was born with the Sight. She likely had it even in the womb. I wonder how it will affect her mind as she grows up. She will know things about people, dark truths they try to hide. The Sight will show her the past and present and future, and she won’t be able to stop it. She…ah.” Calliande closed her eyes and let out a ragged breath. “I didn’t want this for her.”

      “What do you mean?” said Jager.

      “The magic,” said Calliande. “I didn’t want the children to…suffer for it as I have. I’ve healed so many wounds…I can’t remember them all. I don’t want our children to have to know that.”

      “You’ve also saved thousands of men who would have died if not for your healing spells,” said Ridmark. “There are men and women alive now who would have perished if not for your Sight. Perhaps Gareth and Joachim and Rhoanna will have the opportunity to do the same.” 

      “Maybe,” said Calliande. “I don’t fear for myself, but it is different for my children. I don’t want them to know pain as I have. I want them to be spared that. And I fear that it may twist them. Especially Rhoanna.”

      “Perhaps not,” said Third.

      “What do you mean?” said Calliande. 

      “She loves you,” said Third. “You and Ridmark. That is why she warned Ridmark of the dragon and the red sword. She knew that both would be important in the future, but she lacked the words to describe them. So she did what she could to warn you.” Third shrugged. “But she is only two years old, and all she could do was try to tell you what she had seen.”

      “I hadn’t thought of it that way,” said Calliande. 

      Third almost smiled. “I know what it is to inherit something dark from one’s parents. This is not something that Joachim and Rhoanna face. And she is your daughter, Keeper, yours and the Shield Knight’s. How else would you expect her to react when she sees a danger? It is perhaps fortunate that she has not known how to walk all that long. Else she would likely steal a sword and charge after the dragon herself.” 

      “For God’s sake,” said Calliande, but she laughed. 

      “Yes, a girl who inherited your compassion and Ridmark’s recklessness,” said Jager. “That would be a formidable combination indeed.”

      “I am not reckless,” said Ridmark. 

      They all looked at him.

      “Unless necessary,” he amended. “And less so now that I have children.” 

      “And your children have a mother and father who love them,” said Third. “You will be there to guide them. Many do not have such an advantage.” 

      “Yes,” said Calliande. “You are right. I should not brood on it so. Thank you, Third. I might be the Keeper of Andomhaim, but you are wiser than me.”

      “I am not wise,” said Third. “Just old.” She looked at Ridmark. “Mara wanted to speak with us. Prince Accolon will ask for the aid of the Anathgrimm to patrol the coasts, and she would like our counsel.” 

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “We should…”

      He fell silent as he saw Lucilla hurrying towards them, Rhoanna in her arms.

      “Lucilla?” said Calliande. “What’s wrong?”

      “Mama,” said Rhoanna, repeating the word over and over. “Mama, mama, mama…”

      “I…don’t know, my lady,” said Lucilla. Rhoanna twisted in her arms, turning to face Calliande. “She wants you. I’ve never heard her so insistent. I…”

      “Mama!” said Rhoanna, holding out her arms.

      Calliande took the girl. Rhoanna’s expression was serious, almost solemn. It should have looked comical to see that expression on the face of a small child, but most children did not have the Sight. 

      “What is it, Rhoanna?” said Calliande, and she kissed the girl’s forehead. 

      “Gates,” said Rhoanna. She pointed a small finger to the north. “Gates.” 

      “Gates?” said Ridmark. “What manner of gates?”

      The absurdity of questioning a two-year-old flickered through his mind. But if Rhoanna had the Sight, and she had seen something…

      “Sleepy,” said Rhoanna, and she yawned, closed her eyes, and fell asleep. 

      “Is there something important happening at the castra’s northern gate?” said Jager. “Perhaps we should check.”

      “Maybe,” said Calliande. “We…”

      She fell silent and went rigid, her head turning to the north, her gaze unfocused with the Sight.

      “What is it?” said Ridmark.

      “I don’t know,” murmured Calliande, blinking. “The Sight came upon me. There was an echo of dark magic…a gate. A rift. Ridmark, I think another of those rifts has opened somewhere. Like we saw at Castarium.”

      Ridmark’s jaw tightened. “Another Dwyrstone?” 

      “Possibly,” said Calliande. “Probably. I don’t know for certain. But I know there are old standing stones scattered throughout the lands of Cintarra, stones that lack the malignant aura of dark elven menhirs. If those are indeed Dwyrstones, and someone has activated them…”

      “We had better warn Accolon,” said Ridmark. “Just as well he is coming to speak with Mara.”

      “Shield Knight!” 

      It was a harsh, rough voice, with a peculiar buzz to it. 

      The voice of an Anathgrimm warrior.

      Ridmark turned and saw a pair of Anathgrimm soldiers jogging towards him. The Anathgrimm orcs were towers of muscle, their green-skinned faces hard and stern. Black tusks jutted from their jaws, and black masks of bone armored the upper half of their faces. The Anathgrimm were stronger and tougher than normal orcs and delighted in battle in a way that even the regularly bloodthirsty orcs did not. They were also utterly devoted to their Queen. If Mara ordered them to butcher every last man, woman, and child in Cintarra, the Anathgrimm would do it, and most of them would likely enjoy it.

      It was a responsibility that weighed heavily upon Mara, and she was a far better ruler over the Anathgrimm than her father the Traveler had been. 

      Ridmark glanced at Third, remembering their talk of mothers and fathers. Yes, neither Third nor Mara had known what it was like to have a loving father. That, at least, was something Ridmark could give his sons and daughter. 

      Then his attention turned to the Anathgrimm orcs. They looked vigilant and ready for battle, as they always did, but there was an urgency to them. 

      “What is it, warriors?” said Ridmark.

      “Our Queen bids you come to the eastern gate,” said the orc. “There are messengers of a sort the Anathgrimm have not seen before, and the Queen wishes your counsel, you and the Keeper and Lady Third.”

      “Messengers?” said Calliande. “What fashion of messengers?” 

      The Anathgrimm orc shrugged. “I know not. Such matters are beyond my comprehension. They are strange creatures, like orcs, but not.” 

      Ridmark shared a look with Calliande, and she handed Rhoanna back to Lucilla.

      “Could you look after her?” said Calliande. “I must attend to this, I think.”

      “Of course, my lady,” said Lucilla. “She’ll be well-cared for, don’t you doubt it.” A flash of sympathy went through Lucilla’s expression, though quickly hidden. Ridmark knew that was one of the reasons Lucilla was good with the children. Calliande Arban had to be two different women – the wise, calm Keeper, and the wife and mother. Lucilla felt sorry for Calliande, that the immense duties of the Keeper pulled the wife and mother away from her children. Ridmark was just relieved that he had at last convinced Calliande to accept more help. Even the Keeper’s stamina had limits.

      “Thank you, Lucilla,” said Calliande.

      “Warrior, please lead the way,” said Ridmark.

      “Come, Shield Knight,” said the Anathgrimm, and the two orcs jogged towards the east. Ridmark and the others followed. Mara’s castra was more like a fortified camp than a noble’s fortress, with rows of wooden barracks within a stone curtain wall. Mara’s hall and the outer wall were built of stone, and the Anathgrimm were in the process of converting the barracks buildings to stone, though it was a long process. 

      They came to the eastern gate, which was fortified with watchtowers. A dozen of the Queen’s Guard, the deadliest warriors of the Anathgrimm, stood there. With them were two women, one tall, one short. The taller of the two women was about Third’s height, with waist-length silver hair she had bound into an intricately braided crown. Like Third, she had pointed elven ears, though her eyes were a strange shade of silver that matched her hair. She wore a blue tunic, a black vest, trousers, and gleaming black boots, a dark elven longsword and a dwarven battle axe at her belt. The shorter woman had pale blond hair and enormous green eyes and wore blue dark elven armor over dark clothing, a diadem of the same azure metal resting upon her hair. She would have looked like a dark elven noblewoman, except she was too short, and her eyes too kindly. 

      But kindness was not the same thing as weakness, and Queen Mara of Nightmane Forest was dangerous when pushed. So was Selene, who claimed to be a cousin of Mara and Third. Ridmark supposed that was likely true, given that the dark elven nobles had interbred with each other to a disturbing degree. 

      “Ridmark,” said Mara. “Thank you for coming.”

      “What is amiss?” said Ridmark. 

      “There are emissaries at the gate,” said Mara. “They claim to be here to speak with Prince Accolon. They are orcs, but I’ve never seen their like.”

      “Deep orcs?” said Ridmark, puzzled. When deep orcs ventured to the surface world, they preferred to do so under cover of night, traveling beneath the sun only in times of dire need.

      Mara shook her head. “I know what deep orcs look like. We fought them in Khald Azalar. These orcs have gray skin, which I’ve never seen before. And they just appeared out of thin air.”

      “Appeared?” said Calliande. 

      Recognition stirred in Ridmark’s mind. 

      “Aye,” growled one of the warriors of the Queen’s Guard. “Out of nothingness. No foe could come within sight of our walls. The Anathgrimm warriors assigned to guard would not waver in their duty, and there is no cover within a half-mile of our walls anyway. But the gray orcs appeared out of nothingness.”

      “Have they made any threats?” said Ridmark.

      “None,” said Selene. “They’re all armed, and I think one of their leaders is a sorceress, but they’re simply standing there. All they’ve done is ask for a parley with Prince Accolon…and the sorceress claims she has met you before, Ridmark.”

      “Has she?” said Calliande, and certainty gripped Ridmark.

      “Ghost orcs,” he said. 

      “Ghosts?” said Selene. “What, they’re undead? They don’t look undead.”

      “No, the orcish tribes that inhabit the Shaluuskan Forest to the east,” said Third. “They worship the blood goddess Shalask, the keeper of secrets and shadows. The dark elves mutated the ghost orcs in ancient days, and they have the power to turn themselves invisible.”

      The Anathgrimm let out a displeased rumble. 

      “They have been foes of Andomhaim several times over the centuries,” said Ridmark, “but so long as the ghost orcs are left alone, they are likely to return the favor. They’re not as violent as the Mhorites or the bone orcs of the Qazaluuskan Forest. Sometimes adventurers or knights get the idea of raiding into the Shaluuskan Forest. They’re never seen again, and the ghost orcs launch raids in reprisal.”

      “You’ve dealt with them before,” said Mara. 

      “Twice,” said Ridmark. “The first time was years ago, when we were journeying to Khald Tormen to ask the dwarves for aid against the Frostborn. A priestess of the Shaluuskan orcs intercepted us and warned us against the Sculptor and his plots. The second time was the year before we journeyed to Owyllain.” Which was a polite way of saying that the Guardian Rhodruthain had kidnapped them, but this wasn’t a time to bring up old quarrels. “A group of ghost orcs had gone into the mountains of Taliand, seeking an old relic in a dark elven ruin. Instead, they were enslaved by an urdhracos they awoke within the ruins.” 

      “You slew the urdhracos, I assume,” said Mara. 

      “Yes,” said Ridmark, remembering that fight in the dark crypt below the Hanging Tower. He would have spared the urdhracos, if he could, have offered her a way to transform the way that Third and Selene had. But the urdhracos of the Hanging Tower had been determined to fight to the death, and Ridmark had been left with no choice but to oblige her. 

      “Why would these ghost orcs venture forth from their forests now?” said Selene. 

      Mara scowled. “Perhaps Cyprian of the Scepter Bank roused their enmity.”

      “That is possible, my dear, but I think it unlikely,” said Jager. “Prince Accolon had me look over the Scepter Bank’s account books.” He smiled. “I know a thing or two about hiding money. Knowledge gained entirely through honest means, of course.”

      “Of course,” said Mara in a dry voice, though her smile was affectionate as she looked at her husband. 

      “And as far as I know, Cyprian had no interests in the Shaluuskan Forest,” said Jager. “He never hired mercenaries to raid them, nor paid adventurers to scout the forest. Whatever else his abundant failings, he was wise enough to leave the ghost orcs alone.” He snorted. “Or he saw no way he could profit by exploiting the ghost orcs, who would have killed him if he attempted it.” 

      “Maybe one of those rifts opened in the Shaluuskan Forest,” said Calliande.

      “Perhaps,” said Third. “Or the red orcs of the Heptarchy attacked the Shaluuskan Forest.” They all looked at her. “I suspect I have dealt with the ghost orcs more than anyone else here.”

      “Have you?” said Mara, startled. “You’ve never mentioned them.”

      Third shrugged. “The ghost orcs are so reclusive that the topic has never arisen. But the Traveler hated and feared them, as he hated and feared all things, and several times he sent the Anathgrimm to attack the Shaluuskan Forest before the power of Andomhaim grew too great. Every time the ghost orcs repulsed his soldiers. This is not widely known, but the ghost orcs often send rangers to spy out the surrounding lands. They are skilled at stealth and are hardly ever found.”

      “Why?” said Selene. “Are they planning for an attack?”

      Third shook her head. “They prefer to be left alone. But they are wise enough to know that if they wish to be left alone, best to keep a close eye on their neighbors. Yet if they come forth openly and offer parley, something strange is happening.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “Such as rifts to another world opening, or arachar orcs crossing the ocean to attack Cintarra.” Mara nodded. “If you will it, Queen Mara, I will go forth and speak with the ghost orcs.”

      “As shall I,” said Calliande. 

      “I shall accompany you, as will Selene,” said Third, and Selene bobbed her head. “If the ghost orcs intend treachery, we will be ready.”

      “Thank you, Ridmark,” said Mara. She nodded to one of the Queen’s Guard. “Open the postern, please.”

      The Anathgrimm warrior stepped forward and opened the postern gate. Ridmark went out, his staff Aegisikon in hand, Oathshield ready on his hip. Calliande followed, and then Third and Selene. 

      A dozen ghost orcs awaited them, standing perhaps twenty yards from the wall. They were well within bowshot but made no effort to conceal themselves. They were as tall as normal orcs, but thinner and less bulky, tending towards lean ranginess instead of bulging muscle. Instead of green, their skin was a strange silvery-gray color. It looked as if it should have reflected the sunlight like polished metal, but it did not. The orcish men wore leather armor and strange cloaks that seemed to blur and shift around them. Likely that aided their efforts at unseen scouting. The orcish rangers were armed with short bows and swords. 

      Two ghost orcs stood before the others, one man, one woman. The orcish man had long black hair that hung loose around his shoulders, and he wore chain mail and one of those blurring cloaks. A sword was ready at his belt, and another had been strapped to his back, the hilt and crosspiece wrapped in linen strips. The ghost orc woman was as tall as the men, with the same tusked jaw and blunt features, though less bulky. The woman wore a peculiar tattered cloak of gray cloth, the hood pulled over her head, and carried a carved staff in her right hand. Beneath the cloak, she wore a long vest and a skirt over heavy boots, and several amulets of bone and stone.

      Ridmark had seen her before, years ago.

      Calliande sucked in a startled breath.

      “Ridmark,” she murmured. “That sword on his back.”

      “What about it?” he said. 

      “It’s a dark soulblade,” said Calliande. “Like the one that Aeliana had at the Great Eye.”

      Ridmark felt his fingers tighten against Aegisikon. “Then they are foes.”

      “Maybe not,” said Calliande. “That sword…it’s a dark soulblade, but it’s not bonded with him, not the way Aeliana was bonded with her sword. I wonder if he’s got it wrapped in linen to keep from touching it.”

      “Let’s find out,” said Ridmark.

      He strode forward and stopped halfway between the gate and the ghost orcs. The woman with the staff and the man with the swords approached. 

      “I greet you,” said Ridmark, “priestess Vhorshala of the Shaluuskan Forest. It has been a long time.”

      “So it has, Shield Knight of Andomhaim,” said Vhorshala, leaning on her staff. He didn’t think she looked that much older than she had during their meeting a dozen years past, but Ridmark found it hard to tell the ages of individual ghost orcs. “Much has transpired since then.” Her voice was soft, though Ridmark had no trouble hearing it. “We warned you of the dangers of the Sculptor.”

      “Aye, you did,” said Ridmark. “Those dangers came to pass, and we survived.”

      Vhorshala nodded. “I come now to warn you of a far greater danger, one that threatens both your human kingdom and the faithful of Shalask.” She nodded to the orcish swordsman. “This is Shalmathrak, the Warlord of Shalask.” 

      “Warlord?” said Ridmark. Mournacht had called himself the Warlord of Kothluusk. 

      “I greet you, Shield Knight of Andomhaim,” said Shalmathrak in accented Latin. His voice was a deep rasp, and in his stance, Ridmark saw the coiled tension of a skilled swordsman. 

      “You are the Warlord of the Shaluuskan orcs?” said Ridmark. 

      “That is correct, Lord Ridmark,” said Shalmathrak. “But the title means something different for the faithful of Shalask. Among other orcish nations, the title of Warlord is claimed through blood and conquest. A Warlord sits upon the skulls of his slain foes. But among the faithful of Shalask, we wish only to keep to ourselves. In times of great peril, when the priestesses of Shalask behold visions of imminent doom and dire threat, a Warlord is chosen from among the headmen to lead the faithful in battle. This is my honor and my duty.” 

      “And such a threat comes for us now,” said Vhorshala. “We do not seek allies from beyond our borders. But a dark power moves against us, and if we do not fight alongside our neighbors, we shall all perish separately.”

      “What manner of threat?” said Ridmark. 

      Shalmathrak gestured with his right hand. “I wish to ask you a question, Lord Ridmark.”

      “Very well,” said Ridmark. 

      “I see that you bear a soulblade upon your hip,” said Shalmathrak. “You know the power of that weapon. Have you faced a knight bearing a corrupted soulblade in battle?” 

      Ridmark remembered the crimson knight in the darkness below Cintarra, remembered the blood-wet armor and the sword wreathed in blood-colored fire. 

      “I have,” said Ridmark. 

      “And you survived,” said Shalmathrak. “Else you would not now stand before me. Behold, Shield Knight.” The Warlord gestured to Vhorshala. The priestess reached behind him and unbuckled the sheathed sword from his back. “Another corrupted soulblade.” He gripped the scabbard just above the crosspiece. “I, too, faced and overcame a dark Swordbearer. Our kindreds have been foes since humans first came to this world. Yet we must take counsel together, for we face a common foe.” 

      “Yes,” said Ridmark. “Perhaps we should.” He came to a decision. “This way, Warlord and priestess. I think it is time that we spoke with Queen Mara and Crown Prince Accolon.”
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      Aeliana Carhaine, daughter of the true (and betrayed and murdered) High King of Andomhaim, walked naked along the path from the stony beach to the hilly plain. 

      She had lost all her clothes not long after she had slaughtered the Matriarch and the Red Family, taking vengeance upon them for the humiliation they had heaped upon her. The priests of the church of Andomhaim liked to prate about forgiveness and mercy and how they were nobler than revenge, but they had been wrong. They had been very wrong. Aeliana found revenge better than wine, better than water upon a parched throat, better than the embrace of a lover. 

      Of course, it helped that her sword devoured the lives of her victims, feeding them into her as strength and power. With the death of the Matriarch and the Red Family, she had finally murdered enough victims to unlock the power of her dark soulblade.

      The weapon had bonded to Aeliana. Its name was Ruinheart, and she had been able to release its power. That had transformed her into the Blood Knight, the armor ripping through her flesh to encase her body. The transformation had destroyed her clothing, though that inconvenience had been nothing compared to the agony of the enspelled armor slicing through her flesh and skin.

      The pain had been trivial compared to the power, the strength that would finally let her kill Ridmark Arban and…

      A shiver of fury went through Aeliana. 

      But she hadn’t killed Ridmark, had she? 

      In the end, the Shield Knight had proven stronger, more skilled. Or his allies had been stronger. The Keeper had hit Aeliana with the white fire of the Well of Tarlion, and that had filled Aeliana with so much pain she couldn’t concentrate. Ridmark had overpowered her, and she had fallen into the waters. 

      A spasm of terror went through Aeliana as she remembered tumbling through the lightless, flooded caverns, the current bouncing her off the walls with enough force to break bones, her lungs on fire as she had desperately tried to hold her breath…

      Aeliana ought to have died in the darkness below the Great Eye. 

      But she lived. Ruinheart had ensured it. 

      And Aeliana would yet have her chance to take revenge.

      Though she would have to start from scratch. Her master the Warden, the Theophract had explained, would not punish Aeliana for her failure. But neither would he rescue her from the consequences of her defeat. Such assistance would make her weak, an unworthy vessel of the Warden’s will. 

      Which was why Aeliana was naked and alone as she climbed up the bluff from the beach.

      But she was not unarmed. 

      The dark soulblade Ruinheart was in her right hand, sheathed in the scabbard the Theophract had made. It would take more than immersion in water to destroy Ruinheart and its scabbard. And on Aeliana’s forearm was a blue tattoo that looked like a stylized sigil of a dragon-headed man. That had been the symbol of the Drakocenti and (as far as she knew) was the symbol of the Dragon Cult in the Frankish Empire, located on the world the Warden wished to conquer as his own. But her sigil was more complex than the symbol of the Drakocenti. It was the Mark of the Herald, and it let her call upon its powers. 

      Between Ruinheart and her Mark, Aeliana had no concerns whatsoever about finding clothing and food. 

      She reached the top of the bluff and looked towards the cluster of buildings in the distance, the wind blowing the grasses against her knees and shins. It looked like a small freehold, lands held by a commoner to work and farm in the name of the Prince of Cintarra. Aeliana took a moment to catch her breath, enjoying the feel of the warm sun against her bare skin. 

      It was an improvement over the dark and cold of the tunnels where she had drowned…

      Aeliana shook off the memory.

      She looked at the pale skin of her belly and legs and felt a flicker of annoyance. The skin of her chest and back and stomach and legs had never seen the sun. The sunlight might feel good against her limbs, but too much of it, and her body would burn the color of a tomato. She was seeking vengeance against all her foes and helping the Warden reshape the cosmos into a new and better form. Aeliana did not have time to put up with the annoyance of a sunburn rubbing against her clothes with every step she took. 

      It was petty, but the Theophract had left her to suffer the annoyances of her failure. Even if one of those annoyances was getting her backside sunburned. 

      Aeliana set off towards the freehold. She found a trail that led between planted grain fields and followed it, wincing a little as the rough dirt of the trail dug into her bare feet. The orphans and urchins of Cintarra developed toughened soles from the lack of shoes. Aeliana was strong and fit, but she had never been reduced to quite such desperate straits. 

      Until now, anyway.

      The smile flickered over her lips.

      She might not have shoes…but she did have Ruinheart. 

      A rustle in the field caught her attention, and Aeliana came to a stop.

      A farmhand stepped onto the trail and gaped at her, his eyes wide. He was a young, rough-looking man, unshaven and sweating, and wore crude clothes and boots.

      Aeliana supposed his clothes would fit. Beggars could not be choosers. 

      She made a show of flinching and putting her right arm over her chest and her left hand between her legs to cover herself. The farmhand wouldn’t be able to see Ruinheart, thanks to the magic of the Theophract’s scabbard. 

      Not until Aeliana wished him to see it.

      “What?” said the man at last, flabbergasted. Likely he had never seen a naked woman emerge from the grain before. 

      “Can…can you help me?” said Aeliana, putting a quaver into her voice. “I was on the road and bandits attacked me.” She swallowed, summoning tears to her eyes. “They took…they took everything…”

      She saw the farmhand make a heroic effort to look at her face and succeed. 

      “Aye, you poor lass,” he said at last, recovering his wits, such as they were. “I’ll take you to the house. The mistress and her daughters will have some clothes for you. Come this way.” He beckoned, and Aeliana gave him a tremulous smile and moved to his side, still keeping herself covered. “The damn bandits have been swarming like flies. It isn’t even safe for armed men to travel the roads, to say nothing of women alone. It’s all those damned enclosures and the greed of the nobles, driving honest men to ruin. But they say Prince Accolon has come to Cintarra, and maybe he will set things right.” He gave a shake of his head. “But let’s get you to the house…”

      Aeliana gasped and stepped back. “They’re coming! Look!”

      The farmhand turned, eyes going wide, and Aeliana stepped forward, yanked Ruinheart from its scabbard, and sliced his throat. The man’s cry of pain turned to a burbling gurgle, and Aeliana seized his hair and the back of his tunic, pushing him forward. 

      She didn’t want to get too much blood on her new clothes. 

      A short time later, the man expired, and Aeliana helped herself to his boots, tunic, and trousers. They stank and she had gotten some blood on the tunic, but they were far better than walking about naked. And exultation surged through her as she dressed. Ruinheart had fed on the farmhand’s death, and she felt the dark soulblade’s hunger through the link, felt its desire to kill and destroy.

      Once again, she and her sword were in agreement.

      Aeliana thought she could harvest more from this freehold than the stained clothes of a farmhand.

      She walked to the freehold proper, Ruinheart in hand. It was a rough place, but prosperous enough as such things went. A house, a pair of barns, and a stable gathered around a well and a stock pond. The proud lords of Cintarra sneered at such a place, and Aeliana thought them fools for it. The freeholder and his wife and his workers would have a good, secure living, and only rarely went hungry. 

      Security was an illusion, of course, but she had been frightened often enough to understand its value.

      Aeliana set about destroying the freehold methodically.

      The freeholder’s wife and three daughters were the first to die. Aeliana simply walked into the house, found the kitchen, and killed all four of them as they prepared the noon meal. She thought about waiting for the men to arrive from the fields to eat but decided to move things along by ringing the bell hanging next to the kitchen door. One by one the freeholder, his sons, and his workers arrived to eat, and Aeliana killed them. They never saw it coming and never even had a chance to fight back. 

      After she had murdered every living soul on the freehold, Aeliana made a thorough search of the house. She found the freeholder’s secret stash of silver behind a loose stone in the hearth and helped herself to his savings. A search of the chests in the bedrooms found better clothes, including a fine blue riding dress that fit Aeliana well. Vanity was a meaningless quality, but beauty had its uses, and Aeliana was pleased that the dress flattered her. A search of the stables found three horses, and Aeliana tied them together in a line, placing a saddle on the first horse and loading up the other two with supplies taken from the house’s larder.

      Once she had taken everything useful from the house, she set each building aflame and rode off, leaving the freehold to burn. No one would ever know that she was there. Once someone realized that the freehold had burned, they would blame the crimson orcs of the Heptarchy or the bandits created by the sheep enclosures. Perhaps Crown Prince Accolon would send forces to track down whoever had burned the freeholder. That thought pleased her. Accolon Pendragon had become a formidable foe. She had thought him a weak fool, and perhaps he had been. But learning the truth of Caitrin Rhosmor’s death had hardened him. Such was the nature of life, Aeliana mused. Suffering either destroyed a man, or made him stronger, and Accolon’s losses had made him a more dangerous foe. 

      Once again, she cursed Abbot Caldorman and Master Cyprian under her breath. They had been fools, and they had destroyed themselves and hindered the Warden’s work. Still, she had to work with the available tools. And most men and women were fools. It was one of the curses of mankind.

      And one of the things that would be remade in the new cosmos.

      Aeliana left the burning freehold and rode north as fast as she could push her mounts. She was on the western side of the River Cintarra, and she headed north towards the duxarchate of Durandis and the orcish kingdom of Rhaluusk. Though she had no intention of leaving the lands that owed their loyalty to the Prince of Cintarra.

      The Great Eye was beneath Cintarra, and the Eye had to be opened. 

      She followed the course of the River Cintarra until she came to the large town of Rhudlan, and then turned north. Like the rest of the lands subject to the Prince, the villages near Rhudlan were unsettled, with numerous displaced villagers. Interesting news reached her ears. Accolon had repulsed the first attack of the Heptarchy, driving back the arachar orcs. 

      That was of no concern. Aeliana knew that one defeat or a dozen would not deter Agravhask. 

      Of more concern was Accolon’s decree that reversed all the acts of the Regency Council and restored the displaced villagers to their lands. Over the long term, that would prove troublesome. Cyprian and the Drakocenti had done great damage to Cintarra, weakening the city’s forces and surrounding lands, but Accolon was reversing the harm.

      Still, it would take some time for Cintarra to recover. 

      That gave Aeliana a window of opportunity. 

      She had told Cyprian she would open more rift ways to distract Accolon from his investigations into the Regency Council. Alas, Cyprian had gotten himself killed first, and had failed to open the Great Eye in the process. 

      But the soldiers of the Heptarchy would return. If Agravhask hit Cintarra hard enough, he would take the city. And the weaker Aeliana made the lands of the Prince, the better chance the Heptarchy’s armies had to take Cintarra. 

      Three days after leaving the town of Rhudlan, she came to the village of Brelas. 

      The village was about halfway between Rhudlan and the southern border of Durandis. Unlike many of the villages that Aeliana had passed, Brelas was prosperous. The village was on lands held as a benefice by the church of Andomhaim, which put it under the authority of Archbishop Caelmark Arban. The archbishop had been wise enough to resist the Drakocenti and the sheep enclosures, and no villagers had been displaced from Brelas. A low stone wall surrounded the village, and the houses within looked well-maintained. Fields full of growing crops surrounded Brelas, and while Aeliana saw some sheep, they hadn’t overrun the croplands as they had in so many other villages. 

      She rode into the village, stabled her horses, and had a fine meal at the village’s inn. 

      When night fell, she took her horses and slipped out, using the power of the Mark to conceal her movements. Eight of the thirteen moons were out, flooding the landscape with pale light. It was far dimmer than the sun, but she had no trouble seeing the path. 

      A short ride to the north took her to the Dwyrstone. 

      She had been able to sense it from a distance, the Mark on her right forearm drawing her onward like the needle of a compass. The Dwyrstone was a menhir rising in the middle of a pasture. It was about ten feet tall, its sides carved with ancient elven symbols. Fifteen thousand years ago, Aeliana knew, the high elven kindred had splintered, with some of them renouncing their immortality and the threefold law to leave this world in hopes of escaping the urdmordar. Those elves, who called themselves the Liberated, had built the Great Eye as a portal to allow their escape, creating world gates for themselves. The Great Eye was supposed to have been destroyed after their departure.

      It hadn’t, though Aeliana didn’t know why. The Great Eye remained, and the Dwyrstones were part of it, a portion of the great web of spells that powered the mighty relic. Aeliana couldn’t open the Great Eye by herself, not without help.

      But she could use the Dwyrstone. 

      Aeliana dismounted, rolled up the sleeve of her dress, and held out her right hand. 

      The Mark of the Herald blazed with blue light, and ghostly blue fire coiled around her fingers and rolled up her arm. She walked to the Dwyrstone and placed her hand on the cool rough stone. The blue light pulsed around her fingers, and the azure fire flowed into the Dwyrstone. The symbols carved into the menhir glowed, and the Dwyrstone trembled. Blue fire shone around it, and a pillar of glowing flame stabbed into the sky. 

      The ground shivered beneath her boots, and a dozen yards away, a rift opened.

      It looked like a tear in the air rimmed with blue fire. Through the rift, Aeliana saw the burning sky of the world of the Empire, and a range of snow-capped mountains in the distance. The rift had opened into a hilly plain, with grassy hills and patches of forest rising to the foothills of the mountain range. 

      Through the rift, she saw a goblin camp. 

      There were no goblins on Andomhaim, but the Theophract had told her of the creatures. Like the orcs, they loved warfare, but they delighted in cruelty in the way that most orcs did not. The dark elves had summoned the goblins to use them as soldiers, and after the defeat of the Dragon Imperator, the goblins had carved out their own kingdoms and fought against the humans of the Frankish Empire. The goblins stood about the height of dwarves, the tallest of the creatures five and a half feet tall. They had bluish-gray skins and pointed ears, with black claws topping their fingers. All of them wore chain mail and carried a variety of swords and axes. 

      Aeliana was surprised. The goblins that she had summoned near Castarium had been smaller, their skins a deeper shade of blue. Perhaps there were different tribes and nations of goblins, just as the deep orcs were distinct from the Anathgrimm or the mutant orcs the Warden created in his service. 

      She was also surprised to see that the goblins rode wolves as mounts.

      Admittedly, the creatures were to wolves as lions were to common barn cats. The great beasts were the size of a large pony, covered in lank crimson fur. They were heavier and more muscular than normal wolves, and both their claws and fangs were far larger. 

      Bloodwolves. The Theophract had told her of those creatures. Rarer than horses, but far more deadly in a fight. 

      Aeliana looked forward to finding out what happened when the mounted knights of Cintarra met the bloodwolves.

      And speaking of that, it was past time for her to leave. She was one of the five Heralds of Ruin, the forerunners of the new age the Warden would bring to the cosmos. However, the goblins didn’t know that, wouldn’t have given a damn if they had known, and even with Ruinheart, Aeliana didn’t think she could fight them all. 

      She hurried to her horse and jumped into the saddle, the beast shifting in fear as it caught the strange scents coming through the Dwyrstone’s rift. Aeliana turned her horse and cantered away, her two remounts following. As she looked around, she saw that two more rifts had opened nearby, leading to locations near the goblin camp. Aeliana wasn’t sure how many individual rifts the Dwyrstone would open – probably between seven and ten. But she knew there were no Magistri or Swordbearers nearby, no one to close the rifts and stop the creatures on the other side from coming through. 

      And there were more Dwyrstones nearby.

      Aeliana followed the tugging of her Mark and turned her horse to the southeast, making for the next Dwyrstone.

      A few minutes later, she saw a flare of fire in the darkness, heard distant screams as the goblins attacked the village of Brelas.

      Ah, well. That had been a very fine meal at the inn. Just as well Aeliana had taken the opportunity to enjoy it when she could. 

      For many more villages and towns would burn before this was over.

      Aeliana smiled and rode into the darkness.
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      As always, silence ruled in the dark galleries and corridors of the Shadow Ways.

      But that wasn’t a bad thing, not completely. Silence in the Shadow Ways meant that there was no one fighting nearby, or that no creatures were moving through the corridors. Then again, the most dangerous creatures that haunted the Shadow Ways hunted in absolute silence. Their victims didn’t know that the hunters were there until it was too late. 

      Moriah Rhosmor moved in perfect silence through the ancient corridor. 

      She wasn’t that deep into the Shadow Ways. The corridor was part of the human-built catacombs, dug out over the centuries by various Princes of Cintarra. Leveled flagstones covered the floor, and the walls and vaulted ceiling had been built of brick. Horizontal niches lined the walls, and in each of the niches rested a dusty skeleton. Burial shrouds still enfolded some, and in others, the shrouds had crumbled away with the centuries, leaving the bones exposed. There were no treasures in the niches. The poor had been buried here, men and women and children without the wealth to adorn themselves richly in death.

      Besides, any treasures in these burial niches would have been stolen long ago. Moriah herself would have stolen the treasures had any remained behind. The dead had no need for food or drink or clothes or shelter. The living did, and at various times throughout her life, Moriah’s need had been urgent indeed. 

      Not anymore, though. Now she was the Lady Moriah Rhosmor, a minor noble of the court of the Crown Prince and Regent of Cintarra. Accolon had conferred a decree of legitimacy on her and had also given her a royal pardon for her past deeds. This meant that the vast sums of money she had stolen from the Drakocenti and their supporters were hers to keep. She had stolen that money to fuel her war against the cult, but the Drakocenti were dead, consumed by the spell Cyprian had used to open the Great Eye. 

      She felt a little guilty about keeping the money. Not guilty enough to give it away, mind (at least not all of it), and now she needed the money for something else.

      Moriah might have been a noblewoman of the Prince’s court, but that was just a public mask. In truth, she was Accolon Pendragon’s spymaster, and Accolon had sore need of one. The Shield Knight and the Keeper had destroyed the Drakocenti, and Accolon had repulsed the invasion of the red orcs, but the Crown Prince had made many enemies. Nobles and merchants who had not been part of the Drakocenti, but who had nonetheless made enormous profits from the sheep enclosures, were not happy to see a new Regent in Cintarra. And those nobles and merchants would be more than happy to hinder Accolon whenever they could, and if some fatal misfortune befell the Crown Prince, perhaps things would return to the way they had been in the days of Cyprian and the Regency Council. 

      Idiots. The past was gone and could not be brought back. 

      But idiots, especially idiots with money, could do a lot of damage.

      Which was why Moriah crept through the Shadow Ways, intent on following Sir Ywain Corinium to his meeting. 

      Moriah was dressed as a man, wearing boots, trousers, and a tunic and mantle. Over the clothes, she wore her dwarven ranger armor and the tattered wraithcloak she and Gunther and Delwen had found in the Shadow Ways. The wraithcloak let her become immaterial for five minutes every twenty-four hours, which had saved her life numerous times. The dwarven ranger armor covered her torso, right arm, and right hand, and the helmet let her see in the dark with perfect clarity. The gauntlet over her right hand, which she had only found a few days ago, was able to channel tremendous amounts of force, which would be useful.

      Certainly, it had been useful during her fight against Cyprian before the Great Eye. 

      The gallery opened into a larger chamber, and Moriah ducked into a crouch. She crept forward and eased around the corner. The corridor ended in a large pillared chamber, a good-sized chapel, with the ornate tombs of knights and minor nobles lining the walls. Bas reliefs on the sarcophagi lids showed the Dominus Christus judging the living and the dead on the Day of Judgment, or scenes from the four gospels. A portion of the wall on the right had collapsed, and Moriah saw a level of the orcish ruins through the breach. The human city of Cintarra had been here for centuries, but there had been other cities on the site first – orcish and dwarven and dvargir and elven. Nothing remained of them on the surface, but their subterranean ruins tangled together in the great maze of the Shadow Ways. 

      Sir Ywain Corinium lay dead in the center of the pillared chamber, his blood pooling around his body. A lantern lay on the ground next to his outstretched hand, spilling its light across the floor. 

      Moriah blinked behind her armored helmet and stared at the body. 

      Sir Ywain had been alive less than five minutes ago. She had followed him from his mansion, acting on a report from her spies among his halfling servants, and trailed him into the depths of the Shadow Ways. It seemed that Sir Ywain was so angry at Prince Accolon that he had decided to hire the Red Family to kill the Prince. This funerary chamber was one of the traditional places to meet brothers of the Red Family for contracting assassinations. 

      Except the Red Family had disappeared. All of the men known to be brothers of the Family had disappeared on the day of the red orcs’ attack and had not been seen since. Moriah had a growing suspicion that the Family had either fled Cintarra or had been killed in the fighting. That seemed almost unthinkable. The Red Family was a fact of life in Cintarra, like the weather or the river. 

      But nothing lasted forever. No one was immortal. 

      Moriah was barely past twenty, but she knew that all too well. She thought of Caitrin, of Delwen, of Gunther, of her parents. She had lost them all. Moriah wondered if Caitrin would approve or understand what she had done. She wondered what Delwen and Gunther would have thought of her becoming the Prince’s spymaster. Likely they would have laughed themselves sick and then thought of ways to profit from the situation. 

      Perhaps that was a weakness in Moriah. She thought of herself as cynical. Yet Gunther and Delwen had accused her of having a romantic streak, like she secretly wanted to be some sort of noble knight or one of the legendary master thieves of Cintarra. She had always scoffed at that idea. Yet she had become the Wraith, hadn’t she? She had followed the Shield Knight and the Keeper into the darkness below Cintarra. 

      Then Moriah put her full attention on Sir Ywain’s corpse. Cynic or romantic thief, if she let her attention wander, she might join her half-sister and her friends in death sooner that she might like.

      Because there was a lot of blood around the corpse. 

      More than there should have been, really. Moriah had seen more dead bodies than she had ever wanted, and she knew just how much blood was inside a corpse. Sir Ywain had been rather corpulent, but it looked as if he had been hacked to pieces…

      No. Not hacked. Bitten. 

      Something had been eating him, probably while he was still alive. 

      Moriah could think of any number of creatures that ate humans, and none of them were anything she wanted to encounter. 

      She reached for her belt and drew her sword in silence. Moriah eased forward from pillar to pillar, heart hammering against her ribs, eyes and ears straining to seek any signs of foes. 

      From the corner of her eye, she saw the kobold creeping towards her.

      The creature was about the size of a human child, but thinner, with a long serpentine tail that twitched behind it. Gray scales covered the kobold’s spindly body, and an elaborate crest of crimson scales crowned its lizard-like head. The creature carried a spear, and it glided up behind Moriah in silence, drawing back the weapon to stab. Likely it assumed Moriah could not see in the dark. 

      She waited until the last possible moment, her armored fingers tight against the sword hilt, and spun just as the kobold lunged. Her sword intercepted the kobold’s spear thrust with a clang, and the creature let out an angry screech. Moriah was only mediocre with a blade, but against an overbalanced and startled kobold, mediocre was more than enough. Her sword slashed through the kobold’s slender neck, and the lizard-like head bounced away. The body thrashed and jerked and fell to the floor, blood spurting from the stump of its neck.

      Moriah turned, and the second kobold slammed into her. 

      The impact of the creature overbalanced her, and Moriah fell hard to the floor, her armor clattering against the stone, the sword bouncing from her hand. The kobold had a dagger, and it hammered the weapon into her chest twice. Fortunately, the steel blade was no match for the overlapping plates of her dwarven armor. Moriah’s right fist shot up, smashing into the kobold’s face.

      And as it did, she felt a surge of power from the gauntlet. 

      The kobold’s head snapped back so hard that its forehead bounced off its back. The creature flopped off Moriah and fell dead to the floor. The magic bound in her gauntlet had struck the kobold with terrific force, cracking its skull and killing the creature in an instant. Moriah shoved off the floor and snatched her sword, looking around, but there were no other kobolds in the funerary chapel. 

      She let out a shaking breath, her chest aching. The armor had stopped the kobold’s dagger from finding her flesh, but the force of the impact would still leave bruises. She crossed the chapel and looked at what remained of Sir Ywain. Moriah considering leaving the corpse and letting the knight’s death remain a mystery. 

      No, better not – Ywain’s older brother Comes Lhanwyn Corinium was one of Accolon’s most influential opponents, and the Comes might use Ywain’s death as a weapon against the Crown Prince. Moriah tugged the signet ring off Ywain’s fat finger (the kobolds hadn’t gotten to that yet) and tucked it away. There was a bulging leather purse at Ywain’s belt. Moriah opened it and saw the glint of gold coins. She took the purse without guilt. Ywain had been stupid enough to get himself killed while plotting against the Crown Prince, so she felt no hesitation about taking the money he had intended to offer to the Red Family.

      Besides, she had a better use for it. 

      The kobolds were dead, but the smell of both human and kobold blood would eventually draw scavengers, and some of them would be more dangerous than a pair of gaunt kobolds. It was past time for Moriah to be gone. She straightened up and walked away from Ywain’s corpse, intending to head straight to the surface.

      Her gauntlet shifted on her right hand. 

      Moriah froze, looking at the bronze-colored metal of the gauntlet. It was tugging against her hand. Not with any great force, not enough to be painful, but it was noticeable. The last time Moriah had felt anything like that had been before the Great Eye when she had found the gauntlet among the bones of the ancient dead that had littered the chamber. 

      The gauntlet tugged towards the breach in the wall, the breach that led to the orcish ruins.

      Was there another piece of her ranger armor down there?

      Moriah hesitated. The orcish ruins of the Shadow Ways were dangerous. They lacked the deadly mechanical traps found on the dwarven and the dvargir levels, but the orcish ruins had been built by shamans of the blood gods. There were powerful wards of dark magic in the ruins. For that matter, those levels held the tombs of orcish kings and warlocks. Deadly wards ringed those tombs, and sometimes undead guardians as well. 

      Yet if she could find another piece of her dwarven ranger armor…that could be invaluable.

      The reward might be worth the risk. 

      Perhaps Ywain Corinium had thought that in the final moments of his life. 

      Moriah made up her mind and crossed to the breach in the wall. A ramp of rubble descended to a large corridor made of massive rough stones, marked in places with orcish blood sigils. The symbols were dark and did not give off the distinctive crimson glow of blood spells. Bones and rusting armor littered the floor. Moriah looked around, but she saw nothing moving in the gloom of the corridor, and no sign of any enemies, living or undead. 

      Cautious, she picked her way down the rubble heap, sword in her right hand. The tugging against her gauntlet grew stronger, and she had to take care to keep her balance. It would be stupid if she had survived a year as the Wraith and the defeat of the Drakocenti only to trip and fall on her sword because she was clumsy. She reached the floor and looked around, following the tugging sensation.

      A gleam of bronze-like metal caught her eye.

      An orcish skeleton slumped against the wall, the tusked skull seeming to glare at her in death. Rusted chain mail coated its torso, and a broken sword was near its right hand. Resting in its lap was a crumbling leather satchel, and through holes in the leather, Moriah saw the bronze gleam.

      She stepped closer, and the satchel disintegrated as a gauntlet leaped from the skeleton and landed on her left hand. The gauntlet unfolded and then wrapped around her hand, and Moriah caught her balance. She felt her mental link with the ranger armor shift, felt it become stronger and more resilient. The gauntlet was indeed another piece of her armor. Likely the long-dead orcish warrior had found it as a trophy and had fallen in battle here. 

      Bones rasped against the stone.

      Moriah took a step back, half-expecting the skeletal orc to rise and attempt to reclaim his prize from her. But the skeleton in its rusting chain mail remained motionless.

      Another undead orc rose to challenge her. 

      This creature wore a mixture of corroded chain mail and crumbling leather. A heavy sword was in its right fist, and ghostly blue fire danced to life in the empty eye sockets. The creature advanced, moving with fluid grace despite its desiccated form, and lunged. Moriah parried three blows in rapid succession, the ring of steel on steel ringing through the corridor. 

      As the skeletal orc prepared its fourth blow, an idea came to Moriah. She stepped into the blow, raising her left arm, and caught the descending sword on her armored hand. There was a pulse of force from the gauntlet, and the orcish sword shattered into glittering fragments. The undead orc stumbled, and Moriah sidestepped and chopped her sword into its neck. Only a soulblade could destroy the more powerful undead, but a weapon of normal steel worked just fine on a lesser creature. 

      The tusked skull jumped off the spine, hit the floor, and shattered. Bone fragments slid past Moriah’s boots, and the blue flames vanished. The rest of the undead creature collapsed to the floor with a clatter of bone and a rasp of rusted armor. 

      Moriah let out a ragged breath and looked around, but nothing else moved in the corridor. 

      “God and the saints,” she muttered. 

      The Keeper Calliande had suggested that Moriah might be able to find the rest of her ranger armor scattered throughout the Shadow Ways. Most likely, Calliande had said, a dwarven scout had visited the Shadow Ways long ago, gotten killed, and then his armor had been strewn throughout the underground maze. Moriah had appreciated the suggestion, but she had known better than to go wandering through the Shadow Ways in search of treasure.

      Had she known that a year ago, Gunther and Delwen might still be alive. 

      It was past time that she was gone. 

      Moriah scrambled back up the rubble pile to the funerary chapel and got the hell out of the Shadow Ways.
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      No other creatures troubled Moriah on her way out, and soon she emerged into a warehouse overlooking Cintarra’s river harbor. She dismissed her armor, and it collapsed down into a hexagonal metal plate about the size of her hand. Moriah had no idea how that actually worked, but she had to concede the ancient dwarven stonescribes had been damned clever. She slipped out of her wraithcloak, rolled it around the hexagonal metal plate, and stuffed the entire thing into a satchel. Once that was done, she donned a hooded cloak and set off across Cintarra’s Western City for the Forum of the Halflings.

      It was well past midnight, but eight of the thirteen moons were out, providing enough light that Moriah could navigate the streets without much difficulty. It looked as if everything had been painted in dim shades of pale blue-silver light. The alleyways and streets of Cintarra were no longer as crowded as they had been a month past. Prince Accolon had reversed the land enclosures, and many of the dispossessed villagers had departed to return home, backed by the authority of a royal decree. Some who had been inclined to stay had left anyway, terrified by the prospect of another attack from the Heptarchy’s red orcs. 

      Moriah had to admit she found that thought disturbing. She had grown up in sight of the southern sea, had seen the ocean almost every day of her life. To her, and to most everyone else in Andomhaim, the sea had simply been the southernmost boundary of the world itself. Fishermen ventured a short distance into its waters, and ships hugged the coast, but usually remained within sight of land, fearing the wild and treacherous currents. The farthest anyone from Andomhaim ever ventured was the Isle of Kordain to the south, frequently the refuge of exiled nobles, but even that voyage was treacherous and risky. Of course, Connmar Pendragon had crossed the sea to found the realm of Owyllain five hundred years ago, but as far as Moriah knew, no one had crossed the ocean in a ship since. 

      For a large army to suddenly come from the sea was an unnerving thought. Perhaps some of the displaced villagers who had left Cintarra intended to get as far from the ocean as they could manage. 

      No one troubled her as she crossed the Western City, and soon she came to the Forum of the Halflings in the northwestern corner of Cintarra’s walls. Most of the halflings in the city were domestic servants to various noble houses, or to wealthy merchants who imitated their social betters. But there was a large community of free halflings in Cintarra who made their livings as merchants or artisans, and halfling domestic servants who did not live with their employers dwelled in the houses near the Forum of the Halflings. The shops encircling the forum sold goods that catered to the halfling kindred – halfling-sized shoes and cloaks and weapons and so forth.

      The Loyal Man stood at the northern end of the Forum, its sign painted with the image of a halfling man in servants’ livery. Two halfling guards stood outside, keeping watch. They pointed crossbows in her general direction, and Moriah lowered her hood. By now, they recognized her on sight, so they led her through the common room. The Loyal Man had been built to the proportions of the halfling kindred, and Moriah was tall for a human woman, just shy of six feet. She had to stoop as she followed the guards, which inevitably put a cramp into her neck and back. Likely Uncle Helmut had built the inn’s ceiling low on purpose to discourage excessive attention from the human authorities. 

      Helmut awaited her in his workshop, which looked like a combination of a study and a bowyer’s shop. A wooden table filled about half the room, holding a variety of papers, ledgers, and crossbows in various stages of assembly. Helmut, the unofficial “uncle” and protector of the halflings of Cintarra, sat at his worktable, fiddling with a half-finished crossbow. He had a seamed face, graying, curly black hair, and bright blue eyes, which made him look like someone’s kindly halfling uncle. Helmut was, in fact, quite kindly and generous…and also absolutely ruthless when crossed. 

      “My lady Moriah of the Crown Prince’s court,” said Helmut with a smile, a hint of mockery in the title. “Do sit down. Assuming my humble establishment is worthy such an august personage.” 

      “Spare me,” said Moriah, sitting on one of the stools in front of the table. It was low for her, so her knees jutted up a bit. “You knew me when I was still stealing from the merchants. Speaking of that.” She produced the late Sir Ywain’s purse, counted out half the contents, and pushed the coins across the table. “A gesture of appreciation for your help.” The best way to keep friends, Helmut had said, was to make sure everyone profited a little by your friendship. Moriah had seen little in life to contradict that. 

      “A thoughtful gift,” said Helmut, looking over the coins. “You robbed them from Sir Ywain.”

      “To be accurate, I stole them from his corpse,” said Moriah. “Today, I was a grave robber, not a thief.” Helmut laughed briefly. “You were right. He went to the Shadow Ways to meet with the Red Family. Unfortunately for Sir Ywain, a pair of kobolds found him first.”

      “Alas for Sir Ywain,” said Helmut. “How much was left of him?”

      “More than you might think,” said Moriah. “He was so fat that two kobolds didn’t make much of a dent in him. But the Red Family didn’t show up.”

      “They wouldn’t,” said Helmut. “My friends have come to me with reports. It seems that half the nobles who once supported Cyprian and the Regency Council have attempted to contact the Red Family, and none of them have been able to do it.” He leaned forward. “I know the reason why. A pawnbroker who owes me a favor came to seek my advice. He noticed a foul smell coming from the house across the street, and he looked inside. Within he saw a dozen withered, mummified corpses, some of them with red skull masks. And a corpse that looked like that of a dark elf.”

      “The Red Family and the Matriarch,” said Moriah, stunned. Cintarra’s secret Family of murderers were feared throughout the realm…but it seemed as if they had finally met someone more dangerous. 

      “Aye,” said Helmut. “Any idea what happened to them?”

      “You said their bodies were withered?” said Moriah. Helmut nodded. “The same thing happened to Hadrian Vindon. The Herald of Ruin killed him, that woman named Aeliana. Probably she did the same thing to the Red Family.” 

      Helmut nodded. “Well, that is one mystery solved. You said the Shield Knight slew Aeliana in the Shadow Ways.”

      “Maybe,” muttered Moriah. Ridmark had shattered the crimson warrior’s armor and knocked her into the surging waters. That should have killed anyone, but Lord Ridmark had seemed unsure. Moriah had seen the man fight, and so she was inclined to trust his instincts on the matter. 

      And, for that matter, it matched with her own cynical pessimism. She had rarely been proven wrong when expecting the worst. 

      “I told the pawnbroker to report the bodies to the Constable of Cintarra tomorrow,” said Helmut. “Then the matter will be in the Prince’s hands.” 

      “I think I will advise him to keep it secret,” said Moriah. 

      “Why?” said Helmut.

      Moriah shrugged. “Confusion. The more time Accolon’s opponents waste trying to hire the Red Family, the longer it will be before they figure out how to hinder him effectively.” 

      “A cunning stratagem, my dear,” said Helmut. He grinned. “Worthy of the Prince’s mysterious spymaster.” 

      Moriah leveled a finger at him. “And you’re part of his spy network now, don’t forget it. Even if he doesn’t know it.” She had suggested to the Prince, as tactfully as she could manage, that the less he knew about her methods, the better it would be for everyone. To her surprise, he had agreed without argument. When Caitrin had died, Moriah had thought Accolon a shallow lecher. Maybe the Crown Prince had been that man once, but the hard lord who now ruled Cintarra with a firm but fair hand had grown beyond such weaknesses. 

      Helmut smiled. “Perhaps you’ll be his mistress soon.”

      “No,” said Moriah at once. Accolon was handsome enough, she had to admit. She could see why Caitrin had fallen for him. But the thought of sleeping with a man who had been her sister’s lover made Moriah’s skin crawl. For that matter, it wasn’t as if Accolon had made any advances towards her. His attention was fully on the many problems of ruling Cintarra. 

      Suddenly Moriah found herself thinking of Sir Rufinius, a Knight of the Soulblade and Archbishop Caelmark’s bastard son. The Swordbearer had clear blue eyes and broad shoulders, and…

      Annoyed with herself, she pushed the thought out of her mind. Physical attraction was like any other appetite of the body, and it could be ignored. But unlike hunger or thirst, if you ignored physical attraction, it wasn’t as if you were going to die. Though some men certainly acted otherwise.

      “Very well,” said Helmut. His teasing smile faded. “But I am glad to assist your work, Moriah. Prince Accolon is a better ruler than the Regency Council, and we may hope he trains Prince Tywall into a good ruler as well. And Cintarra and perhaps all Andomhaim need a strong lord to stand against the Heptarchy. Is it true that the red orcs were soldiers of the urdmordar?”

      “The Keeper thinks so,” said Moriah, “and she ought to know. I heard her tell Accolon that the red orcs were mutated, that their blood had been tainted by the power of the urdmordar. She thinks the ‘Heptarchy’ is an empire ruled by an alliance of seven urdmordar females, and their soldiers found their way here.”

      “They must never prevail,” said Helmut. “The urdmordar are evil. It is different for humans. You came to this world when Malahan Pendragon and the first Keeper led your ancestors here and founded Andomhaim. But for us halflings…the dark elves brought us here long ago, and the urdmordar enslaved us as if we were beasts, using us as cattle to feed their hunger. That is why so many noble houses have families of halflings as hereditary servants. When the Swordbearers and the Magistri drove back the urdmordar, the freed halflings swore to their liberators as bondsmen for all time.”

      “Not all time,” said Moriah. “You’re a bowyer, not a household servant.”

      Helmut snorted. “Human lords are fallible, just as men of any kindred.” The amusement faded. “But even the unworthiest human lord is still better than an urdmordar. The Heptarchy must never rule here, or else they shall bring great bloodshed and misery in their wake.” 

      “Well,” said Moriah, a little surprised. Uncle Helmut never talked about history. “Then we had better make sure that Accolon has a united Cintarra behind him, hadn’t we?”
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      “My lady?” 

      Giselda’s voice was soft and gentle, but Moriah shot to full wakefulness at once. She had spent too long as a thief to sleep deeply, and her hand shot beneath her pillow to grasp the dagger there. 

      She was in her bedchamber in the Prince’s Palace in Cintarra. Her official rank as a Lady of the Prince’s Court entitled her to a small apartment in the Palace, and Moriah had been sleeping there. Of course, a “small” apartment in the Palace still consisted of a bedroom, a sitting room, a room for servants, and a private privy that connected to the city’s sewers. Moriah’s real work kept her out most of the night, so she tended to sleep during the morning and early afternoon and wake for dinner. 

      A halfling woman stood near Moriah’s bed. She was short even by the standards of the halflings, barely four and a half feet tall, with curly blond hair and enormous blue eyes that made her look ethereal. Most of the halflings of Cintarra called Helmut their “uncle,” but Giselda really was Helmut’s niece. Helmut was the seventh of twelve children, and all his siblings had numerous children, giving him a small army of nieces and nephews to carry out his bidding. When Moriah had moved into the Palace, Helmut had suggested she hire Giselda as a maid, and Moriah had taken the suggestion to heart. 

      “Aye?” said Moriah. The shock of wakefulness had worn off, and fatigue dragged at her eyelids. “What is it?” She blinked at the shutters. “It can’t be more than an hour past sunrise.”

      “An hour and a half, my lady,” said Giselda with appalling good cheer. “I’m sorry to wake you, but Sir Niall is here. The Crown Prince sent him with a message. You’re to attend to him at Queen Mara’s castra as soon as possible.”

      “I am?” said Moriah. She didn’t remember the meeting. Then all the fatigue fell away in a surge of alarm. Accolon was friends with Queen Mara and trusted her more than most of the nobles of Cintarra. If Moriah had been summoned to counsel the Prince there, then something was wrong. “Is Elena up? I’ll need to get dressed.”

      As if in response, the bedroom door opened, and Elena hurried inside. She was almost Moriah’s physical opposite, short and stout where Moriah was tall and lean. But like Moriah, Elena was the bastard daughter of a minor noble. And like Moriah, she had turned to occasional thefts to augment her meager income. They had worked together successfully in the past, so when Moriah had needed to hire a lady-in-waiting, she had turned to Elena, who had cheerfully accepted the post. 

      But neither Giselda nor Elena knew that Moriah was the Wraith. The fewer people who knew that, the better. 

      “Never fear, my lady,” said Elena. “We’ll have you ready for court in less than ten minutes, I promise.”

      Moriah repressed a sigh. Another difference – Moriah preferred to dress plainly whenever possible, but Elena loved jewels and elaborate gowns and makeup. Moriah would have resisted, but if she looked pretty and vain, the more likely it was that the nobles of Cintarra would underestimate her. 

      She pushed aside the blankets and stood. “Then I had better get dressed, hadn’t I?”
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      Niall of Ebor waited outside the door to Moriah Rhosmor’s suite, trying not to pace. 

      Or, he supposed, he had been Niall of Ebor. Now he was Sir Niall, a knight sworn to Ridmark Arban of Castarium. He had saved Accolon Pendragon’s life during the battle, and in gratitude, Ridmark had knighted him.

      Niall wasn’t sure what to make of his elevation in status. 

      All his life, he hadn’t exactly hated nobles, but…well, neither had he been burdened with a great deal of respect for them. They were one of the hazards of a farmer’s life, like the weather or locusts or bandits, a trouble best avoided whenever possible. Which had been proven true when the lord of Ebor had enclosed the village fields for sheep, driving the villagers off their lands in search of new livelihoods. 

      And now Niall was a knight himself. His aunt Rhiain was a minor noble as well, a lady-in-waiting who managed Lady Calliande’s household. 

      It was strange. 

      Still, there was one advantage. Niall was unafraid of hard work and had eventually mastered anything he had undertaken. But his great talent, the thing he had always been good at, had been fighting. Men either froze or acted when someone attacked, and Niall acted. Indeed, fighting made him feel alive in a way that nothing else had ever done. He had repressed that, fearful of disgracing his aunt, who was his only remaining family in the world. 

      Then the rifts had opened at Castarium, the goblins and the dragons spilling out, and the red orcs had come to Cintarra…and Niall had been left with no choice but to fight. Archbishop Caelmark had said that the scriptures instructed that there was a time for war and a time for peace, and it seemed the time for war had come. Niall had been training with Vegetius and Lord Ridmark’s men-at-arms, and he had soaked up every scrap of knowledge they had offered. He found that he enjoyed swordplay for its own sake, independent of the skill’s value as a tool for killing.

      Still. A knight. 

      He wasn’t at all sure what to do with himself. Fortunately, Lord Ridmark and Vegetius kept him busy enough that he didn’t have much time to think about anything. Rhiain had sometimes said that when Niall thought too much, it was time to do his chores…

      The door opened, and the Wraith stepped into the hallway.

      Or Lady Moriah Rhosmor, Niall supposed.

      He had seen the Wraith at the Regency Council’s banquet, the armored and hooded figure who had left Hadrian Vindon tied up like a hog for the slaughter. Niall had expected that a grizzled warrior wore the Wraith’s helmet and the armor. 

      Instead, a woman of remarkable beauty stepped towards him. Moriah Rhosmor had bright green eyes and red-gold hair like burnished copper in the sunlight. She was wearing a green gown with gold scrollwork and drooping sleeves, and in her heeled boots, she was maybe a half-inch shorter than he was. Niall thought he could have become infatuated with her, but something about her set his teeth on edge. He couldn’t have said exactly what it was. 

      “Sir Niall,” said Moriah. There was a faint hint of mockery in her voice. “I suppose waiting in corridors is more enjoyable than tending to pigs.” 

      Ah. That was what annoyed him. He would have pushed back, but he knew Moriah would have gotten the better of any verbal exchange.

      “Lady Moriah,” said Niall. He ought not to dislike her, he knew. She had rescued Sir Rufinius from the Drakocenti and had accompanied Ridmark to the battle before the Great Eye. She had been a thief, true, but she had stolen from the Drakocenti and the Regency Council, who had surely deserved it. Niall had been a thief, too. Yet he hadn’t tried to hide it. When the men from the monastery had come seeking their stolen pigs and sheep, Niall had admitted what he had done, hoping to find a way to pay for the animals.

      Instead, he had found himself on trial for his life.

      Moriah had flaunted her thefts, and she had gotten away without so much as a scratch. Maybe that was what annoyed him. 

      She waited, an expectant look on her face, and Niall realized that he had paused too long.

      “Lord Ridmark sent me,” said Niall. “Prince Accolon summoned you to Queen Mara’s castra.” 

      “We don’t want to keep the Crown Prince waiting, do we?” said Moriah. “Please lead the way, Sir Niall.” She smiled. “I am in your hands.”

      He repressed a sigh and started down the corridor, his boots ringing against the floor. Somehow, Moriah managed to walk in silence despite her heeled boots. The dress exposed only her head and hands, but the garment fit well enough that Niall kept wanting to stare. He made himself keep his eyes off her. 

      “I don’t suppose you know why the Prince has summoned us?” said Moriah.

      “No,” said Niall. “Well…maybe. Something strange is going on. A group of gray orcs showed up at Queen Mara’s castra. I saw them speaking with Lord Ridmark and Queen Mara.” 

      “Gray orcs?” said Moriah, taken aback. 

      “They weren’t green like the orcs of Rhaluusk and Khaluusk, and they weren’t red like the Heptarchy soldiers,” said Niall. The memory of the terrible struggle before the quays flashed through his thoughts. “Their skins are a sort of silvery-gray color, and they have these strange cloaks that seem to blend with the air around them.”

      “Gray,” murmured Moriah. “They must be ghost orcs.”

      “Ghost orcs?” said Niall, startled. “But everyone knows the ghost orcs don’t leave the Shaluuskan Forest, not unless they’re provoked.”

      “Everyone also knows that no one can cross the southern ocean,” said Moriah. “Then a few days ago, an entire damned army sailed into the harbor.”

      Niall could find no flaw with that argument. 

      “That makes sense to me,” said Niall.

      She gave him a sweet smile. “I’m so very glad I have your approval, Sir Niall of Ebor.”

      This time Niall did not bother to suppress a sigh. He did not understand very much about women. Some of Lord Ridmark’s men-at-arms had offered to take him to one of Cintarra’s brothels to celebrate his elevation to knighthood, but Niall had managed to avoid that so far. The church taught that a man ought to lie only with his wife and no other woman, but Niall knew that wasn’t honored quite as often as the church would wish. Even Archbishop Caelmark had a bastard son from before he had become one of the high clergy. The thought of visiting a brothel made Niall uneasy and a little guilty, if curious. 

      Still, he did not understand how someone as pretty as Moriah Rhosmor could be so cynical and abrasive. 

      But Niall had his duties, and he escorted Moriah to Queen Mara’s castra.
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      The advisors of Crown Prince Accolon Pendragon gathered in Queen Mara’s great hall.

      Ridmark always thought it looked like the hall of some orcish chieftain or warlord. The Anathgrimm had built it for their Queen, and while the Anathgrimm were capable and industrious engineers, they had very specific ideas on what the great hall of a lord should look like. Perhaps it was something all orcs shared deep in their minds. The hall had a flagstone floor, walls of rough stone, and a roof of wooden beams arching overhead. A firepit crackled in the center of the floor, the smoke rising to a hole in the roof. A dais on the far end of the hall supported a throne that looked as if it had been made from rough-hewn boulders, and Mara sat on the throne, the huge chair making her look even smaller than she already was. Jager sat next to her in a more modest wooden chair that nonetheless had to be far more comfortable. 

      Accolon Pendragon, both the Crown Prince of Andomhaim and the current Regent of Cintarra, stood before the dais. He looked a great deal like his father, with the same hawk-like profile, thick black hair, and dark eyes. After the events of the last few months, he looked even more like Arandar Pendragon, with something of the same grimness. Accolon had faced hard choices in the last year, and there were harder choices ahead of him. 

      With Accolon were the advisors he trusted the most – Ridmark’s older brother Archbishop Caelmark Arban and his bastard son Sir Rufinius, the soulblade Starflame at his belt. Next to them stood Sir Peter Vanius, the commander of the royal troops, Sir Owain Redshield, the Constable of Cintarra, and Lady Moriah Rhosmor. In her green gown, she stood out like an emerald flower among the darker clothes and armor of the men. Ridmark found that he liked Moriah. She was daring enough, as Hadrian Vindon’s humiliation had shown, and she was also no craven.

      Prince Tywall Gwyrdragon stood behind Accolon, watching the proceedings with wary eyes. The rightful ruler of Cintarra looked underfed from his long captivity, and his fine clothes hung loose on him. Accolon had made sure to include the boy in every major decision he had made, and Ridmark suspected that Tywall was coming to look at Accolon as a father. 

      Shalmathrak and Vhorshala stood before the dais, flanked by ghost orc warriors in their blurring cloaks. There wasn’t exactly tension in the air, but neither were hands far from sword hilts. The Shaluuskan orcs had been an enemy of Andomhaim for a long time, even if they preferred to keep to themselves.

      Ridmark found his eyes drawn to the dark soulblade strapped to Shalmathrak’s back. Linen wrapped the sword, but Ridmark felt a flicker of anger rise through his bond to Oathshield. The mighty soulblade sensed the corrupted power of the dark blade, and his sword yearned to be drawn and wielded in battle against it. Fortunately, Ridmark didn’t think Shalmathrak would use the sword, that he wasn’t one of the Heralds of Ruin. 

      But Ridmark had been wrong before. 

      “Crown Prince Accolon,” said Shalmathrak with a polite bow. “On behalf of the headmen and priestesses of Shalask, I extend greetings to you and wish you good fortune and the blessings of your gods.” Caelmark shifted a little at that. “I hope you will forgive the bluntness of my question, but great matters stir about us, and I desire clarity of speech between us. Do you have full authority to negotiate on behalf of your father’s realm?”

      “I do,” said Accolon. His voice was calm, but his stance was wary. “My father has given me full authority in all matters over the lands of Cintarra. I daresay that the arrival of an embassy of Shaluuskan orcs falls under that authority.”

      “Very well,” said Shalmathrak. “I shall be direct, then. Our headmen and priestesses have given me full authority to negotiate as Warlord of Shalask. I desire an alliance between the faithful of Shalask and your realm. Great powers stir about us. Should we stand alone, those powers shall crush us.” He paused. “And even if we make an alliance, victory is still uncertain. But all things are in the hands of fate.” 

      “Why do you desire an alliance, Lord Shalmathrak?” said Accolon.

      Shalmathrak looked at Vhorshala.

      “For the last several years,” said Vhorshala, “Shalask has sent visions and portents to her priestesses. When the door to Owyllain was opened, we knew it was a sign that a great change had come to this world. But what manner of change? We knew not. Our visions showed us fire and darkness, gates opening to other worlds, and a dark army crossing the sea to swallow our land.”

      Ridmark shared a look with Calliande. That could have been a description of the recent troubles of Castarium and Cintarra. Then again, if the ghost orcs regularly sent spies into the neighboring lands, they could be claiming false powers, like a fortune-telling charlatan at a village fair. 

      “Then Vhalmharak came among us,” said Vhorshala, “and with him came the portents of doom.”

      “Who is this Vhalmharak?” said Accolon.

      “One of our younger headmen,” said Shalmathrak. “He was a brilliant warrior, but restless. The laws of Shalask, the commandments of secrecy, chafed upon him, and he yearned to lead our warriors in campaigns of conquest against Andomhaim as the Mhorites do. Several years ago, he left the Shaluuskan Forest, seeking lost relics in the Wilderland.”

      “When he returned, Vhalmharak had changed,” said Vhorshala. “He bore a mark of dark magic on his right forearm, a sigil of a man with a dragon’s head. He could use that mark to open portals from which issued deadly creatures of a sort we have never seen before.” Murmurs of surprise rose from Accolon’s advisors. “He also bore a sword of dire and deadly power. A soulblade, as the men of Andomhaim wield, but dark and corrupt. Soulblades are weapons of preservation and defense. But this dark soulblade was a weapon of destruction and ruin.”

      “Vhalmharak called himself a Herald of Ruin, didn’t he?” said Calliande.

      Vhorshala blinked. “You are correct, Keeper of Andomhaim. Vhalmharak gathered many of our young warriors to his side and sought to assault the heart of our nation and make himself Warlord over the faithful of Shalask. With the dark soulblade he called Ghostruin, he ignited a civil war among our kindred.”

      “What happened to Vhalmharak?” said Calliande.

      “I killed him,” said Shalmathrak. 

      He said it without boasting, without swagger. He might have said that he had eaten dinner in the same tone of voice.

      “Just like that?” said Ridmark. 

      Shalmathrak inclined his head. “Vhalmharak was a great warrior and a mighty wielder of dark magic. He was not, however, as mighty of a warrior as he believed.”

      “The sword upon your back,” said Calliande. “That is Ghostruin?”

      “Yes,” said Shalmathrak. “I have borne the sword since I slew Vhalmharak.” He paused. “No, that is not right. Suffice it to say I have carried the sword. We know not how to destroy the sword, and it is too dangerous to entrust to anyone else. The priestesses believe that anyone who touches the weapon may be corrupted.” 

      “May I see it, Lord Shalmathrak?” said Calliande. 

      Shalmathrak glanced at Vhorshala. 

      “The Keeper wields great powers of magic,” said Vhorshala. “She will be safe from the sword’s corrupting effect, and she does not wield dark magic.”

      “Unlike the Shaluuskan orcs, perhaps?” said Caelmark.

      Vhorshala shook her head. “We do not wield necromancy and blood spells as do other nations of orcs. Our only powers are of illusion and farseeing, and we did not seek those out, Archbishop Caelmark. When the Lord Sculptor mutated us, he wove those powers into our blood and bone and flesh.” Caelmark inclined his head in acknowledgment of the point. “But we do not speak of the past, but of the future. Warlord, if you consent, I counsel that you should show the Keeper the dark soulblade Ghostruin.” 

      Ridmark wondered who really ruled the ghost orcs, the Warlord or the priestesses. Perhaps the Warlord led in war, but the priestesses counseled. Or maybe it was like Sir Tyrcamber had described of his Empire, where the high nobles elected the Emperor. 

      “So we shall,” said Shalmathrak.

      He reached over his shoulder, drew out the linen-wrapped sword, and set it upon a step of the dais. Calliande strode forward and gestured, and a pale shell of white light shimmered around her. It was a warding spell against dark magic. Ridmark followed her, and Calliande went to one knee before the dais and unwrapped the sword.

      Ridmark found himself looking at a crimson longsword in a battered leather sheath. The hilt, pommel, and crosspiece were the color of blood, save for dark swirls that threaded through the metal. Calliande eased the sword a few inches from the scabbard, and Ridmark saw the corrupted soulstone set into the tang of the blade. Shadows writhed within the dark soulstone, and Ridmark felt a surge of fury from Oathshield.

      “It’s just like Aeliana’s sword,” said Ridmark.

      “Aye,” said Calliande, her eyes hazy as she drew on the Sight. A look of disgust went over her face. “This thing is filled with malignant and corruptive dark magic. It would drain the life from anyone it wounded.”

      “Those who fell to Ghostruin’s edge,” said Shalmathrak, “withered and looked as if they had been slain a thousand years past. And Vhalmharak would grow stronger and faster.”

      “The sword stole the lives of its victims and passed them to its bearer,” said Calliande. She looked at Vhorshala. “Did you give the sword its name? Or was that what Vhalmharak called it?”

      “Vhalmharak called his sword Ghostruin,” said Vhorshala. “He made no secret of it.”

      A sword named Ghostruin that had been wielded by a man calling himself a Herald of Ruin. He wondered if Aeliana’s sword had borne a name. 

      “Did he say where he found it?” said Calliande. 

      “He did not,” said Vhorshala.

      “But my impression was that he journeyed a long distance to find the sword,” said Shalmathrak. “Vhalmharak was always restless. But when he came back with Ghostruin, he was different. Changed. As if he had spent a long time in a place of horror and emerged with a dark strength.”

      “It appears that he did,” said Ridmark.

      “And that might have been the effect of Ghostruin alone,” said Calliande. “A corrupted soulblade like this would poison and twist its bearer’s mind.”

      “I perceive that you have fought a struggle against a foe with a similar weapon,” said Shalmathrak.

      “You are correct, Lord Shalmathrak,” said Accolon. “A human woman named Aeliana wielded a sword of similar power. She and a cult of dark magic sought to stir up dissent in Cintarra.” He did not mention the Great Eye. “The cult perished while working a great spell, and Lord Ridmark defeated Aeliana.”

      “What happened to her sword?” said Vhorshala.

      “I do not know,” said Ridmark. “I fought her in the caverns below Cintarra. She fell into a rushing river and was dragged underwater into the caverns of the Deeps.”

      “She may well yet live, I fear,” said Shalmathrak. “When I fought Vhalmharak, Ghostruin healed him from nearly anything. Only when I chopped off his head and cut out his heart did he stay dead.” 

      “That must have been quite a battle,” said Ridmark.

      Shalmathrak smiled, once. “It was an eventful day.” 

      “But you defeated Vhalmharak and his followers,” said Accolon. “Why did you come to us?”

      “Vhalmharak was slain, but the priestesses are restless,” said Vhorshala. “Our visions showed us that the threat was not finished. Vhalmharak was defeated, but he himself was but a servant. Or only one facet of the evil that we faced. Did he not call himself the Herald of Ruin? And a herald is not his own master but comes in advance of another. As we pondered this mystery, the Shaluuskan Forest was attacked.”

      “Permit me to guess,” said Accolon. “You were attacked by bands of red orcs who came from the sea.” 

      “You speak truly, Prince of Andomhaim,” said Shalmathrak. “We defeated them and burned their boats, but their numbers were not large. To have crossed the sea, they must have been part of a far larger force. They will return in greater numbers. After the attacks, the headmen and priestesses reached consensus. The faithful of Shalask could not stand alone against the dark power behind Ghostruin and the red orcs. We were once slaves of the dark elven lord called the Sculptor, but we will not be slaves again. Therefore, I was elected Warlord to lead the faithful in battle, and we have decided to seek an alliance with the men of Andomhaim.”

      “There has long been enmity between our peoples,” said Accolon.

      “This is so,” said Vhorshala. “I should point out, Prince of Andomhaim, that the enmity was not of our making. We dwelled in this land since before humans came here. We wish only to be left alone in our forest, and when your knights and lords tried to invade our lands, we answered in kind.”

      “That is so,” said Accolon, “but that happened before most of us were born, yet the enmity remains.”

      “You speak truly,” said Shalmathrak, “yet at the moment, the enmity is not relevant. Whoever forged Ghostruin does not care for our history. The red orcs have no interest in our ancient rivalry. The master of the Heralds will destroy us both if he can. I suspect if we do not fight alongside each other, we will perish separately.” 

      “Andomhaim’s history of alliances with pagan orcs is an uneasy one,” said Caelmark.

      “We know this well, Archbishop,” said Vhorshala. “Nor do the commandments of Shalask prevent us from offering respect to your gods. Should you wish it to seal our alliance, we shall construct an altar and offer sacrifices to your three gods.”

      Accolon frowned. “Three gods?”

      “Yes, is that not so?” said Vhorshala. “Does not the church of Andomhaim worship three gods – the Dominus Christus, God the Father, and the Holy Spirit? We could build altars to each of them individually if you wish.”

      “Perhaps, lord Prince,” said Caelmark, “we could speak of the doctrine of the Trinity at another time.” 

      “Then what is your counsel, lord archbishop?” said Accolon. 

      “The ghost orcs are pagans, aye,” said Caelmark, “but they do not have the bloody practices of the Mhorites or the grisly necromancy of the Qazaluuskan orcs. And, indeed, the men of Andomhaim started the wars with the Shaluuskan Forest. Would I counsel you to ally with the Mhorites or the Qazaluuskan orcs? No. But an alliance with the ghost orcs? Perhaps it would be wise. I saw the carnage on the quays. We will need help if the soldiers of the Heptarchy return.” 

      Sir Peter and Sir Owain agreed. Moriah said nothing. 

      “How would we fight alongside each other?” said Owain, frowning behind his red beard. “You are rangers and scouts without peer, but…”

      “I have a suggestion,” said Ridmark.

      Accolon nodded.

      “Please,” said Shalmathrak. “Even in the Shaluuskan Forest, we have heard the tales of the Shield Knight.”

      “In war, information and speed are sometimes more valuable than swords,” said Ridmark. “Your warriors can turn invisible.” Shalmathrak inclined his head. “You would be superb scouts. With your rangers, we could track the enemy with ease, and move our forces to strike before any enemies can stop us.” 

      “We are also skilled with ambush and skirmish,” said Shalmathrak.

      Ridmark looked at Accolon. “Lord Prince, it is my counsel that we ally with the ghost orcs against the soldiers of the Heptarchy and the Heralds of Ruin.”

      “So be it, then,” said Accolon. “Let us negotiate.”

      After that, it was all over but the haggling.
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      In her thousand years of life, Third had seen numerous astonishing and unexpected things. 

      But she had not often seen a day with two shocking pieces of news. 

      The alliance with the ghost orcs was the first.

      “The Matriarch is dead?” said Mara, astonished. 

      And that was the second. 

      Accolon had concluded his pact with the ghost orcs. The Shaluuskan orcs did not have many warriors, and their numbers had been thinned further by their recent civil war. They could send three thousand of their rangers, and Shalmathrak had three hundred warriors waiting nearby. Accolon would not let them into the city, but they could camp outside the eastern wall. 

      “It would appear so,” said Moriah.

      They stood before Mara’s dais. Only Mara, Jager, Accolon, Moriah, Sir Owain, Ridmark, Calliande, and Third remained to discuss Moriah’s unsettling news. Archbishop Caelmark had been dispatched to see Prince Tywall safely back to the Prince’s Palace. 

      “I sent some of the militia to investigate the house you mentioned, my lady,” said Sir Owain. He seemed surprised that Accolon heeded Moriah’s counsel, but didn’t complain. “They found withered corpses with skull masks there, along with a female corpse that had pointed ears.”

      “Then it is true,” said Accolon. “The Red Family has been destroyed. I wondered why more assassins hadn’t come after me.”

      “God and the saints,” said Mara. Third had rarely seen her taken aback, but she looked shocked now. “I always expected the Matriarch to come after me one day. The Matriarch never forgets, and she is as vengeful as any other dark elf.”

      “Was as vengeful,” said Third.

      Mara looked at her and nodded. “I knew she was a coward and wouldn’t expose herself to risk, which is why I am always guarded here. But I never thought anyone would find and kill her. Never. She was too good at hiding.” 

      “I wonder who killed them,” said Jager. 

      “Aeliana,” said Calliande. “It must have been. We know she killed Hadrian Vindon, and his corpse was withered as well. She carried a dark soulblade like Ghostruin.” She nodded at the sheathed dark soulblade, which the ghost orcs had given into her keeping. “She likely slew the Matriarch and the Red Family.”

      “I wonder why,” said Mara. “These Heralds of Ruin…whatever master they serve, they seem the sort to hire the Red Family, not to kill them.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark, a stray thought catching his attention.

      He had fought the assassins of the Red Family several times, years ago, when Tarrabus Carhaine had sent them after Ridmark. Tarrabus had wanted Ridmark dead, blaming him for Aelia’s death at Castra Marcaine. More practically, Tarrabus had also wanted the empty soulstone Calliande had carried at the time, hoping to present it to his master Tymandain Shadowbearer. 

      Aelia. Aeliana. An odd coincidence, that. But was it really? Aelia was a common enough name in both Andomhaim and Owyllain. There were probably a thousand different women named Aelia who lived within the walls of Cintarra, and as many who lived in the towns along the River Cintarra to the north. 

      Had Ridmark seen Aeliana with Tarrabus? Was that why she seemed so familiar to him? But if he had seen her with Tarrabus, Ridmark would have remembered. Most of his encounters with Tarrabus were burned forever into his memory, whether he liked it or not. He could remember every stroke and thrust of their duel below the siege walls of Tarlion, remembered Excalibur chiming in his hand as he strove against the false king. 

      Once more Ridmark wished he had gotten a good look at Aeliana’s face. There was a mystery there, and Ridmark did not like mysteries. He felt justified in that dislike, given that the mysteries of the Frostborn and the Sevenfold Sword had contained dark secrets at their hearts. 

      “Ridmark?” said Calliande. She always recognized when he was deep in thought.

      “Whatever the reason,” said Ridmark, “at least a great evil has been removed from Cintarra. The Red Family has been a pestilence here for centuries.” 

      “I suppose if Archbishop Caelmark were here,” said Jager, “he would say that the wicked man can accomplish good he does not intend, and the judgments of God are beyond mortal understanding. But since the lord archbishop returned to the city, I suppose I shall have to point it out in his stead.”

      “Eloquent,” said Moriah.

      Jager grinned at her. “I am the very soul of eloquence, my lady.” 

      “Whatever the reason,” said Accolon, “Cintarra is well-rid of the Red Family. One less evil to contend against.” He sighed. “Now we have more time to face all the others.” His gaze swung to Sir Owain. “I suspect we shall find the most use for the ghost orcs by asking them to keep watch on the coasts. The Heptarchy is bound to return in strength sooner than we would like, and they may not attack Cintarra immediately. If we know where they make landfall, then…”

      The doors to the hall swung open, and a pair of Anathgrimm warriors jogged in, escorting a man-at-arms in the green tabard of the Gwyrdragons. 

      “Lord Prince!” called the man-at-arms. 

      “Aye, what is it?” said Accolon.

      “I’ve been sent with a message, my lord,” said the man-at-arms, going to one knee. “A dozen villages on the western bank of the River Cintarra have been attacked. They say the attackers are strange creatures the likes of which have never been seen before, with blue skin and clawed fingers.”

      “Goblins,” said Ridmark, voice grim. 

      Calliande had sensed an opening rift this morning, and it seemed the enemy had wasted no time in moving through the gate.
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      Plumes of smoke rose from the horizon as Aeliana rode southeast, following the tugging of the Mark of the Herald. 

      Her work had borne fruit. She had activated two Dwyrstones, and by her best guess, the two menhirs had opened between ten and twenty-five different rifts between them. The goblins had begun pouring through, accompanied by taller creatures with leathery gray skins. Aeliana had never seen the taller creatures before, but the Theophract had described them to her. They were ogres, another of the kindreds native to the world of the Frankish Empire, and Aeliana had no doubt they made potent warriors. 

      It had been a fortunate coincidence. The Dwyrstones’ rifts had opened amid a large army of goblins and ogres. From what Aeliana had glimpsed through the rifts, that large army was in the midst of disarrayed flight towards a mountain range, and the goblins and ogres were more than eager to venture through the rifts.

      Or maybe it wasn’t a coincidence. There were five Heralds of Ruin. Aeliana’s memories of her years within Urd Morlemoch under the Warden’s tutelage were not always clear. Time sometimes flowed at odd rates within the ancient fortress, especially near the great Tyrathstone at the top of the highest tower. While Aeliana knew she had spent just over two years in Urd Morlemoch, sometimes her memory made it seem like decades, or perhaps even centuries. 

      But she remembered there were four other Heralds of Ruin – the mad ghost orc, the solemn red orc, the necromancer of the Fallen Order, and the proud Frankish lord. Aeliana remembered the night they had knelt before the Warden and the Theophract and received their Marks of the Herald. Each of the five Heralds had received a dark soulblade, though Aeliana knew that Ruinheart was the mightiest of the five swords. 

      Perhaps the Theophract had arranged for the goblins and ogres to march through the rifts. Three of the Heralds were in Andomhaim, but Aeliana knew the necromancer and the Frankish lord were active in the Empire. Perhaps the necromancer and the lord had been busy. Like his master the Warden, the Theophract was cunning, and he wove ensnaring webs of deep subtlety. Had he not spent centuries in the Empire preparing the Dragon Cult for this very hour? He had done the same on a shorter time scale in Cintarra with the Drakocenti, and it would have worked, if not for Ridmark Arban.

      And if not for the fact that Cyprian had been a thundering fool. Aeliana still regretted that she hadn’t gotten the chance to kill him personally. 

      No matter. Aeliana had work to do, much of it created by Cyprian’s failure. The Shield Knight and the Keeper and the Crown Prince knew of the Great Eye now, which meant they would defend it. To overcome such powerful guardians, Aeliana needed something far more potent than a group of incompetent cultists. 

      Fortunately, the other Heralds had gathered such a force. 

      She rode southeast, following a trail between two fields. The air smelled of mud and manure. The fields had been freshly plowed for the spring planting. Whatever village was nearby seemed to have avoided the sheep enclosures. Likely Aeliana was on lands held by the church of Andomhaim. It pleased her to open rifts here. Let the pious freeholders and commoners see if their God would defend them from the goblins and ogres. 

      Then Aeliana saw flashes of red in the fields ahead. 

      She brought her horse to a stop. Behind her, the two remounts halted, stamping their hooves with nervousness. Her own mount whinnied with fear, its nostrils flaring. It smelled something it didn’t like.

      Aeliana turned her head and saw four bloodwolves loping across the muddy fields. 

      The creatures moved with fluid, deadly grace despite their size, their paws tearing at the ground. The blue-skinned goblins rode the creatures, swords and spears in hand. The goblins sat in heavy saddles, booted feet tucked into heavy stirrups, and all four bloodwolves veered towards Aeliana.

      She muttered a curse and reached for her sword hilt. Aeliana was a Herald of Ruin, the bearer of the dark soulblade Ruinheart. But the goblins didn’t know that, and the bloodwolves certainly did not. Based on what she had seen in some of the attacked villages, Aeliana was certain that both the goblins and the bloodwolves found human flesh quite tasty. 

      She would have to fight. Hopefully, the power of both Ruinheart and the Mark of the Herald would let her overcome the goblins. If not, she would have to unlock the power of the Blood Knight. While the pain of that experience did not trouble Aeliana, the potential inconvenience did. She would destroy her clothes (again) and would terrify her horses into fleeing. 

      Well, Aeliana would do what she must.

      The goblins and their bloodwolves converged on her, and Aeliana drew Ruinheart.

      The dark soulblade had been black at first, but now it was mostly crimson, with only a few dark swirls threading through the blade and hilt. The corrupted soulstone set into the tang seethed with shadows. Ruinheart shivered in Aeliana’s hand, and she felt the sword’s hunger, felt its desire to feed upon life. The blade burst into howling crimson flames, and Aeliana felt a wide smile go over her face. 

      The sword was about to have the chance to feed.

      Except the goblins came to a halt, staring at her with wide yellow eyes. They stared at her sword and then began to converse with each other, speaking in a language she did not recognize. Aeliana did not know the words, but one name jumped out at her.

      Merovech.

      That had been the name of the Frankish lord, Merovech Valdraxis. 

      On impulse, Aeliana reached for her right sleeve and tugged it up, revealing the Mark of the Herald. She summoned its power, and blue fire burned around her fingers and curled up her arm.

      The goblins’ conversation stopped. For an instant, they just stared at Aeliana, and then the goblins dismounted and fell to their knees before her. 

      Well. That was an improvement. 

      The largest of the goblins, presumably the leader, said something in a different tongue. Aeliana did not recognize it, but some of the words sounded vaguely Latin. Maybe it was the Frankish language? Aeliana understood that the Franks had come from Old Earth as well, but centuries after the time of Arthur and Malahan Pendragon. 

      “Do any of you speak Latin?” said Aeliana. She changed languages. “Orcish, perhaps?” Did any orcs live on the goblins’ world?

      The goblins looked at each other, and then the leader shrugged. 

      “Some,” grunted the leader in Latin. “Human…shaman language. Human shamans. Use these words for their gods.” 

      Shamans? Aeliana had been under the impression that the Frankish Empire followed the Dominus Christus. Did they have shamans? Or, more probably, the goblin didn’t know the Latin word for priest. 

      “Tell me,” said Aeliana. “Why were your soldiers gathered on the other side of the rift?

      The goblin leader considered the question.

      “Battle,” it said at last. “Great battle. Much fighting. Dragonmaeloch. Imperial knights.”

      None of that meant anything to Aeliana. The goblin knew some Latin words, but the creature did not know enough grammar to construct a coherent sentence, and for that matter, didn’t know enough words to make its meaning clear. At last, Aeliana felt her patience evaporate. 

      “Go,” she said. “Ride to battle. Go to war!”

      “Great Herald,” said the goblin leader. The creatures mounted their bloodwolves and rode away without another glance, though the crimson wolves turned hungry looks towards Aeliana’s horses. 

      That had been a thoroughly pointless conversation. Still, Aeliana had learned something useful. The goblins feared both the dark soulblades and the Heralds of Ruin, and if necessary Aeliana could command the creatures. 

      Assuming she could manage to communicate her wishes. The language barrier would prove a problem.

      For a moment, she considered riding after the goblins and killing them. Ruinheart had fed well when Aeliana had killed the family at the freehold, but the sword’s hunger had no limit. But she stopped herself from pursuing the goblins. Those who could not control their appetites were ruled by them. The sight of Hadrian Vindon’s naked body, bloated and sweating from years of excess, had been an unpleasant view, but nonetheless served as an excellent reminder of the importance of self-control in all things. 

      For that matter, killing the goblins would have been stupid and self-defeating. The creatures would wind up fighting against Accolon’s forces, and since the Crown Prince had powerful allies like the Shield Knight and the Keeper, Aeliana needed every soldier she could find. Too many powerful men and women preferred to indulge themselves when restraint would have served them better. Like Gregor of the Red Family, for instance. He ought to have simply killed her on sight, but instead, he had thought to toy with her, to indulge his cruelty before he killed her. 

      And as a consequence, he was dead, and Aeliana was still alive. 

      Smiling at the thought of Gregor’s death, Aeliana rode onward, passing through a small patch of forest, and then came to another Dwyrstone.

      It stood in a small clearing in the center of the woods. The ground and the roots of the trees were covered in moss and lichen, but nothing grew on the Dwyrstone. Whatever else could have been said of the ancient elves, they had been superb engineers. The Dwyrstone had stood there for fifteen thousand years, and it looked as if it could have stood for a hundred thousand more.

      Aeliana dismounted, and after a moment’s consideration, tied her horses to the low branch of a tree. The light and noise of the rift opening might startle them, and she really didn’t want to have to walk everywhere. With her mounts secured, she strode to the Dwyrstone, rolling up her right sleeve, and called on the power of her Mark. The blue fire sheathed her arm, and she placed her right hand on the Dwyrstone’s cool surface.

      The now-familiar pillar of blue fire shot into the sky, and Aeliana shivered as the power flowed through her. She wondered if the Keeper could sense it when she opened a rift. It seemed likely, but that was just as well. If a large enough force moved into the lands of Cintarra, Prince Accolon would have no choice but to come forth to fight them. That would allow Aeliana to reach the Great Eye…or to draw out Ridmark and take her vengeance upon him. 

      The power flowed out from the Dwyrstone, and a sheet of gray mist and blue fire rose up, opening into a rift a few paces away. Aeliana stepped back from the Dwyrstone, calling back the power of the Mark, and looked at the rift. She once again saw the burning sky of the world of the Frankish Empire and the mountain range she had seen through the other rifts. Aeliana expected to see another group of goblins or perhaps more ogres.

      Instead, she saw a camp of human soldiers. 

      She froze in surprise. The camp looked to be in disarray, a row of wagons drawn up, soldiers leaning against them or lying on the ground. Aeliana saw several black banners adorned with a sigil of a dragon-headed man. That had been the sigil of the Drakocenti…and it was also the sigil of the Dragon Cult in the Frankish Empire. 

      Had she found some of the Theophract’s human followers?

      Some of the soldiers had gotten to their feet, staring at the rift. Aeliana considered what to do for a moment, and then nodded to herself and strode forward. A peculiar mixture of fear and excitement took her. For all the different rift gates that she had opened, Aeliana had never actually stepped through one.

      She wondered what it would feel like.

      But she did not need to wonder for long. Three brisk steps later, and Aeliana went through the rift, leaving Andomhaim behind and traveling to another world. 

      It was a strange sensation. The journey was only a single step, but Aeliana felt the dislocation somehow, as if her instincts were aware that she had traveled an unfathomable distance in the blink of an eye. Aeliana was frozen for a moment with astonishment. 

      The sky was on fire. 

      A vast sheet of rippling yellow-orange fire covered the entire sky. There was absolutely no trace of the sun, and even if this world had a sun, Aeliana couldn’t have seen it through the fire. Consequently, everything around her seemed much brighter, though it wasn’t painful. A peculiar tingling went over her skin. Aeliana had no magical ability, save for the powers of the Mark and the dark magic of Ruinheart, but she sensed currents of magical force surging around her. Magic would be much more powerful here.

      Something like thirty soldiers stared at her. Some wore chain mail and looked like the men-at-arms of nobles, swords and axes and maces in hand. Others had leather armor and looked like peasant militia, armed with spears or crude pikes. All of them had long beards, some reaching to their chests, others almost to their belts. A few of the men were gesturing, as if getting ready to cast spells. The Theophract had told her that magical ability was far more common here than it was in Andomhaim.

      Given that these men had just seen a strange woman walk through a hole in the air, Aeliana decided that she had better take command of the situation.

      She drew Ruinheart, the sword blazing with crimson fire, and the Mark of the Herald shone with blue light along her right arm.

      “Soldiers, hear me!” said Aeliana in Latin. “I am Aeliana Carhaine, the Herald of Ruin. I seek to parley with your lord. Will you bring me to him?”

      As with the goblins, the sight of her burning sword and the blue fire of the Mark had a gratifying effect. Many of the men sank to one knee before her, and the rest lowered their weapons or stopped casting spells. 

      “I say again!” said Aeliana. “Will you bring me to your lord?” 

      No one answered her.

      “Pardon, my lady,” said one of the men in chain mail. He was older than the others, stouter and with more gray in his hair. He spoke Latin with slow, careful precision, like he had to recall each word to his mind one by one. “But they will not understand you. They are but common soldiers and speak only good honest Frankish.” 

      Aeliana wondered if that implied the Latin tongue was dishonest and decided that she did not care. 

      “But you speak Latin,” said Aeliana.

      “Yes, great Herald,” said the man. 

      “Why can you speak Latin and the others cannot?” said Aeliana. 

      “This is the Frankish Empire,” said the man. “Here, Frankish is the common tongue. Latin is the language of the church, scholars, and law.”

      A high language and a common language, Aeliana supposed. Something similar took place in Urd Morlemoch. The Devout, the mutated orcs who served the Warden, all spoke orcish among themselves, but their leaders used the dark elven language when addressing their lord. 

      “Then you are a priest?” said Aeliana.

      A sardonic smile went over the man’s face. “I was a priest, my lady. But then I read the Path of the Dragon. The Dominus Christus offers life after death. The Dragon Cult promises immortality in this life. We shall master the Malison, and it shall transform us into dragon gods.” 

      “I see,” said Aeliana, keeping the scorn from her tone and face. These fools believed the same nonsense as the Drakocenti. Then again, given the dragons she had seen at Castarium, likely accidental transformation into a dragon was a real danger here. “You do not seem surprised to see me.”

      “No, my lady,” said the man. “The great Theophract visited our lord the Dragonmaeloch, and he told us another Herald of the Path of the Dragon might appear among us. The Duke Merovech commanded every man of his army to keep watch for this new Herald.” 

      “What is your name, soldier?” said Aeliana. 

      “Volker, my lady.”

      “Do you have a lord or a commander, Master Volker?” 

      Volker nodded. “We are the men of the Count Rhellgar, the lord of Castle Rhellburg.”

      Count? Castle? Aeliana struggled with the strange words, and then understanding came. Likely both words had been derived from the Latin terms Comes and castra. 

      “I suggest, Master Volker,” said Aeliana, “that you find your Count and bring him to me. It seems that we have much to discuss.” 

      “I believe you are entirely correct, my lady,” said Volker. “Please wait here, and I shall bring word of your arrival to my lord the Count at once.”

      “Thank you, Volker,” said Aeliana. “How pleasant to encounter a man of both wit and courtesy.”

      Volker bowed deeply, turned, and walked away at a brisk pace. Aeliana lowered Ruinheart but did not sheathe it. The soldiers stared at her with a mixture of fear and weariness, but a few with something like hunger in their eyes. Perhaps it had been a while since some of them had touched or even seen a woman. Best not to give them any ideas. If this was indeed Merovech’s army, Aeliana would prefer not to alienate him by killing a few of his soldiers. 

      Then again, from what she remembered of Merovech Valdraxis from Urd Morlemoch, he might enjoy the show.

      Aeliana waited about ten minutes and then heard hoofbeats drumming against the earth. She turned her head and looked to the…actually, she didn’t know the direction. Without the sun, she couldn’t gauge whether she was looking east or west. A disturbing feeling, but she thrust it aside. Anyway, she looked in the direction of the sound and saw an armored horseman riding towards her, Volker jogging after. 

      The horseman reined up a dozen paces away and swung down from the saddle. He wore fine steel plate mail, spattered along the legs with mud and the arms with dried human blood. The horseman was handsome, about thirty-five years old, with black hair and a bushy black beard. It seemed that it was the custom of the men of the Franks to grow long beards, which Aeliana found regrettable. Some women found beards attractive. She was not one of them, and this otherwise handsome horseman looked as if he had glued the pelt of some mangy beast to his jaw and chin. 

      The horseman took a few steps towards Aeliana and looked over her with cold green eyes, his gaze settling on Ruinheart and the blue fire playing around her hand. For a moment, his face was a frozen mask, and then he came to a decision. 

      “My lady Aeliana Carhaine,” said the armored man with a sweeping bow. He spoke Latin with fluid ease, though colored with what Aeliana had come to recognize as a Frankish accent. “Permit me to be the first to welcome you to the Frankish Empire. Specifically, to the duchy of Swabathia.”

      “Thank you, my lord,” said Aeliana. She suspected this was the count of which Volker had spoken. “Might I have the honor of knowing your name?”

      The armored man smiled. “I am Count Alan Rhellgar, the lord of Castle Rhellburg and its lands.” The smile took on a hard edge. “I am also a high priest of the Dragon Cult, a follower of the Path of the Dragon, the path to true immortality. The Theophract foretold that five Heralds of Ruin would proceed the coming of the Warden, and when the Warden comes, the doors shall be broken, and mankind will master the Malison and rule as dragon gods forevermore.” 

      Aeliana kept the surprise from her face. The Theophract had been rather more forthcoming with the Dragon Cult than he had with the Drakocenti. Then again, the door that the Warden sought was here, on this world, beneath the elven city of Cathair Kaldran. Perhaps the Theophract needed more powerful and willing allies on this world. 

      “Thank you, Lord Rhellgar,” said Aeliana.

      “Then you are truly another Herald?” said Rhellgar. 

      Aeliana gestured with her sword. “Can you doubt it?”

      “I am loath to doubt any words of so fair a noble lady,” said Rhellgar. Despite herself, Aeliana smiled at the flattery. Though Rhellgar would not have called her fair if he had seen her transformation into the Blood Knight. “But, alas, deceit is all too common among mortal men. I hope you will not take offense if I work a minor spell to test the truth of your claims.”

      “I would take offense if you did not,” said Aeliana. “The Theophract desires strong and clever men to follow the Path of the Dragon, not witless sheep.”

      Rhellgar smiled in recognition of the compliment and cast a spell. Gray light flared around his hand. Aeliana had no magical talent herself, but she nonetheless recognized the spell to sense the presence of magical forces. Rhellgar blinked several times, and then took a quick step back. 

      “Ah,” said Rhellgar, and he bowed again. “My lady Herald. How might I serve?” 

      Aeliana thought for a moment. The original plan had been to use Cyprian and subterfuge to open the Great Eye. But the Drakocenti had failed. If one tool did not work, it was discarded and another chosen. It was time to abandon stealth and use main force to open the Great Eye – and this army might provide the force she required. 

      “Tell me what has transpired here, my lord Count,” said Aeliana. “How did your army come to be here?” 

      “A long tale, my lady,” said Rhellgar.

      “Strive for brevity.”

      “As you wish,” said Rhellgar. “Several years past, the Frankish Empire was nearly destroyed by a dark elven lord called the Valedictor. He was slain by the Dragontiarna Knight Tyrcamber Rigamond, but the Emperor was killed in the fighting. The Dragon Cult perceived that the hour had come at last to show itself openly. The leader of the cult, Duke Merovech Valdraxis, became a Dragonmaeloch, able to shift between dragon form and human form at will. The Cult came out of the shadows and joined him, and we seized control of much of the central Empire. Mountain goblins, pagan gnolls, and ogres rushed to our banners, and we marched towards Sinderost, the capital of the Empire.”

      “Where you experienced setbacks,” said Aeliana, thinking of the disarrayed look of the goblins and human soldiers she had seen. 

      A grimace flickered behind Rhellgar’s beard. “Alas, our foes have proven more capable than we expected. Not enough nobles have gathered to elect a new Emperor, but the loyalists have rallied around Prince Everard Roland. With him are the Duke Chilmar Rigamond, the most powerful lord of the Empire, the Dragontiarna Knight, and the Guardian Rilmael of the cloak elves.”

      “Guardian?” said Aeliana. “Did you say Guardian?”

      “I did, my lady,” said Rhellgar. 

      She had heard of the Guardians. As she studied Ridmark and his allies, she learned that he had been aided by the Guardian Rhodruthain of Owyllain. But the Warden had told Aeliana the truth of the Guardians and the source of their power. The Warden’s oldest and greatest enemy, the archmage Ardrhythain of the high elves, was the Warden’s match in skill and power. But Ardrhythain was bound by the threefold law of the high elves and could not wield authority over other kindreds. Yet Ardrhythain had found a way to act within the constraints of the high elves’ threefold law. The archmage created mantles of magical power and bestowed them upon worthy individuals, and those individuals had the freedom to act that Ardrhythain himself did not. It was a stratagem which the archmage had used to great effect. Indeed, had he not created the orders of the Magistri and the Swordbearers among the men of Andomhaim? As a servant of the Warden and his great vision, Aeliana knew that Ardrhythain was her enemy. Yet she had to concede the skill of her foe. He had created the Magistri and the Swordbearers to save Andomhaim from the urdmordar, and he had used Andomhaim to defeat the Frostborn and stop the Enlightened of Incariel from claiming the Well of Tarlion. 

      For that matter, Aeliana supposed, she might never have been born if the urdmordar had destroyed Andomhaim. 

      But the archmage was still her foe. And as the Guardians were to Ardrhythain, so were Aeliana and the other Heralds of Ruin to the Warden. They were vessels of his power, and they would undertake his mighty work to remake the cosmos.

      “You are familiar with the Guardian Rilmael, my lady?” said Rhellgar.

      “Not him, but I know of the Guardians,” said Aeliana. “Please continue.”

      “Our lord consolidated his control over the central Empire,” said Rhellgar, “and prepared to cross the River Nabia and attack Sinderost. But Prince Everard moved faster than we anticipated. He gathered an army of allies and even managed to convince Duke Cataul Tetrax to join his cause. We fought a battle before the gates of Castle Valdraxis a few days ago.” 

      “And how did that battle end?” said Aeliana, though she already knew.

      “A minor defeat,” said Rhellgar. “It was a setback, I will admit, but hardly the end of the Cult’s strength. Nevertheless, it was a setback. We lost Castle Valdraxis and were pushed further west into Swabathia. We would have prevailed, but somehow Prince Everard gained the services of a second Dragontiarna Knight.”

      “You have mentioned these Dragontiarna Knights twice now,” said Aeliana. “Explain what they are.” 

      Rhellgar hesitated. “The Malison does not touch the world on the other side of that rift?”

      “No.” Just what the hell was the Malison? 

      “Ah,” said Rhellgar. “All men born on this world can use magic, but it carries a danger. Use too much magic, and the Malison – the Dragon Curse – will overwhelm you and transform you into a dragon. Dragons are vulnerable to magical enslavement, so all men live in fear of the Dragon Curse. Except for the Dragon Cult, of course. We shall harness the Malison and use it to become dragon gods, of which our lord Merovech is but the first. But that does not answer your question, does it?” A flicker of anger went over his face, but it wasn’t aimed at her. “The Dragontiarna…they are creations of the Guardian Rilmael. A Dragonmaeloch is created through spells of blood and sacrifice. But the Dragontiarna Knights…somehow, they face themselves when the transformation of the Malison comes over them. Most men, when they transform, lose themselves and become dragons entirely. But the Dragontiarna Knights come through the transformation with the ability to switch between the shape of men and the shape of dragons at will. It is incredibly rare. It must be a fluke, a roll of the dice of fate. No more than one man in a thousand can become a Dragontiarna.” Rhellgar shook his head. “The way of the Cult is better. All men shall become gods.”

      “Though some men shall remain lords among the gods,” said Aeliana in a dry voice.

      Rhellgar smiled. “But of course. When men lived upon Old Earth and prayed to pagan gods, even those gods had kings. Was not Jupiter the king of the gods of the Romans? Or Wotan the lord of the gods of the pagan German barbarians? All men shall become dragon gods, but the Cult shall be the lords of the gods.”

      “All that is no doubt fascinating, but we can discuss history and philosophy later,” said Aeliana. “Tell me what you have been doing since the defeat at Castle Valdraxis.”

      “We withdrew several miles to the west to reform the army,” said Rhellgar. “There has been…contention among the lords and the priests of the Cult as to how we should proceed. Some think we should counterattack. Others think we should withdraw further to the west and fortify there, to let Prince Everard’s army grind itself against us.” He hesitated.

      “Go on,” said Aeliana. 

      “I do not wish to betray my lord Merovech’s counsels,” said Rhellgar.

      “The lord Merovech and I are on the same side,” said Aeliana. “The Theophract founded the Dragon Cult among you, and it was from the Theophract that I received this sword.” Actually, she had gotten the sword from the hand of the Warden, though the Theophract had been present at the time. But Rhellgar didn’t need to know that. 

      “The Theophract?” said Rhellgar. “The Theophract has been in counsel with the Duke.” Rhellgar paused, gathering his thoughts. “It seems that the Theophract has counseled the Duke to seek something called the Great Eye that will bring him victory. Unfortunately, no one has seen the Great Eye or knows where it is.”

      “I do,” said Aeliana. She pointed at the shimmering rift behind her. “As it happens, once you go through that gate, the Great Eye is about eighty or ninety miles to the south.”

      “Then you are the one who has been opening these rifts?” said Rhellgar. “Many of our allied goblin tribes have already ventured through them.”

      “I am,” said Aeliana. “I can take your Duke to the Great Eye and help him defeat its defenders.”

      “Then will you permit me to escort you to the presence of the Duke, my lady?” said Rhellgar. “I am sure Duke Merovech will be pleased to hear your counsel.”

      “I am sure he will,” said Aeliana. But would he? Did Merovech remember her as she remembered him from Urd Morlemoch? The Warden did not suffer fools, but the transformation into a Dragonmaeloch might have deranged Merovech’s reason. But the Theophract was with Merovech, and likely he would keep a tight rein on the other Herald. 

      Aeliana made up her mind. 

      “Please, my lord,” said Aeliana. “Lead the way. I am most eager to meet with the Duke.”

      Rhellgar gave orders. Volker and two other men retrieved her horses from the other side of the rift. Aeliana mounted a horse and rode alongside Alan Rhellgar. 

      She glanced back at the rift and saw that Rhellgar had also ordered scouts through it, and Aeliana felt herself smile.

      Prince Accolon and Ridmark might have been preparing for an invasion from the sea, but soon enough, they would face a powerful foe from the north.
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      The Crown Prince Accolon Pendragon, his allies, and his closest advisors assembled in the great hall of the Prince’s Palace of Andomhaim. 

      Ridmark looked over the small crowd that gathered before the dais. When he had been eighteen years old, he had become a knight in the court of Dux Gareth Licinius of the Northerland, and like Accolon, the Dux had many advisors. It had been Gareth’s habit to let each of them have their say before coming to a decision. It had been a method of leadership that worked well for him – the Dux’s lords and knights had followed him faithfully until Gareth had died in battle against the Frostborn. 

      Tywall Gwyrdragon sat in the formal curule chair since he was the true ruler of Cintarra and Accolon was his regent, though Accolon was his overlord and in truth all power rested with the Crown Prince. Accolon stood next to the curule chair, grim-faced, Hopesinger in its scabbard as his belt. The various advisors gathered before the dais – Sir Owain, Sir Peter, Archbishop Caelmark, and Moriah Rhosmor. And Ridmark himself, he supposed, along with Calliande. The Keepers had always offered counsel and guidance to the High Kings of Andomhaim. 

      Mara and Jager came as well, flanked by a guard of Anathgrimm soldiers, and Selene and Third waited near them. Shalmathrak and Vhorshala were there, accompanied by a guard of a half-dozen ghost orc rangers. Ridmark wondered if ghost orcs had ever stood in the great hall of the Prince’s Palace before. As far as he knew, they had not. Then again, with their powers of invisibility, it was possible ghost orcs had visited the Palace before, and no one had ever known of it. That was something of an unsettling thought.

      But given the foe that was gathering in the north, Ridmark would be glad of the ghost orcs’ help. 

      “My lords and knights, thank you all for coming,” said Accolon. “We have repulsed the Heptarchy attack on Cintarra, though we all know that the red orcs shall return. But it seems that we shall have battle again sooner than we anticipated. A new foe gathers in the north, and we must prepare our forces to face it at once.” 

      “What manner of foe, lord Prince?” said Sir Peter, his resonant voice a marked contrast with his scarred face. 

      “Had I not seen this foe with my own eyes at Castarium,” said Accolon, “I could hardly credit the tale. But all the reports agree. Magical rifts have opened on the western side of the River Cintarra, north of the city, and creatures have come forth through the gates.”

      “I have sensed the rifts,” said Calliande. “At least one has opened north of Cintarra, and likely many more. I cannot give an exact number from this distance. 

      “The creatures the villagers have seen are goblins and ogres,” said Accolon. “We faced them at Castarium.” He rubbed his jaw. “None of the reports have seen any dragons yet, but that is likely to change.”

      “The faithful of Shalask fought these creatures,” said Shalmathrak. “The smaller ones called themselves goblins, while the larger were named ogres. Vhalmharak opened rifts as he traveled into the heart of the Shaluuskan Forest, and the creatures came forth to aid him. We saw no dragons, though.”

      “A small mercy, I suppose,” said Sir Peter. 

      “But all the goblins and ogres could cast spells,” said Shalmathrak. “They wielded simple elemental magic, but with deadly force.”

      “So did the goblins and ogres we fought at Castarium,” said Ridmark. “The humans and gnolls who came through the rift had the same ability.” 

      “The world on the other side of the rift is much stronger with magic than our own,” said Calliande. “Anyone born there possesses magical ability of varying potency.”

      “Then we face an army of wizards?” said Sir Owain, aghast.

      “It would appear so,” said Accolon. 

      “How are we to overcome such a force?” said Owain. “The fight against the priestesses of the Heptarchy was sharp enough. But if all the red orcs had been able to wield magic, the banner of the Heptarchy would now fly from the ramparts of the Prince’s Palace. We do not have enough Magistri and Swordbearers to counter them.” He shook his head. “If every soldier of the enemy army can use magic, the assembled Order of the Swordbearers might not be enough to stop them.”

      “You would be right, Sir Owain,” said Calliande, “but we have one advantage. The magic of our world is weaker than the magic of the world on the other side of the gates. Consequently, the goblins and the ogres will deplete their magical strength more quickly than they expect, and it will take them longer to recover their power.” Ridmark had suspected that during the battle outside Castarium. In the opening moments of the fight, the men of the Empire and the soldiers of the Signifier had exchanged potent volleys of magical spells. But when they had closed to hand to hand range, that had stopped. Ridmark had assumed it was because the fury of melee fighting prevented the necessary concentration for wielding magic, but it seemed that the combatants had simply run out of power. “Nevertheless, the enemy will have a potent advantage. But the field between us will not be so severely slanted in the foe’s advantage as you fear.”

      “And we have advantages as well,” said Accolon. “One Swordbearer is a match for any number of minor wizards. The Magistri can ward against elemental spells easily.” Calliande nodded in agreement. She had told Ridmark that warding against elemental magic, even powerful elemental magic, was still easier than deflecting spells of dark magic. “And if Lord Shalmathrak is willing to aid us, we have the advantage of ghost orc rangers to serve as our scouts.”

      “The faithful of Shalask are willing, lord Prince,” said Shalmathrak. “As I argued earlier, it seems clear this is another facet of the evil we face or another of its minions. And Vhalmharak claimed to be a Herald of Ruin. Likely another such Herald is opening the gates.”

      Ridmark thought of Aeliana, and once again wondered if she had survived the battle before the Great Eye. 

      “How shall we stop the foe?” said Owain. “If they can travel through these rifts, they could send limitless numbers into Andomhaim.” 

      “The rifts are relatively simple to close, my lord Constable,” said Calliande. “A Swordbearer can do it with a single thrust of his soulblade. Any one of the Magistri can do it with the spell to dispel magic. What is more, we know that the rifts are created by menhirs called Dwyrstones. If we find the Dwyrstones and put them back to sleep, no more rifts will open.”

      “There are several such menhirs in the Shaluuskan Forest,” said Vhorshala. “Relics of a time before the Sculptor created our kindred. Vhalmharak was able to awaken them, but the priestesses of Shalask put them to sleep once more.”

      “This, then, is what we must do,” said Accolon. “We shall march from Cintarra at once. We must find the rifts and close them and locate any activated Dwyrstones. And we must do it swiftly, before the soldiers of the Heptarchy return from across the sea.”

      “How many soldiers can we spare?” said Owain. “My lord, Cintarra and its lands are in no condition to fight a war. The chaos sown by the Regency Council and the Drakocenti will take some time to heal.” 

      “We may not be in any condition to fight a war,” said Accolon, “but a war is coming for us nonetheless. We will have to do the best we can.” He paced to the edge of the dais and back to the curule chair, Tywall watching him anxiously. “I have fifteen hundred royal troops my father sent with me, a thousand footmen and five hundred horsemen. Those will march from their camp at once.”

      “I have a thousand Anathgrimm warriors with me, and can summon more swiftly,” said Mara. “They will accompany you on your march.”

      “I shall be glad of it,” said Accolon. “The Anathgrimm are the finest soldiers within or without Andomhaim. From what we saw at Castarium, the goblins cannot match their discipline.” He paced again, and Ridmark saw Accolon force himself to stop. “I will have no choice but to call a general muster of arms. Some nobles will come with their knights and militiamen. Others will be unable to do so.” He frowned. “And some will pretend that they cannot come, angry that I have deprived them of sheep enclosures.”

      “Then they are fools,” said Owain. “If these goblin creatures overrun Cintarra, they will slaughter the nobles alongside their precious sheep.”

      “If both the scriptures and the chronicles of history can teach us anything, Sir Owain,” said Archbishop Caelmark, “it is that mankind has a unique gift for dithering over trivialities in the face of more urgent concerns.” 

      “I fear this weakness is not limited to humans,” said Vhorshala. “The priestesses and headmen of the faithful debated what to do about Vhalmharak until he had conquered half our people.” 

      “Then let us learn from their example and act now,” said Accolon. He let out a deep breath. “I will take half the city’s militia with me. That should give me…”

      “Another two thousand soldiers or so, my lord,” said Owain.

      “But will the remaining two thousand be enough to keep order in the city?” said Peter.

      “I think so, yes,” said Moriah. “With the enclosures reversed and the Regency Council destroyed, much of the ill-will that filled the city has faded. So long as the Prince leaves a strong but fair man to rule Cintarra in his absence, there should be no danger of revolt.”

      “And who shall have the honor of that tedious burden?” said Caelmark.

      Moriah blinked her green eyes at him and smiled. “I was about to suggest that the Prince choose you, my lord archbishop.”

      “Me?” Ridmark’s older brother looked both surprised and irritated. “I do not want such a responsibility.”

      “You are the best choice, my lord,” said Moriah. She looked at Accolon. “The archbishop and his supporters are the only ones who consistently challenged the Regency Council and the enclosures. That gives the archbishop a moral authority no one else in the city possesses, save perhaps for you and the Keeper.”

      “I am not remaining behind to rule Cintarra,” said Calliande. “I fear you shall need my help against the enemy.”

      “My advice is that if you leave Archbishop Caelmark to rule the city in your stead, you will not face the danger of a revolt,” said Moriah. 

      Caelmark let out a sigh. “Vexing woman.” Moriah gave him a smile both cheery and unrepentant. “Very well. If this duty is thrust upon me, I will not turn from it. But what am I to do if the Heptarchy returns?”

      Accolon offered a grim nod. “Hold out here as best you may. Send word to us, and we will return with reinforcements. Hopefully, we will be able to overcome the goblins in the north swiftly and then we can return here.”

      “Wars fought on two fronts are never swift,” said Ridmark.

      “No,” said Accolon. “And if the Heptarchy and the Heralds of Ruin are somehow working together, then we are at a greater disadvantage. I will have the Magistri send a message to my father and ask him for reinforcements. I will also send riders to Durandis and Rhaluusk, asking for aid. The Dux of Durandis and King Crowlacht of Rhaluusk may have to come to our aid anyway. The goblins could attack them as well. Their lands border on those held by Cintarra.” He looked at Owain. “With half the militia and the muster of the nobles, how many men can we gather?”

      “At most?” said Owain. “Twelve thousand, I should think. But given how many nobles have thrown their lands into disarray with the enclosures and how many will drag their feet at your summons, it will be less. Eight thousand is more likely. And even that may be optimistic.”

      “So be it, then,” said Accolon. “Let us prepare for the campaign. I will leave Cintarra tomorrow.”
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      To Moriah’s great surprise, Accolon asked her to accompany the march.

      “The Wraith might be invaluable,” said Accolon. “Especially now that you have found both gauntlets to your armor.”

      “The Wraith is a bluff, a legend, and a misdirection,” said Moriah. “I do not lack for self-regard, my lord,” Accolon laughed briefly at that, “but in a battle, a dozen of me would not be worth a single mounted knight. A hundred of me would not be worth a Swordbearer. I think I might serve better by remaining behind and spying for the archbishop.”

      They walked alone through one of the endless corridors of the sprawling Prince’s Palace. Accolon’s bodyguards trailed as a discreet distance. The Crown Prince was always guarded either by the men his father had sent from Tarlion or Lord Ridmark’s men-at-arms. Sometimes Sir Niall was with them, and Moriah could always feel the new-made knight glowering at her. At the moment, he wasn’t part of the Prince’s escort. Preparing to march involved a thousand separate tasks, and no doubt Lord Ridmark had work for his vassal elsewhere. 

      No doubt they all thought Moriah was Accolon’s mistress. She didn’t particularly care. Better to be thought of as the Prince’s mistress instead of what she really was. 

      “The archbishop does not approve of spies,” said Accolon. “And I shall repay your honesty in kind. My enemies among the nobility dislike Caelmark Arban, but they won’t kill him. They may dislike him, but they hate me. And if I happen to die of a dagger thrust to the back during the battle against the goblins, well, the misfortunes of war can befall anyone.”

      Moriah frowned. “That is a good point. If the Red Family is destroyed, they’ll have to kill you themselves. And it would be a lot easier to do it in the field than in the city.”

      “I agree with you,” said Accolon. “Which is why I would like you to come. You can watch my back.”

      Moriah glanced back at the Prince’s guards. “You should know that they will say I am your mistress.”

      “Let them. I already have a reputation, and I know you don’t care.” He raised a hand. “I haven’t asked about your methods, but I know you have many contacts among the halfling servants. Most of the nobles on the march are going to bring their halfling servants. They’ll see anything long before it happens, and you can warn me.”

      Moriah nodded. “I think you are right. Very well, lord Prince. I will join you on the march.”

      “I am pleased,” said Accolon. “Make whatever preparations you need, and be ready to leave at dawn. You will travel as part of my household and guard.” 

      “Thank you, my lord,” said Moriah. Accolon beckoned, and his bodyguards moved to join him. The Crown Prince strode off, no doubt turning his mind to the next matter that required his attention. Moriah watched him go, and then shook her head and set off for her rooms. 

      She could do what he asked, she thought. Uncle Helmut was her ally, and his name carried a great deal of authority among the halflings of Cintarra. For that matter, with her wraithcloak, she could spy on the nobles with relative ease. Still, it would be a challenging task. Spying on the nobles in Cintarra was one thing. Keeping the Prince safe in the chaos of a battle would be something else entirely. 

      And she wasn’t a soldier. She had no business in a war.

      Then again, she had fought in a war, hadn’t she? Moriah had waged her own private war against the Drakocenti for more than a year. And in the end, the Drakocenti had only been a tool of whatever evil controlled the Heralds of Ruin and had forged the dark soulblades. The war against the Drakocenti was over, but Moriah feared the war against their mysterious master was only just beginning. 

      Moriah stepped into one of the Palace’s courtyards, intending to cross it to reach the tower holding her apartment. Some of the Palace’s courtyards were lush gardens, while others were paved. This particular courtyard was paved with flagstones, the walls adorned with an elaborate arcade of red columns. Men-at-arms drilled in this courtyard under the direction of their decurions, training with sword and spear and crossbow. She had watched the soldiers train a few times while infiltrating the Palace as the Wraith, and suddenly she remembered the sight of sweat gleaming upon chests and backs, of arms coiling with muscle as they lifted a sword. Moriah laughed at herself, surprised at the sudden urge of desire. Now there was something she didn’t have time to consider.

      She was almost to the door to the tower holding her apartment when Sir Rufinius and Sir Niall stepped into her path. 

      Moriah came to a sudden halt. Neither man saw her. Both seemed deep in a discussion about horses.

      “Given that you are both knights, you ought to pay better attention to your surroundings,” said Moriah.

      Both men came to an abrupt stop, hands flying to their sword hilts. Sir Rufinius saw her, and he smiled, his blue eyes becoming a little less cold. Sir Niall scowled, his hand dropping from his sword hilt a half-second after Rufinius. 

      “My lady,” said Rufinius. “We were not expecting to see you here.” He gestured at Niall. “Sir Niall and I will have the honor of traveling with the Prince’s bodyguard. He will have charge of the Prince’s horses.” 

      Moriah had to admit that Rufinius was pleasant to look at, tall and strong with broad shoulders. He had something of the grim, determined look that Archbishop Caelmark and Lord Ridmark shared, but Rufinius smiled more. And he seemed oddly fascinated by Moriah ever since she had saved his life in the Shadow Ways, yet he had done nothing to indicate interest. 

      “Aye,” said Niall. Moriah didn’t like Niall, but she conceded that he was handsome in a wiry, lean sort of way, fit without the heavier bulk of Sir Rufinius. “I suppose you will be busy here.”

      “No,” said Moriah. “The Prince has asked me to accompany him on the march.”

      Niall’s eyebrows drew together in a scowl. “Why?” 

      Moriah smiled at him. “Why do you think?”

      Niall’s reaction was amusing. She could just see the barbed comment take shape in his head, probably something about claiming her sister’s place as the Prince’s mistress. Yet that terrifying aunt of Niall’s had brought him up too well, and Niall had too much respect for the Prince to insult him even obliquely. 

      Sir Niall ought never to gamble. His face was too open. 

      “I don’t presume to know the Prince’s mind,” said Niall at last. 

      “It is obvious, I’m afraid,” said Rufinius. “The Prince distrusts the nobles along the river, and the task of Lady Moriah will be to watch his back, lest one of those nobles plant a dagger in it.”

      Niall scowled, but this time his ire was not aimed at Moriah. “He is right to distrust them. Sir Ricatus, the lord of Ebor, is one of those nobles. He was one of those who enclosed his lands for sheep. Sir Ricatus might not have been one of the Drakocenti, but I’m sure that someone like him would betray the Prince if he could.” 

      “Then I will have to keep an eye on him,” said Moriah.

      “How?” said Niall. “By stealing from him?”

      Moriah smiled at him again. “If I do, he’ll never know it. And I certainly wouldn’t be foolish enough to confess.”

      A flush went to Niall’s cheeks. He took a deep breath, calmed himself, and nodded. “If you will excuse me, Sir Rufinius. I should go to the stables and see to the Prince’s horses.”

      “Aye, Sir Niall,” said Rufinius. 

      Moriah wondered if Niall would leave without acknowledging her, but Rhiain of Ebor had trained him too well. “Lady Moriah.” He nodded again and walked away, leaving Moriah alone with Rufinius.

      “He doesn’t like me very much,” said Moriah. 

      Rufinius grunted. “He doesn’t know what to make of you. Do you know his story?”

      “I’m the Prince’s spymaster, so I had better,” said Moriah. “He was a villager from Ebor. Sir Ricatus drove his family off their land, and they came to Cintarra and then Castarium. His aunt was sick, so he stole some sheep and a pig from the monastery to feed her. When the monks came, Niall admitted what he had done, hoping for clemency. Instead, the monks tried to have him executed. Lord Ridmark spared him, and he saved Prince Accolon’s life twice. So Lord Ridmark knighted Niall. He doesn’t like me because I was a thief.”

      “So was Niall,” said Rufinius.

      Moriah scoffed. “He’s too honest to be a thief. Not a trace of guile in his brain. That’s what bothers him. He turned himself in, and he almost got executed. I never did, and I wound up as a lady of the Prince’s court.”

      “You turned yourself in,” said Rufinius.

      “Not quite,” said Moriah. “I saved your life, remember? I suspect that earned me a little favor with the Prince and your father.”

      Rufinius smiled. “As Sir Niall sees it, he tried to do the right thing and was punished for it. You proudly did the wrong thing and were rewarded for it. He doesn’t know what to make of that.”

      Moriah shrugged. “Life isn’t fair.”

      “Also, he has no experience of women whatsoever,” said Rufinius. “He finds you attractive and doesn’t know what to do about it.” 

      “God and the saints,” said Moriah. “He isn’t going to leave flowers on my doorstep, is he?”

      “No,” said Rufinius. “But I urge you to be kind to him, my lady. You have had a hard life, but so has he. And you both want the same thing – the safety of the Prince. It would be better if you could find a way to work together.” 

      “Maybe,” said Moriah. It was annoying that Rufinius was probably right. “Are all the sons of the House of the Arbanii so wise?”

      Rufinius smiled. “I am a bastard, and therefore not part of the House of the Arbanii.”

      “Yet your father is one of the Arbanii,” said Moriah. “Before he became an archbishop, anyway.”

      “I’ve heard it said that grim devotion to duty is the mark of the Arbanii, not wisdom,” said Rufinius. “But we both likely have duties to attend to, my lady. I shall see you on the march.”

      He offered a polite bow, and Moriah watched him go. Again, she was both relieved and annoyed that he hadn’t made any indications of interest – no invitation to dinner, or to go riding, or anything of that nature. Moriah was relieved because if he had invited her, she probably would have said yes, and God only knew where that would lead. 

      She had more important things to consider.

      Speaking of that, Moriah left the courtyard and went to her rooms to prepare.
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      The noise from the courtyards of the Prince’s Palace rose to the narrow window, but Calliande put it out of her mind. 

      “Are you sure about this?” said Ridmark.

      Calliande took a deep breath. “Mostly.”

      She had claimed a tower room on the southern curtain wall of the Palace, the smell of sea salt and rotting fish coming through the window, along with the sounds of soldiers preparing to march. Likely the work would continue well into the night. Calliande had been on more campaigns than she could easily remember, and she knew there were a thousand tasks to be done before an army could march. 

      But right now, she had a more serious challenge. 

      The room was empty of furniture, and the dark soulblade Ghostruin lay on the center of the floor in its battered leather scabbard.

      Even without using the Sight, Calliande felt the malignant power coming off the weapon. With the Sight, she saw the full depths of the evil in the sword. The soulblades the Swordbearers carried were living things, albeit a form of life alien to flesh and blood. Stern, implacable purpose filled the soulblades, devoted to the destruction of dark magic and the defense of mortal life from black sorcery. Ghostruin was also alive, but it was a thing of lust and hatred. Like the dark soulblade that Aeliana had carried, it fed on life taken through murder, and nothing could ever quench its hunger. 

      She wondered who had made the evil thing. Calliande knew that the dark elves had forged soulstone-enhanced weaponry in the past, and both the gray elves of Owyllain and the halflings of the Ghost Path in the far east knew the secret of growing lesser soulstones. But as far as Calliande was aware, neither the gray elves nor the dark elves nor the Ghost Path halflings had ever created anything as powerful as this.

      Or as malevolent. 

      “Mostly?” said Ridmark. 

      “Nothing is entirely safe in life, my love, you know that,” said Calliande. “But this should be mostly safe.” She met his eyes. “We need to know more about our enemy. The more we know about our foes, the better our chances of defeating them.”

      And the sooner Calliande and Ridmark could return to their children. Tomorrow morning, before the army marched out, Ridmark would draw on the power of the Shield Knight. He would open a gate to Tarlion, and Joachim and Rhoanna and their nurses and tutors would pass through to the safety of the High King’s city, under the care of Dagma and Calliande’s other servants. Their older brother Gareth was already there, serving as a page in the High King’s court, soon to become a squire. Calliande knew that her children would be well guarded and cared for in Tarlion. Ridmark had slowly and determinedly built up a household of people Calliande trusted with her children. She was grateful for his work – as much as she wanted to, she couldn’t do everything herself.

      But God and all the saints, it tore at her heart to be separated from her children. She was the Keeper and a wife and a mother, and those conflicting duties often competed with each other for her full attention. 

      “I suppose I cannot talk you out of this,” said Ridmark.

      “No,” said Calliande. “But it is as I said. It should be mostly safe. And if it is not…” She kissed him. “That’s why you’re here.”

      He smiled briefly. “Then we had better begin.”

      Calliande nodded and sat cross-legged on the floor before Ghostruin, laying her staff across her knees. With the ease of long practice, she slipped into a trance, clearing her mind of her fear for the future, her doubt about the correct course, her anger at being separated from her children. 

      She called the Sight to her, and she beheld the aura of power around Oathshield and Aegisikon, saw the larger aura of magic that surrounded the world itself, though it was too vast for any one mind to truly behold. With her mind cleared, she focused her will and sent the Sight into the dark soulblade.

      And she sought for whatever mind and power had created Ghostruin. 

      Her stomach tightened with revulsion as her Sight examined the dark soulblade. The power sheathing the thing was like filth, like blood and murder and torture and despair all mixed together. Calliande could not comprehend a mind that would willingly wield such a weapon, and she thought herself both blessed and fortunate that she could not. There was the mark of a broken bond on the sword. Like the high elven soulblades, the dark soulblades bonded with their bearers. 

      And this sword’s bearer had been slain at the hand of Warlord Shalmathrak. 

      Calliande probed along the shattered bond, seeking the will of the sword’s creator, and visions flooded through her mind.

      She saw the Shaluuskan Forest, dense and deep and ancient. The Herald of Ruin called Vhalmharak appeared before her eyes, a gaunt ghost orc, his black eyes glittering with madness, and the dragon-headed sigil burned upon his right arm. The fanaticism of true belief shone around him like the fire on a corpse’s pyre. Vhalmharak was the herald of change, of destruction, and he had come to rip down the old world and raise a new one. 

      Calliande saw his war, saw a battle through the streets of an ancient, hidden city in the heart of the Shaluuskan Forest. Shalmathrak dueled Vhalmharak on the steps of the temple of Shalask, and Shalmathrak proved the more skillful, throwing down his foe despite the power of Ghostruin.

      Then the vision ended, and Calliande was sitting back in the tower room, gazing at Ghostruin with her eyes of flesh. 

      She was starting to get a headache. Using the Sight was an immense mental effort and carried a toll of physical fatigue. It was just as well that channeling the power of the Sword of Life in Owyllain had instilled great vigor in her flesh. 

      She needed that stamina now.

      Calliande focused the Sight. Instead of looking at the broken bond, she looked towards the black soulstone in the sword’s tang, the soulstone filled with corrupted, crawling shadows. 

      Again, her Sight sank into the sword, and a new vision flashed before her eyes.

      The battle in the Shaluuskan Forest was the recent past. This was the distant past, long before men had come to Andomhaim, long before human civilization itself had started in a few scattered river valleys on Old Earth. Calliande saw a titanic, endless war, the high elves struggling against the dark elves for countless millennia. The dark elves summoned new kindreds from other worlds to serve as their slaves and soldiers, and they flung their enslaved warriors against the high elves.

      Then the dark elves summoned the urdmordar, and the urdmordar devoured them. 

      The high elves splintered. Some despaired of the war and renounced their immortality and the threefold law to become the Liberated, the gray elves. Calliande watched as the twelve nations of the Liberated went their own ways. One nation traveled to Owyllain, grew powerful for a time, and then dwindled to the city of Cathair Caedyn that Calliande had visited. The other eleven left this world, building a mighty world gate in the city of Cathair Cintarr. One by one, the eleven nations left. The Great Eye was supposed to have been destroyed behind them, but something went wrong, and the Great Eye remained in the darkness below the earth, waiting. 

      Calliande’s vision hurtled after one of the eleven nations through the stars, and with a shock, she recognized Tyrcamber’s world, the world of the Frankish Empire. Magic blazed before her Sight like molten torrents, and the sky shone with fire. Calliande watched as the pattern of Owyllain repeated on Tyrcamber’s world. For a time, the Liberated waxed and grew mighty, but the dark elves pursued them. The Liberated waned until only a hidden fortress city remained, guarding…

      Guarding…

      Calliande caught a brief glimpse of a door of golden light, dragon fire blazing behind it, and she knew that this was what the master of the Heralds sought. 

      The vision ended, and again Calliande gazed at Ghostruin with her eyes of flesh. Her headache had gotten much worse. Ignoring the pain and the fatigue, she reached deeper into her Sight, sending it over the dark soulblade. The Sight could show past and present and future, and she sent it coursing down the sword, seeking the shadows of its past, its recent past.

      She needed to see who had forged it. She needed to see the hand of its maker. 

      Ghostly blue fire flared before Calliande’s eyes, and she saw the sigil of the dragon-headed man, the sign of both the Drakocenti and the Dragon Cult of the Frankish Empire. The image splintered into five shards, and Calliande saw five black swords arrayed in a ring upon a white altar, their blades turning crimson as their powers awoke. 

      Five swords. Five dark soulblades.

      One for each of the five Heralds of Ruin. 

      Calliande saw the heralds kneeling before the white altar. One was Aeliana, a lovely woman with a black heart beneath the beauty, her soul dark and rigid with hatred. The second was the gaunt ghost orc warrior she had seen earlier, no doubt Vhalmharak. The third was an enormous red orc in crimson armor adorned with reliefs of spiders, his expression calm, perhaps even meditative. The fourth was a nobleman with close-cropped black hair and a short dark beard, his face hard and cruel. The fifth was a beautiful, blood-haired young woman in a tight dress, a cold smile on her lips. 

      “Your training is complete, my Heralds of Ruin,” said a terrible voice, a familiar voice, a voice that Calliande had heard before. “Take these dark soulblades and go. You five have seen the truth. You know my vision. Rip down the old order, and you shall be the heralds of the new cosmos.” 

      Calliande pushed the Sight towards the voice, trying to see who had spoken in the shadows of the past. 

      Then her Sight blurred and twisted, following that shadow, and she saw Tyrcamber’s world, the sky blazing with fire, a vast army on the march. Rifts glowed in the foothills of a mountain range, and Calliande saw goblins and ogres and gnolls moving through the gates. She was watching the invasion, she realized, the enemies that even now attacked the villages of the River Cintarra. The Sight swooped down, and she saw one of the Heralds of Ruin, the dark-bearded nobleman. Except now his eyes and his hands glowed with golden fire, and twisted power radiated from him. One of the dark soulblades hung in a scabbard at his belt.

      Calliande’s Sight focused not on him, but on the dark elven sorcerer walking at his side. 

      The dark elf wore blue armor of overlapping metal plates that covered his body like a carapace. A black, hooded cloak hung from his shoulders. Within the cowl, his face was concealed by a masked helmet wrought in the shape of a dragon’s snarling head. In his right hand, he carried a staff that looked as if had been carved from frozen shadows. It was like a black slash in the air, and looking at it sent a wave of nausea through Calliande. Like the dark soulblades, the staff was a living thing, and it hungered to devour any life it encountered. 

      The dragon helmet turned towards Calliande, and the dark elf saw her.

      She felt his will hammer at her, and her defenses rose to shield her mind.

      “Keeper of Andomhaim,” said the sorcerer, the helmet making his voice metallic, sepulchral. “We meet at last.” 

      “Name yourself,” said Calliande.

      The eye holes in the dragon helmet seemed like bottomless pits into the void. “You know who I am.”

      Calliande bent the Sight upon him, feeling the strain on her body even in the depths of her vision. Images flashed through her mind. She saw the dragon-masked sorcerer watch the foundation of the Frankish Empire, saw him move among the humans, whispering, seducing, corrupting. The Dragon Cult arose, a poisoned serpent coiled within the Empire, waiting for its time to strike. 

      But there was something wrong with this sorcerer, something false. Lines of power seemed to flow off him, as if he was bound to something else. 

      Or as if he was the puppet for someone far stronger. 

      “You are the Theophract,” said Calliande. 

      “So the men of the Empire have called me,” said the dark elf. “The title suffices, though it is inaccurate. I am something more.”

      “And what is that?” said Calliande.

      “The Heralds of Ruin are the prophets of the new age,” said the Theophract. “I am its forerunner. I bear a measure of power, as do the heralds, but more.” The black staff shivered in his armored hand, and Calliande felt its malignant will turning towards her. “I see the shape of the old order. I behold the form of the new cosmos. I am the vessel for the will of another.”

      “Who?” said Calliande, pushing her will against the Theophract’s.

      Cracks of blue light spread across his form. 

      “Do you know, Keeper of Andomhaim?” said the Theophract. “Perhaps you should. Your path led to his stronghold once before. You thought your destiny escaped him, but destiny itself shall be undone.” The cracks of blue light widened. “Behold, if you will. If your mind can bear the knowledge.”

      The cracks shone brighter, and Calliande followed one of the lines of power binding the Theophract.

      Her Sight hurtled through time and space, following the line of power.

      And then a familiar, horrible image appeared before her Sight.

      A ruined dark elven citadel rose from an island in a lake of molten stone. The citadel was the size of a city, standing in tiers encircling the island, climbing to a massive tower five hundred feet tall. Ribbons of blue fire twisted around the great tower, rising to lash against the empty black vault of the sky. Calliande’s Sight soared to the top of the mighty tower, and she saw the rings of dark standing stones there. In their center stood an altar filled with a massive glowing crystal that Calliande now recognized as a Tyrathstone. 

      The Warden of Urd Morlemoch stood before the altar, watching her.

      Pure dread flooded through Calliande at the sight of him. The Warden towered over seven feet tall, his head hairless and gaunt and crowned with a diadem of blue steel. Rings of similar metal glittered on his fingers, and he wore a long blue coat over dark clothes. 

      Even though this was a vision, even though the Warden was physically hundreds of miles away in Urd Morlemoch, Calliande felt the power of the ancient creature. After she had recovered her memory and her power, she had never dared to turn her Sight to Urd Morlemoch. The Warden was simply too strong, even if he was bound in his fortress. 

      And now his will closed around her. 

      “Calliande Arban,” said the Warden, his voice deep and musical and far more terrible than any human voice. “You have seen the truth at last.”

      “We escaped you once before,” said Calliande, bracing her will against the power flowing off him.

      “You did,” said the Warden. “An impressive feat, but inconsequential in the end. I have been within Urd Morlemoch for fifteen thousand years. Did you think that in all that time I was simply waiting for you? Or devoting my full attention to amusing myself with the fools who dared to enter my citadel? The Heralds have been centuries in the making. You cannot stop what is to come.”

      “We stopped your plans once before,” said Calliande.

      “You inconvenienced me once before,” said the Warden. “You know nothing of my true intent or purpose. Like all of Ardrhythain’s creations, you lack both vision and ambition. And like Ardrhythain himself, your efforts are futile. You fight to defend a declining and decaying cosmos, one that must be remade, not defended.”

      “And I suppose you have the means to remake the cosmos?” said Calliande. 

      “I do,” said the Warden. “Or I soon will. The distinction is of no importance. And it is of no consequence to you, Calliande Arban, for you shall die here.”

      The Warden’s will struck her mind like a hammer.

      Calliande gasped, reeling back in sudden agony. Her mind was well-defended, warded against intrusion, and she had a great deal of experience in driving out attackers from her thoughts. Yet none of her experience and skill availed her against the Warden. His power sank into her mind like a spike, and she knew when her defenses failed, her heart would stop in her chest.

      She would die in the tower, and Ridmark would never know why.

      Then the Warden’s void-filled eyes snapped to the side.

      “Go!”

      The translucent image of a young woman stood between Calliande and the Warden. She was no more than twenty or so, with thick black hair and deep blue eyes. The woman wore a leather jerkin, dusty trousers, and boots, and something about her looked familiar, so familiar…

      “Go, Mother!” said the woman. “Go!” 

      As the Warden’s attention wavered for a half-second, Calliande had her last chance.

      She wrenched her will back. The Sight hurtled backward, blurring through mountains and forests and rivers, and then snapped back into her own body. 

      Calliande’s physical eyes popped open, her breath coming hard and fast, sweat dripping down her face. She would have fallen on her back, but Ridmark caught her shoulders. 

      “Calliande,” said Ridmark. “Calliande!” 

      She blinked through her headache and looked at him. “Ridmark. I…”

      A disjointed series of memories tumbled through her mind, followed by a surge of dread. 

      “Rhoanna,” said Calliande, scrambling to her feet. “I saw Rhoanna!”

      Calliande ran from the tower, Ridmark a half-step behind her. She raced across a courtyard and came to the keep that housed the guest rooms. They had moved the children into the Prince’s Palace after the destruction of the Regency Council and Accolon’s assumption of the rule of Cintarra. Calliande raced up the stairs and threw open the door. There was a small sitting room, a fire crackling in the hearth. Lucilla sat in a chair, humming to herself as she mended one of Joachim’s tunics. 

      “My lady?” said Lucilla. “Is anything…”

      Calliande rushed across the room and threw open the bedroom door. 

      Rhoanna lay sleeping in her small bed, her arms and legs splayed, her mouth hanging open. Calliande watched the rise and fall of her daughter’s chest, and a deep relief spread through her, followed by a wave of crushing exhaustion. 

      “My lady?” said Lucilla. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes,” said Calliande. “For now. Thank you, Lucilla. I’m sorry I startled you.” 

      Lucilla shifted in her seat. “When dealing with young children, every day is startling.”

      “There’s God’s own truth,” said Ridmark, and Lucilla laughed. 

      Calliande walked back to the courtyard, Ridmark following. 

      “What did you see?” said Ridmark, his voice quiet.

      “The Warden,” said Calliande, watching the stars and the moons overhead. “The Warden, Ridmark.”

      “The Warden?” said Ridmark. He looked as alarmed as she had ever seen him. But, then, he had been to Urd Morlemoch twice and barely escaped the Warden’s grasp both times, so he understood the danger. 

      “He forged the dark soulblades,” said Calliande. He moved closer and put his left arm around her shoulders, and she leaned into him, taking comfort in his touch. “There are five of them. Five Heralds of Ruin, and five dark soulblades.”

      “Four Heralds of Ruin,” said Ridmark. “Shalmathrak killed one. I’d wager the Warden didn’t plan that.”

      “Aye,” said Calliande. That thought did cheer her a little. “But I think he’s been planning this a long time. The Theophract is his puppet somehow. And Tyrcamber said the Theophract has been seeding the Dragon Cult in the Frankish Empire for centuries.” 

      “Why?” said Ridmark. “Why forge the dark soulblades? Why give power to the Heralds of Ruin? Vengeance? Destruction? No, that’s not right. He would never do anything for so simple a reason. He must have some other purpose.”

      “He does,” said Calliande. “I don’t know what it is, though. I think he’s looking for something. I…saw a door made of golden fire. But I don’t know if it’s a real door or if it represents something.”

      “Represents?” said Ridmark. 

      “Sometimes the Sight shows things to me symbolically,” said Calliande. “I don’t know why. It has something to do with the limitations of the human mind. We can’t fully comprehend the entirety of how time and space work, and so when my mind sees something that it can’t understand, it interprets the sight as a symbol.” She took a deep breath. “I saw Rhoanna. But she was a grown woman, not a child. The Warden saw her, too. He might have killed me. I followed the past shadow of Ghostruin to its creator, and the Warden saw me. But Rhoanna distracted him, and I was able to escape.”

      “He couldn’t follow you here?” said Ridmark.

      Calliande shook her head. “He’s bound within Urd Morlemoch. That must be why he forged the dark soulblades and gave them to his Heralds. They can carry out his will beyond the bounds of Urd Morlemoch.”

      “Then the Warden is the one behind the Heralds and the Drakocenti and the dark soulblades,” said Ridmark. “He is the evil that Vhorshala said we fought, the one with many faces.”

      “Yes,” said Calliande. “I am certain of it.”

      “Then it is all the more important that we are victorious,” said Ridmark.

      “Yes,” said Calliande again.

      She didn’t know what the Warden wanted or why he had sent forth his Heralds.

      But Calliande knew it was to no good purpose.

      And she would ensure that her children would not grow up in a world dominated by the Warden’s malevolent will.
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      Tyrcamber Rigamond, Dragontiarna Knight of the Frankish Empire, walked through the camp of Prince Everard Roland. 

      It was a chilly spring day. Thick clouds rolled down from the north, covering the sky fire, which made the clouds give off a dull orange glow like metal on a blacksmith’s forge. It was going to rain soon, he suspected, which was annoying. Campaigning in the mud was a damned pain. Now that he was a Dragontiarna Knight and could take dragon form at will, he could leave the mud behind, but flying in the rain was unpleasant as well. 

      His annoyance cheered him. After everything he had seen and endured, he was glad that something as petty as mud and rain could annoy him. 

      It made him feel more human, which was pleasant because he was not entirely human. 

      But he was no longer the only one, was he?

      Despite the rain, the camp of Prince Everard seethed with activity. The forces of the loyalist nobles had won a victory over Duke Merovech Valdraxis and the Dragon Cult below the gates of Castle Valdraxis, and the Dragonmaeloch and his army had been forced to withdraw to the west. When Tyrcamber looked to the south, he saw the towers of Castle Valdraxis and its town outlined against the mountains. He supposed that cultists filled the town, though now that Prince Everard had won the battle, everyone in the town claimed to be a baptized follower of the Imperial Church. Perhaps some of them were telling the truth, but Everard Roland would leave a strong garrison behind to hold the castle nonetheless. It had been a sharp battle to drive Merovech away from the town, and no one wanted to do it over again. 

      Tomorrow, come rain or mud, the army would resume its march to the west to pursue Merovech’s host. Forces were moving in the western Empire, a fresh army gathered from the western duchies and the Imperial Free Cities. If all went well, perhaps they could catch Merovech’s army between the hammer and the anvil and shatter the Dragon Cult entirely. 

      If all went well. 

      Those four words, Tyrcamber reflected, were probably the four most dangerous words to utter in warfare.

      He came to the hospital tents. There had not been as many wounded as Tyrcamber would have expected, but still more than he would have liked. Yet the hospital tents were well organized and orderly. Here women skilled with the Heal spell labored to save those who could be saved. Often the Heal spell, combined with the medical lore of the physicians, was enough to allow the wounded to survive and recover. 

      Sometimes it wasn’t. 

      Tyrcamber’s eye fell on a stout woman in a gray dress, a heavy leather belt wrapped around her waist. She wore a white wimple wound around her head, and her face was heavily scarred, making the skin look like leather. Despite that, she was smiling, and her eyes were merry. 

      “My lord Tyrcamber,” said Adalberga, Ruari’s lady-in-waiting and best friend. “How are you enjoying the weather this fine day?”

      Tyrcamber cast a wary look at the glowing clouds. “I am merely grateful that it is not snowing. Does Ruari have a moment? The Guardian has returned and wishes to speak with her.” 

      “She is,” said Adalberga, “though we’ll have to pry her away from her letters. This way, my lord.”

      They walked in companionable silence through the hospital tents. 

      “Did you know?” said Tyrcamber. 

      Adalberga smiled. “Know what, my lord?” 

      “That she was a Dragontiarna,” said Tyrcamber.

      Adalberga shook her head. “No. No one did, my lord. That was a secret she kept to herself.” She hesitated. “But I did know…I knew there was something special about her. Lady Ruari saved my life and the life of my sons. Sometimes serving a noblewoman is a burden of drudgery. Sometimes it is a great honor. My sons are not the only people who now live because of Ruari Tetrax…ah, Ruari Rigamond.” 

      “I am likely among those people,” said Tyrcamber, remembering the terrible duel in the skies over Castle Valdraxis. “I might not have been able to overcome Merovech by myself without Ruari’s assistance.” Though the Dragonmaeloch had escaped the battle with most of his army. Tyrcamber knew that Merovech would neither forget nor forgive his defeat. One day, Tyrcamber would have to face the lord of the Dragon Cult once more. 

      Only one of them would walk away from that fight. 

      “It was a sight, my lord,” said Adalberga. “Everyone saw it. Three dragons battling in the sky over the army. Not the sort of thing you ever forget. Ruari rode off in the middle of the battle at a gallop, and I feared she would rush to your side. Then I realized that she was the blue dragon…by God and all the saints, you could have knocked me over with a feather.” She grinned. “Won’t it make a splendid song, my lord?”

      “Damned bards,” grumbled Tyrcamber. He had already heard far more songs and poems about “the golden Dragontiarna Knight” than he had ever wished to hear. “I’d say we should kill all the bards, but we’d be hearing songs from hell before breakfast.” 

      Adalberga laughed, her eyes twinkling. “Alas, my lord, I fear more songs are to come. The noble Dragontiarna Knight, struggling against the dark lord Merovech. And then his beautiful bride comes rushing to his aid…” Tyrcamber sighed, and Adalberga offered a bow of apology, though she smiled as she did. “And here we are.”

      They stopped before the tent, and Adalberga raised the flap. It was one of the hospital tents, but at the moment it was empty. All the men too wounded to walk had been moved to the town, there to either recover or to wait for death. The air smelled faintly of blood and sweat, though a stronger odor of soap overlaid it. For all her diffident manner, Ruari ruled the hospital tents with a fist of iron, and cleanliness was among the first of her commandments. 

      Tyrcamber’s wife stood at a desk, writing furiously but neatly on a sheet of paper. Ruari preferred to stand while writing, and somehow she had contrived a scribe’s portable desk with a collapsible stand. He had been surprised how quickly and clearly she could write. A steady stream of letters and notes issued from the hospital tents, carrying her wishes to the physicians and nurses, and thanking various bishops and abbots for the supplies they donated. 

      She looked up as Tyrcamber and Adalberga approached. Ruari was a slim woman, her long blond hair tied in a ragged tail beneath a kerchief. Her eyes were an eerie shade of blue, which seemed all the more unnatural against the pale skin of her face. That face was lovely, marred only by scarring along the right side of her jaw and neck, a legacy of the withering plague that had taken her voice and her fertility. She wore her usual working dress, faded blue beneath a leather apron. Her expression was solemn, brow furrowed with concentration as she wrote. 

      But the solemn face lit up with a smile as she saw Tyrcamber. 

      And somehow, despite the grimness all around them, he felt absurdly better. Better than he had since before the Valedictor’s invasion of the Empire had begun. 

      “Wife,” said Tyrcamber, and he gave her a brief kiss. “Rilmael has returned from Guardian’s Isle. He has armor for you.”

      Ruari nodded, reached into her belt pouch, and produced a wax tablet and a stylus. She wrote something and turned it towards Adalberga.

      THE PATIENTS IN TENT THREE?

      “They’ve all been moved to the town, my lady,” said Adalberga. “We’ve put them in the churches.” She snorted. “The town has enough, and God knows they were not likely used very hard while that pestilential churl Merovech and his cult ruled there.”

      Ruari nodded again and wrote another phrase. 

      THEN LET US MEET THE GUARDIAN. 

      She put the tablet away. Tyrcamber held out his arm, and she smiled and took it. Together they walked from the tent, Adalberga accompanying them. They crossed the hospital tents and the baggage carts and came to the pavilion that Tyrcamber shared with Ruari. He was a little annoyed at the size of the thing. When he had been a Knight of the Order of Embers, traveling back and forth across the Empire, he had often slept on the ground with his cloak and no other blanket. But his father had pointed out that he was a Dragontiarna Knight now, answerable only to the Emperor and no one else (though the Empire lacked an Emperor at the moment), and the common soldiers would be scandalized if a Dragontiarna slept in the mud like they did. Also, he was married and therefore needed more space. Though Ruari was even more ascetic in her personal preferences than Tyrcamber. 

      Two squires stood outside the tent, and they straightened up as Tyrcamber approached. 

      “Lord and Lady Dragontiarna,” said one of the squires, and Tyrcamber repressed a sigh. “The Lord Guardian awaits you within.”

      “Thank you,” said Tyrcamber, and Ruari offered a grave nod. 

      Tyrcamber opened the flap. Within the pavilion had a bedroll, a table, and a single chest for their belongings. His eyes flicked over the bedroll, almost against his will, and Tyrcamber smiled with the recollection of what he and Ruari had done there last night. There were a pair of camp chairs against the walls, and Rilmael, the Guardian of Cathair Kaldran, sat in one, his legs outstretched before him. 

      “Ah,” said Rilmael, getting to his feet. “Forgive me for sitting down. Magical travel is easier than walking,” he yawned and covered his mouth, “but it is still taxing.” 

      Ruari produced her tablet, and they waited as she scribbled a message. 

      I UNDERSTAND. FLYING IS EASIER THAN WALKING, BUT STILL DRAINING. 

      “A difficulty that only you and Sir Tyrcamber face,” said Rilmael in a dry voice, and Ruari laughed her silent laugh. 

      The Guardian was a cloak elf, tall with a mane of graying black hair and a close-cropped beard of gray and black. He wore golden armor similar to Tyrcamber’s, a sword with a leather-wrapped hilt hanging at his belt. Against the pavilion wall leaned his staff of office, fashioned of something like red gold with a roaring dragon’s head worked at the end of the weapon. 

      “But this perhaps will ease some of those difficulties,” said Rilmael, and he lifted a large bundle wrapped in white cloth. He unwrapped it, revealing golden plates of metal. “Armor that will transform with you when you take dragon form.”

      “A battlefield is no place to be naked,” said Adalberga. 

      Ruari nodded, considering the armor. Then she stepped back, undid her belt, removed her apron, and started to pull off her dress. 

      “Would…you rather we go outside?” said Tyrcamber, taken aback. 

      Ruari blinked, smiled, and wrote something on her tablet. Tyrcamber had never seen a half-naked woman writing before and found it an oddly compelling sight. 

      YOU ARE MY HUSBAND. ADALBERGA HAS SEEN ME UNDRESSED MANY TIMES. THE GUARDIAN IS AN ELF AND DOESN’T CARE. 

      “She’s right,” said Rilmael as Ruari continued undressing. He seemed amused at Tyrcamber’s discomfiture. “I’m afraid human women simply look odd to me, rather than as objects of desire.”

      “Odd?” said Tyrcamber. He wanted to point out that Ruari did not have pointed ears or the angular, alien features of the elves, but perhaps their absence was strange to the cloak elves. Then he saw Ruari struggling with the armor, and went to help her. 

      She donned a quilted gambeson, a pair of trousers, and boots armored with golden plates. Tyrcamber helped her put on the cuirass, a coat of overlapping plates of metal that hung down to her knees. A white cloak came with the armor, made of some material that never tore and never stained. There were armored gauntlets as well, and a winged helmet similar to Tyrcamber’s, though smaller to fit Ruari’s head. 

      “How does it feel?” said Tyrcamber once he had finished adjusting the armor. 

      Ruari considered, and then wrote a phrase on her tablet.

      LIGHTER THAN I EXPECTED.

      “The steel of the cloak elves is lighter and stronger than normal metal,” said Rilmael. “That armor was once worn by a great Dragontiarna Knight of the cloak elves, long, long ago. She bore it well, and you shall as well, Lady Ruari.”

      Ruari gave him a deep bow and then smiled and wrote another phrase. 

      VANITY OF VANITIES, ALL IS VANITY.

      “Oh,” said Adalberga. “Would you like a mirror? I could have one fetched…”

      Ruari shook her head and gestured, casting the Shield spell. She charged it with elemental power, calling the magic of frost and wind. The half-dome of the Shield spell appeared, but it rippled and flowed, becoming a perfect mirror that hung in the air. 

      “Oh!” said Adalberga. “I had never seen you do that before. And to think I packed a small mirror.” 

      Ruari shook her head. 

      “I suspect,” said Rilmael, “that creating a mirror through magic would be a trivial use of power, one that would risk triggering the Malison. Except you are a Dragontiarna, and therefore do not need to worry about the Malison, so you might as well use the Shield spell to make a mirror.”

      Ruari nodded in agreement, considering her reflection in the mirror.

      “I have to say that would be exceedingly useful,” said Adalberga. 

      Ruari turned back and forth, and Tyrcamber repressed a smile. She was beautiful, but it was the first hint of anything like vanity he had seen from her. At last, she dismissed the mirror and wrote on her tablet. 

      THANK YOU FOR THE ARMOR, GUARDIAN. IT IS A GREAT AND NOBLE GIFT, AND I AM GRATEFUL. THOUGH I DO NOT LIKE THAT MY LEGS ARE VISIBLE. 

      Tyrcamber glanced at her legs. Between the trousers, the coat of armor, and the heavy boots, the shape of her legs was barely discernable. 

      “I suspect that will not be a problem,” said Tyrcamber. 

      “Prince Everard is calling a council of war before the army marches tomorrow,” said Rilmael. “You should come, Tyrcamber. And you, Lady Ruari.”

      She sighed and wrote. 

      MUST I? IT SEEMS A WASTE OF TIME. 

      “Aye,” said Rilmael, “but now the army knows that you are a Dragontiarna. Seeing you at the council will be good for morale. Men will fight harder, and more of them will survive, reducing the number of wounded in your hospital tents. Think of it as preemptive healing.”

      Ruari blinked and then laughed in silence as she wrote. 

      IS THE LORD GUARDIAN ALWAYS SO PERSUASIVE?

      “Quite so, I’m afraid,” said Tyrcamber. “And I will be there, and Adalberga, so no one will bother you.”

      Ruari nodded, and they left the tent. 
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      Castle Valdraxis was a huge, grim fortress, rising like a small mountain over the town below. A tall curtain wall encircled the top of the hill, lined with watch towers, and within the courtyard rose four enormous drum towers surrounding the lofty great hall. Looking at the abandoned siege engines lining the walls, Tyrcamber was glad they had not been forced to take the castle by storm. But Merovech had no wish to be trapped within the walls of his castle, and so he had fought on the field outside the town. Except he had lost, so his castle now belonged to Prince Everard.

      Tyrcamber, still arm-in-arm with Ruari, walked with the Guardian and Adalberga to the great hall. 

      It was a monumental space, as vast as one of the great churches in the Imperial Free Cities. It seemed a fitting monument to the pride of Merovech Valdraxis, to the hubris of a man who would make himself into a dragon god. Then again, it hadn’t been Merovech who had built the castle, it had been his distant ancestors who had raised the fortress as the Empire had expanded. Given how long the Theophract had been wandering the Empire and sowing the seeds of the Dragon Cult, Tyrcamber wondered if Merovech’s ancestors had been cultists, if the House of Valdraxis had always sheltered the followers of the Path of the Dragon. 

      But after the defeat of the Valedictor, the Cult had come out of the shadows and showed itself openly. The days of the Cult lurking in the shadows were over. Now the Dragon Cult would decide its claims on the field of battle, one way or another. 

      Tyrcamber saw Ruari looking at him, a faint frown on her face. She must have seen something of his thoughts in his expression.

      “I am well,” said Tyrcamber. “I was just wondering how long House Valdraxis was part of the Dragon Cult.”

      She inclined her head. He wondered what she was thinking. Tyrcamber knew that she thought deeply about many topics, but she could only share those thoughts in writing.

      Though given how many people were staring at them, perhaps she wasn’t thinking about anything except that. A great many nobles had gathered in the great hall – the Dukes and Counts who followed Everard, the five Masters of the Imperial Orders, and numerous other knights. Prince Everard and Duke Chilmar between them had already decided what to do in the war to reunify the Empire. This council of war was a bit of theater, for lack of a better word, to build consent and support for the strategy. By the time the council was over, the nobles and knights would approve of the plan and would have the notion that it was their own idea. Tyrcamber wasn’t sure how his father and the Prince managed it, but they did. 

      In the corner, Tyrcamber saw a group of noblewomen, and among them Ruari’s mother Brunhilda Tetrax. Tyrcamber had absolutely no inclination to greet her, and thankfully, neither did Ruari. After Ruari had been revealed as a Dragontiarna, Brunhilda had alternated between pretending that Ruari did not exist and attempting to use her daughter’s newfound fame to advance various obscure relatives in rank. Given how cruel Brunhilda had been to Ruari beforehand, Tyrcamber supposed that this was an improvement. The mother of a Duke had great influence and power…but not equal to that of a Dragontiarna. So long as Brunhilda did not make trouble for Ruari, Tyrcamber was inclined to leave her in peace. He suspected that Brunhilda was smart enough to realize that.

      And if not, well…after everything Tyrcamber had seen and survived, one sour old woman did not daunt him in the slightest. 

      “Ah, here comes the Dragontiarna Knight and his Dragontiarna bride,” said a familiar, boisterous voice. 

      Tyrcamber turned his head and saw Sir Angaric Medraut of the Order of Embers and Sir Daniel Tremund of the Order of the Third Eye approaching. Angaric was stout, bearded, and boisterous, while Daniel was tall, thin, and solemn. They had been with Tyrcamber in numerous battles, and together with Sir Olivier de Falconberg, were his best friends. They had all known him before the siege of Sinderost, before the transformation, and he found their complete lack of awe refreshing. Too many people hung on every word of the “Lord Dragontiarna,” which he found exasperating and uncomfortable. 

      “Sir Angaric,” said Tyrcamber. “As ever, your wisdom is most welcome.”

      “Are we calling it wisdom now, sir?” said Daniel. 

      “Tell me, my lady,” said Angaric, “were you always a Dragontiarna, or did you transform after you tumbled our valiant Sir Tyrcamber for the first time?”

      Tyrcamber looked at Ruari, worried she would take offense, but she seemed amused. She disengaged from Tyrcamber’s arm and wrote on her tablet. 

      NO. BUT IF A WOMAN COULD TRANSFORM BY LYING WITH A DRAGONTIARNA, YOU COULD BECOME A DRAGONTIARNA KNIGHT, SIR ANGARIC, AND THEN SPEND THE REST OF YOUR DAYS DOING FOR FREE WHAT YOU HIRE WOMEN FOR ANYWAY.

      There was brief pause while Angaric and Daniel read the small letters on the tablet, and then both men laughed.

      “She has you there, sir,” said Daniel. 

      “Alas that she is only jesting!” said Angaric. “That would be a pleasant way to do my duty to the Empire.”

      “Like a stallion put out to stud,” said Daniel.

      “I can think of worse ways to spend retirement,” said Angaric. 

      Daniel sighed. “This is an uncouth conversation to have before a noble lady.”

      “Since Lady Ruari oversees the hospital tent,” said Rilmael in a dry voice, “I doubt you can say anything that will shock her.”

      Ruari scribbled one word on the tablet.

      TRULY.

      “I must join the Prince and the Duke for the council,” said Rilmael. 

      Ruari wrote again. 

      THANK YOU AGAIN FOR THE ARMOR. 

      Rilmael smiled, though it was touched with sadness. “The past Dragontiarna Knights who wore that armor did so with valor and honor. I am certain you will follow in their footsteps.” He offered a bow and walked for the dais at the far end of the hall. 

      “For a figure of history and legend, he’s really quite affable,” said Angaric. 

      “He would have to be,” said Daniel in a quiet voice. “Think of how many millennia he has seen, how many battles and wars. To walk those centuries with a burden of pride would be intolerable…ah, Sir Olivier.”

      A wiry man with a leathery face and a shock of graying brown hair walked to join them, clad in leather armor, sword at his belt and short bow slung over his shoulder. Over his armor, he wore a blue surcoat adorned with the griffin sigil of the Order of the Griffin, the Imperial Order whose knights used air magic to bind griffins and stormhawks as their mounts. 

      “Sir Olivier,” said Angaric, clapping Olivier on the shoulder. “Congratulations on becoming a preceptor.”

      “Bah,” said Olivier. “A damned nuisance and a bother, that’s what it is. I was a brewer’s son from Falconberg, and now I’m an officer-knight of the Order of the Griffin.” He snorted. “All these noble-born knights don’t like taking orders from a brewer’s son, but they don’t have any choice in the matter.”

      “You have the seniority for the rank,” said Daniel.

      Olivier snorted. “In the Order of the Griffin, seniority means that I haven’t been eaten by a dragon or shot out of the sky by a ballista.” 

      “I don’t know about you, sir,” said Angaric, “but I prefer leaders who haven’t gotten eaten by a dragon. It’s inspirational, really.” He grinned at Tyrcamber. “Meaning no offense, my lord and lady Dragontiarna.”

      “Yes, I’m sure,” said Tyrcamber. 

      Ruari’s stylus flickered over the wax tablet. 

      I WOULD NOT EAT YOU, SIR ANGARIC. I WOULD GET ENTIRELY TOO FAT.

      Angaric read the tablet, blinked, and roared with laughter. That drew a few disapproving looks from the nearby lords and knights. 

      “It looks like the council is about to begin,” said Daniel.

      Tyrcamber looked towards the dais. When they had taken the castle, there had been a massive black throne there, and black banners adorned with the dragon-headed sigil of the Dragon Cult. Prince Everard had ordered the banners and the throne torn down. Consequently, there was a large empty space atop the dais, and Prince Everard Roland and Duke Chilmar Rigamond walked into it, followed by the Guardian Rilmael. The attention of the lords and knights turned to the leaders of the Empire.

      Ruari tugged on Tyrcamber’s arm and turned her tablet towards him.

      I LIKE YOUR FRIENDS.

      Tyrcamber smiled, squeezed her hand, and then looked towards the dais. 

      Everard and Roland were a study in subtle contrasts. Everard was tall and strong, in his early thirties, with long black hair and a long black beard. Chilmar was in his fifties and just as tall, his black hair and beard streaked with gray. Everard seemed confident, commanding, even charismatic. Chilmar had the same aura of command, but his was grimmer, harder, sterner. Tyrcamber had heard a few bards singing about the falcon and the raven, and that seemed as apt of a description of the presumptive heir to the Imperial throne and his right hand. The two men had a solid alliance. Everard was the inspiring prince, pious and charismatic. Chilmar was the mailed fist who made sure that the Prince’s wishes were carried out promptly. 

      Rilmael moved to the side of the dais, both hands resting around his staff.

      “My lords and knights!” called Everard, his voice ringing through the hall. One of the Knights of the Griffin had cast a discreet spell of air magic to make the Prince’s voice louder. “Thank you all for coming. A few days past, our valiant men won a great victory over the forces of the Dragon Cult and the would-be usurper Merovech Valdraxis. The false Duke’s seat of power is now ours once more. But the battle is not over, and we must march.”

      “The victory was ours,” said Chilmar, “but Merovech and the bulk of his army escaped to the west. We shall pursue him and bring him to battle. More loyalist forces are approaching from the western Empire, led by Duke Cormarl Scuinar of Ribaria, and soon Merovech will find himself trapped between two different armies.”

      “If God wills it and our valor is strong,” said Everard, “we can smash the forces of the Dragon Cult and slay this Dragonmaeloch once and for all. Then enough Dukes will come to Sinderost that we can elect and anoint a new Emperor, and we shall march north to defeat the undead of the Fallen Order.” Everard did not bother to mention that he would be the one elected Emperor. Everyone already knew it, but the customs of the Empire had to be followed, and custom often had more strength than law. 

      Duke Chilmar laid out the plan of battle. The armies would march from their camp at dawn tomorrow, with the knights of the five Imperial Orders in the van. The griffin riders of the Order of the Griffin would scout ahead. The infantry would come next, and then the baggage train and the camp followers. As before, troops of cavalry would screen the sides and rear of the column to prevent attacks from Merovech’s bloodwolf raiders and pagan gnoll allies. 

      With that, the council was over. Duke Chilmar gave individual commands to various Dukes and Counts and knights, and the men began to disperse from the hall. 

      To Tyrcamber’s surprise, Duke Cataul Tetrax came to speak with him. Tyrcamber wasn’t sure what to make of his brother-in-law. Chilmar had bullied Tyrcamber into marrying Ruari to secure the alliance between House Rigamond and House Tetrax. Tyrcamber had done so out of duty, so it had been a pleasant surprise to fall in love with his wife. At first, Tyrcamber had thought Cataul was entirely under his mother’s thumb, but the Duke had ignored Brunhilda after Tyrcamber had humbled her in front of the hospital tents. Ruari claimed that Cataul had never been cruel to her, but neither had he paid any attention to her whatsoever until she had become a Dragontiarna. 

      “My lord Duke,” said Tyrcamber, and Angaric and the others bowed. 

      “Sir Tyrcamber,” said Cataul. “Let us pray that God gives us the victory soon, and we can be done with this war.” He smiled at his sister. “Though now that we have two Dragontiarna, our chances of victory are all the greater.”

      Ruari said nothing, her face in that blank mask she effected when she didn’t wish her emotions known. She had worn that expression for their wedding. 

      “If God wills it,” said Tyrcamber.

      “I have come to ask a favor, sir,” said Cataul. He looked a great deal like Ruari, with a sharp-featured face, long blond hair, and blue eyes, though his eyes were not the eerie, unearthly blue of Ruari’s. Tyrcamber wondered again how a woman as ugly as Brunhilda Tetrax had a daughter as beautiful as Ruari and a son as handsome as Cataul. “Mother has been agitating to give me command of the infantry in the upcoming battle…”

      “And you want me to suggest that to my father,” said Tyrcamber.

      “What? God, no,” said Cataul. “The command of the infantry should go to Duke Hulderic Grimnir, or maybe your older brother Sir Conrad.”

      “Indeed?” said Tyrcamber. “Why, might I ask?”

      “Because I am not ready for such a responsibility,” said Cataul. “Oh, do not misunderstand me. I am no coward, and I will not flinch from the foe. I will lead the men of Carnost in battle, for that is my right and duty. But I have no experience leading such a large number of men. Against a foe with the power of a Dragonmaeloch, any mistakes will be fatal.” Cataul sighed. “Mother doesn’t understand. She cares about the advancement of House Tetrax over all other concerns. She sees the threat of the Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order, aye…but not really. Mother thinks the men will sort it all out, and that will be that, but she’ll still need to see to the advancement of our family.”

      “So I’ve noticed,” said Tyrcamber.

      “If I may say so, that is very wise of you, my lord,” said Daniel. “The Dominus Christus said that it is far easier to see the speck in the eye of another than the beam in our own eye.” 

      “Truly,” said Cataul. 

      “Very well, I will speak to my father before we march,” said Tyrcamber. “I suggest you speak to him as well.”

      “Perhaps I will endorse Sir Conrad for command of the infantry,” said Cataul. “Your brother seems a worthy knight.”

      “And when my father is gathered to the side of the Dominus Christus and Conrad becomes the new Duke of Chalons,” said Tyrcamber, “perhaps he will remember that?”

      Cataul blinked and then offered a rueful grin. “Mother and I may not see eye to eye…but I am still her son. I will see you on the march tomorrow, Sir Tyrcamber. Sister.” He inclined his head to Ruari, and she nodded back. The Duke marched away, joining the general exodus from the hall. 

      “You know,” said Angaric, “if you charged money every time someone wanted a favor from the mighty Dragontiarna, you could make a fortune. You could be like one of those merchant lordlings from the Imperial Free Cities, except you would actually be a nobleman.” 

      Olivier snorted. “You would need to gain about three hundred pounds before you would look like one of the master merchants of the Imperial Free Cities.”

      Tyrcamber remembered the aldermen of the city of Falconberg, a large percentage of whom had been members of the Dragon Cult, and found that he could not disagree. 

      “After all,” said Angaric, bowing to Ruari, “you have a wife to support now, and women love gowns and jewels and all sorts of expensive things.”

      Ruari raised one pale eyebrow and wrote on her tablet. 

      I WOULD SPEND IT ALL ON SUPPLIES FOR THE HOSPITAL TENTS. 

      “A noble endeavor,” said Daniel.

      Angaric sighed. “You are so tediously virtuous that it’s hard to make a good joke at your expense. Well, I expect Master Ruire will have orders for me, so I had best go.” 

      Daniel and Olivier excused themselves as well, leaving Tyrcamber standing alone with Ruari and Adalberga. 

      “You’ll want to make sure the hospital tents are ready to march, I expect,” said Tyrcamber. Ruari nodded. 

      “There’s not much left to do,” said Adalberga, “but I know you won’t be at ease in your mind until you’ve checked…oh, lord Guardian.”

      Tyrcamber turned his head. Rilmael approached, a frown on his face, his fingers tapping against his staff. 

      “Is something amiss?” said Tyrcamber. 

      “Perhaps,” said Rilmael. “The Sight came upon me during the council, and I had a vision.”

      “Predicting our victory, I hope?” said Adalberga with a nervous laugh. 

      “No,” said Rilmael.

      Adalberga’s eyes widened. “Our defeat?”

      “Neither,” said Rilmael. “I saw my homeworld, the ruins of Cathair Cintarr. Striding through them was a woman sheathed in blue flame.” He looked at Tyrcamber. “Did you see anyone like that in Andomhaim?”

      “No,” said Tyrcamber, remembering the battle before the walls of Lord Ridmark’s town of Castarium. “I only met two women who could use magic in Andomhaim – the Keeper Calliande and Lady Antenora. I didn’t see either of them use a spell that produced blue flames.” 

      Ruari tapped his arm. Tyrcamber looked down at her tablet.

      WHAT IS THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE VISION OF THE WOMAN?

      “That is a good question,” said Rilmael. “I don’t know.”

      Adalberga blinked. “Does not the Guardian know all things?”

      “The Guardian knows many things,” said Rilmael. “Unfortunately, that is just enough to realize how little I really know. But the woman in blue flames is significant. I don’t know how. Somehow she will decide our victory or defeat in the Empire.”

      “It’s not…Lady Ruari, is it?” said Adalberga, giving Ruari a worried glance. “When she uses the Lance spell, sometimes it manifests as cold blue fire.”

      “No,” said Rilmael. “I can put your mind at ease about that, at least. The woman was not Lady Ruari. She was native to my homeworld, to Andomhaim.” He gave an irritated shake of his head. “Another mystery.”

      “Well, what is one more?” said Tyrcamber. “We shall have to remain vigilant. It is all we can do.”

      The next morning the army of Prince Everard Roland resumed its march in pursuit of Duke Merovech Valdraxis. Tyrcamber saw thousands of footmen and knights, but no sign of a woman sheathed in blue flames.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Men & Goblins

          

        

      

    

    
      Ridmark took a deep, shuddering breath. Calliande gripped his arm, concerned, and Third watched them both to make sure they would not fall over.  

      “I’m all right,” he said, wiping the sweat from his forehead. “I’m all right.”

      Calliande gave a cautious nod, some relief going over her expression.

      They stood in one of the southern courtyards of the Prince’s Palace. Ridmark leaned on Oathshield, breathing hard, Calliande holding his arm. Rhiain hovered a short distance away, a nervous expression on her otherwise stern face, and Sir Niall waited next to his aunt, tensed for action. 

      “You’re sure,” said Calliande. 

      Ridmark pulled in another breath. “Yes.” He sheathed Oathshield and looked at Rhiain and Niall. “We traveled to Tarlion and back in an hour, and I’m only a little winded. Not bad, I suppose.”

      “Yes, my lord,” said Niall, and Rhiain managed a sickly smile.

      It had been a brief, swift trip to Tarlion, made possible by Oathshield’s power to open magical gates. Because Ridmark could only hold open the gate for a brief time, the trip had been planned carefully and then executed in haste. Ridmark opened the gate to the grounds of the Tower of the Keeper in Tarlion. Calliande had taken Joachim and Rhoanna and their nurses and handed them over to the steady hands of Dagma, Jager’s sister and the seneschal of the Tower of the Keeper. 

      Third herself had carried Ghostruin, secured in its wrappings, and stored the dark soulblade in the vault of the Tower of the Keeper after Calliande undid the wards sealing the doors. There were many dangerous things secured there, relics of dark magic that could not be destroyed due to their power, and so they were kept safe in the Tower. 

      Ghostruin would be one more.

      With the dark soulblade secured in the Tower, Third had used her power to travel across Tarlion and speak with High King Arandar in the Citadel. She had given the High King a brief report of the situation, and Arandar had agreed to gather reinforcements from the other lords of Andomhaim. Third had presented the High King with longer letters from his son and Queen Mara, describing the situation in Cintarra. 

      Then Arandar and Third had ridden in haste to the Tower of the Keeper, where Calliande and Ridmark had greeted their son Gareth, who was serving as a page in the Citadel. 

      And then they had gone back through the gate and returned to Cintarra. 

      Third had made many, many journeys in her long life, more than she could easily recall, but that was the fastest journey she had ever made. 

      “Did you see anything?” said Calliande.

      Third knew that Ridmark sometimes saw visions while using Oathshield’s power to open a gate. It was a consequence of folding space and time in a way that the human mind had not been equipped to comprehend. 

      “I did,” said Ridmark. He grimaced and shook his head. “Damned if I can remember what I saw, though. I think…I think I saw Rhoanna. I don’t know why, though.” He let out a ragged breath. “Well, what’s done is done. The children are safe in Tarlion, and Ghostruin is secure in the Tower of the Keeper.”

      “I wish we had spent more time with Gareth,” said Calliande. She looked calm as she usually did when acting as the Keeper, but Third knew her well enough to see the pain in her eyes. “I hope…I hope Gareth does not hold it against us, that we could only see him for a few minutes.” Calliande shook her head. “Children can be so fragile. You can do something without thinking and forget about it five minutes later, but they will remember it for the rest of their lives.”

      “Begging my pardon, my lady, but you did see young Gareth,” said Rhiain. “If you had gone to Tarlion without seeing him, that he would have remembered for the rest of his life. Instead, he will remember that amid all your great affairs, you still brought him to you before you went to Cintarra.”

      “Perhaps,” said Calliande. “I hope that you are right.”

      “Sometimes I regret that I never was blessed with children,” said Rhiain, “but then I see how mothers suffer in times such as these, and perhaps I am fortunate.” She shrugged. “Though I don’t know who will look after me when I am old.”

      “You needn’t worry about that,” said Niall, looking at his aunt. “I’ll look after you.”

      Rhiain smiled. “I would drive your wife mad.”

      Niall snorted. “I’d have to find a wife first.” His face reddened a little as he said it. He was, what, nineteen? Third knew at that age many human men often thought of little else but women. 

      “Well,” said Ridmark. “Let’s get moving. The sooner we drive back the goblins, the sooner we will make Andomhaim secure for our children and any children Sir Niall might have with this hypothetical wife of his.”

      The red in Niall’s face got a little redder, but he nodded and followed Ridmark.

      Third walked with them, lost in thought. Perhaps the war against the goblins and the Heptarchy would secure a peaceful future for Ridmark’s sons and daughter. Or perhaps it would not. Third suspected it would not. Even if by some miracle they defeated the goblins and the Heptarchy in a single day, there would be other foes. Other challenges. Perhaps Andomhaim would even fall into civil war once more. 

      Third had lived long enough and seen enough to know that war was more likely than peace.

      But she would fight nonetheless. Success was not guaranteed if they acted, but failure was certain if they did nothing. 

      An hour later, they rode with Crown Prince Accolon as the army headed north from the Western City, his bodyguards and advisors around him. The Anathgrimm had already marched north with Mara and Jager and Selene, and the militia and nobles of Cintarra would follow Accolon’s royal forces. Accolon was deep in conversation with Sir Peter and Sir Owain, and Third spotted Moriah riding a short distance away, watching everything with a suspicious eye. 

      Third shifted in the saddle, adjusting her boots in the stirrups. Horseback riding was still relatively new to her. Third had spent her centuries as an urdhracos flying, not walking or riding. When she traveled alone, she used her power to transport herself, alternating between walking and travelling with her power. But she had to admit that riding a horse had its advantages. For one thing, the horse did most of the work. She just had to keep her saddle. 

      Her gaze shifted to the side, and she looked to where Ridmark rode next to her, his expression distant. He had Aegisikon tucked into his stirrup like a lance. 

      “We have done this before many times, have we not?” said Third. 

      Ridmark blinked, looked at her, and nodded. “Riding to battle? Aye, we have. More than I can remember easily. The Frostborn, the Enlightened, Taerdyn’s Bronze Dead, the muridachs…”

      “The Confessor’s army,” said Third.

      Ridmark nodded. “The Sovereign’s jastaani.” He paused. “We have seen a lot of war together. Come through a lot of battles together that we shouldn’t have survived.” 

      “Aye,” said Third. “Perhaps this will be another.”

      “Perhaps,” said Ridmark. “If God wills it.” He smiled. “In another hundred years, when you think back on this, I hope it is a memory of a victory.”

      “As do I,” said Third. 

      She never liked that thought, though she knew it was likely inevitable. Unless she lost a fight to a more powerful foe or succumbed to simple bad luck, Third would outlive Ridmark and Calliande. Truth be told, she would outlive their children, and likely their grandchildren as well. Third did not know how long she would live, since as far as she knew, she and Selene were the only former urdhracosi to ever exist. But she would likely live far longer than a normal human lifespan. 

      Which meant that one day Ridmark and her other friends would only be memories. 

      It was a sobering thought. But Third supposed everyone knew they might outlive their families and friends. She was just more aware of the prospect…and she might live far longer with her memories than, say, an elderly human widow. 

      Third had talked about that with Mara once. Jager was in good health and did not look that much older than he had when Third had first met him during the Frostborn war. Halflings usually lived longer than humans, and Jager would probably live another seventy or eighty years if neither battle nor mischance took him.

      But Mara would probably outlive her husband by a considerable span.

      “I know,” said Mara when they had discussed it. “I likely will live longer than the entire time we will be married.” Her smile was both sad and happy at the same time. “I try to appreciate every moment as it comes, every day. No one can do any more.” She shrugged. “And, in truth, no one knows the day or the hour when they will die. Perhaps I will die before Jager. Which makes appreciating the time that God has given us all the more urgent.” 

      “You seem lost in thought,” said Ridmark.

      “I am,” said Third, shaking off her reverie. “That is the disadvantage of such a long life. There is much thought in which to get lost.” She felt herself smile. She didn’t do it all that often, so it still felt a little strange. “No one can see their fate, but I will say this.”

      “Oh?” said Ridmark.

      “We are very good at war, you and I,” said Third.

      “Aye, we are,” said Ridmark. A hard smile flashed over his face. “Then let us teach the goblins that.” 

      “Yes,” said Third. “We shall.”
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      For five days, Crown Prince Accolon Pendragon and his bodyguard rode northeast, following the western bank of the River Cintarra. 

      It was possibly the tensest five days that Niall had ever experienced. 

      He had known fear and doubt before. After Sir Ricatus had enclosed the lands of Ebor, there had been the fear of homelessness and starvation. When the Signifier had attacked Castarium, there had been the terror of battle. After Lord Ridmark had made Niall into a man-at-arms, there had been the tension of waiting for a revolt to erupt in Cintarra, followed by the madness of the fight against the Heptarchy soldiers. 

      But Niall had never known a constant, grinding unease like this.

      Because it was obvious that packs of goblins and ogres were attacking the villages along the western bank of the River Cintarra.

      Every day they saw plumes of smoke on the horizon to the west. They encountered bands of terrified villagers on the roads, fleeing for the safety of Cintarra. Previously villagers had gone to the city because they had no choice, because their fields had been enclosed for sheep. Now they fled for their lives. The villagers spoke of devils with blue skin that rode crimson wolves, or grim giants with gray skin. Niall knew they were describing goblins, bloodwolves, and ogres. 

      He dealt with the tension by attending to his duties with fanatical rigor. Niall was in charge of the horses of the Prince’s bodyguard, which meant that he oversaw the squires who tended to the animals. He wasn't that much older than the squires, but he had his new rank as a knight to back him up, and he ensured there was no laxness among the squires. The Prince’s horses would be in good shape. 

      The rest of the time, he kept a close eye on Prince Accolon at a discreet distance. Lord Ridmark had told him to watch Accolon’s back, and by God, he was going to do it.

      In this, Niall had an unexpected ally in Moriah Rhosmor. 

      As they stopped to camp on the second night of the march, Niall was overseeing the horses. The squires took the horses to the river to drink, and then they were secured with tether lines to stakes driven into the ground. The squires brushed them down and checked for injured hooves or other signs of illness or wounds. Niall walked up and down the line, making sure that the squires were not lax in their duty. Most of them worked well. Some, however, mostly the sons of powerful lords or the sons of wealthy merchants who had used bribes to place their sons as squires, tended towards laxity. Niall was not above cuffing a laggard behind the ear. Fortunately, he’d only needed to do that twice. While he watched the squires, sometimes moving to lend a hand with a stubborn beast, he made sure to keep an eye on the Prince’s location. Accolon was usually surrounded by knights as they planned the next day’s march or heard reports from scouts, but Niall watched him nonetheless. Lord Ridmark had told him to keep watch over the Prince, and that was what Niall was going to do. 

      He came to the end of the line of horses and found Moriah Rhosmor waiting for him. 

      She wore a green riding dress with black leggings and boots beneath it. A leather belt went around her waist, and a sword and a dagger hung there. Niall still thought it odd to see a woman carrying a sword, but no one questioned her. With so many foes swarming over the western bank of the river, everyone went armed. 

      He did find it distracting how pretty she was, but he pushed it aside. 

      “I’ll say this for you, at least,” said Moriah. “You’re definitely not lazy.” 

      “Sloth is a sin,” said Niall.

      “I imagine your aunt taught you that,” said Moriah. “I’ve met her. She seems a woman of strong will.”

      “Aye,” said Niall. “My uncle, too.”

      “What happened to him?” said Moriah. 

      “He died,” said Niall. “An illness, a few years ago.” Much as Niall mourned him, he supposed it was a small mercy. His uncle had not lived to see the enclosure of his farm.

      “I’m sorry,” said Moriah. “Why are you always staring at Prince Accolon?”

      “Lord Ridmark told me to watch over him,” said Niall. 

      “I’d heard you saved his life twice,” said Moriah. “The second time was during the battle with the Heptarchy, I know. When was the first?”

      Niall hesitated. He didn’t know if he wanted to talk about this with the Wraith. Then again…he did. Moriah was only a few years older than he was, and there were not that many people close to his own age to whom Niall could speak. The decurion Vegetius and most of Lord Ridmark’s men-at-arms were older. Niall was closer in age to most of the squires, but the difference in rank meant he could not discuss his fears with them. He had come to realize that serving as a knight, as a leader, meant setting an example for other men, and that included not spreading doubts and fears among the army. 

      “It was at Castarium,” said Niall. “After the battle with the Signifier’s goblins. Prince Accolon was visiting the wounded. Then one of the monks summoned him. He had been staying at the monastery after…ah…”

      “After the Drakocenti murdered my sister and made it look like a suicide, yes,” said Moriah. “Go on.” 

      “I thought it strange, so I followed him,” said Niall. “Lord Ridmark had told me to protect him. I followed them to the monastery, and I saw the abbot Caldorman try to kill the Prince. I wound up killing the abbot instead.” 

      Moriah snorted. “You don’t look like the sort of man who would kill an abbot.”

      Niall shrugged. “He was a Drakocenti cultist, so he wasn’t really an abbot. Besides, you don’t look like…like…”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What don’t I look like, Sir Niall?” 

      He’d been about to say that he hadn’t expected a beautiful woman to be a master thief, but he stopped himself at the last moment. 

      “A thief,” said Niall. “But I suppose that’s the point, isn’t it? If you look like a thief, people will get suspicious.”

      She inclined her head to concede the point. He felt a little flush of pleasure. It was rare to get one over Moriah in conversation. 

      “You should keep close watch over the Prince,” said Moriah. “You know we’re going to Rhudlan?”

      Niall nodded. “Lord Ridmark says it’s the strongest town along the western bank of the river and will make a good base for the campaign. Then the Keeper will guide us north and we’ll close the rifts one by one.” 

      “The problem is that Rhudlan is ruled the Comes Lhanwyn Corinium,” said Moriah. “A few days ago, his brother Sir Ywain Corinium was killed by kobolds in the Shadow Ways.”

      “So?” said Niall. “The Shadow Ways are dangerous. You know that better than I do.”

      “Undoubtedly,” said Moriah, “but Sir Ywain went to an old funerary chapel in the Ways. That is one of the traditional places to meet an emissary of the Red Family…and Lord Lhanwyn and his vassals enclosed a great deal of land.”

      Niall frowned. “Do you think they were Drakocenti?”

      “No,” said Moriah. “I think they were just greedy and angry that Accolon forced them to give up their sheep enclosures. And angry enough to send Sir Ywain to hire an assassin of the Red Family.” She looked towards the Prince. “You saved his life twice. If it happened just once, I’d say you were simply lucky, but twice? Twice would be a coincidence, and I don’t believe in coincidences.” 

      “I will guard him,” said Niall. 

      “One other thing,” said Moriah. “You know a man named Sir Ricatus Eborium?” 

      A flicker of old anger went through Niall.

      “He was the lord of Ebor,” said Niall. “He enclosed our lands and said he didn’t care where we went or what happened to us, so long as we did not infringe on his grazing rights.”

      “He’s one of Comes Lhanwyn’s chief vassals,” said Moriah.

      Niall blinked. “I…did not know that.” 

      “You see the kind of men we will have to deal with,” said Moriah. “The kind of men from whom we will have to protect the Prince.” 

      “Why do you care?” said Niall. “I know he made you a noble of the Prince’s Court, but…”

      He wanted to ask if Moriah had taken her sister’s place as Accolon’s mistress, but Rhiain would have slapped him for such a rude question, so he didn’t. 

      “Because,” said Moriah. “The Drakocenti murdered my sister. Accolon and Lord Ridmark destroyed them. The Drakocenti only gained so much power because the Regency Council let them, and I don’t want another cult like them to arise. Good enough?” 

      “It is,” said Niall, and Moriah nodded and left without another word. 

      Niall watched her go. He wondered if Moriah was a different sort of bodyguard. Accolon had knights and Swordbearers to defend him, but could a steel sword stop poison? A secret conspiracy? Perhaps Moriah’s task was to defend Accolon from threats of that nature. Certainly, the Wraith would be good at it. 

      He watched her go…and his eyes were drawn to her swaying backside beneath her skirt. 

      Embarrassed, he looked away, looked again, and then made himself stop staring. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to notice. 

      But a new thought occurred to him.

      Did he have to stop staring?

      With a guilty mix of uneasiness and curiosity, he wondered what would happen if he invited Moriah to his tent. She would laugh in his face, no doubt, and answer with a cutting remark. But there were numerous other women in the column, and he was a knight now. Some of them would not laugh. Some of them would come willingly. And there was a different kind of woman who followed the army, a woman who could be hired for a few coins…

      Niall remembered the priest he had seen in Cintarra, in stocks for the sin of sleeping with a whore, and felt a flush of shame. He’d always been aware of how things worked between men and women, of course. Growing up on a farm gave one an education on all sorts of topics. But working on the farm and the travails of the last few years hadn’t given him much time to think or act on that. 

      Maybe it was coming to Cintarra a second time that had set his thoughts on this path. Niall didn’t like the nobles of Cintarra. Well, not most of them, anyway. But as he had guarded Prince Accolon during his judgments in the Palace’s great hall, he had seen the Cintarran noblewomen, sleek and beautiful in their fine gowns that were tighter and cut lower than anything a freeholder’s wife or daughter would wear. He had begun noticing that and finding it hard not to stare. Or maybe the explanation was simpler – since entering Lord Ridmark’s service, he had been getting enough to eat for the first time since Sir Ricatus drove them out of Ebor. With his stomach’s need for food met, his body had become aware of its other hungers.

      It wanted a woman.

      No, Niall conceded. He wanted a woman and wasn’t sure what to do about it. 

      Maybe when this was all over, and they returned to Castarium with Lord Ridmark, he would ask Rhiain to help him find a wife. Older women enjoyed matchmaking, he had seen that often enough in Ebor. Though Rhiain might pair him with some sour, horse-faced harridan. He had also seen husbands worn down by domineering, nagging wives. Though he had also seen wives beaten into cringing, terrified submission by their husband’s fists, so he suspected a woman had as much to fear from a marriage as a man did. Maybe even more, given the many perils of childbirth. 

      With one final effort, Niall shoved the entire question out of his head and turned his attention back to his horses. Rhiain had driven all the sloth out of him, true, but she had also told him a secret about work. When you were distracted, or angry, or frightened, work was an excellent way to turn your mind from your problems. 

      He did so now, knowing that his work would have benefits later once the enemy came.

      Because the enemy was coming, and that made his other worries sink into insignificance. 
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      The third day after leaving Cintarra was cloudy and a bit chilly. Spring was beginning to pass into summer, but it was still early enough for the days to get cold. Niall was grateful for the leather jerkin he wore over his chain mail hauberk. Wearing a metal shirt in a chill wind was not a comfortable sensation. He supposed wearing metal armor under the hot sun would be much worse. Likely he would find out soon enough. 

      Prince Accolon’s party rode northeast, following the western bank of the River Cintarra. Here the road was about a hundred yards from the riverbank. To the east, Niall saw the broad surface of the River Cintarra, the water seeming like beaten steel under the cloudy sky. To the west were farms and fields. So far, all these villages seemed intact, and they hadn’t seen any plumes of smoke today. 

      Niall suspected that would not last. 

      He rode in the middle of the column, not far from Accolon himself. The Prince’s banner flew from a lance at the head of the column, and the riders filled the road. Accolon was deep in discussion with Lord Ridmark and Sir Peter about something. The Keeper Calliande rode a short distance away, comfortable and at ease in the saddle, her staff laid crosswise before her across the animal’s back.

      Suddenly Calliande’s gaze snapped around, and she looked hard to the north. Niall did not know the Keeper all that well, and in truth, was a little frightened of her, but he had seen that expression before. Her magical powers had warned her of something. 

      Niall reached for his sword, checked that it was loose in its scabbard.

      “Prince Accolon,” said Calliande. Her soft voice cut through the discussion. “Some of the ghost orc scouts are coming. I think we had better stop.” 

      Accolon gave the orders. Shouts rang out, and the Prince’s party came to a halt.

      A few moments later, a dozen ghost orc rangers appeared out of nothingness north of the road. Niall stopped himself from flinching at the sight. He knew the ghost orcs could turn invisible for a portion of each day, but it was still unsettling to see them do it. The feeling that an unseen ghost orc was standing just over his shoulder, watching him, never quite left him. 

      Warlord Shalmathrak himself was among the rangers, and the ghost orcs walked to Accolon’s horse.

      “Prince Accolon,” said Shalmathrak without preamble. “The enemy comes. A large force of goblins approaches. They are less than a mile away and will arrive soon.”

      “How many?” said Accolon.

      “Perhaps two hundred and fifty goblins,” said Shalmathrak. “Fifty of them are mounted on bloodwolves.”

      “Can we avoid the creatures?” said Sir Peter.

      Shalmathrak shook his tusked head. “I fear not. They will almost certainly come across your party, or attack one of the groups of footmen marching further southwest along the road.”

      “Then we should make a stand here and take them,” said Accolon. 

      “I agree,” said Ridmark. “Lord Prince, this is what I propose.”

      He sketched out a brief plan, and Accolon nodded. 

      “Do it,” said the Crown Prince, and the column exploded into action. 

      The royal men-at-arms rushed forward, forming a shield wall just north of the road. The ghost orc rangers moved to the left side of the shield wall. Half of the horsemen formed up on the right. The rest galloped to the north, intending to strike the goblins and lure them in. Ridmark and Accolon and some of the other Swordbearers took position in the front of the shield wall. They would be the most effective fighters and would be able to deflect any magic the goblins wielded. Niall did not like that the Prince was so exposed, but Accolon was a Swordbearer, wielder of the soulblade Hopesinger. He was probably better defended than most of the men in the battle.

      Better than Niall himself, come to think of it.

      But he had his duty, and Niall wasn’t entirely sure he could fight from horseback yet. He dismounted and took his position in the shield wall not far from Accolon, where he could come to the Prince’s aid if necessary. The Keeper stood behind the shield wall, her staff in both hands. The camp followers and squires sheltered with the wagons, and Niall glimpsed Rhiain standing among them, her face strained and anxious. He wished he could reassure her, but he dared not turn his attention from the coming battle.

      “All right, lads,” said Vegetius. The tough decurion’s voice rose over the shield wall. “Some of you have fought these goblin devils before, and if you hit them hard enough, they go down like anything else that bleeds. Let the Swordbearers and the Keeper deal with the magic. You just kill them when they get close enough. But any man runs or shirks his duty, you’ll have me to deal with. Then you’ll wish the goblins had gotten you!”

      The horsemen came galloping back into sight.

      Behind them came the goblins in a ragged mob.

      Niall had fought goblins before at Castarium and knew what to expect. But these goblins were slightly bigger than the ones that had served the Signifier, and their blue skin had a distinct grayish tone to it. They wore more fur and leather than the Signifier’s goblins. That was just as well – it was easier to cut through leather than chain mail. Dozens of goblins mounted on bloodwolves pursued the horsemen. 

      There was a pulse of blue fire, and Lady Third appeared amongst the charging bloodwolves. One of her swords crackled with magical fire, while the second danced with lightning.  She moved in a blur, hamstringing one bloodwolf and splitting the skull of another. The remaining bloodwolves turned towards her, and Third disappeared in a swirl of blue fire. A half-second later, Calliande raised her staff and shouted, and a bolt of searing lightning ripped down from the sky and exploded among the goblins. A blast of hot air washed over the field, and Niall saw a dozen goblins go tumbling through the air. 

      That definitely got their attention. Someone shouted a command in a hoarse voice among the enemy, and the goblins whirled, charging forward as they brandished spears and swords. Niall saw some of them fall back, gesturing as fire and lightning played around their fingers. His stomach tightened as he remembered the magic the goblins had used near Castarium.

      But the Keeper was ready for them. The goblins unleashed a volley of fire and lightning, and Calliande struck her staff against the ground. A wall of translucent white light rose up before them, shimmering and pale, and the magical barrage struck it. The wall lasted for only an instant, but it dispersed the magical attack. Niall feared another would follow, but the Keeper had been right. It did indeed take longer for the goblins to recover their powers here. 

      The mob of goblins charged, and Niall had no more time for thought.

      A goblin sword hacked against his shield, and the shock of it rolled up Niall’s arm. But he had done this before, and he knew how to stand fast. His sword darted out and found the goblin’s throat, and the creature rocked back and fell. Arrows hissed overhead as the ghost orc rangers loosed their bows, and their shots struck home more often than not. Niall glimpsed a flare of white fire as Accolon and Ridmark and the other Swordbearers attacked, their soulblades rising and falling. Niall feared that the Prince would need assistance, but Hopesinger let Accolon move faster and strike harder than a normal man, and he cut down goblin after goblin. 

      There was a shout, and the knights on the right charged, slashing into the distracted goblins. Niall threw himself into the battle, listening with one ear for Vegetius’s shouted commands. He killed and killed, deflecting goblin strikes on his shield. It helped a great deal that the Swordbearers scythed through the goblin charge first, breaking them up and sending the ragged remnants against the shield wall. 

      Then a horseman reared up before Niall. His first thought was that it was one of the knights. But the figure on the horse wore chain mail and leather, and his head…it was on fire? No, that wasn’t right. A burning, masked helmet in the shape of a dragon’s head covered the armored horseman’s head. 

      It looked a great deal like the mark of the Drakocenti, the dragon-headed figure that had adorned their right forearms. 

      The horseman leaned forward, and the jaws of his dragon-helmet opened. Fire sprayed over his fangs and washed over the shield wall, and two men fell screaming, their bodies wreathed in flame. Niall darted forward, lowering his shield. A horseman had an advantage of height over a footman, but that advantage could be negated. He seized the horseman’s right leg and yanked. The fire-masked horseman overbalanced and slid to the side, and the burning helmet turned towards Niall. The jaws began to open wide, fire blooming to life behind the glowing fangs.

      Niall stabbed his sword into the jaws.

      There was a crunching noise followed by a choked scream, and the horseman fell from the saddle. The horse shrieked and broke away, galloping through the melee. Niall stepped back as the fiery helmet dissipated, and he looked at the face of his dead foe. Half the face was a bloody ruin where the sword had struck home, but the other was still intact, and Niall found himself looking at a dead human man with long blond hair and a bushy blond beard. 

      Human. The man had been human, but he had been fighting on the side of the goblins. 

      It was a mystery, but Niall didn’t have time to consider it. Vegetius shouted for the shield wall to advance, to press into the goblins. Niall stepped back to his place in the wall, the dead human forgotten behind him.

      A short time later, the battle was over, the remaining goblins fleeing to the north.
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      Ridmark kept a careful eye on Calliande as she wiped sweat from her forehead. 

      “There,” she said. “I’ve done what I can. I’ve helped the wounded men who can be helped.” A pained look went over her face. “And those I could not help…I pray God receives their souls into paradise.” 

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. 

      Losses had been light. They had wiped out over two-thirds of the goblin force in exchange for ten men dead and fifteen more wounded. The goblins and their human allies had not been prepared to fight Swordbearers and the Keeper of Andomhaim. Ridmark supposed it was a testament to how many battles he had seen that casualties of ten dead seemed light. Every one of those slain men was someone’s son, husband, or brother, a loss that could never be replaced. 

      Just as his own brother Valmark had fallen at Castarium. 

      Ridmark sighed, put aside his doubts, and looked at Calliande. He could do nothing for the dead, but he could help his wife. Though she didn’t look as if she needed a great deal of help. Using battle magic and then casting healing spells had taken a great deal out of her, but already she was recovering. Using the Sword of Life in Owyllain had given them both a great deal of unnatural vigor. Already Ridmark felt his own fatigue lifting faster than it had done before his journey to Owyllain. 

      Perhaps it was just as well, given the challenges they faced.

      They walked together to the Prince’s banner, where Accolon stood with Sir Peter, Sir Owain, and Moriah. Shalmathrak and the ghost orcs had departed to follow the goblins and to make sure they did not regroup to attack. Accolon and his advisors stared at the corpse of one of the fire-masked horsemen they had killed during the fight.

      “There’s no doubt, my lords,” said Moriah. “That mark looks a great deal like that of the Drakocenti.”

      “Identical, in fact,” said Calliande.

      The dead man’s right sleeve had been rolled up, revealing the mark of the Drakocenti on his forearm.

      Or, Ridmark supposed, the mark of the Dragon Cult of the Frankish Empire.

      “Sir Tyrcamber said that the mark of the Drakocenti resembled that of the Dragon Cult,” said Ridmark.

      “Aye,” said Accolon. 

      “And his armor and weapons are strange,” said Sir Owain, shaking his red-bearded head. “Not at first glance, but I’ve never seen chain mail made quite like that, and his sword is a little shorter and thicker than the men of Andomhaim prefer.”

      “I suspect,” said Calliande, “that this was a man of the Frankish Empire. And he was a follower of the Dragon Cult that Sir Tyrcamber described. That would explain the burning dragon-mask. It was a spell he had cast over himself.”

      “Then it seems clear this Dragon Cult is assisting the goblins and the ogres,” said Sir Peter. 

      Accolon nodded. “I fear the Signifier’s attack was one of opportunity. He saw an open rift, and he seized the chance. This, though…this may be organized.” He met Ridmark’s gaze. “This may be an invasion.” 

      “Then we have all the more reason to hasten to Rhudlan and prepare a defense,” said Ridmark.

      They continued their march less than an hour later.
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      Two days after the skirmish with the Dragon Cultists, Prince Accolon’s column reached the town of Rhudlan. 

      Ridmark turned a critical eye towards the town and its defenses. He had passed through Rhudlan briefly, decades ago, when Dux Gareth had visited Cintarra, but that had been so long ago that Ridmark had only a vague memory of the place. Still, Ridmark was pleased by the town’s defenses. Rhudlan held about ten thousand people, the largest town along the river save for Cintarra itself, and it occupied a U-shaped piece of land created by an abrupt bend in the river. Walls surrounded the town, but the western wall, the wall that faced land, was the strongest. Men in chain mail and leather patrolled the wall, clad in blue tabards adorned with a sigil of three spears rising from the waves, the badge of the House of the Corinii. Accolon’s party had seen a half-dozen burned villages within ten miles of Rhudlan, and Ridmark suspected that their people had taken shelter within the town’s walls.

      Or they had been slaughtered somewhere in the fields. 

      The gates were closed, but the sight of the red dragon banner of the Pendragons elicited an immediate response. After a shouted negotiation between the decurion in charge of the gate and Sir Peter, the Comes Lhanwyn Corinium of Rhudlan extended a formal invitation to Prince Accolon to come to his castra at once, to discuss the defense of the realm against the invaders. Accolon’s horsemen and footmen would remain camped outside, though they would withdraw inside the walls in the event of a large enemy attack. 

      Ridmark was inclined to distrust the Comes of Corinium, and so he chose the Prince’s escort with care. Moriah had said that Sir Ywain had likely been attempting to contact the Red Family when the kobolds had surprised and killed him. For that matter, Lhanwyn Corinium and his vassals had been among the chief supporters of Cyprian and the Regency Council and had lost fortunes when the Crown Prince had reversed the land enclosures. The Comes and his vassals would have a considerable grudge against Accolon Pendragon.

      Ridmark would go himself as part of Accolon’s escort, along with Calliande. Sir Owain would come as Constable of Cintarra, while Sir Peter remained to command the camp outside the walls in the event of treachery. Third and Moriah would join them, along with a dozen Swordbearers. Ridmark also brought Niall and Vegetius and a half-dozen more of his own men-at-arms. Niall had saved Accolon’s life twice already, and if necessary, perhaps the young knight would save the Prince a third time.

      The gates opened, and they rode into the forum. Rhudlan reminded Ridmark a great deal of Castarium. The houses were built of brick but whitewashed with white plaster to reflect the sun. Their roofs were made of fired clay tiles, and Ridmark saw the stone towers of churches scattered throughout the town. Men and women huddled in the streets next to parked wagons. Likely they were villagers who had fled from the goblin raiders. 

      Somehow Ridmark doubted that the Comes had allowed any villagers displaced by the sheep enclosures into the town, sending them all into Cintarra instead. 

      They rode down Rhudlan’s main street and came to Lord Lhanwyn’s castra. As was common in many towns, the castra’s curtain wall had been built into Rhudlan’s wall itself, and the stronghold’s keep had a commanding view of the River Cintarra. Should any invaders attempt to traverse the river, the catapults and ballista atop the central keep would rain fiery missiles onto the foe. A forum lay before the castra’s gate, and a massive stone church rose on the northern side of the square. It made Ridmark oddly homesick for Castarium. When he had agreed to become the Comes of the town, it had been to prevent possible reasons for strife among the nobles. He hadn’t dreamed that he would wind up having to defend the town against invaders from another world. 

      The Prince’s escort rode into the castra’s courtyard. Ridmark saw the familiar buildings that a castra required – a forge and a bakery and a large stable and other useful structures. A half-dozen men-at-arms in blue tabards stood before the stairs to the great hall, and two men and a young woman waited on the steps to greet the Prince. 

      “The Crown Prince of Andomhaim!” said Sir Owain, and the two men, the woman, and the men-at-arms went to one knee. 

      “Please rise,” said Accolon, voice grave. “I presume I have the honor of addressing the Comes Lhanwyn Corinium of Rhudlan?”

      “You do, my lord,” said the larger of the two men. He was a tall, vigorous man perhaps ten years older than Ridmark, with blond hair and a pointed beard in the Cintarran style that was fading to white. He had bloodshot blue eyes in a lined face and wore a rich tunic, mantle, trousers, and polished boots. A jeweled gold chain hung against his chest, and his sword’s hilt had likewise been adorned with gemstones. “I am Lhanwyn Corinium of Rhudlan.” He gestured at the other man. “This is Sir Ricatus Eborium, who serves as the Constable of Rhudlan.” 

      The knight was about Lhanwyn’s age, but far thinner, his leathery face looking as if it had been carved from oak. His hair and pointed beard were the color of iron, and his clothes were simpler than his lord’s. Like the Comes, Sir Ricatus carried a sword, and he held himself with the balance of a skilled swordsman. Something in his black eyes was stern and cold and pitiless. Sir Ricatus had been the lord of Ebor, and Ridmark shot a glance in Niall’s direction. The young knight gazed at Sir Ricatus with no expression whatsoever. That was good – a knight needed self-control, and it would be easier to defend Rhudlan with Sir Ricatus’s support than without it. 

      “And my daughter and heir Pompeia,” said Lhanwyn, gesturing at the woman. 

      She was about twenty years old, and stunningly beautiful, with long blond hair bound in a braid, bright blue eyes, and a body that was full and curved without plumpness. To judge from the tightness of her blue gown and the way the neckline dipped towards her bosom, Lady Pompeia was fully aware of her beauty and planned to make the most of it. Likely she intended to find a wealthy husband – or, more probably, she and her father both wanted to find her a husband of great power and riches. 

      And who was more powerful than the Crown Prince of Andomhaim? To judge from the rapt expression on Pompeia’s face as she gazed at Accolon, perhaps she imagined herself as the next High Queen of Andomhaim. Ridmark hoped Accolon kept his wits about him. The Prince had already shown poor judgment about women, and on top of her beauty, Pompeia seemed to have a quality of magnetic charisma. An unwary man might well be putty in her hands. 

      “My lady, my lords,” said Accolon. He dismounted from his horse. “You can no doubt guess the reason for my visit.”

      Lhanwyn inclined his head, his face friendly, but his eyes cold. “The goblin attacks, I am sure. The threat from this new foe may require the unified might of the High Kingdom.”

      “It may well come to that,” said Accolon. “But first, I must share some ill news. Your brother Sir Ywain had come to Cintarra as your emissary to the court.”

      “Aye, that is so,” said Lhanwyn. He offered a hard smile. “You summoned all the Cintarran nobles to your court, my lord. I could not attend myself, so I sent my brother Ywain in my stead. God knows he was useful for little else.”

      “I regret to inform you that Sir Ywain was killed,” said Accolon. Neither Lhanwyn nor Ricatus showed any hint of grief at that news, though Pompeia lifted her hands to her mouth, her blue eyes going wide. Something about her reaction struck Ridmark as feigned. “It seems he ventured into the Shadow Ways alone. While there, he was ambushed and killed by kobolds.”

      “Do you have any proof of this?” said Lhanwyn with a frown. 

      “One of my retainers found his body in the Shadow Ways,” said Accolon. “His body had been quite obviously eaten by kobolds. We brought his signet ring to present to you.” 

      He gestured, and one of the knights stepped forward and handed Lhanwyn the golden signet ring Moriah had found on Sir Ywain’s corpse. Lhanwyn took it, turned it over, and sighed. 

      “It seems, my lord Prince, that you are a herald of woe,” said Lhanwyn. 

      “Do explain, my lord Comes,” said Accolon. 

      “When you dismissed the Regency Council and dissolved the sheep enclosures,” said Lhanwyn, “my vassals and I suffered grave financial loss. We had planned to sell the wool to the merchants of both Cintarra and Owyllain.”

      “Those would have been false profits, my lord,” said Calliande. She had the calm mien of the Keeper now. Pompeia shot her a glare, quickly stifled. “A cult of dark wizards called the Drakocenti controlled the Regency Council. They encouraged lords to enclose their lands for sheep to weaken Cintarra before an invasion.”

      “Dark wizards,” scoffed Lhanwyn. “I am sure. Somehow whenever there is dissent in the realm, the victorious side accuses the defeated as having been dark wizards. That justifies the victory, of course, and any methods taken in pursuing it. I’m sure it was very convenient of you, my lord Prince, for the Regency Council to have been dark cultists after you stripped them of their power.”

      “They were cultists,” said Ridmark. “I saw them wield dark magic with my own eyes.”

      Lhanwyn lifted his eyebrows. “I assume you must be the Shield Knight. Who else would wear dark elven armor?”

      “There are hundreds of eyewitnesses to the Drakocenti and their dark magic,” said Accolon. “You can interrogate them one by one if you wish, though there are rather more pressing concerns at the moment.”

      “And, of course, you have enriched yourself by dissolving the sheep enclosures,” said Lhanwyn. 

      “What of the farmers displaced by the enclosures?” said Sir Owain. “Have you no concern for them?”

      Sir Ricatus snorted. “The farmers and the freeholders needed to move with the times. I enclosed all my lands, my lords, not because of the bidding of some imbecilic cult, but because of the profits. It is a harsh world, and the strong and ruthless are rewarded while the weak suffer. If the displaced farmers cannot find a way to thrive in their new circumstances, then let them die. The kindred of humanity will be improved for the loss of their weakness.” Niall shifted but did not say anything. “But, my lord Prince, you reversed the enclosures, so I suppose I have no choice but to coddle the freeholders and their laziness again.” 

      “A shortsighted view,” said Calliande. “A lord needs men. Otherwise, he is just a solitary man with a title and nothing else. Sheep may grow wool, but they cannot plant your crops, build your walls, or serve in your armies. A concern that is especially pressing when goblins range through the fields outside the walls.”

      Ricatus smirked. “I suppose it is fitting that the Keeper has the weak and merciful heart of a woman. But such mercy is not suited in a lord of men.” 

      Ridmark grimaced. It seemed that Lhanwyn and Ricatus were fools, and short-sighted ones at that. Ridmark had dealt with such lords before. They lacked the conviction of the Enlightened of Incariel or the Drakocenti, but the cultists at least had a vision, however twisted. Men like Lhanwyn Corinium and Ricatus Eborium were simply interested in enriching themselves, no matter how much damage they did in the process. Comes Lhanwyn and Sir Ricatus had not been Drakocenti, but they had been more than willing to follow in the cultists’ wake to loot the lands of their commoners and freeholders. 

      “And now you return with word that my brother is dead and that goblins invade our lands,” said Lhanwyn. “I wonder what new misfortune you will bring to my doorstep, my lord Prince.”

      “I bring fifteen hundred royal troops, three thousand Anathgrimm warriors, and more as the nobles of Cintarra respond to my muster,” said Accolon. “I shall be blunt, my lord Comes. The sheep enclosures weakened your land, and now we must fight off the threat of the goblins and the Dragon Cult.”

      “Dragon Cult?” said Ricatus with a snort. “Another cult of dark sorcerers? Shall we blame dark magic for all our woes?” 

      “Dark magic has indeed caused your current misfortune,” said Accolon. “Let us proceed to the great hall, my lord. We must plan the strategy for the defense of the lands of Cintarra. Including the town of Rhudlan and your lands.”

      Lhanwyn offered that thin, unfriendly smile. “My hall is yours, my lord.”

      They walked into the great hall, while Lhanwyn’s men-at-arms dispersed to their duties. The great hall spoke of wealth. Fine tapestries hung from the walls, including rare ones of silk imported from the city of Echion in Owyllain. Ridmark did not think more than a half-dozen castras in Andomhaim had wall hangings of silk. The floor was of gleaming, polished marble, and a long table of dark wood rested on the dais. Lhanwyn led the way to the table. A map of the River Cintarra valley covered much of the table. 

      “We must defend our lands, it seems,” said Lhanwyn. “These goblin creatures…I have not seen their like, and it seems like every one of them is a minor wizard.”

      “We can explain their origins,” said Accolon. “Keeper, if you please?” 

      Calliande related the tale of the fighting at Castarium and Cintarra, describing Tyrcamber’s world, the Dwyrstones, and the rifts. Lhanwyn, Ricatus, and Pompeia listened at first with obvious disbelief, but the disbelief soon turned into grim acceptance. Ridmark could tell that the Comes wanted to disbelieve the story, but there was too much evidence and too many witnesses. 

      “God and the saints,” said Lhanwyn, raking a hand through his hair. “Invaders coming through a magical gate. First the Frostborn, and now this?”

      “And these red orcs across the sea, this…Heptarchy?” said Ricatus. “Are they allied with the goblins?”

      “I doubt it, sir,” said Calliande. “However, from what we have learned, it is likely they both move at the instigation of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch and his Heralds. Both the Heptarchy and the Dragon Cult serve the same evil, even if they do not work with one another.” 

      “Then it seems clear what we must do, father,” said Pompeia to the Comes. She had a sweet, musical voice. “The town must be stocked to prepare a siege, and the castra as well. I have been overseeing the work, but…”

      “Yes,” said Lhanwyn with a wave of his hand. “Do as you think best, daughter. Confiscate whatever food and beasts you must. The townsmen will squeal, no doubt, but they will squeal even louder if the goblins and ogres break into our walls.” 

      “But if we act swiftly, we can defeat the foe before Rhudlan falls under siege,” said Accolon. “Our Swordbearers and our Magistri can close the rifts. Do you have a Magistrius here, my lord?”

      “Aye, Magistrius Decimus,” said Lhanwyn with a frown. “Something of a doddering old fool. His counsel is not good for much. But I suppose he can close these rifts of yours.”

      “We need to find the Dwyrstones,” said Calliande. “If I put them back to sleep, that will close the rifts, and the flood of goblins and Dragon Cultists into Andomhaim will stop.” 

      Ricatus’s perpetual frown deepened. “I may know of these stones. They are white menhirs, correct?” Calliande nodded. “I have seen three of them in my travels from Rhudlan to Durandis.” He pointed at three spots on the map, making an arc north of Cintarra but due south of the duxarchate of Durandis. “They are…curiosities, for lack of a better word. Local landmarks. Neither the nobles nor the commoners thought much of them. But these relics of the ancient world are the source of the rifts?”

      “They are,” said Calliande. “We stopped the attacks at Castarium once Antenora and I worked out how to put the stone back to sleep.” 

      “We need to attack swiftly,” said Accolon. “Our strategy will be to close the rifts, seize the Dwyrstones, and let the Keeper put the stones back to sleep. We must do so quickly before the Heptarchy sends another force across the sea.”

      “Very well, my lord,” said Lhanwyn. “Then let us discuss war.”
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      That night Lhanwyn Corinium held a banquet to honor the arrival of the Crown Prince. 

      Third watched the proceedings with interest. Not because she cared about Comes Lhanwyn one way or another – the man seemed a short-sighted, self-interested fool. Alas, humanity had no shortage of self-interested fools, and that seemed unlikely to change any time soon. But Rhudlan was the strongest point on the western bank of the River Cintarra, barring the city of Cintarra itself. Rhudlan also had a large set of quays where barges and ferries could put in. The town could serve as the linchpin of any defense or a base for a counteroffensive against the goblins. 

      Unfortunately, the town was in the hands of a fool like Lhanwyn Corinium. 

      The necessities of politics meant that Accolon needed Lhanwyn, even though the Comes clearly despised him. Yet Lhanwyn also needed Accolon. The Comes could call a thousand men-at-arms and knights to his banner, which was not nearly enough to defend Rhudlan. Third supposed that a threat was the best way to unify enemies. 

      Yet she suspected that Lhanwyn would look for a chance to advance himself at Accolon’s expense, should the opportunity arrive. She didn’t think that Lhanwyn was stupid enough to try to kill Accolon, but Third had been wrong before. 

      She stood near the doors to the courtyard, watching the high table. Comes Lhanwyn sat in the center, next to Accolon and Sir Peter and Sir Owain. Pompeia was seated next to Prince Accolon, seeming to hang on his every word. He said something, and Pompeia threw back her head and laughed, resting a hand on Accolon’s forearm, which also thrust her bosom towards the Prince.

      Third wondered if Accolon intended to bed Pompeia. Yet the Crown Prince did not smile or laugh, nor did he stare at her. Truth be told, he looked as grim as Ridmark often did. 

      As if her thoughts had conjured him, Ridmark walked to her side. 

      “Had your fill of dinner?” said Third.

      Ridmark grimaced. “And of the Comes and Sir Ricatus. To hear them tell it, Cintarra was a paradise of prosperity and order under the Regency Council. Then Accolon came along and ruined everything.” 

      Third shook her head. “Comes Lhanwyn and Sir Ricatus were doing well enough. It is easy to make money when you steal it from someone else.” She paused. “Which is what Jager always said.”

      “He would know,” said Ridmark. “Calliande already went back to our camp with Rhiain, and I think I will join her. The urge to punch the Comes is getting harder to resist as the night wears on.”

      Third tilted her head. “Do you think Accolon will be safe here?”

      “For now,” said Ridmark. “Sir Ywain might have been trying to hire the Red Family, but there’s no more Red Family. And the goblins and the Dragon Cultists don’t care whether the Comes enclosed his commoners’ lands or not. They’ll kill Lhanwyn nonetheless. Accolon has the right to command Lhanwyn as both his overlord and the Regent of Cintarra, and Lhanwyn needs Accolon. He can’t hope to hold Rhudlan with his own vassals and knights. He’ll hate it, but he’ll grind his teeth and obey Accolon.” 

      “I suspect you are right,” said Third. “Do you think Accolon will be safe with Pompeia?”

      Ridmark frowned and looked at the high table. Pompeia was still gazing with rapt adoration at Accolon, who looked annoyed. 

      “Ah,” said Ridmark. “No, I think he’s safe on that account. He’s still mourning Caitrin Rhosmor, and he told me that Pompeia irritates him to no end. She won’t be able seduce him. And if Lhanwyn or Ricatus try anything, both Niall and Moriah are watching the Prince.” Moriah was seated at one of the lower tables, keeping a subtle watch on the Prince. Niall was seated further away from the dais, but he also kept looking at Accolon and Pompeia. 

      “Accolon is going to have to wed soon, is he not?” said Third.

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “He’s the heir to the realm, but he needs an heir of his own, and soon. It would have been better if he’d had one several years ago, but…” 

      “My lord? My lady?”

      Third turned her head and saw the Magistrius approaching. 

      He was a leathery-looking older man, somewhere in his fifties, with close-cropped gray hair and craggy features like a weathered boulder. In Tarlion, the Magistri usually wore white robes with black sashes around the waist. A white robe, however, was an impractical garment for day to day use, so the Magistri often wore long white coats instead. This Magistrius wore his coat over tunic and trousers. 

      “Aye?” said Ridmark. 

      The Magistrius offered a polite bow. “You may not recall me, my lord, but…”

      Ridmark frowned. “Decimus, isn’t it? You were at the siege of Tarlion, I remember. You helped my wife heal the wounded.”

      Decimus smiled. “And I remember that the Keeper toiled day and night until she collapsed from exhaustion, and you had to carry her out of the cathedral. Few can match the devotion of the Keeper to her duties.”

      That was truer than Decimus knew.  

      “She would have liked to have seen you,” said Ridmark. 

      “Perhaps you can visit her in the camp before the army marches tomorrow,” said Third. 

      “I would be honored,” said Decimus. “And I am honored to see you again, Lady Third. I remembered seeing you fight at the siege of Tarlion, during the terrible struggle at the broken gate.”

      “That was a memorable day,” said Third. In all the centuries of fighting she had seen, she had only seen a few battles as large as the siege of Tarlion. 

      “I fear we are in for more memorable days,” said Decimus. “The situation in Cintarra and the villages along the river has been deteriorating for some time. I fear these creatures from the rifts are finding Cintarra in a weakened state.”

      Ridmark frowned. “You serve the Comes as his Magistrius, yes?”

      “Aye, for the last two years now,” said Decimus. “It…has not been an enjoyable duty. The Comes has no interest in my opinion. I advised him that the land enclosures violated both the custom and the law of the realm, but he did not heed me.” He hesitated. “I wish to pass a warning to the Prince.”

      Ridmark glanced at Third. “What sort of warning?” 

      Decimus lowered his voice. “I do not believe that the Comes is trustworthy. I suspect he sent Sir Ywain to Cintarra with instructions to hire the Red Family.”

      “That is what we thought as well,” said Ridmark. “Sir Ywain’s body was found in a funerary chapel within the Shadow Ways the Red Family uses for meetings.”

      “I see,” said Decimus. “I confess I am not surprised.” 

      “Do you think the Comes will threaten the Prince?” said Ridmark. 

      Decimus considered that. “Not now. He’s too frightened of the goblins. My lord, the Comes and his Constable are greedy men, but they are not complete fools. They know that Rhudlan cannot stand alone against the goblins. For now, they will follow Accolon because the Crown Prince is their only hope of survival. But the minute that Comes Lhanwyn and Sir Ricatus think they can betray Accolon, they will attempt it.” He shrugged. “I doubt they will be brave enough to murder him. But they may try to seize the lands of their neighbors, or they might attempt to undermine the Prince’s authority in some way.” 

      “And who do you support, Magistrius?” said Third.

      “I am a sworn brother of the Order of the Magistri,” said Decimus. “So I support the High King and the realm. And I think that the lands of Cintarra will be better-governed under the Crown Prince than men like the Comes and Sir Ricatus.” 

      “Very well,” said Ridmark. “But before the realm can be governed, it has to be defended from the creatures beyond the rifts.” 

      And beginning tomorrow, they would see if they could drive back the goblins or not.
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      Sir Angaric’s men rode west, and Tyrcamber rode with them. 

      The army of Prince Everard Roland had marched out from Castle Valdraxis, pursuing Merovech and the Dragon Cultists in hopes of bringing them to battle. Tyrcamber supposed that Prince Everard’s and his father’s strategy was like a huntsman unleashing hounds upon the stag. The hounds would drive the stag towards the huntsman, who would prepare his arrow for the killing strike. That made the Prince’s army the hounds and the army of the western Empire the huntsman. 

      Except, of course, Merovech Valdraxis was no stag, but a Dragonmaeloch, and he had an army of Dragon Cultists, mountain goblins, pagan gnolls, and whatever other allies he had gathered. 

      Parties of horsemen from the five Imperial Orders screened the main column of the army and its baggage train, watching for raiders. Sir Angaric Medraut commanded one of those parties of horsemen, one hundred and fifty knights and mounted serjeants, and Tyrcamber rode with them. 

      He wanted to have a look at the countryside for himself. Something seemed off to him, something that tugged at his mind. By now, Tyrcamber knew to trust his instincts. He had seen a decade of war as a Knight of the Order of Embers before his transformation. And in the Chamber of the Sight on Guardian’s Isle, reliving centuries of enslavement over and over again, he had seen colossal wars between the Valedictor and the xiatami that had lasted for centuries. That had given Tyrcamber a thorough knowledge of warfare, and something about Merovech’s actions seemed incongruous to him. 

      During Prince Everard’s march towards Castle Valdraxis, Merovech’s forces had responded with constant harassment, launching frequent raids even as his main army retreated deeper into Swabathia. Merovech should have done the same now. He should have launched raids as Prince Everard’s army advanced west, seeking to attack the baggage and hinder the host’s march.

      Yet Merovech had not. He wasn’t even putting out scouts.

      Why not?

      Tyrcamber wanted to know. 

      So he rode with Angaric’s patrol and his old comrades of the Order of Embers. 

      The clouds had passed without much rain, which meant the fields were only a little muddy. Angaric’s serjeants found a lane that led between the lands of two minor Counts sworn to Merovech, and the horsemen rode along it, their scouts ranging to the sides. Tyrcamber glimpsed a dark speck moving overhead and tensed, fearing that it was a dragon. But it was a griffin, one of the Knights of the Order of the Griffin seeking for the enemy from the air just as Angaric and his men did from the ground. 

      “I don’t know why we have to ride back and forth,” said Angaric, adjusting his reins, “when the griffins can see everything from the sky.”

      “They can’t see everything,” said Tyrcamber, who rode at his friend’s right. “Half of western Swabathia is forested. Easy enough for gnolls to hide under tree cover. Or goblins. Or most of Merovech’s army.”

      “You’re a Dragontiarna,” said Angaric. “You could turn to a dragon and cover the same ground in a tenth of the time and save me from wearing out my poor backside on a saddle.”

      “I could,” said Tyrcamber, “but I enjoy watching you suffer.”

      Angaric snorted. “God must like watching me suffer. It’s my lot in life.”

      “And even in dragon form, I’ve only got two eyes,” said Tyrcamber, giving the question a serious answer. “If we’re going to figure out what Merovech is doing, the more eyes, the better.”

      “A question for you, sir,” said Angaric. Tyrcamber inclined his head. “Your wife is a Dragontiarna. Why isn’t she out flying patrols in dragon form?”

      Tyrcamber shrugged. “She doesn’t want to. She says – well, she wrote – that she would serve better with the hospital tents, and my father and the Prince agree. When have you ever seen an army with a better-organized hospital?”

      “Never,” said Angaric. 

      “There are hundreds of men fit to fight who would now be dead if not for her efforts,” said Tyrcamber. 

      “She fought alongside you,” said Angaric. “When you fought Merovech.”

      “She thought I was going to lose,” said Tyrcamber. “I might have if she hadn’t surprised Merovech. That sword of his…it’s not something I care to face again.” 

      “Ah,” said Angaric. “You won her heart, and she rushed to help her lord and husband in battle against a terrible foe.” 

      “Something like that, yes,” said Tyrcamber. 

      Angaric grunted. “So you both can become dragons.”

      “Yes.”

      “When you have both been in dragon form,” said Angaric, “have you ever…”

      Tyrcamber looked at him and sighed. “Don’t be perverse. And no.” Physical desire was the last thing he felt in dragon form. What he felt was fire, and cold fury, and the desire for destruction. 

      “Though I imagine it’s going to inspire a song,” said Angaric. “The young bride rushing to the side of her Dragontiarna lord and husband to aid him against the evil Dragon Cult.”

      “It’s annoying that you’re right,” said Tyrcamber.

      “I am often both annoying and right,” said Angaric. 

      “And the worst part is I’ll probably have to hear the damned song over and over,” said Tyrcamber. “We…”

      “My lords?” came a gruff voice.

      Tyrcamber turned in the saddle. Serjeant-captain Rudolf approached, a sober-looking man in later middle years, clad in chain mail and the red tabard of the Order of Embers. Tyrcamber had first met him years ago, during Duke Faramund’s campaign to push back the xiatami raiders that threatened the borders of Mourdrech. Rudolf had come through every campaign and battle since and commanded his company of serjeants with a steady hand.

      “Aye, serjeant-captain?” said Angaric. 

      “The scouts are coming back,” said Rudolf. “They’ve seen a large warband of gnolls, and they’re headed right our way.”

      “Gnolls?” said Angaric. “Gnolls of Culachar or the gnolls of Monoloch?” The gnolls of Culachar had accepted baptism into the Imperial Church, though they had some odd beliefs and still revered their gods or perhaps their ancestors. The gnolls of Monoloch, however, still worshipped their ancient bloody gods, and waged war against their baptized cousins and the men of the Empire. Impressed by Merovech’s power, the pagan gnolls had come to the Dragonmaeloch’s side in great numbers and augmented his army. 

      “Monoloch,” said Rudolf, his voice grim. “Lord Nakhrakh hasn’t sent any of his warriors this far west yet. They’ve probably caught our scent already. I think we will have to fight.”

      “How many?” said Tyrcamber. 

      “A hundred,” said Rudolf. “Probably closer to a hundred and fifty.”

      “Could you transform into a dragon and burn them?” said Angaric. 

      “I could,” said Tyrcamber, “but I only have so much strength. I might weaken myself when I need my stamina for a stronger foe. We had better stand and fight.”

      “Agreed,” said Angaric. “Serjeant-captain?”

      Rudolf shouted orders. The men dismounted, moving their horses back, and formed into a line. This was good country for cavalry, broad and flat, but horsemen were at a disadvantage against gnolls. The claws and fangs of the gnolls sliced horseflesh with ease, and the scent of the gnolls themselves could terrify horses. Gnolls themselves were stronger and tougher than humans, but the gnolls of Monoloch fought in savage, furious warbands. They lacked the discipline of the Imperial Orders.

      Tyrcamber hoped that would make the difference in the coming fight.

      That, and his own power. He might not take dragon form for this battle, saving his strength for a more dire attack, but he was still a Dragontiarna, no longer bound by the constraints of the Malison. His spells would give the men of the Order a significant advantage.

      At Rudolf’s command, the knights and serjeants formed into two lines. Angaric and Rudolf took their place behind the lines to shout commands. Tyrcamber drew Kyathar from its scabbard, the crystal-like blade of the ancient elven sword flashing in the glow of the sky fire, and walked to the left side of the line. He needed a clear field of fire to unleash his magic. 

      A moment later, the gnolls came into sight.

      The scouts had been right. There were just over a hundred of the creatures. The gnolls had human-shaped bodies, albeit covered with brownish-black fur and with doglike heads, their fingers and toes topped with claws. The gnolls wore chain mail hauberks and carried heavy swords and shields. Unlike the baptized gnolls of Culachar, these gnolls carried skulls, lots and lots of skulls. Both human and gnollish skulls had been worked into their helmets and their shoulder plates, and some had ropes of skulls hanging from broad leather belts. The pagan gnolls believed that by eating a slain foe, whether human, gnollish, or otherwise, they gained their vanquished enemy’s power, and they kept the skulls as tokens of that power. 

      The gnolls had indeed caught their scent, and they charged with a roar, brandishing their swords. They advanced in a ragged mob, unlike the disciplined lines of the men of the Order, and the lead gnolls began casting spells as they ran. 

      “Shield spells!” roared Rudolf. “Now!”

      In perfect unison, the serjeants in the first line cast the Shield spell, covering the formation with an overlapping wall of hazy yellow-orange light. The gnolls cast Lance spells, flinging bolts of lightning or spheres of fire, and the ragged attacks shattered against the disciplined lines of Shield spells.

      “Second line!” shouted Rudolf. “Lance volley!”

      Again, in smooth unison, the second line of knights and serjeants cast the Lance spell. Scores of bolts of magical fire hurtled towards the gnollish mob. Some of the gnolls managed to raise Shield spells of their own, but a dozen of the creatures fell dead and a dozen more were wounded. The attack faltered for an instant, and Tyrcamber seized the moment to work his own spell. He drew as much power as he could hold, the fire of the Malison filling him, and his free hand clenched into a fist. A dozen fist-sized spheres of flame appeared overhead and fell into the gnolls, and they exploded in howling columns of flame. The gnolls roared and snarled with pain, and Tyrcamber thrust out his hand, summoning more power. A stream of fire as thick as his thigh erupted from his left hand, and he swept it through the gnolls, killing even more of them.

      The gnolls howled and charged, driven to killing rage by their losses.

      “Sword spells!” shouted Rudolf, and the front line cast the Sword spell, sheathing their blades in elemental flame. Tyrcamber cast the Shield spell, and a disk of flame settled upon his left forearm, seeming to lock to his golden bracer. 

      The gnolls closed, and Tyrcamber fought. 

      Kyathar blazed with elemental flame, and he ripped the sword through gnollish throats and hearts. Angaric cast spell after spell, hurling Lances of fire with brilliant intensity. He was one of the most powerful wizards of the Order of Embers, and his spells burned through the unfortunate gnolls. Tyrcamber killed with sword and spell, cutting down the gnolls with Kyathar and striking others with Lance spells. 

      Then it was over. 

      The surviving gnolls turned and fled towards the south, towards the foothills and mountains of Roxaria proper. 

      Wait. South? That didn’t make any sense.

      “Hold!” shouted Rudolf. “Hold, damn you! Don’t pursue them!” The serjeants had their blood up from the fight. Some had started to break formation to pursue the gnolls, but discipline took hold and the soldiers returned to their lines. They had lost a few serjeants, but far more gnolls had been killed. Given the catastrophic losses of the battles of the last few years, Tyrcamber supposed that was a victory. 

      But south. Why were the gnolls going south? That didn’t make any sense. Merovech’s forces were to the west. If the gnolls wanted to abandon their master and return to their homeland, Monoloch was to the north. To the south was nothing but empty foothills and then the mountains of Roxaria. If the gnolls fled that way, they would be trapped in the stony hills until they starved to death. 

      So why go south?

      That itch against Tyrcamber’s instincts grew sharper. 

      He took a deep breath, sheathed Kyathar, and walked to join Angaric and Rudolf. 

      “They’re fleeing to the south,” said Tyrcamber. 

      “Aye, I wonder why,” said Angaric, shaking his head. “Doesn’t make any sense. Maybe they want to hole up in a valley somewhere.”

      “They just as easily could be going north or west, not south,” said Tyrcamber. He was already tired from the fight and using so much magical force in such a short time, but duty called. “I’m going to take dragon form and follow them. I will meet you back at the main column.”

      “Good luck, sir,” said Rudolf. 

      “I’ll look after your horse,” said Angaric. He clapped Tyrcamber on the shoulder. “Burn a few gnolls for us, will you? Save the rest of us the work.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” said Tyrcamber. 

      He turned and walked a short distance south, watching as the gnolls vanished from sight. Once he was far enough from the men of the Order that his transformation would not startle the horses, he reached for the fire inside himself. The Malison had changed him, and the Dragon Curse suffused his very essence. But it wasn’t a curse, not really. It was simply the nature of the power. A man picking up a hot coal would suffer a burned hand, not from a curse, but from the heat of the coal. So it was with the Malison. Using too much of the magic of this world would trigger the transformation of the Dragon Curse. 

      But it could no longer touch Tyrcamber because he was part of it. He had lost something of his humanity in the process…but no longer could the Malison devour him.

      The fire filled him, and Tyrcamber changed, swelling into immensity. He became a massive golden dragon, over fifty feet long from jaws to tail, his claws like swords, his fangs like daggers, his golden scales like steel, and his wings like banners. Once the form of the dragon had felt strange and alien, as if his body had been ripped apart and remade into a prison for his soul. But he had spent so long trapped within the vision of the Chamber of the Sight that it felt natural to him now, almost normal. 

      Perhaps even more normal than his human form. Maybe the vision of his enslavement to the Valedictor was the reality, not the dream, and everything that had happened since the siege of Sinderost was the dream, a delusion spun by his mind to protect himself from the horrible truth…

      No. The Valedictor was dead. That was real. He had gone to Andomhaim and met the Shield Knight and the Keeper. That had happened. And Tyrcamber remembered Ruari, remembered her lithe warm body in his arms, her fingers sliding down his back. That had definitely been real, and Tyrcamber clutched that memory like a talisman, holding the shadows in his mind at bay. 

      And as ever, duty beckoned.

      Tyrcamber flew to the south, watching the gnolls as they fled. 

      It was something of an effort. Tyrcamber’s wings and his magic meant he could fly much faster than the gnolls could run, so he had to circle above them to keep the creatures in sight. That was one of the reasons Tyrcamber did not do much scouting in dragon form. He simply flew too fast to get a good look at the ground. Griffin riders made for better scouts. 

      But he was patient and controlled, and his curiosity at the gnolls’ strange behavior filled him with urgency. He followed the gnolls south for five miles, his wings beating, and the gnolls came to a valley at the northern edge of the foothills. The valley looked unremarkable, stony and littered with boulders, pine trees and tough grass growing on the slopes…

      Wait. 

      There was a strange gray light at the end of the valley, and the gnolls were running towards it. 

      Tyrcamber had seen a glow like that before. 

      He landed at the eastern edge of the valley, his talons gripping the stone, and watched as the gnolls ran into the light. The illumination came from a tear in the air that looked as if it had been made from roiling mist. Through the tear, Tyrcamber glimpsed something that looked like a forest, dead leaves carpeting the ground. 

      It was a rift to Andomhaim, like the one that had opened in the courtyard of Castle Grimnir to the east. At least, Tyrcamber assumed it was a rift to Andomhaim. God only knew where it actually went, but Andomhaim seemed the most likely possibility. For a moment, Tyrcamber considered passing through the rift and seeing where it went, but he discarded the idea as too dangerous. For one, Calliande had said that the rifts were unstable, and it could collapse behind him and leave him stranded in Andomhaim. 

      For another, the gnolls hadn’t stumbled across the rift by accident. They’d known it was here.

      Like they had been ordered to march to it and had stumbled across Sir Angaric’s patrol by accident. 

      Troubled, Tyrcamber flexed his wings and took to the air once more, flying back to the north. He passed Angaric’s patrol, made sure they were headed back to the army, and then continued onward. A few moments later, he came to the army of Prince Everard. It was a long column snaking through the countryside, thousands of men and horses and wagons, with horsemen and gnollish mercenaries screening its flanks. Tyrcamber circled to the ground and resumed human form at the edge of the column, shaking off the sudden vertigo and the fatigue. A group of nearby soldiers stared at him in awe, and Tyrcamber nodded and jogged towards the head of the column.

      One disadvantage of taking on dragon form – he couldn’t bring a horse with him. He was tired enough that getting off his feet would have been welcome just now. 

      He came to the head of the column and saw Duke Cataul and Duke Hulderic and several of the Masters of the Imperial Orders riding with their retinues, but no trace of the Prince or his father. Tyrcamber turned in frustration and saw a flash of golden armor. 

      “Sir Tyrcamber,” said the Guardian Rilmael, his face grave behind his beard. “You have news?”

      Tyrcamber started to speak and then paused. “You already know what it is, don’t you?”

      “I suspect,” said Rilmael.

      “Do you know where the Prince and my father are?” said Tyrcamber.

      “They are inspecting the baggage train,” said Rilmael. A dry note entered his voice. “Your father thought the baggage train was lagging behind, and he decided that threatening them in person would inspire new diligence.”

      Knowing Chilmar Rigamond, it likely would. 

      “I rode out with Sir Angaric’s patrol,” said Tyrcamber. “We fought and overcame a band of pagan gnolls. The survivors fled to the south. I thought that curious, so I followed. They fled into a rift in the foothills.”

      “A rift?” said Rilmael. “Like the one that brought you to Andomhaim?”

      “Exactly like it, but a little smaller,” said Tyrcamber. “I was wondering why Merovech’s army wasn’t launching any raids. He’s fleeing through the rifts to Andomhaim, isn’t he?”

      “I suspected as much,” said Rilmael. “My Sight has shown me great magical turmoil in the last several days. I feared that Merovech had found a way to summon reinforcements from Andomhaim, from the Heralds of Ruin in that world. But instead, it appears he is taking the Dragon Cult to Andomhaim.”

      “He is fleeing there?” said Tyrcamber, baffled. That would not improve Merovech’s strategic position. Most of the men of Andomhaim did not have magic, but they did have the Swordbearers and the Keeper, and the magic of Merovech’s forces would be far weaker.

      “They are not fleeing,” said Rilmael. “They are doing the work of their true master. The Heralds of Ruin are the servants of the Theophract and his lord the Warden, and if they are going to Andomhaim, it is to advance their work.”

      “The door you told me about,” said Tyrcamber. “The door that must never be opened.”

      “Aye,” said Rilmael.

      “But that door is under Cathair Kaldran,” said Tyrcamber. “They’re going the wrong way..”

      “Unless they think to find some advantage in Andomhaim that will grant them victory,” said Rilmael.

      The Guardian and the Dragontiarna Knight looked at each other for a moment, long friendship letting each man know what the other was thinking.

      “We had better talk to my father and the Prince right now,” said Tyrcamber.

      “I think, Sir Tyrcamber, you are entirely correct,” said Rilmael, and Tyrcamber shouted for the squires to bring them a pair of horses.
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      Aeliana was not quite a prisoner, not exactly. 

      Alan Rhellgar and his knights treated her with all respect and courtesy and saw to her comfort. One knight asked if she had eaten yet today (she hadn’t) and whether she would prefer to ride sidesaddle or not. Since her dress had been divided front and back for riding and she had the forethought to steal leggings with the rest of her clothes, she dispensed with the sidesaddle. 

      She wasn’t exactly a prisoner, more of an honored guest, but Aeliana was reasonably sure that the knights would stop her if she attempted to ride away. If necessary, Aeliana thought she could take them in a fight. All the men of the Frankish Empire could cast spells, but Ruinheart would protect Aeliana from their magic, though she might have to unlock the power of the Blood Knight. 

      But she didn’t want to escape, at least not yet. They were taking her to Merovech, and Aeliana thought the other Herald might be what she needed to destroy Accolon’s army and open the Great Eye. 

      They rode to the north in haste. At least, Count Rhellgar said they were going north. Aeliana wasn’t entirely sure how he could tell. After considering the sky, she thought that she saw a gradient, with one side of the sky shifting towards blue, so maybe that was west. She ate some of the food that Rhellgar’s men provided as they rode – cheese and bread and some jerky, washed down with a skin of wine. The Franks used far more garlic and onions in their cooking than she would have preferred, but food was food. 

      Soon they came within sight of other groups of armed men. Aeliana watched them with curiosity. Most of the soldiers were human footmen, wearing a variety of different armor, armed with swords and axes and spears. Quite a few were human knights in gleaming plate mail, carrying lances with the black banner and red sigil of the Dragon Cult, though the knights kept their own sigils on their surcoat. They passed troops of goblins and ogres. 

      She did not recognize the hulking, dog-headed creatures that loped along in ragged bands. They looked like some bizarre hybrid of dog and man, with brownish-black fur, blunt features, and claws and fangs. The creatures wore chain mail and carried swords and shields, and their arms were as thick as both of Aeliana’s legs put together. 

      “Gnolls, my lady,” said Rhellgar when she asked. “One of the other kindreds who came to this world. The dark elves summoned various kindreds here to serve as slaves and soldiers. Others found their way here by accident, as the first Emperor Roland did, and established their own realms. The xiatami, for instance.”

      “The xiatami?” said Aeliana, frowning. “The snakemen, you mean?” She had never encountered a xiatami, but she had heard of them. The creatures lived in a large city outside the realm of Owyllain but preferred to keep to themselves. Nevertheless, they were open to trade, and a few extremely bold Cintarran merchants had made the journey through the gate and back again, making fortunes from the rare spices of Najaris. 

      “Aye,” said Rhellgar with a scowl. “They are the bitter enemies of all other kindreds and deadly foes of the Dragon Cult. They do not allow dragons in their domains and kill them on sight. They worship some god called Xophiramus and think to spill enough blood in his name to restore him to life or summon him to this world, I am not sure which. But they are far to the south, and do not concern us now.” 

      They kept riding, and a few moments later, Aeliana saw a rift. She saw one of the Dwyrstones on the other side, and a troop of human infantry marched through it. They passed two more rifts, and Aeliana saw goblins moving through one atop their bloodwolves and a pack of gnolls loping through another. That was good – it seemed that Merovech had decided to move his army through the rifts, perhaps of his own initiative, perhaps at the instructions of the Theophract. It would make convincing the Dragonmaeloch to move against Accolon all the easier. 

      But she wondered at the danger. Merovech’s army was moving through the rifts in dozens of scattered pieces. The human soldiers might have the discipline to remain out of sight, but the goblins and the ogres might not, and the gnolls looked like the sort of creatures that would go on a rampage. How quickly would Accolon respond to the threat? The Prince was not a fool. He would see the danger of the rifts, and so would the Shield Knight and the Keeper. Aeliana had her doubts about Merovech’s competency as a military commander. Perhaps she could persuade him to the proper course of action.

      They rode past a line of mailed knights. Aeliana drew a few curious stares, which she ignored. They reined up before a large crimson pavilion, an enormous Dragon Cult banner flying overhead. One of the larger rifts that she had opened shimmered in the air about fifty yards away, and through it she saw a Dwyrstone in a meadow. That particular Dwyrstone was about three or four days' march north of Rhudlan if she remembered right. 

      A crowd of nobles and knights stood before the pavilion. A chair of dark wood had been set among them, and in it sat Merovech Valdraxis, Duke and Dragonmaeloch. 

      Aeliana recognized him at once…but he had changed since she had last seen him in Urd Morlemoch.

      Merovech wore crimson plate armor, the dark soulblade Stormruin in a scabbard at his belt. He had a hard, handsome face, alive with a sort of cruel vitality, and he had kept his dark hair and beard close-cropped. Golden fire glimmered in his eyes, and wisps of it danced around his fingers. She hadn’t seen that in Urd Morlemoch and assumed that it had something to do with his abilities as a Dragonmaeloch. 

      A strange feeling spread through Aeliana as she looked at him. It was like she was an iron nail and he was a lodestone, pulling her attention towards him. The Mark of the Herald grew hot against her right forearm, and she realized the cause. Aeliana bore a Mark of the Warden’s power, and so did Merovech. Like called to like, and power called to power.

      Merovech felt it, too. His attention turned from the knight speaking to him, and his burning eyes drilled into Aeliana. 

      Rhellgar reined up, and he dismounted, his knights following suit. Aeliana did so as well, and she felt the weight of Merovech’s stare. Rhellgar bowed before the Duke. 

      “My lord Merovech,” said Rhellgar in Latin. 

      “Count,” said Merovech. His voice was a deep rasp, with an ominous edge to it. “I seem to recall ordering you to make certain the goblins and the gnolls were moving through the rifts. Yet I find you here instead. I hope you have a good reason for defying my commands.” His voice dropped. “A very good reason.”

      “I do, my lord,” said Rhellgar. He took a step to the side as if intending to get out of the way. “When scouting for the locations of the rifts, I found this woman and thought it prudent to bring her to you. My lord, I present Aeliana Carhaine of Andomhaim, another Herald of Ruin.”

      Stunned silence hung over the assembled lords and knights. 

      Aeliana gripped her skirts and performed a curtsy before the Duke, putting one leg before another. It seemed best to treat him with respect until she understood him better. Between his native magical abilities and his power as a Dragonmaeloch, he would be substantially more powerful than her. 

      “Yes,” murmured Merovech at last. “Yes, I remember. There were five of us that the Theophract brought before the Warden. Myself. The gray orc and the red orc. The necromancer. And you.”

      “It is a long way from Urd Morlemoch, lord Duke,” said Aeliana. “But I am pleased to find you again.” 

      “And you are a Herald of Ruin,” said Merovech. “You opened the rifts.”

      “I did,” said Aeliana. “The Theophract bade me ride to the Dwyrstones of the ancient elves.” She thought it prudent not to mention her defeat at Ridmark Arban’s hands. “The Mark of the Herald allowed me to awaken them one by one. Their power opened the rifts that your army now uses to cross to Andomhaim.” 

      “The Theophract told me of the rifts,” said Merovech. “He said that another Herald would open them. Perhaps you are that Herald, my lady Aeliana. Or perhaps you are an impostor, a clever stratagem of our foes to deceive me.” 

      Aeliana rolled up the right sleeve of her dress and showed him the Mark of the Herald glowing on her forearm. “I am no impostor, Duke Merovech.” 

      “Are you?” said Merovech, his voice soft.

      He stared at her with eyes of golden fire, and Aeliana stared back. He was handsome in a rough sort of way, and undoubtedly very strong. And he didn’t wear the ugly overgrown beard favored by the men of the Frankish Empire. Aeliana felt herself drawn towards Merovech, like there was a fire in her blood that yearned for his touch. The power the Warden had given them was pulling them together, and that attraction was manifesting itself as…

      With a shock, Aeliana realized it was manifesting itself as lust. 

      “Are you?” said Merovech again, and rage exploded over his face.

      He stood up far faster than Aeliana would have expected a man of his size to move, especially when wearing heavy crimson armor. Elemental fire crackled around his right fist as he called magic. 

      “You say you are a Herald,” said Merovech. “You claim to bear a dark soulblade of our lord the Warden. Then prove it! Prove that you are a Herald or burn where you stand!”

      With that, he thrust his fist towards her, and a bolt of elemental fire ripped from his hand and leaped across the twenty paces separating them.

      Aeliana had seen it coming. The teachers of the Red Family had been stern taskmasters, and their lessons had been drilled into her until they had ceased to be conscious action and become reflex instead. She yanked Ruinheart from its scabbard and raised the sword before her in a two-handed grip, calling on her bond with the weapon. Its dark power surged through her, its lust for death matching the sudden lust she felt for Merovech, and the elemental blast shattered against the dark soulblade. 

      Merovech snarled and cast the spell twice more, hurling blasts of fire at her. Aeliana deflected them both, Ruinheart crackling with crimson flames. Rhellgar and the other Dragon Cult nobles watched in silence, making no move to interfere. Aeliana suspected that Merovech often showed these bursts of rage and that interrupting the Dragonmaeloch when he was in a dark mood was a bad idea. 

      Again Merovech threw killing magic at her, and again Aeliana blocked it with Ruinheart’s power. She advanced towards the Duke, blocking his furious spells with her dark soulblade. Merovech stalked towards her, the killing magic blazing around his right hand. Closer and closer they came, and at last, they stood only a few paces away. Aeliana lunged at him, whipping Ruinheart’s burning edge for his neck. Merovech surged closer, and his armored left hand closed around her throat even as Ruinheart’s blade came to rest against the side of his neck. 

      They stared at each other, Aeliana’s heartbeat thundering in her ears. Ruinheart’s hunger surged through her, demanding that she kill Merovech and feast on his life. But a different kind of lust boiled through her mind, urging her to rip aside the crimson armor and have him for herself…

      Merovech’s expression changed, the rage shifting into something halfway like a smile. 

      Aeliana licked her lips. 

      They moved in unison. Aeliana pushed aside his hand from her throat even as he knocked aside Ruinheart. A second later, she was crushed against him, his arms like steel bands around her back, her lips against his. He turned and would have dragged her into his pavilion, had she not already been following him.

      The inside of his pavilion was opulent, with a large camp bed, a stand for weapons and armor, a brazier with incense, and carpets across the ground. That was just as well because they hadn’t made it to the bed by the time Merovech finished ripping her clothes off. 

      What followed was one of the most violently enjoyable experiences of Aeliana’s life, and at times it was more like a wrestling match. For a while, Merovech took her on the ground, holding her arms pinned above her head. She slipped his grasp and flipped him onto his back, straddling him. Then she was on her hands and knees, his hands like iron shackles around her hips, and after that he was on his feet and her arms and legs coiled around him, her back bouncing off the pole holding up the pavilion’s ceiling. Vaguely she wondered if the pavilion would collapse around them, but she could not form any coherent thoughts through the madness that gripped her mind. 

      After they finished, she lay in a heap on the ground, Merovech panting next to her. A quivery feeling went through her limbs, and her body ached from its exertions, though it was pleasant. She felt no particular urge to hold Merovech, and some clarity returned to her thoughts. But the strange hunger remained in her mind, though it had been sated for now. 

      “Well, my lord,” whispered Aeliana. “Do you still doubt that I am a Herald?” 

      Merovech snorted and sat up. He had an impressively muscled torso and arms, marked with old scars. All the scars were on the front. “You have a saucy tongue for a woman.”

      “I am the daughter of a king,” said Aeliana. “I was an assassin of the Red Family, and I slew the rich and powerful in their strongholds, and they never saw me coming. And I am a Herald of Ruin. I saw the Warden’s vision, and I will rip down the cosmos so he can forge a new one.”

      “All those proud words and you still panted like a dog when I took you,” said Merovech. 

      Aeliana smirked. “And you grunted like a sweating boar in heat.” 

      Merovech glared at her, and she wondered if he would strike her. A fiery sort of anticipation filled her. If he hit her, she would hit him back, and they would probably start all over again. 

      Instead, he threw back his head and laughed. “A good answer, woman.” He gripped her arm and pulled her onto his lap in one smooth motion. “When I became a Dragonmaeloch, I forgot the hunger for a woman’s flesh. All I lusted for was destruction. But then Rhellgar brought you to me, and I remembered the other appetites.”

      “It is the Mark of the Herald,” she murmured. “It has made us more than human. We are not yet gods, but we have moved beyond humanity…”

      “Demigods?” said Merovech. 

      “Yes.” Aeliana smiled. “We are demigods. And when one demigod sees another…why should we not please each other?”

      “Why not indeed?” said Merovech. 

      He was ready again, and he pushed her back to the ground and took her once more. Not quite as energetically, though. Even the stamina of demigods had limits.

      “So,” said Aeliana once she had gotten her breath back. “We have already indulged one lust today. Shall we indulge another? What shall we destroy?”

      “We should…no, wait,” said Merovech. He turned his head towards the pavilion flap and bellowed a command. “Get in here! I want to get dressed, and I want some damned wine. And find some of the lords’ wives and get them here. Lady Aeliana needs suitable garb for the consort of a Dragonmaeloch.”

      Ah. So Aeliana was his consort now? Though if she was the only woman who had inspired lust in him since he had become a Dragonmaeloch, that made sense. 

      A trio of teenaged squires entered the pavilion, and Aeliana pulled up her ruined dress to cover herself. She was amused at the squires’ mixture of embarrassment at her undressed state and terror of their lord. The squires began to dress Merovech, helping him into his clothing and armor.

      “These rifts of yours,” said Merovech as if the squires were not there. “The Theophract said you would open them.” 

      Aeliana rose, wrapping the torn dress around her like a towel, and sat in one of the camp chairs. She wasn’t going to sit on the ground in front of Merovech’s servitors. Aeliana held out an expectant hand, and one of the trio of squires filled a wooden goblet with wine and passed it to her. She almost laughed at the boy’s efforts not to stare at her exposed legs and shoulders. 

      “Is the Theophract here?” said Aeliana.

      “No,” said Merovech as the squires slid his cuirass into place. “He departed for your world. He said that the gray orc Herald…what was his name? Some outlandish hash of syllables…”

      “Vhalmharak,” said Aeliana. “Orcish is something of an unforgiving language.”

      “Yes, him,” said Merovech. “The Theophract said he had gotten himself killed, and he needed to attend to the situation.”

      Aeliana felt her eyebrows rise. “Vhalmharak is dead?” It was extremely difficult to kill a Herald of Ruin. Aeliana ought to know, given that she had been stabbed and drowned and pummeled by jagged rocks, but had still survived the unpleasant experience. “How did he die?”

      “Damned if I know,” said Merovech. “I assume someone cut off his head.” Aeliana resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “His dark soulblade should have healed him, but perhaps his foes were clever enough to capture the sword. But the Theophract said we were to march through your rifts and move in pursuit of the Great Eye. I presume you know where it is?”

      “I do,” said Aeliana. “It is in subterranean ruins beneath the city of Cintarra in Andomhaim. I can guide your army there. It will be about an eight or nine days’ march from the rifts, once your army gathers.” She frowned. “I don’t think you should have sent your army through piecemeal.”

      Merovech’s eyes narrowed, the golden flames in them brightening, but his voice was calm as he spoke. “I see you have no experience in commanding soldiers, my lady. The largest rift we have found yet is outside my pavilion, and it is barely twenty feet across. Do you have any idea how long it would take tens of thousands of men and goblins and gnolls to move through a gate twenty feet across? To say nothing of the supply wagons? My soldiers are tools of my will, but they cannot execute my will if they are starved and exhausted. For that matter, an alien world with no sky fire? A strange and frightening experience for lesser mortals. Scouts are best sent out first,” a cruel smile spread over his bearded face, “and we have looted much in the ways of supplies from the villagers of this new land, this Andomhaim.”

      “I should warn you,” said Aeliana, “you will face far more powerful foes in Andomhaim than terrified villagers.”

      “I expected as much.” One of the squires buckled Merovech’s sword belt around his waist. None of them dared to touch Stormruin, and Merovech himself picked up the sheathed dark soulblade and hung it on his left hip. “You will describe them to me.”

      “The most powerful is a man named Ridmark Arban,” said Aeliana. “He bears a weapon like ours. A soulblade, but forged by the archmage of the high elves, not the Warden, and it is equal to our weapons. His wife Calliande is a sorceress of immense power and a match for any single Herald. They are the chief advisors of the Crown Prince of Andomhaim, Accolon Pendragon, who himself carries a soulblade and is a capable leader.”

      “Pendragon?” murmured Merovech. He took a drink of wine. “I remember that name, vaguely. Some king upon Old Earth, was it not? He ruled…mmm, what was it, the Gauls?”

      “The Britons,” said Aeliana. “When he was defeated, the survivors of his kingdom fled to Andomhaim and started a new realm there. In much the same way you Franks migrated to this world and built your Empire, I expect. I warn you, they are formidable fighters.”

      “Good,” said Merovech. The golden fire in his eyes pulsed, and wisps of it curled around his fingers. “We shall rip down the cosmos, and the Warden shall raise a new one. But what harm in enjoying the ruin of the old? Hasten!” Fury exploded across his face as a trio of noblewomen in gowns entered the tent. “Move! Clothe my consort, and we shall break camp and march.”

      The noblewomen bowed their heads and scurried to Aeliana’s side. 

      Aeliana watched Merovech’s fury with fascination. On a practical level, her mind noted that Merovech did not seem entirely in control of his emotions, that he was not completely sane. She suspected he did not share her appreciation for the Warden’s plan, but only wished to destroy. His bursts of fury would make it easy to manipulate him into the proper course of action. 

      And on another, more visceral level, she found his rage…enticing. Arousing. Aeliana suspected she would very, very much enjoy watching Merovech kill someone. Aeliana would have to be careful to not let her pleasure in his strength and prowess cloud her thinking. Softer emotions were for sheep and fools, and Aeliana felt nothing even remotely like affection for Merovech Valdraxis. But there was cautious respect, and she suspected he might be a mate worthy of her, a force that would help destroy her enemies.

      If he killed Ridmark Arban while she watched… 

      Her body all but trembled with the thought of the pleasure that would bring. 

      The noblewomen measured her and then provided her with clothing. Aeliana donned a Frankish gown the color of blood, with a long skirt, loose, hanging sleeves, and a snug kirtle. The gown had black trim on the hems and sleeves, and a high black collar even as the neckline dipped in a narrow V towards her bosom. One of the noblewomen carried her sword belt to her, Ruinheart hanging in its scabbard, and Aeliana wound it about her waist. Another woman produced a mirror, and Aeliana scrutinized her reflection. Vanity was a useless quality, but she was pleased by how she looked…which would be useful with Merovech. Certainly the Duke seemed to approve of her appearance. His breathing had gotten a little shallow as he looked at her, and if they didn’t have the urgent need to march, she suspected he would have gotten her on the ground again. 

      Well. Time enough for that later. 

      “Come,” said Merovech, and he strode from the pavilion. Aeliana followed him. Rhellgar and the other nobles waited outside. 

      “My lord Dragonmaeloch?” said Rhellgar. 

      “Send word to all my counts and knights,” said Merovech. “We break camp, and we move through the rifts. Once we are through, send scouts to locate our forces, and the army is to gather at my banner. The Great Eye awaits in this new land, and my consort shall lead us to it. And once I have the Great Eye, mankind will be on its way to becoming dragon gods.”

      Aeliana knew that was false. So did Merovech, and she saw the cruel light in his face. 

      The nobles rushed to carry out their lord’s commands, and soon Aeliana found herself atop a horse, riding alongside Merovech and his personal guard. 

      She contemplated the change in her circumstances. In all her life, she had never considered using her body to manipulate a powerful man into killing for her…and she had certainly never imagined returning to Andomhaim as the consort of such a man. 

      But she had to admit she saw the merits of both tactics.

      Especially since she was returning to Andomhaim at the head of Merovech’s army. 

      Aeliana smiled as she followed Merovech through the rift. 

      She had come to Cintarra alone and in disguise.

      She would return at the head of the army of the Dragon Cult.
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      “My griffin riders have been over the same land a dozen times, my lords,” said Sir Olivier, addressing the war council of Prince Everard Roland. “There is no doubt. Nearly all of Duke Merovech’s army has vanished.”

      The Prince’s army had halted its westward march, and the chief lords and knights of the host had gathered to decide how to proceed. They stood in a loose ring around the Prince’s banner, with Everard and Duke Chilmar at their head as usual, the other Dukes and the Masters of the Imperial Order near them. Tyrcamber stood at the edge of the gathering, Ruari at his side. He thought she looked sleek and beautiful in her golden armor and white cloak, though beauty wasn’t the armor’s purpose. Tyrcamber had thought it would be good for the confidence of the army to see both of the Dragontiarna Knights, so he had persuaded Ruari to come with him, even though she really hadn’t wanted to. Her sole condition had been that he intercept anyone attempting to talk to her, which so far had been easy. Her muteness, alas, made it easy for people to forget that she was there, and anyone who approached preferred to speak to Tyrcamber, not Ruari. He would have felt bad about that, save for the fact that Ruari didn’t actually want anyone talking to her. 

      It had taken him a little while to figure out why. Tyrcamber had seen Ruari Tetrax Rigamond with her arms covered in blood up to the elbows, her face a grim mask as she healed the otherwise mortal wounds of a soldier who had been cut open from his navel to his breastbone. The smell of blood and ruptured bowels had been horrendous, and Ruari had not so much as blinked as she used the Heal spell on the soldier, who had recovered. 

      She had done that…and yet she was shy. Ruari, mighty healer and Dragontiarna, was shy.

      He wondered if it was because of her muteness, or because of the scarring on the right side of her face. Or maybe she had been shy when she had still possessed the power of speech. Growing up with a harridan like Brunhilda Tetrax as a mother would teach anyone reticence.

      But right now, Ruari was listening to the council of war, and Tyrcamber did the same. 

      “All the Dragon Cult horsemen and nearly all of the footmen have gone,” said Olivier. “Nearly all the goblins and the ogres, too. There are a few gnollish warbands left,” Tyrcamber heard Lord Nakhrakh let out a rumbling growl, “but they are heading south into the mountains as well.”

      “And we assume,” said Chilmar, scowling, “that all of Merovech’s forces are moving through these magical gateways?”

      “I have seen them go through a rift with my own eyes,” said Tyrcamber. 

      “So have I, Sir Tyrcamber,” said Olivier. “And a dozen other scouts of the Knights of the Griffin. My lords, there can be no doubt. Merovech Valdraxis and the Dragon Cult are leaving the Empire. A few of my bolder men took their griffins through the rifts and looked around. The world on the other side is much like ours, but the sky is blue, with no fire.” A rumble of wonder went up from the lords and knights. “I am certain that the world on the other side of the rifts is Andomhaim, where Sir Tyrcamber and Duke Hulderic defeated the Signifier.” 

      Silence hung over the council.

      “Guardian,” said Prince Everard at last, looking at the cloak elf. “Do you know why Merovech would leave the Empire for Andomhaim? I do not doubt that valor of our loyal men. Yet Merovech still had a powerful host, and if he had struck boldly, fortune might have favored him.”

      “I do not know, not entirely,” said Rilmael. “I can offer some possibilities, though.”

      “Then please do so,” said Chilmar. 

      “Perhaps Merovech is less confident about his chances and thinks to establish a realm of his own in Andomhaim,” said Rilmael. “Maybe he seeks an artifact of power or some weapon that he thinks will give him an advantage.”

      “But you think neither likely,” said Everard.

      “No,” said Rilmael. “I believe Merovech is seeking an ancient relic called the Great Eye.”

      “And what is the Great Eye?” said Chilmar. “A weapon?”

      “A doorway,” said Rilmael.

      Chilmar’s perpetual frown deepened. “A doorway to where?”

      “To understand, I must tell you of ancient history,” said Rilmael. Tyrcamber listened with fascination. Rilmael had told him some of this story, but not all of it. “No one was ever meant to live upon this world. The native magic here is far too powerful. Many of you have seen the results of the Dragon Curse, so you know the danger that awaits incautious use of that power.” Tyrcamber felt Ruari squeeze his hand. “But the cloak elves came here from the world of Andomhaim fifteen thousand years ago. They fled from the dark elves and the urdmordar and other powerful foes. The cloak elves sensed the powerful magic of this world and desired it for themselves. To arrive here, they created the Great Eye and opened a magical gate. The Great Eye was supposed to have been destroyed behind them, but it appears the device has survived. That is what is creating the rifts, my lord. The Great Eye was encircled by a circle of menhirs called Dwyrstones. Someone is activating the Dwyrstones, which siphons power from the Great Eye and creates the rifts.” 

      “Why would Merovech covet this Great Eye?” said Everard.

      “I don’t think he does,” said Rilmael. “I believe his master the Warden of Urd Morlemoch desires it.”

      “The Warden?” said one of the lords.

      “Some of you know this,” said Rilmael. “The knowledge was secret, but now that the Dragon Cult has declared itself openly and come out of the shadows, there is no use in keeping it hidden any longer. The Path of the Dragon, the tome of the Cult, speaks of five Heralds of Ruin who will appear before the coming of the Warden. The Warden is a dark elven wizard of immense power bound within the citadel of Urd Morlemoch. I do not know what the Warden intends, not entirely, but I believe he wishes to use the Great Eye to seize the magic of this world for himself.”

      A murmur went through the lords and knights. Rilmael had told them the truth, but Tyrcamber knew it wasn’t the entire truth. The Warden wanted the thing that Rilmael guarded, the door beneath Cathair Kaldran, the door that must never be opened. Tyrcamber didn’t know what was behind the door, and Rilmael hadn’t told him. The Guardian had said that the knowledge was too dangerous, that it might damage his mind and overthrow his reason. Given that Rilmael had told Tyrcamber the truth about how much pain he wound undergo in the Chamber of the Sight, Tyrcamber was inclined to believe the Guardian.

      And he had seen too much already that he could not forget. He didn’t want to add another dark memory to that parade of horrors. 

      “Then Merovech intends to seize the Eye and open the way for his master to come to our world?” said Duke Hulderic. He had the customary long beard of the Frankish nobility, which he stroked when deep in thought. Tyrcamber had never grown a beard, fearing it would give an enemy a convenient handle on his face. He had asked Ruari if he would look better with such a beard, and she had written NO in letters large enough to fill her entire wax tablet. Clearly, she had strong opinions on the matter. 

      “That is the most likely possibility,” said Rilmael. 

      “Then the question is,” said Duke Hulderic, “how will we stop Merovech?”

      “A more relevant question,” said Duke Chilmar, “is whether we can do anything to stop Merovech. Do we follow his army through the rifts and pursue him to this other world?”

      “That may not be possible,” said Olivier. “The rifts are disappearing. I think someone is closing them on the other side.”

      “My lords,” said Tyrcamber, and they looked at him. Ruari gazed up at him, the blue eyes vivid and eerie in her pale face. “I have been to the world on the other side of the rifts. So has Duke Hulderic. The Shield Knight and the Keeper are probably closing the rifts.”

      “Would they be capable of fighting off Merovech’s entire army?” said Everard.

      Tyrcamber considered the question. “I don’t know. Lord Ridmark’s forces by themselves…no, he could not overcome Merovech’s army with only his own men. But Lord Ridmark was only one Comes…ah, Count in the realm of Andomhaim. I think Andomhaim is at least as populous as the Empire, if not more so. If Lord Ridmark summons reinforcements, perhaps the gathered army of Andomhaim could defeat Merovech. I simply don’t know enough about Andomhaim to answer the question, lord Prince.”

      “Perhaps this is an opportunity,” said Hulderic. “If we follow Merovech through the rifts, maybe we can catch him between the forces of Andomhaim and our own men and destroy them utterly.” 

      “Or Merovech will overwhelm the men of Andomhaim and destroy our army in detail as we pass through the gates,” said Chilmar. “My lords, shall I be blunt?”

      “When are you ever anything else?” said Duke Hulderic. 

      Chilmar did not dignify that with a response. “Following Merovech through the rifts is folly. We may not even be welcomed in Andomhaim. As my son said, Lord Ridmark was friendly to him, but Ridmark Arban was but one lord of Andomhaim. The others may look upon us as invaders.” Chilmar gestured, pointing to the north. “And there is potentially a great opportunity here.”

      “What manner of opportunity?” said Master Grimoald of the Order of Iron. An old memory flickered through Tyrcamber’s mind. His friend Corswain Scuinar had been a Knight of the Order of Iron. Corswain had died at Tyrcamber’s own hand to stave off the Dragon Curse during the Valedictor’s first raid on the Empire.

      It seemed like such a long, long time ago. 

      “If Merovech’s army has left the Empire,” said Chilmar, “this is our chance to secure the duchies of Swabathia and Temnost. Once we do, the full forces of the Dukes of Mainzia and Mourdrech will be able to join us. The armies of the western Empire will meet us in the duchy of Temnost. We shall be able to elect and anoint Prince Everard as the new Emperor, and then a unified Empire can march north to deal with the necromancers of the Fallen Order in Corbrast.”

      Tyrcamber considered that. After the Valedictor’s fall at Sinderost, the fractured Empire had faced three great foes – the remnants of the Valedictor’s hordes, the Dragon Cult under Merovech, and the necromancers of the Fallen Order, who had taken control of Corbrast in the northern Empire. In the years since the Valedictor’s death, most of the fighting had been against the remains of the Valedictor’s horde and the Dragon Cult. But the last of the Valedictor’s former armies had been driven back into the Goblin Wastes, and if the Dragon Cult had indeed departed the Empire, that left only the Fallen Order. 

      Perhaps the Empire could be reunified within the year, the long war over at last. 

      But bitter experience of battle tempered Tyrcamber’s hope.

      “My lords,” said Tyrcamber. “I do not think we should lower our guard against Merovech so quickly. And I think we should send some aid to Andomhaim.”

      “Andomhaim can look after its own borders,” said Chilmar. “We shall look after ours.”

      “But if Merovech finds the Great Eye, he will return to the Empire,” said Tyrcamber, looking at Rilmael. The Guardian nodded. “And if he does, he will have this Warden creature with him. Do we truly want to face another dark elf with the power of the Valedictor or the Dragon Imperator?” 

      “The Warden is a stronger wizard than either,” said Rilmael. 

      “We cannot spare the strength,” said Chilmar. “And any force we send to Andomhaim might be lost forever. Suppose we send half our army through, and the rifts close behind it? No one in the Empire has the skill or power to open the gates anew, not even the Guardian. It is better that we join the army of the western Empire, and then march north to put down the Fallen Order.”

      “I do not think we should leave Swabathia and the rifts unguarded,” said Ruire, Master of the Order of Embers and Tyrcamber’s former commander. Master Ruire had burn scars along the top and side of his head, a legacy of a battle with a dragon years ago. “What is to stop Merovech from simply turning around and attacking us again? For that matter, these Dwyrstones have the power to open rifts, aye?” Rilmael nodded. “Suppose Merovech managed to harness the power of those Dwyrstones. Could he open new rifts, say, within the walls of Sinderost?”

      “Not within the walls of Sinderost, Master Ruire,” said Rilmael. “The ancient wards within the walls would prevent that. But Merovech could open a rift that would take his army to within a mile outside the walls. It is not likely, I will admit. Targeting the rifts so precisely takes a great deal of skill, which I doubt any of the Heralds possess. But it is possible.”

      The discussion went on for another half-hour, but nothing was decided. In the end, Prince Everard declared that the army would remain in place for now. The Order of the Griffin would maintain aerial patrols, keeping watch over the remaining rifts, while parties of horsemen from the other Imperial Orders scoured the countryside. Tyrcamber didn’t know for sure, but he suspected that the Prince agreed with Chilmar, that the best course of action was to let Merovech’s army depart and deal with the Fallen Order. 

      That plan left a foul taste in Tyrcamber’s mouth, but he could not think of a better one. He would have preferred to have pursued Merovech, but his father and the others had pointed out the numerous difficulties of pursuing the Dragon Cult to Andomhaim. Yet Tyrcamber did not like the thought of the men of Andomhaim facing the Dragon Cult alone, and he especially did not like the thought of Merovech Valdraxis getting his hands on the Great Eye. 

      But he didn’t know what else to do.

      The council ended, and the dukes and counts and knights went about their duties. 

      Ruari tapped his arm and held up her tablet.

      YOU DO NOT AGREE.

      “No,” conceded Tyrcamber. “But I don’t know what else to do. I am grateful I am not in command of the army. Every potential course seems to lead to disaster, and I do not know the proper path.”

      Ruari rubbed out the words and started to write something new, then stopped and frowned. 

      Master Ruire and Guardian Rilmael walked towards them. 

      Tyrcamber offered a bow, and Ruire followed suit. “Master Ruire. It is good to see you, sir.” 

      “And you, Sir Tyrcamber,” said Ruire. He inclined his head to Ruari. “I am pleased to see that you and Lady Ruari are getting along.”

      Ruari smiled, once, but did not write anything on her tablet. 

      “What do you think of the Prince’s plan?” said Rilmael.

      “It is not my place to question the Prince and the Duke of Chalons,” said Tyrcamber, and Ruire snorted. “But, in truth…I do not know what else to do. If we follow Merovech, that might end in disaster. If we turn north and bring battle to the Fallen Order, that could also end in disaster.” He shrugged. “But nothing is certain in warfare. As the scriptures say, the race is not always to the swift, nor battle to the strong…”

      “But time and chance overtake them all,” said Rilmael. “I have seen that again and again during millennia of warfare.” 

      “I know longer have the right to command you, Sir Tyrcamber,” said Ruire, “but I need to ask a favor.”

      “Of course, my lord,” said Tyrcamber, though he was uneasy. He half-expected that Ruire would ask him to speak out against his father’s plans, or in favor of them. Tyrcamber would do neither. The unity of the loyalist nobles was a fragile thing, and Tyrcamber would do nothing to inspire dissension. 

      “One of our patrols has gone missing,” said Ruire, “and I would like you to find it.”

      Tyrcamber blinked. He hadn’t expected that. 

      “There is a village about a day’s ride north of here called Gastdorf,” said Ruire. “It was held as a manor by the Order of Embers. Naturally, Merovech seized it, and the Order has not heard from it since. As we were sending out patrols to watch the countryside anyway, I sent a group of men to scout Gastdorf, report on its condition, and return here.”

      “And they haven’t,” said Tyrcamber.

      “They were due back this morning,” said Ruire. “Nor have any of the other patrols seen them. Tomorrow I am sending Sir Angaric and serjeant-captain Rudolf to investigate. Angaric is one of the Order’s most powerful wizards, and Rudolf keeps a level head in a fight. If you are willing, I would like you to ride with them.”

      “Why, if I may ask?” said Tyrcamber.

      “Because if something out there was powerful enough to dispose of an entire patrol of the Order of Embers,” said Ruire, voice grim, “they will have a harder time against a Dragontiarna Knight.” 

      “I think you should go, Sir Tyrcamber,” said Rilmael, his voice quiet.

      Tyrcamber frowned. “You’ve seen something with the Sight?”

      “Perhaps,” said Rilmael.

      Tyrcamber waited. 

      “I don’t know precisely,” said Rilmael. “I wish I could be more specific. The rifts are generating a great deal of…magical turbulence, for want of a better phrase. Using the Sight near them is difficult at times. But I have seen something of a foretelling.”

      “The woman in blue flames that you told me about?” said Tyrcamber. He wondered what that meant. Was the woman a literal person? Or a vision of something to come? Rilmael had told him that the Sight sometimes produced symbolic or metaphorical visions. Tyrcamber thought that just sounded exasperating. 

      “No,” said Rilmael. “Something else. A shadow, I think…but a shadow that both you and I have faced before.”

      “Well,” said Tyrcamber. “That doesn’t narrow it down.” Goblins, ogres, pagan gnolls, dark elves, the Fallen Order, the Dragon Cult, muridachs…he and Rilmael had been involved in battles against them all.

      “It does not,” said Rilmael. “I would accompany the patrol myself, but I should remain here to watch the rifts.”

      “Very well,” said Tyrcamber. “I will go.”

      Ruari tapped his arm. She had written a new sentence on her tablet.

      I WILL COME.

      Tyrcamber opened his mouth, closed it. He wanted to refuse her. He could do that, he knew. If Tyrcamber commanded her as her husband to remain in the camp, she would do it, though she wouldn’t be happy about it. But the hard fact was Tyrcamber would be able to use her help. He might have been able to kill Merovech Valdraxis without her aid…but Merovech could have just as easily won their fight.

      “Pardon, my lady,” said Ruire, “but why would you wish to come?”

      Ruari wrote more on her tablet. Ruire shifted, trying to suppress a scowl. The Master of the Order of Embers was not a man accustomed to being kept waiting, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. Ruari turned her tablet to face them. The letters were small since she had written so much, and Ruire and Rilmael bent closer to see. 

      BECAUSE AS MANY PEOPLE HAVE TOLD ME, TWO DRAGONTIARNA ARE BETTER THAN ONE. I DO NOT HAVE THE SIGHT. BUT I DO HAVE A PREMONITION. I THINK MY HUSBAND SHALL NEED MY HELP. 

      “So be it,” said Ruire. He snorted. “No one but the Emperor can command the Dragontiarna, so I am grateful for your assistance.” He met Tyrcamber’s gaze. Not many people could do that any longer, but Ruire had commanded armies in battle for decades. “The patrol leaves at dawn tomorrow.”
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      The next morning Tyrcamber rode north to Gastdorf with Ruari, Sir Angaric, serjeant-captain Rudolf, and fifty mounted serjeants. It was another overcast day, with the sky fire muted beneath a thick sheet of clouds, casting a sullen orange glow over the countryside. The men of the Order all rode horses, but Ruari sat atop a placid gelding. If it came to a fight, she would not be fighting from horseback anyway. Before dawn, Tyrcamber helped her get settled in the saddle. She did so easily, tossing back her white cloak, the golden plates of her armor glinting in the sunlight.

      Ruari looked down at herself, grinned, and then wrote on her tablet.

      AT LAST I SEE THE BENEFITS OF TROUSERS. IT IS MUCH EASIER TO KEEP A SADDLE. 

      “Since I’ve never worn a dress, I can’t argue with you,” said Tyrcamber. 

      She laughed her silent laugh. 

      They rode north in good order, with ten of the mounted serjeants sent out to act as screening scouts. Angaric rode with Tyrcamber and Ruari, and Tyrcamber reflected that a mute woman might make a perfect wife for Angaric because Ruari liked to listen, and Angaric liked to talk, talk, and then talk some more. Tyrcamber found himself listening to one of Angaric’s favorite subjects, history, and Angaric discoursed on the history of Swabathia and how the Empire had expanded westward over the centuries, pushing back the tribes of goblins, muridachs, and pagan gnolls. From time to time he began to veer into one of his other favorite topics, which was carnal relations with as many women as possible, but he glanced at Tyrcamber, coughed, and returned to the subject of the history of the Frankish Empire. 

      It seemed that Angaric was afraid to make a lewd joke in front of Tyrcamber’s wife. It was probably good practice for him. Still, he doubted that Angaric could have shocked Ruari. Given all the things she had seen in the hospital tents, the human body had no further mysteries for her. 

      Despite that, Angaric’s eyes roamed over the countryside, and his vigilance never wavered. Tyrcamber kept watch over their surroundings as well. After all the violence of the last few years, the duchy of Swabathia seemed almost peaceful. Merovech had ruled his peasants hard and squeezed them for every last drop of food and tax revenue, but he hadn’t impoverished them, and when he had fallen back to Castle Valdraxis, he hadn’t burned the earth behind them. Tyrcamber saw commoners working in the fields or tending to their flocks, and while the flocks looked thinner and more ragged than they should have, they still existed. 

      Perhaps Tyrcamber and Ruari would live to see peace return to the Empire.

      Or maybe he was fooling himself.

      They came to Gastberg just before noon. 

      Rudolf suggested that they rein up, and Angaric agreed. They waited as the scouts rode ahead and investigated the village and its surrounding fields. It lay about a mile to the north and seemed little different than hundreds of others Tyrcamber had seen during his travels. Houses built of fieldstone and lumber and thatched roofs stood within a wooden stockade. A stone manor house sat on a hill outside the village, and cultivated fields surrounded both village and manor house.

      Everything looked deserted. That disturbed him. The village shouldn’t have been empty. This time of day, there ought to have been men and women working in the fields. Smoke should have been rising from the houses’ chimneys. Tyrcamber supposed it was possible the villagers were indoors taking their noon meal, but there should have been a watchman at the stockade. The gate to the village stood open, and Tyrcamber saw no one moving within the street. 

      “I don’t like this, sir,” said Rudolf. 

      “Nor do I,” said Angaric. “Merovech might have left the villagers alone, but only fools would leave their gate open and their walls unguarded.”

      “Where did the villagers go?” said Tyrcamber. “This place wasn’t sacked, that’s plain. But there’s no sign of anyone.” 

      He glanced at Ruari, but her face was a still mask as she gazed at the village. 

      They waited, and a short time later, the scouts returned. 

      “Sir Angaric, serjeant-captain,” said one of the scouts. “I think you had better see this. We found our missing patrol on the north side of the manor house.”

      “Dead?” said Angaric.

      “Aye,” said the scout. 

      Rudolf hesitated and glanced at Ruari. “This…might not be a suitable sight for a noble lady.”

      “She’s seen the worst wounds battle has to offer, serjeant-captain,” said Tyrcamber. Ruari nodded.

      “As you say, my lord,” said Rudolf. “Men! Move out.”

      The horsemen rode around the village and came to the north side of the manor house’s hill. The missing patrol had contained thirty men, and thirty serjeants in the chain mail and red tabards of the Order of Embers lay on the hillside. Every one of them was dead…and they had been lined up in five neat rows of six men each. 

      “What the bloody hell?” said Angaric. 

      “How were they killed?” said Rudolf, but Tyrcamber could see for himself. 

      “Throats were cut, sir,” said the scout. “Every one of them.”

      Ruari jumped from the saddle and strode forward, white cloak rippling around her in the breeze. Rudolf moved to stop her, but Tyrcamber gripped his arm and shook his head. Ruari walked past the rows of dead men, gazing at them with the keen, intense expression he had seen on her face when treating the wounded. Then she wrote something on her tablet, climbed back into her saddle, and held out the tablet to Tyrcamber. 

      THESE MEN WERE UNCONSCIOUS WHEN THEY WERE KILLED. THERE IS NO SIGN OF STRUGGLE. NO ROPE BURNS OR SCRAPES FROM CHAINS ON THEIR WRISTS. THEY WERE NOT RESTRAINED. THEY WOULD HAVE FOUGHT OTHERWISE. 

      “Lady Ruari believes the men were unconscious when they were killed,” said Tyrcamber. 

      “Unconscious?” said Angaric, stunned. “Were they drugged? Or put to sleep through magic?”

      Ruari could only shrug.

      “I don’t like this, serjeant-captain,” said Angaric.

      “Not terribly fond of it myself, sir,” said Rudolf. 

      “All right,” said Angaric. “We need to search the village and the manor house. Serjeant-captain, I want you to organize search parties. And instruct the men that no one is to wander off alone. We…”

      Ruari’s pointing finger shot towards the manor house at the same instant two of the serjeants shouted an alarm.

      The manor house was a tall tower of stone, with two wings stretched on either side. A low stone fence surrounded the house to create a courtyard. In the event of a siege, likely the lord would withdraw into the stone tower. A figure wearing black armor had emerged from the gate in the wall. The figure wore no helmet, and though Tyrcamber could not see many details from this distance, he thought the armored man’s head was totally hairless. 

      That scratched something in his memory, something he had seen before somewhere…

      The man gestured, and Tyrcamber felt the sudden spike of a powerful magical spell. A curtain of venomous-looking green mist rose up before the black-armored man and rolled down the hill like a wave. A foul chemical smell filled Tyrcamber’s nostrils, and suddenly he knew how the patrol had been knocked unconscious and taken unawares. 

      “Shield spells!” shouted Rudolf. “Shield spells!”

      The serjeants began casting Shield spells, but Ruari was faster. Icy blue light played about her golden gauntlets, and her face tightened into a grimace as she gestured. An enormous pale blue Shield spell, large enough to cover all the men of the Order of Embers, appeared before them. The curtain of mist slammed into the Shield spell. Ruari let out a croaking grunt of effort, but the Shield held, and the curtain of mist winked out. 

      “God and the saints, woman!” said Rudolf, his discipline forgotten in surprise for a moment. “That was a mighty Shield spell!”

      Ruari sucked in a ragged breath, looked at Tyrcamber and Rudolf, winked once, and then turned her gaze back to the black-armored man. She was as good with Shields as she was with the Heal spell. The reason, Ruari had written to him on her tablet, was that Shields were just like Healing, only preemptive. Tyrcamber supposed that made sense, though the effort to cast the Shield spell and the Heal spell were totally different kinds of mental discipline. 

      “Take them!” roared the man in the black armor. Despite the volume of his cry, his voice sounded like a harsh whisper, like a wind through the waterless deserts of Mourdrech. “Rise and slay, my servants, and take them!”

      That voice, that damned voice. Tyrcamber had heard it before. But where?

      Ghostly blue light flashed around the dead soldiers of the Order of Embers. 

      They stood with harsh, mechanical motions, rising like puppets upon invisible strings. Ghostly blue fire shone around their eyes and shoulders, and sigils of blue light glowed upon their foreheads. Cries of dismay rose from some of the living men. 

      “What the bloody hell?” said Rudolf.

      The undead soldiers advanced, and Tyrcamber cast a spell. 

      He did it in haste and hurled a whirling sphere of flame from his left hand. It shot across the distance between the living and the undead and exploded in the front rank of the advancing enemies. Three of them went up like kindling, and the shock of the blast knocked them back. 

      But the undead kept coming. 

      “Dismount!” roared Tyrcamber, leaping from his saddle and striding forward. “Dismount, the undead will panic the horses! Use Sword spells and the Armor spell! The undead cannot abide flame! Ruari, stay in your saddle, block any spells that black knight casts at us!” He glanced towards the village and saw dozens of peasants rushing from the gate and running towards the manor house with the same mechanical motions. Suddenly he knew just what had happened to the people of Gastdorf, and he hoped that God had mercy on their souls. “Move!”

      “You heard the Dragontiarna!” roared Rudolf, his shock broken. “Move your lazy asses! Shield wall! Move, move, move!” 

      A horse emerged from the manor house courtyard. It was rotting and undead but moved with the flickering grace of a serpent. The black-armored knight, who Tyrcamber was certain was a member of the Order of Blood, a Knight of the Fallen Order, leaped onto the undead thing’s back. As he did, he drew a sword from a scabbard at his belt, and shadows began to twist and writhe around the weapon as he pointed it at them. 

      The serjeants of the Order rushed into formation as the undead attacked, and then the fighting began.

      Despite their shock, the serjeants of the Imperial Orders were the best infantry in the Empire, and they responded well. All of them cast the Sword spell, sheathing their blades in magical flame, and some had the strength to do that and the Armor spell simultaneously, encasing themselves in elemental flame. Two serjeants went down in the initial clash of combat, but five of the undead fell, the foul necromancy animating their bodies destroyed by cleansing elemental fire. 

      Tyrcamber threw himself into the attack, Kyathar blazing in his fist. He started his assault by working the Fire Stream spell, sending a bar of fire slicing through the undead. His magic destroyed a half-dozen of the creatures, the undead becoming corpses once more, and then he attacked with Kyathar. He took the head from an undead, slashed the arm from another, and cut the legs out from beneath a third.

      The black-armored knight on the undead horse swept his sword before him, and a Lance spell of shadow and blue fire shot towards Tyrcamber. He thought it might have been powerful enough to kill a dozen men at once, but Ruari gestured, a snarl on her lovely face as she concentrated, and another Shield spell appeared. It blocked the Lance with a thunderclap, and both the Lance and the Shield winked out. 

      “Angaric!” shouted Tyrcamber. “Support the serjeants!” He caught a glimpse of Angaric throwing spells at the peasant undead approaching from the south. “I’ll deal with the knight!” Angaric gave a sharp nod, and Tyrcamber cut down one more undead serjeant and sprinted forward. 

      He raced up the hillside and saw more details about the black-armored knight as he approached. The man’s head was totally hairless, with black veins beneath the pale skin, and his eyes had turned a solid crimson. His bloodless lips pulled back in a snarl as Tyrcamber drew closer, and all at once, he recognized the knight, remembered where he had seen him before.

      The black-armored necromancer hurled another withering Lance spell. Tyrcamber cast the Shield spell, and it settled on his left forearm, locking against his bracer. The Lance struck his Shield with terrific force, and Tyrcamber gritted his teeth, holding against the attack.

      The Lance faded, and the Knight of the Fallen Order let out a dusty laugh. 

      “You,” said Tyrcamber.

      “Then you do remember me,” said Sir Erkan.

      Tyrcamber had fought Erkan years ago, during Duke Faramund’s campaign against the xiatami in the south. The Guardian Rilmael had feared that the Dragon Cult would create a new Dragonmaeloch in the chaos of the campaign. Which was what had happened, though Tyrcamber had killed that particular Dragonmaeloch. During the search for the Dragon Cult, Tyrcamber and Rilmael had stumbled across Sir Erkan’s lair, and Tyrcamber had learned about the Order of Blood. 

      Most magic was subject to the danger of the Malison. But necromantic spells, spells empowered by the blood of innocent victims, were not. The xiatami Conciliator priests used blood spells to great effect, and the necromancers of the Fallen Order had taken the discipline much farther. They had planned to use necromancy to make mankind immortal. Their plot had been discovered, and the Order disbanded and outlawed, but the surviving necromancers had hidden away, waiting for the hour to come forth once more. 

      Which had arrived after the Valedictor’s defeat. 

      “The Guardian and I killed you,” said Tyrcamber.

      Erkan laughed again. “Do you not know your history, boy? The Knights of the Fallen Order are the masters of life and death. Kill me, and I shall rise again.”

      “Through necromancy and dark magic,” said Tyrcamber.

      “It is better than becoming what you are, Dragontiarna.” He spat the title like it was poisonous “A freak, an abomination, a twisted creation of the Malison. We shall destroy both you and the Malison, and all mankind shall be immortal.”

      “Better to be what I am,” said Tyrcamber, “than a thing like you, sustained by the blood of the innocent. You make fine speeches about immortality, but that immortality is sustained by the blood of your victims.”

      Erkan’s black-veined face twisted into a smirk. “Most of mankind are useless sheep. Why should they not die to sustain their betters? But you, Dragontiarna Knight, shall not live to see it!”

      He shouted, and the undead horse surged forward, his shadow-wreathed sword rising high to strike. Tyrcamber waited until the last possible second and leaped aside. Erkan’s sword missed his helmet by a few inches, but he swept Kyathar before him, and he severed the undead horse’s front right leg. The undead horror lost its balance and collapsed, and Erkan was thrown from its back with a clatter of black armor. 

      The necromancer leaped to his feet with fluid grace, sword whipping around for Tyrcamber’s chest. Tyrcamber parried three blows in rapid succession, Kyathar ringing in his hands, the sword’s elemental fire struggling against Erkan’s shadow-wreathed blade. Tyrcamber found himself forced on the retreat, Erkan driving him back. At last, Tyrcamber lowered his guard, and Erkan seized the opening. Tyrcamber snapped up his left arm, swinging it, and his Shield spell deflected the necromancer’s sword with a sizzle. He swung his arm again with all his strength, and this time his burning Shield raked across Erkan’s chest and face. The necromancer stumbled back with a shout, smoke rising from his burned jaw, and Tyrcamber lunged forward and plunged Kyathar into his neck. 

      Erkan grunted and fell to his knees.

      “Fool,” he rasped. “Death has no hold over the brothers of the Order of Blood. Kill me and I shall return to…”

      Tyrcamber ripped his sword free and beheaded Erkan. He used several Lance spells to burn both head and body to ash, knowing from past experience that the necromancer would just reattach his head and resume the fight if enough of his body was still intact. He paused long enough to burn the undead horse, which was still crawling around on three legs, and whirled to face the fight at the base of the hill. The serjeants were holding against the undead, but a mob of them attacked the soldiers, and more were rushing from the village.

      Far, far more. 

      Tyrcamber had only one option left.

      He sheathed Kyathar, called on the fire of the Malison, and transformed into a golden dragon. The torrent of dark memories flooded through his mind, and he pushed them aside. Ruari was here, and he could not fail her, and nor could he fail his former comrades in the Order of Embers. 

      His wings unfurled, and Tyrcamber rose into the air.

      Then he dove, his jaws yawning wide, and unleashed the dragon fire.

      The undead were too close to the serjeants, so he couldn’t get them all. His blast of flame did, however, burn about two-thirds of the undead peasants, searing the flesh from their bones and shattering the necromantic spells on them. It took him longer than he would have liked to bank and turn around, and he flew back north towards the village, burning the undead streaming from Gastberg. 

      After that, it was all over except for picking off the stragglers. 
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      “You knew that Knight of Blood?” said Angaric, surprised.

      “Aye,” said Tyrcamber, rolling his shoulders to settle his armor. He felt a deep, dragging fatigue, but he pushed it aside. 

      They were going to have to return to the army as soon as possible. 

      Four men had fallen in the fight, and six more had been wounded. Ruari had gone to work on the wounded men at once, calling tremendous amounts of power to work the Heal spell. As a Dragontiarna, she could summon vast amounts of magical force, more than a normal human could endure without triggering the Malison, and her will forced the wounds of the injured mean to heal, torn and ripped flesh closing or becoming scar tissue. At least three of those wounded men, Tyrcamber thought, would have died without her aid. 

      “Where did you meet him, sir?” said Rudolf.

      “It was…God and the saints, a long time ago,” said Tyrcamber. “You remember Duke Faramund’s campaign against the xiatami? That business with Sir Dietrich, who became a Dragonmaeloch?” 

      “All too well, sir,” said Rudolf. “It’s not the sort of thing a man forgets.” 

      “Indeed not,” said Tyrcamber. “When Rilmael, Sir Olivier, and I went into the catacombs beneath Tamisa, we stumbled into Sir Erkan’s lair. The Guardian and I killed him. I didn’t expect to see him again.”

      “Necromancers,” said Angaric. “He probably used dark magic to return to a new undead body.”

      “So it would seem,” said Tyrcamber.

      Ruari stood next to him, and she had wormed her way under his arm. Once, Tyrcamber would have been embarrassed to show affection in front of the men of the Order, but now he was too damned tired to care. And her touch and warmth made him feel better. When he took his dragon form, he sometimes wondered if his life after the Valedictor’s death was only a dream, but Ruari’s touch felt real, helped anchor him to reality. 

      She understood. 

      She was possibly the only other person in the entirety of the Empire who understood what it felt like.

      “Are the wounded ready to ride?” said Angaric. 

      Ruari nodded once. 

      “Then we had better go,” said Angaric. “Prince Everard needs to hear this. The Fallen Order has mostly stayed in Corbrast so far, save for scattered raids. But if they are this far south…we might have bigger problems than Merovech.”

      They mounted and rode hard to the south, carrying their dark news with them.
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      Ridmark climbed into his saddle and looked around. 

      The fields outside of Rhudlan seethed with activity. The Anathgrimm had raised a fortified camp a half mile from the town and mounted Anathgrimm warriors rode out, gathering around Ridmark’s banner of a silver shield on a blue background. The Anathgrimm orcs always preferred to fight on their feet when possible, but Mara had made them see the value of horses for travel. The Anathgrimm would ride to a battle in haste, dismount, and then fight. 

      That was just as well. Ridmark intended to move hard and fast. 

      One thousand mounted Anathgrimm warriors would travel with him, Calliande, and Third. Mara would command another thousand with Jager, and Selene would take the remaining thousand. Guided by the Sight, they would head to the north, tracking down the rifts and the Dwyrstones. Magistri and Swordbearers would travel with both Mara’s and Selene’s warbands, and they would close the rifts they found and put any Dwyrstones back to sleep. Shalmathrak’s ghost orc rangers would scout ahead, tracking the location of the enemy. 

      After the Anathgrimm headed out, Accolon would march with the royal forces, the militia, and the Cintarran nobles and knights who had answered his call. Archbishop Caelmark had sent word to the church’s lands, commanding them to send reinforcements, and Accolon’s force had swelled with fresh men. Accolon’s army would engage and destroy any larger forces. 

      But some of their soldiers would remain to hold Rhudlan.

      Ridmark looked back at the town, its houses and towers rising against the waters of the River Cintarra. Accolon had two reasons for keeping a large force at Rhudlan. If the enemy slipped past the Anathgrimm and Accolon’s army, they might besiege or storm Rhudlan. 

      The second reason was mistrust. Comes Lhanwyn had observed all the forms of propriety, but he had made it very clear that he loathed Accolon and was only following his commands under duress. Further, his daughter Pompeia had attempted to seduce Accolon, and the Crown Prince told Ridmark he thought Pompeia had done it at her father’s orders. 

      Of course, Lhanwyn’s hatred of Accolon had handed the Crown Prince an excuse to exercise greater control over the town. Rather than march with Accolon himself, Lhanwyn had sent his constable Sir Ricatus. That was his right, and Accolon could not gainsay it. But Accolon also had the right to appoint a castellan, and he had named Sir Rufinius as the castellan of Rhudlan, giving him responsibility for the town’s defense until Ricatus returned. Ridmark had also left Vegetius and his men-at-arms in the town, naming Vegetius as Rufinius’s second in command. Hopefully, that would keep Lhanwyn from making any trouble. 

      With that, Ridmark put Rhudlan out of his mind. Holding the town was now Rufinius’s problem. Closing the rifts and putting the Dwyrstones back to sleep was Ridmark’s task. 

      He looked to his right where Calliande and Third rode. Calliande had donned the golden elven armor they had taken from the ruins of Cathair Selenias in Owyllain, overlapping golden plates that covered her torso and hung down to her knees. She didn’t like wearing armor, but Ridmark had become practiced at guilting her into it before going into a battle. At least it was lighter than a normal chain mail hauberk. Rhiain waited a short distance away, and she would help Calliande tend to the wounded. Third sat atop her horse in her dark armor and gray cloak, the hilts of her longswords rising over her shoulders. 

      “Ready?” said Ridmark. 

      Calliande took a deep breath and shifted in the saddle. “Yes. I think the nearest rift is ten or twelve miles to the north. Once you close that rift, I can follow the current of power to the nearest Dwyrstone. If I put that Dwyrstone back to sleep, that will close any rifts opened through its magic.” 

      “And if we come across the Herald who has been awakening the Dwyrstones,” said Third, “we can put an end to it.”

      “If we find Aeliana,” said Ridmark. 

      “Or another of the Heralds,” said Calliande. “I am certain there are five of them.”

      “Four of them, now,” said Third, “since Shalmathrak killed Vhalmharak and Ghostruin is sitting in the Tower of the Keeper.” 

      “That’s true,” said Calliande, and to his surprise, she smiled. “So we’re already a fifth of the way done.” 

      The air rippled a few yards ahead, and Shalmathrak appeared out of nothingness, his blurring cloak hanging around him.

      “Shield Knight,” said Shalmathrak, his voice quiet and grim. “The way ahead is clear. But there is a goblin band perhaps five miles to the north. It is between us and the nearest rift.” 

      “We’ll start with them,” said Ridmark.

      He gave orders, and the column of Anathgrimm warriors rode out, eager for battle.
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      “I will need your help, all of you,” said Accolon. 

      Moriah nodded, thinking the matter over. “You don’t trust Comes Lhanwyn.” 

      She stood on the northern wall of Rhudlan, watching the Anathgrimm columns move out. Part of Moriah regretted that she was not going with them, that she could not guard the Prince in the field. 

      But only a very small part. Moriah knew her limitations. Even with the dwarven scout armor of the Wraith, Moriah was a thief and a spy, not a soldier. Part of her regretted not going with Accolon, but a larger part was relieved to stay within the stone walls of Rhudlan. 

      But there would be different dangers here. 

      Sir Rufinius and Sir Niall stood with the Prince. Rufinius looked as he always did, tall and strong and solemn, his eyes vigilant, his hand near the hilt of his soulblade Starflame. Niall likewise appeared watchful, but Moriah thought he looked…distracted, somehow. He kept glancing towards Lhanwyn’s castra as if looking for something. Perhaps he distrusted Comes Lhanwyn Corinium as well. Then again, his aunt had been driven from her farm in Ebor because of Lhanwyn’s vassal Sir Ricatus, so perhaps he simply hated Lhanwyn. 

      “I do not,” said Accolon. “I cannot prove it, of course, but I am entirely certain that Sir Ywain attempted to hire the Red Family at Lhanwyn’s instigation. Right now, Lhanwyn doesn’t dare move against me. He can’t. He needs me to defend Rhudlan against the goblins. But the minute he sees an opportunity to betray me…he’ll take it.” Accolon sighed and shook his head. “And if he takes it at the wrong time, he might do great damage to our campaign against the goblins and the Dragon Cultists.”

      “Can you not simply arrest him?” said Niall. “Or force him to come with you on the march?”

      “The Prince cannot,” said Rufinius. “There is no proof against Lhanwyn, and the Comes has met his obligations as a vassal by sending Sir Ricatus and some men-at-arms to the Prince’s army.”

      “And my position with the nobles of Cintarra is tenuous at best,” said Accolon. “Those aligned with Archbishop Caelmark support me, but many of the others hate me, or their obedience is only grudging at best. Going after the Drakocenti and the Regency Council was one thing. If I start arresting Cintarran nobles without cause, it could start another civil war, and in the face of the goblins and the threat of the Heptarchy, that will be disastrous.” 

      “What would you have us do, my lord?” said Rufinius. 

      “Sir Rufinius, you are the castellan of Rhudlan in my absence,” said Accolon. “Your task is to hold the town. If the goblins and the Dragon Cultists slip past us to attack Rhudlan, you will need to hold until relief can arrive. Lady Moriah, I want you to keep an eye on Lhanwyn and his knights.” A dry note came into his voice. “You have some experience in watching Cintarran nobles for treachery.” 

      “I’ve done it a few times, aye,” said Moriah. 

      “Sir Niall,” said Accolon. “I would like you and decurion Vegetius to act as Sir Rufinius’s seconds. And I wish you to keep an eye on Comes Lhanwyn. You also have experience watching for treachery.”

      Niall glanced at the castra again, shifted, and looked back to the Prince. “Yes, my lord. But…I think I would serve better in the field as part of your bodyguard.”

      “I don’t have enough people I can trust,” said Accolon. “And I definitely don’t trust Lhanwyn. I would like the three of you to watch each other’s backs. The Comes might try to take his annoyance with me out on you.” 

      Niall nodded. “Yes, my lord.”

      “Watch Lhanwyn for me,” said Accolon. He scowled. “And watch that daughter of his. She might be smarter than the Comes.” Niall turned a little red at that. Accolon looked over the battlements. “I must depart.”

      “God go with you, my lord,” said Rufinius. “We shall hold Rhudlan in your absence.”

      “And make certain that Lhanwyn behaves himself,” said Moriah. 

      Niall only nodded. Accolon descended the ramparts to where the knights of his bodyguard awaited. Moriah watched as the Prince mounted his horse and rode through the town’s gate to join the army outside the walls. 

      She looked at Rufinius and Niall. 

      “Well,” said Moriah. “How shall we start?”

      “I will take command of the garrison,” said Rufinius, “and the soldiers that the Prince left for us. We have more men than Lhanwyn if he decides to drive us from the town.” 

      “Would he really be that stupid?” said Niall. “If we all start fighting each other now, the goblins and the Dragon Cult will kill us all.”

      “He was dumb enough to enclose all his lands for sheep,” said Moriah. “And he let your lord Sir Ricatus…”

      Niall scowled. “He’s not my lord anymore.”

      “Fine,” said Moriah, who didn’t care. “And he let Sir Ricatus drive you and your aunt and all your neighbors off your lands. And that was a foolish thing to do, was it not? If he wasn’t so short-sighted, he would have realized that would weaken his lands. He couldn’t have foreseen the goblins or the Heptarchy, aye. But what if the Mhorites invaded? Or the dvargir came out of the Deeps? What was he going to fight them with, sheep drafted into his militia?” Niall laughed at that, once. “So, yes, I do think he is stupid enough to do something foolish at a critical time, just out of sheer pride and spite.” She looked at Rufinius. “If you keep an eye on the garrison, I’ll keep watch over the Comes and his men.” She felt herself smile. “You both know that I’m very good at remaining unseen when I wish it.”

      Rufinius offered a quick bow. “Indeed, you are, my lady. And do I not know it well? I would have died in the darkness beneath Cintarra if not for your help.”

      Moriah shifted. She wasn’t used to receiving compliments, especially from handsome men, and wasn’t certain of how to respond. Fortunately, Niall spoke before she had to think of something to say.

      “I should talk to Magistrius Decimus,” said Niall.

      Moriah frowned. “Why? He isn’t high in Lhanwyn’s trust…oh, I see.”

      “Lord Ridmark says Decimus is trustworthy,” said Niall, “and so does the Keeper. I guess that Decimus helped heal the wounded after the Frostborn war. Lord Ridmark also says that Decimus thinks the Comes is a fool and is worried he will betray the Prince.”

      “Then the Magistrius might be already in our camp,” said Rufinius.

      “Maybe,” said Moriah. “Perhaps if Lhanwyn intends to do something stupid, Decimus will warn us first.” 

      “Perhaps,” said Rufinius. “I will attend to the garrison and make sure our men have billets. Call upon me if you have need, Lady Moriah, and I will come at once.”

      He offered a deep bow, and turned and walked from the ramparts, leaving Moriah alone with Niall.

      “Shouldn’t you go with him?” said Moriah. “You and the decurion are his seconds.”

      “Aye,” said Niall, and he hesitated.

      Moriah sighed. “Out with it. I can see it. You’re not very good at concealing your emotions, Sir Niall.” 

      His face flushed. “Sir Rufinius…seems very fond of you.”

      She felt a mixture of amusement and annoyance. “Oh? I thought you had already decided that I was the Prince’s mistress, not Sir Rufinius’s.” His face got a little redder. “Well, if you must know, I am neither. And if your face turns any redder, you’re going to look like a tomato. Can you talk of matters between men and women without turning bright red?”

      “I’m not turning red,” said Niall, still red. “And a man should only lie with his wife. Not his mistress.”

      Moriah smiled. “You’re a virgin, aren’t you?” She should have stopped talking, but his low-level suspicion had gotten on her nerves. “I thought by now Vegetius or one of the men-at-arms would have taken you to one of Cintarra’s brothels, made a man of you. Couldn’t you figure out what to do? Or did you panic and run right out of the house?”

      He flinched as if she had slapped him, and she felt guilty. Niall of Ebor was not a bad man. He was just an earnest and inexperienced one. Niall had saved Accolon’s life twice, and he had a sort of dogged, earnest loyalty that was rare. 

      “If you’ll excuse me,” said Niall, voice cold, “I should join Sir Rufinius.”

      He turned on his heel and descended the ramparts. 

      Moriah sighed, annoyed with herself. The Prince needed every loyal man (and woman) he could find, and she should not alienate his followers. But she wasn’t sure what to make of someone like Niall. Moriah’s two closest friends, Delwen and Gunther, had been loyal and brave, but they had been just as cynical as her. Even her half-sister Caitrin, who had been far more optimistic than Moriah, had quite cold-bloodedly set out to seduce the most powerful man she could find. She had just happened to fall in love with Accolon. 

      “Niall!” called Moriah. 

      He stopped and looked back up at her, still visibly angry.

      “Watch your back,” said Moriah. “I don’t think we have many friends in Rhudlan.”

      Niall hesitated and then nodded. “You, too.”

      He kept walking, and Moriah watched Accolon’s army march out. 

      Then she turned, descended the stairs of the rampart, and headed for Comes Lhanwyn’s castra.

      She had work to do.
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      Two days out from Rhudlan, Ridmark reined up his horse. 

      Shalmathrak had just appeared out of nothingness next to him.

      “Warlord?” said Ridmark. “What news?”

      “We have eliminated two goblin patrols,” said Shalmathrak. His black eyes glimmered with the crimson battle rage of the orcish kindred. The ghost orcs became coldly angry in battle, which made them all the more dangerous. “But we have located the Dwyrstone. The enemy has gathered in strength around it.”

      Ridmark nodded and turned to Hhazakar, the Anathgrimm centurion in charge of his soldiers. “Dismount. We’ll need to form up to attack.”

      Hhazakar turned and bellowed commands, and the Anathgrimm exploded into motion. 

      In the last two days, Ridmark and his Anathgrimm had encountered two rifts. The first rift had been guarded by a band of pagan gnolls, and the Anathgrimm had hacked them down with enthusiasm. The second rift had been unguarded. Both times Ridmark had closed the rifts with Oathshield. The soulblade collapsed the rifts with ease, sealing the doors between the worlds. Ridmark still found it shocking how simple it was to close the Dwyrstone rifts. When he and Calliande had closed the world gate of the Frostborn, the resultant explosion had destroyed a huge citadel and the vast hill upon which it was built. Ridmark had not visited the location since, but scouts who ventured into the khaldjari-ruled lands around the valley of the River Marcaine told Ridmark that nothing grew on the site of the explosion.

      To close the Dwyrstone rifts, all he had to do was call on Oathshield’s power to protect against magic and thrust it into the gate. 

      Ridmark wasn’t going to complain. 

      “What sort of foes do we face?” said Ridmark. 

      Shalmathrak grunted. “The Dwyrstone is in a small forest a half-mile to the north. Likely it is a hunting preserve for the local noble. The Dwyrstone is in the center of the forest. A force of about four hundred goblins and ogres guards the stone. A large rift is nearby.”

      Ridmark nodded. “Any humans?”

      “Six knights on horseback,” said Shalmathrak. “They are wearing those burning dragon-masks.”

      “Dragon Cultists, then,” said Calliande, who had joined Ridmark. Third walked up as well as the Anathgrimm sorted themselves into battle formation, with Hhazakar ordering some of the orcish warriors to remain behind and guard the horses and the supplies and the few noncombatants like Rhiain who had accompanied them. 

      “That is my thought, Lord Ridmark,” said Shalmathrak. “How do you wish to proceed? The spiny orcs,” he glanced at the Anathgrimm, “prefer to fight in formation. The trees will make that difficult.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark, rubbing his jaw as he looked at the trees to the north. “You still have fifty rangers with you?” Given that the ghost orcs turned invisible when they went to scout, Ridmark had no way to keep track of them.

      “Sixty-five, in truth,” said Shalmathrak. Ridmark was closer than he would have expected. 

      “And you’ve wiped out the enemy patrols?” said Ridmark. “And their sentries?”

      “We have,” said Shalmathrak. “Within the last fifteen minutes or so. They will not know we are upon them until it is too late.”

      “All right,” said Ridmark. “Warlord, I request that you and your rangers circle around to the north. Creep close to the enemy, and when I attack with the Anathgrimm, start shooting from concealment.” Shalmathrak and the ghost orcs had followed Ridmark’s lead so far, but he kept it in mind that Shalmathrak was something like an elected king among the ghost orcs. Ridmark never spoke disrespectfully to the Warlord and never gave him orders, especially in front of his rangers. The Shaluuskan orcs had proven invaluable allies, and Ridmark didn’t want to alienate them. 

      “You wish to encircle the foe?” said Shalmathrak.

      “That seems our best available strategy,” said Third. “Additionally, the Anathgrimm will make a great deal of noise as they move through trees. The attention of the enemy will focus upon us, and you and your rangers will have a clear moment to strike.”

      “Your counsel is sound, Lady Third,” said Shalmathrak. “Will you divide your force into groups, to come from the south, the east, and the west simultaneously? That will give us the greatest chance of success, I deem.” 

      “Agreed,” said Ridmark. He turned and gave orders to Hhazakar and his centurions. The Anathgrimm began to divide into three groups. Ridmark, Calliande, and Third would remain with the group attacking from the south. 

      With that, there was nothing left to do but to attack. Shalmathrak and the ghost orc rangers disappeared. Ridmark headed to the north, leading his three hundred Anathgrimm, while the other groups circled to the east and the west. One hundred Anathgrimm remained behind to guard the horses and the supplies. They were disappointed with the duty, but they did it without complaint, for the Anathgrimm were devoted to their duties in a way that Ridmark had never encountered in any other nation. 

      They marched into the trees, the fallen leaves and branches crackling beneath the steel-shod boots of the Anathgrimm. There was no way the goblin or ogres guarding the Dwyrstone could fail to miss the noise, and Ridmark heard a sudden commotion from the north.
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      Calliande held both the Sight and her own magic ready, the power of the Well of Tarlion surging through her.

      The Sight glimpsed the vortex of magical power before her, the ancient magic of the awakened Dwyrstone. It was powerful magic, strong enough to reach across the boundary between worlds. But Antenora had helped Calliande figure out how to put the stone back to sleep, collapsing any rifts that it had opened.

      But first, they had to win the battle.

      Her Sight swept through the forest ahead, and she saw the hundreds of lesser auras near the Dwyrstone. Those would be the magical auras around the goblins and ogres and Dragon Cultists, since it seemed that everyone in the world of the Frankish Empire had the ability to use magic. Calliande watched the auras and saw dozens of them suddenly surge with power as the enemy realized the Anathgrimm were attacking.

      She drew on the magic of elemental air, raised her staff, and cast a mighty spell.

      It was a spell that her friend Tamara Earthcaller had used quite often during the War of the Seven Swords in Owyllain. It was a cloudless day, but a bolt of lightning screamed out of the blue sky and landed among the goblins. A dozen of the auras winked out, and Calliande hit them twice more. 

      By then more goblins and ogres were casting spells, and Calliande drew on the power of the Well of Tarlion. She poured the power through the mantle of the Keeper and cast a warding spell. A shimmering wall of pale white light rose up from the ground, and an instant later a volley of magical fire and lightning and ice hammered into the ward. Calliande gritted her teeth, feeling the attacks hammer against her wards, but she held her spell against the attack. 

      But not all the goblins and ogres threw their spells at Ridmark’s group of Anathgrimm. Others hurled attacks at the Anathgrimm under the command of Hhazakar and his centurions, and Calliande was unable to protect them. Anathgrimm orcs died, but there was nothing Calliande could do for them.

      Then they burst through the trees, and she saw the Dwyrstone.

      It looked like the one in the forum of Castarium, and Calliande was at least relieved that no one had built a town around this one. Like the Dwyrstone in Castarium, the menhir glowed with blue light, elven symbols shining with a sapphire radiance in the shadowy gloom of the forest. Off to the east, Calliande saw an opened rift, larger than most, and through it she glimpsed mountains and stony hills and the burning sky of Tyrcamber Rigamond’s world. 

      Hundreds of goblins and ogres guarded the Dwyrstone. The goblins were a slightly different from those she had fought at Castarium and in the Durance of the Sovereign in Owyllain. These goblins were a taller and bulkier and had grayish-blue skin. They wore leather and wool and chain mail, and carried swords and axes. The ogres were similar to the ones at Castarium, tall and broad with thick yellowish-gray skin, clad in chain mail or heavy steel plate, massive clubs and axes in their hands. 

      More of the goblins tried to cast spells, and Calliande heard their snarls of frustration as nothing happened. A Magistrius of Andomhaim or an Arcanius Knight of Owyllain learned to cast spells with as little power as possible, to conserve their strength for maximum effect. With a flash of insight, she realized that the creatures of Tyrcamber’s world had no such discipline. Magic was so powerful and so abundant that the goblins and the ogres had never learned that level of focus, and so when they came to Andomhaim, they ran out of magical power faster than they should have. 

      Which gave the Anathgrimm an opening to attack. 

      Calliande heard the hoarse bellow of the Anathgrimm centurions, and Ridmark shouted a command.

      The Anathgrimm surged forward with a roar, arms drawn back to hurl javelins.
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      Third watched the Anathgrimm charge, their javelins rising in a steel-tipped arc to fall like rain into the goblins and orcs. The ancient Roman legionaries on Old Earth, Third knew, had employed similar tactics, hurling a volley of javelins into their foes before closing for hand-to-hand combat. She didn’t know where her father had learned the tactic. Likely he hadn’t thought of it himself but had learned it from some other dark elf, instilling it into his Anathgrimm.

      But the Anathgrimm were no longer the slaves of the Traveler, but the free subjects of Queen Mara, though Third suspected the Anathgrimm hadn’t quite grasped that yet. But free or slave, they had no higher joy than battle, and they shouted at they charged into the fray.

      The javelins fell among the goblins and the ogres, wounding and killing dozens. A disciplined line of footmen could withstand a rain of javelins by raising their shields, but the goblins were not prepared. The Anathgrimm crashed into them and began killing, swords rising and falling.

      Third reached for the fiery song in her blood, drew on her power, and traveled. 

      She reappeared next to the Dwyrstone. Six horsemen waited there, armored human knights. They had cast that peculiar dragon-masking spell, covering their heads in helmets of elemental fire. All six knights cast spells, no doubt intending to attack Calliande or rain destruction on the Anathgrimm. 

      “Good morning,” said Third. 

      The reaction of the Dragon Cultists would have been amusing under less tense circumstances. They flinched and began to turn their horses, and one man all but jumped out his saddle. Third stepped forward and attacked, chopping Storm against the leg of the nearest knight. His steel plate armor held against her sword’s golden edge, but the lightning leaped from the blade and made the knight jerk and thrash. Third opened his throat with a swift slash from Inferno, whirled, and traveled away as the other knights tried to attack. 

      She reappeared to the left and killed another, holding their attention as the Anathgrimm tore into the goblins and the ogres.
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      Ridmark gripped Oathshield with his right hand, Aegisikon ready on his left arm. 

      He considered, just for a moment, unlocking the power of the Shield Knight. With that power, he would rip through the goblins like a storm and hack his way to the Dragon Cultists near the Dwyrstone. Yet the Anathgrimm were mowing down the goblins and ogres. Third was harrying the Dragon Cultist knights. Calliande’s wards were holding back the magical attacks. And Ridmark needed to hold the power of the Shield Knight in reserve. If another dragon showed up, Ridmark would need that power. Or if they faced a more powerful foe, such as the mysterious Theophract who had founded both the Drakocenti and the Dragon Cult. 

      Besides, he didn’t need the power of the Shield Knight to kill goblins.

      Ridmark drew on Oathshield’s magic and charged, the soulblade lending him speed and power. 

      A trio of goblins cast spells at him. Ridmark raised Oathshield and called on the sword’s power to defend against magic, and two bolts of fire and a spike of ice shattered against Oathshield. The goblins hadn’t expected that, and Ridmark seized the opening. He charged and cut down two goblins before the third reacted. The goblin’s spear clanged against Aegisikon twice, and Ridmark killed the creature with a quick thrust of Oathshield. 

      He moved onto the next foe even before the goblin’s body hit the ground. 

      The ogres were harder. They were bigger and stronger than the goblins and could hammer their way through the Anathgrimm shield wall. The Anathgrimm responded by encircling the ogres, chopping at their legs until the creatures stumbled, and then stabbing them in the face and neck multiple times. Ridmark squared off against an armored ogre with an enormous battle axe, remembering how such a creature had killed his older brother. Valmark Arban had been a veteran Knight of the Soulblade and a skilled Swordbearer, but he’d underestimated an armored ogre, and the creature had taken his head from his shoulders. 

      Ridmark dared not make a similar mistake. 

      The ogre roared and swept its axe towards him, the crescent of razor steel shining. Ridmark dodged, the weapon blurring in front of his face. He knew that Aegisikon would block the axe’s edge, but the impact would likely break his arm. Different tactics were required. Ridmark shifted Aegisikon back to its staff from, and the ogre blinked its yellow eyes in surprise. 

      He thrust the staff, and its end smacked into the ogre’s face.

      It wasn’t a hard blow, and it likely wouldn’t have even left a bruise. But the ogre’s head snapped back in surprise, and Ridmark seized the opening. He spun to the side, and raked Oathshield along the back of the ogre’s right leg. The soulblade sliced through leather and flesh with ease, and the ogre roared and stumbled forward, landing on one knee. The creature lashed its axe at Ridmark, and he stepped into the blow, hooking Aegisikon behind the crescent of the axe blade. Ridmark twisted the staff, and Aegisikon fell from his hand, but the ogre lost its grip on the heavy axe. 

      Before it could recover, Ridmark drove Oathshield into its throat. 

      The ogre died with a gurgle. 

      Ridmark stepped back and called Aegisikon. The staff leaped off the ground and back into his hand, and Ridmark shifted it back to shield form as five more goblins charged. He started to move towards them, and then two of the goblins stiffened and fell, arrows jutting from their backs. 

      The ghost orc rangers had joined the battle.

      Ridmark cut down the remaining three goblins, Oathshield crackling with white fire in his hand, and headed towards the Dwyrstone. 
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      Three of the Dragon Cultist knights were down, and the remaining three flung their full power at Third.

      Unlike the goblins and the ogres, the knights of the Cult seemed able to focus their magic with greater skill and finesse. Perhaps the knights of the Frankish Empire received better training using the Seven Spells that Tyrcamber had mentioned to Ridmark or maybe the Cult had secret techniques for training its acolytes. 

      Either way, Third had to exercise great care.

      The remaining three knights dismounted, realizing their horses were useless against someone like Third, and stood back to back. They had cast a spell that sheathed their bodies in elemental flame. Third flickered around them, launching quick attacks and traveling away before they could focus their magic to respond. She dared not stay in place for too long. The three knights had enough magic to strike her dead. 

      But she knew their stamina was limited and holding those sheaths of flame in place had to be difficult. Third was willing to bet that her stamina would outlast theirs.

      And as it turned out, she was right. 

      The knight on the left stumbled with a gasp, his aura of flame winking out. Third moved at once, Storm and Inferno jabbing forward. The swords closed around the knight’s neck like the blades of a scissors, and the Cultist fell with a gurgling cry of pain. The other two knights stepped apart, which was a mistake. Third transported herself behind them and killed a second with a quick stab into the armpit. 

      The final knight charged with a cry, raising a sword that exploded with elemental lightning. Third retreated, using Storm to block the attacks and negate her foe’s lightning. Steel rang against the golden metal of the gray elves, and then Third went on the attack. Inferno raked across her foe’s leg, and the knight screamed and raised his sword for one last desperate strike. That left him open, and Storm plunged into his chest. 

      The last knight fell, and Third turned to seek more foes. Instead she saw the surviving goblins fleeing in all directions, the Anathgrimm advancing, the white fire of Oathshield rising and falling as Ridmark killed and killed. 

      The battle was over. 
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      Calliande examined the Dwyrstone with both her physical eyes and the power of the Sight, listening with half an ear as Ridmark gave instructions to Hhazakar and the ghost orcs.

      “Pursue the goblins to the edge of the woods, but no further,” said Ridmark. “I don’t want our men blundering into an ambush. Lord Shalmathrak, I suggest you pursue the goblins as far as you wish – you can turn any ambushes back upon them.”

      “My rangers shall harry the foe,” said Shalmathrak. “I will send new patrols around the surrounding countryside. Do you know in what direction we shall march next?”

      “Not yet,” said Ridmark. “Not until Calliande finishes with the Dwyrstone.” 

      Calliande examined the flows of power moving through the menhir. There was a taint of dark magic overlaying the stone. The power of the Dwyrstone itself was neither good nor evil. It was simply a manipulation of natural force, much in the same way a water wheel employed the current of a river or stream. But dark magic had been used to awaken and bind the Dwyrstone’s power. 

      A Herald of Ruin had touched this stone. Probably Aeliana. The taint of dark magic here resembled that upon the Dwyrstone in Castarium. Calliande had hoped that Aeliana had drowned in the darkness beneath Cintarra, that the dark soulblade the woman had borne lay forever beneath the water, but she could not deny the evidence of the Sight. 

      Fortunately, the taint of dark magic provided a convenient linchpin for breaking the spell.

      Pushing aside her weariness, Calliande summoned the power of the Well of Tarlion and focused her will. Shafts of white fire burst from her hand, stabbing into the Dwyrstone. Her spell sliced through the taint of dark magic and shattered it, and the artificial force holding the Dwyrstone awake collapsed. The glowing sigils carved into the menhir flared with blue fire and then went dark. Calliande’s Sight saw the current of power from the Great Eye beneath Cintarra, and that current faded into nothingness. 

      The rift a few yards away snapped out of existence as if it had never been.

      One more bridge to the world of the Frankish Empire had been closed. 

      Calliande let out a long breath and turned to see Ridmark, Third, and Shalmathrak waiting for her. 

      “The Dwyrstone has been put back to sleep,” said Calliande. “I think that also closed five or six additional rifts.” 

      “A solid blow against our foe,” said Shalmathrak.

      “Where is the next one?” said Ridmark.

      Calliande drew on the Sight and concentrated. “To the northwest, I think, towards Durandis. Perhaps another ten or fifteen miles.”

      “We should march at once,” said Shalmathrak. “Let us keep our enemy off balance with swift and deadly blows.” 

      “One of the Cultists is still alive,” said Third, and Calliande looked at her in surprise. “Perhaps it will be profitable to question him.”

      “Perhaps it will,” said Ridmark, and Calliande followed him and Third around the Dwyrstone.

      Six armored human knights lay sprawled upon the ground. Five of them were dead, and Calliande recognized the distinctive wounds that Storm and Inferno left. The sixth was alive, a man in his middle twenties, with an expression of sneering arrogance that didn’t quite mask his fear. He had long brown hair and a bushy beard. Most of the men of the Frankish Empire seemed to prefer long hair and a long beard. 

      “Do you speak Latin?” said Ridmark. 

      “Yes,” hissed the knight, his eyes glittering. 

      “My name is Ridmark Arban.” He gestured at Calliande and the others. “This is my wife, the Keeper of Andomhaim, Lady Third of Nightmane Forest, and Warlord Shalmathrak of the Faithful of Shalask. We wish to ask you some questions. Answer them, and the Keeper will heal your wounds. We will send you back to your men.”

      “And if I do not?” spat the knight.

      Ridmark shrugged. “Then we’ll leave you here to die. No need to kill you. Your wounds shall do that soon enough.”

      The knight raised his chin. “I am Sir Valtyr, a household knight of Duke Merovech Valdraxis of Swabathia. And I am also a priest of the Path of the Dragon. For the hour of change has come. The Heralds of Ruin walk the world, and the Warden shall soon be free. And when he is, all mankind shall become dragon gods.” 

      “Perhaps,” said Ridmark. “But you might not live to see it.”

      Valtyr tried to hide it, but the fear went over his face. Calliande had seen this before with the Enlightened of Incariel. The Anathgrimm loved battle and went to face their foes certain that if they perished, they would join the Dominus Christus in glory. Even the Mhorites thought that the valiant dead would fight forever at the side of Mhor in some sort of hellish eternal battlefield. But the Dragon Cult had promised its followers physical immortality – which Sir Valtyr would never live to attain if he bled out in the dust at the food of a Dwyrstone.

      “You think to dicker with a knight of the Frankish Empire and a priest of the Cult?” said Valtyr.

      Ridmark shrugged. “I’m not bargaining. I’m stating facts. You’re about to die. But if you tell us what you know, my wife will heal you, and you can return to your masters to report your failure.”

      Valtyr sneered. “You ask me to betray my honor?” He started to laugh, and then winced. “But…my lord the Duke will destroy you anyway. What harm to tell you of the instrument of your destruction?”

      “What harm indeed?” said Ridmark. “Why don’t you enlighten us?” 

      “I am a vassal of Duke Merovech Valdraxis,” said Valtyr. “But he is more than a mere secular lord. He is the high priest of the Dragon Cult…and he is a Dragonmaeloch. He is a god, the first of the new kindred of gods that those who walk the Path of the Dragon will become.” 

      “Like a Dragontiarna Knight,” said Ridmark.

      “No!” Valtyr’s lips pulled back from his teeth in a bloody snarl. “The Dragontiarna are nothing. Freaks and aberrations. One man in ten thousand might withstand the Malison to become a Dragontiarna Knight. Random chance and nothing more. But the Dragonmaeloch are created through will and suffering, not the whims of fate. Through the sacrifice of inferiors, of the weak, the Dragonmaeloch leaves humanity behind and becomes a god. Our lord Merovech shall walk the Path of the Dragon, and all mankind will follow in his footsteps to become dragon gods.”

      “All mankind?” said Ridmark. “Or just the worthy? You mentioned something about the sacrifice of inferiors, I believe.”

      “What use are the weak, except to serve the strong?” said Valtyr.

      “Why come to Andomhaim?” said Ridmark. “Surely there are lands enough to conquer on your world. Why has the Path of the Dragon led Merovech to this land?”

      “The Great Eye is here,” said Valtyr.

      Ridmark shared a look with Calliande. 

      “The Great Eye,” said Ridmark. “Why does Merovech want the Great Eye?”

      “The prophet called the Theophract has shown us the way,” said Valtyr. “The Heralds of Ruin shall open the Great Eye. The Warden will come forth.” Ridmark felt a chill at that. “And then all mankind will become gods.”

      “You are fools,” said Ridmark. “You and all your Cult. I have met the Warden twice.” Valtyr’s eyes glittered with something like madness. “His cruelty is matched only by his power. Your Cult is his tool and nothing more, and you are too blind to see it…”

      “Fool!” snarled Valtyr. “Die in the name of Merovech!”

      He started to thrust his hand forward, drawing power to cast a spell. Calliande leveled her staff, preparing to stop him. But she needn't have bothered. The effort of pulling together power for a spell was too much for the wounded man, and Valtyr slumped dead against the ground with a final sigh of escaping breath.

      Calliande, Ridmark, and Third stared at the dead man in silence. 

      “Well,” said Third at last, “I suppose you will not have to expend the effort to heal him.”

      “No,” said Calliande. “The Sight was correct. The Warden is indeed behind both the Drakocenti and the Dragon Cult.” 

      “We can’t let the Cult reach the Great Eye,” said Ridmark. “When we escaped from Urd Morlemoch the last time…we almost freed the Warden’s evil onto countless worlds. I don’t know why he wants the Great Eye, but he cannot be allowed to have it.” 

      “The Drakocenti failed to open the Great Eye by stealth,” said Third, “so the Warden has dispatched Merovech and the Dragon Cult to take it by force.” 

      “I wonder who this Theophract is,” said Ridmark. “Tyrcamber said he founded the Dragon Cult, and we know he created the Drakocenti.” 

      “Likely a vassal of the Warden,” said Third.

      Ridmark frowned. “Don’t dark elven overlords and vassals always wind up betraying each other?”

      “Aye,” said Third, “but I expect that betraying the Warden is harder than betraying a fool like my father.”

      “Remember the Artificer?” said Calliande with a shudder. The Artificer had once been an apprentice of the Warden who had betrayed his master. In vengeance for the betrayal, the Warden had somehow contrived to imprison the Artificer’s spirit within the Iron Tower for tens of thousands of years. “Perhaps the Theophract learned from his example.”

      “It seems likely that we will face Merovech Valdraxis in battle,” said Third. “And perhaps the Theophract as well.” 

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. He stared at Valtyr’s corpse, shook his head, and then looked at Calliande. “Which is why we should get moving. The more rifts we close, the fewer soldiers Merovech will be able to bring to Andomhaim.”

      “Then let’s move,” said Calliande.

      An hour later they rode from the forest, trailed by the Anathgrimm, heading for the next Dwyrstone.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          
            Besieged

          

        

      

    

    
      Niall was both bored and frightened. 

      But that wasn’t what bothered him the most. 

      He was both relieved and disappointed that Accolon had not taken him on the march against the invaders. Relieved, because he had seen battle, he had seen men fall, their flesh torn by wounds, heard their screams and please for mercy, had smelled the odor of blood and ruptured bowels.

      Disappointed…because he was good at fighting. He had a talent for violence, one that he had suppressed all his life, but it had found a worthy outlet in fighting for the realm against the goblins. Niall still thought he would have served best as part of Prince Accolon’s bodyguard, fighting to keep the Crown Prince safe in the heat of battle. 

      Still, though…he could see the dangers of leaving Rhudlan in the hands of a man like Lhanwyn Corinium. Rhudlan was their only stronghold along the western bank of the river, save for Cintarra itself. Suppose Accolon had to retreat in haste to Rhudlan? Lhanwyn could close his gates and try to get Accolon killed in battle. When the High King’s vengeance turned against Rhudlan, the Comes could say that he tried to save Accolon, but the Crown Prince fell in the fighting. Niall was not foolish enough to think that Accolon had foisted a meaningless task upon him and Sir Rufinius and Lady Moriah. They had to hold the town against the enemy…and perhaps against its own Comes. 

      Nevertheless, it was a boring task, if one that required a great deal of work. Niall, Vegetius, and Sir Rufinius made sure the royal soldiers had billets, and scheduled patrols to range outside the walls in search of foes. Lhanwyn refused to let any of his men leave the town, save for those who had that accompanied Sir Ricatus, so the brunt of the patrols fell on the royal soldiers. Niall did not like that since it reduced the number of royal troops inside the walls of the town. Still, while Lhanwyn might hate the Crown Prince, Niall doubted that the Comes would try to slaughter hundreds of royal soldiers at once. 

      Or so he hoped. 

      Niall very much looked forward to the Prince’s return and their departure from Rhudlan.

      Because as much as he thought about the enemy, as much as he feared treachery from Lhanwyn Corinium, something else dominated Niall’s thoughts and haunted his mind.

      He could not stop thinking about Pompeia Corinium. 

      His infatuation had begun in the great hall of the Comes when the Crown Prince and Lhanwyn had discussed strategy for the upcoming campaign. Niall had been thunderstruck when he had seen Pompeia Corinium. Even the sight of Sir Ricatus, who had wrought so much misery for the people of Ebor with his greed, had barely penetrated his mind. 

      Niall had never seen a woman as beautiful as Lady Pompeia. 

      It had been getting like getting hit over the head with a club. Her face, her body, her hair, her lips, her eyes…every inch of her seemed charged with some power that set a fire into his blood. It took every bit of willpower he had not to stare at her. When he wasn’t staring at her, he wondered what her skin felt like. What her lips would feel like. What the body underneath that sleek gown would look like and feel like. At the Comes’ banquet, Niall had tried not to stare at Pompeia as she talked with the Crown Prince. 

      Was she talking to Accolon to make him jealous? Couldn’t she see the effect she had on Niall? Was she doing it deliberately? 

      Part of Niall’s mind pointed out that assumption was insane. But he’d never, ever felt like this before. Ever since he had started needing to shave, he had found women attractive, and of late, he had been hard-pressed to think about anything else. But he’d never experienced anything like the fire that filled his blood when he looked at Pompeia.

      Or just when he thought about her. 

      And, worse, he had to talk to her regularly. Her father had put her in charge of gathering supplies for any potential siege. Unfortunately, that meant that Sir Rufinius had to speak with her, and Niall was one of the Swordbearer’s seconds. 

      He officially met Pompeia for the first time in the castra’s courtyard after Accolon departed. Sir Rufinius went to speak with Pompeia about the location of supplies, and Vegetius and Niall accompanied him. Pompeia wore a much less elaborate dress than the night before, sturdy gray wool suitable for a woman with work to do. Nevertheless, Niall could not look away from her, from the way the wool swelled over her chest and hips. 

      “Sir Rufinius,” said Pompeia. “Thank you for coming.”

      “My lady,” said Rufinius with a polite bow. “This is Decurion Vegetius and Sir Niall of Ebor, some of Lord Ridmark’s men. They will be serving as my seconds until Prince Accolon returns.”

      “Decurion,” said Pompeia. Vegetius offered her a grave bow. Her eyes turned to Niall, and he felt his face flush, felt himself start to sweat. God and the saints, could she see it? “Sir Niall.”

      “My lady,” said Niall, mirroring Vegetius’s bow. 

      “Of Ebor?” said Pompeia, her voice thoughtful. “I didn’t know that Sir Ricatus had any knights in his service. The lands of his benefice are not rich enough to support any more knights, and he enclosed all his farmland for sheep anyway.”

      “He doesn’t, my lady,” said Niall. He was grateful that his voice was level. Standing so close to her, feeling her eyes on him, it was intoxicating. If his voice cracked, he might have died of embarrassment then and there. “My aunt and uncle were freeholders of Ebor. When Sir Ricatus enclosed our lands, we had nowhere else to go, so my aunt and I went to Cintarra and then Castarium. I entered Lord Ridmark’s service there.”

      He didn’t mention the theft of the sheep and the pig. He wanted to look admirable in her eyes.

      “Where our young Sir Niall saved Prince Accolon’s life twice,” said Vegetius with a grin. “First at Castarium, and then when the Heptarchy attacked at Cintarra. Lord Ridmark knighted him for it.”

      “Indeed?” said Pompeia, raising her eyebrows. “A most impressive feat, Sir Niall.” She gave a mournful shake of her head. “I admit I thought my father’s course was folly. Driving the commoners off their lands might have filled our coffers, aye, but now that we have driven off the freeholders, who will serve in our armies?”

      “The Prince reversed the enclosures,” said Niall. His mouth felt dry as dust, and he forced more moisture into it. “A lot of people suffered, and it was all for nothing.”

      “Indeed,” said Pompeia, and she touched his arm. “But some good came of it. I do not condone my father’s actions, but perhaps God can turn evil to good. If you had not been there, Prince Accolon would have been slain…and Cintarra and all its lands would be in even worse chaos.”

      “That…is true,” said Niall. His body all but burned from her touch, and he felt the sweat dripping down his back. “I am glad you understand that.”

      “And Rhudlan gained another valiant defender,” said Pompeia, smiling at him. “I cannot curse the fortune that brought you here.”

      Niall’s mouth had gotten so dry he wasn’t sure he could have managed a coherent sentence, but that was just as well, because he didn’t know what to say anyway. Fortunately, Sir Rufinius spoke first. 

      “If you will, my lady, I would like to see the storehouses where your lord father has been storing food,” said Rufinius. “I pray that Rhudlan will be spared the storm of the war to the north, but if it is not, we must be prepared.”

      “Yes, of course,” said Pompeia. “This way.”

      Two of her ladies-in-waiting accompanied them to adhere to the rules of propriety. Niall thought that was probably a good idea. Not that he would do anything inappropriate, but if they had been alone, perhaps he would have talked to her some more, maybe even dared to steal a kiss and see how she reacted. 

      Niall followed them around the castra in a daze. The Comes had two large barns within the walls of his castra, and both were stuffed with food. It would be enough to feed both the soldiers and the town for several months. Lhanwyn also had another barn inside the town, guarded by men-at-arms. Niall barely paid attention as Rufinius and Pompeia talked about the barns and plans for the distribution of food in the event of a siege. Just being near Pompeia made him feel dizzy, and it felt as if his heart was racing like a panicked horse. He was impressed that she had put so much effort into this. She seemed to have more concern for the people of the town than Lhanwyn. Maybe she had a better heart than her father and his vassals. Perhaps Niall could invite her to go riding. No, he couldn’t do that, there were enemies outside the walls. Maybe after the goblins had been defeated…

      At last, they finished, and Pompeia and her ladies returned to the castra. Niall watched them go, disappointed. He hoped he hadn’t made a fool of himself, but there hadn’t been much opportunity for him to talk, thankfully. Sir Rufinius went to attend to something else, and Niall stood alone with Vegetius outside the barn.

      Vegetius chuckled, once. 

      “What?” said Niall, stung.

      “You’ve got it bad,” said Vegetius.

      “I don’t understand,” said Niall, though he did.

      The decurion snorted. “The girl’s pretty enough, aye…but sometimes a man sees a woman and his wits drain out of his head. She seems to do that to you.”

      “I don’t…I’m not…I haven’t lost my wits,” said Niall. 

      “Well, you be careful around her, lad,” said Vegetius. “She’s just as cold as her father, but smarter.”

      “She’s not cold!” snapped Niall. “Else Lady Pompeia wouldn’t care so much about the people of Rhudlan. She wouldn’t have put so much work into gathering supplies, she…”

      “I didn’t say she was stupid or lazy,” said Vegetius without rancor. “But she’s a cold one. See, there are two kinds of bad nobles. Men like Hadrian Vindon, or Lhanwyn Corinium, who don’t care about their commoners and don’t bother to hide it. But Lady Pompeia…she doesn’t care, but she’s smart enough to pretend otherwise. She wants to make the commoners love her so she can use them as a weapon. Maybe against her father, or maybe to support him, I don’t know. Depends on what she wants at the time, I reckon. But you heard what she said, how sheep cannot serve in an army? That’s why she thought the enclosures were a bad idea. Because the commoners aren’t useful to her if they’re driven off their lands. Someone like Lady Pompeia will proclaim her love for Rhudlan…and then get everyone in the town killed to advance herself.”

      Niall shook his head. “She’s not like that.”

      “Sir Niall, I’ve been around a time or two,” said Vegetius. “She’s just like that. You watch yourself around her. A woman like that gets under your skin…she’ll have your head so twisted around you won’t know which way is up or down. Besides, the Comes will make a stink with the Prince and Lord Ridmark if he catches you in bed with his daughter.”

      “I…I wasn’t…” said Niall. “I wasn’t thinking about that.” That was a lie. He’d had a hard time thinking about anything else. 

      “You’d best ride out with the first patrol,” said Vegetius. “Clear your head a little.”

      The decurion was right. Niall spent most of the rest of the day in the saddle, ranging north and west of Rhudlan to watch for the enemy. They spotted a few goblin scouts and ran them down but encountered no large forces. Niall supposed that was good. It meant that the enemy hadn’t moved in force this far south. But if any goblin scouts had remained unnoticed, they might report the location of Rhudlan to their masters. 

      Sore and weary from the ride and the short, sharp fight, Niall returned to the Comes’s castra. Lhanwyn had tried to force Rufinius to billet his forces outside the town’s walls, but Rufinius had been firm. In the event of an attack, they might not have time to pull everyone inside. The royal troops were camped throughout the town, in the forums and the courtyard of the castra. Niall’s tent was in the corner of the courtyard, under one of the towers of the curtain wall. He removed and cleaned his armor, and then went to the mess tent in search of food. His eyes strayed to the central keep as he walked, and he wondered which window belonged to Pompeia. 

      He found a group of men-at-arms seated around a barrel of wine. Niall had fought alongside them at Cintarra, and they invited him to join him. He gratefully sat down on the ground next to them and accepted a wooden cup of mixed wine, which felt excellent against his parched throat. 

      “Ah, you must be Sir Niall,” said a man, sitting down next to him.

      Niall blinked. The man was towards the end of middle age, with craggy features and gray hair. He wore simple clothes of leather and wool, but over them, a long white coat with a dusty hem. Niall had seen a coat like that only a few times in his life, but he knew it was the sort of coat the Magistri favored when traveling through the realm.

      “Magistrius?” said Niall, starting to rise.

      “For God’s sake, stay sitting,” said the Magistrius with a good-natured smile. “If you stand and bow, I’ll have to stand and bow, and my knees ache too much for that.” The men-at-arms laughed and passed him a cup of wine. “Thank you. My name is Decimus, and I have the honor of serving as the Comes’s Magistrius. Of course, he ignores me entirely, unless he needs a message sent. I can’t complain since the company out here is more congenial than in the great hall.” 

      “I see,” said Niall, unsure of what to say.

      “I had already met Sir Rufinius and the decurion Vegetius, so I thought I had better introduce myself,” said Decimus. “If you have any wounded men, bring them to me. I have some healing magic, and I had a great deal of practice using it in the days of the Frostborn war.” 

      “That will be helpful, Magistrius,” said Niall. “Though I hope we have no wounded men to bring you.”

      “I hope that, too,” said Decimus. “Might I ask you a question?”

      “If you wish.”

      “Aren’t you a little young to be a knight?”

      Niall shrugged. “Lord Ridmark chose to knight me. I wasn’t going to argue with him.” 

      One of the other men clapped him on the shoulder. “He’s a madman, and he’s going to get himself killed, but he did save Prince Accolon twice.”

      “I was just fortunate,” said Niall, uncomfortable with the praise. 

      “You were from Ebor?” said Decimus.

      “Aye,” said Niall. “But when Sir Ricatus enclosed the farmlands, we had to leave. We went to Cintarra and then to Castarium, which was where I met the Prince.” 

      “Do you know what became of the people of Ebor?” said Decimus.

      “Lord Ridmark gave them money to take a barge up the river to the Northerland,” said Niall. “Most of them decided to accept Dux Constantine’s invitation for freeholders to settle in the Northerland in exchange for lands.”

      “They could return, now that the enclosures have been reversed,” said Decimus.

      “They could,” said Niall, “but I don’t think they will.” He shrugged. “The Northerland is dangerous…but everyone knows that. Cintarra was supposed to be peaceful, but then the enclosures happened, and the goblins and the Heptarchy attacked.”

      “Well,” said Decimus, “let us hope for peace, but war is more likely.”

      They talked for a while. Niall found he liked the Magistrius. He wouldn’t have thought Lhanwyn had any capable men in his service.

      “What…do you think of Pompeia? Lady Pompeia?” said Niall once the other men had gone to bed. 

      “A determined young woman,” said Decimus. “Wiser than her father, I think, but no less ruthless. She’ll wind up ruling her husband with a fist of iron.” He chuckled. “Pity the poor fool.”

      Niall nodded, unable to turn his thoughts from her. 

      The next morning, he decided to ride out with another patrol. No major groups of the enemy had been sighted close to Rhudlan yet, but that was no reason to relax their vigilance. Niall was leading his horse through the courtyard when he caught sight of Lady Pompeia.

      She was walking right towards him. 

      She wore a much finer dress than yesterday, blue and gold with a plunging neckline, jewels in her ears and at her throat. Two of her ladies trailed at a discreet distance. Niall froze for a stunned instant, unable to look away from her, and then his manners kicked back in, and he offered a bow.

      “My lady,” he said. “What can I do for you?”

      “You are going out on patrol, yes?” said Pompeia. “Will you be back today?”

      “I should be, if God wills it,” said Niall. 

      Pompeia nodded. “Come speak with me if you return before sundown. I have some concerns about the defense, and I would like to discuss them with you.”

      Once again, his mouth dried up. Did Pompeia really have concerns about the town’s defense? Or did she want to talk to him?

      “Yes,” said Niall. “Yes, of course.”

      She smiled. It was radiant. Niall thought he said a farewell and watched as she left.

      Then he shook himself out of his daze, climbed into the saddle, and joined the patrol forming outside of the castra’s gates. 

      Niall tried not to think about Pompeia as he rode with the other men-at-arms over the surrounding fields, scouting for signs of goblins. Unfortunately, she was not so easily dislodged from his mind. He wished he could have talked with Rhiain about her, that he could have asked her advice, but his aunt had gone with Lady Calliande to help her. 

      

      The patrol seemed to stretch on with agonizing slowness, but at last, they returned to Rhudlan and Lhanwyn’s castra. The sun was slipping away to the west, but it was still daylight, so Niall figured he still had time to visit Pompeia. He cleaned himself and put on a fresh tunic in haste, and then walked through the corridors of the central keep until he came to the door to Lady Pompeia’s chambers. A quick knock and one of Pompeia’s ladies opened the door.

      “Oh, good, you came, Sir Niall,” said the woman. “Her ladyship was concerned.”

      Pompeia emerged, and she and Niall walked along the castra’s curtain wall, the ladies trailing at a safe distance. Her smell filled his nostrils, and it was more intoxicating than wine. Was she wearing perfume? She asked how the patrol had gone, and he answered honestly, saying that they had encountered no goblins today. That seemed to please Pompeia somewhat, but she looked tense, perhaps even frightened. 

      “Sir Niall,” said Pompeia, her fingers tugging at each other. “I need to confess something to you.”

      “Oh?” said Niall. “What’s that?”

      They had reached one of the curtain wall’s towers, one that faced the river. The door to the guardroom was open. The room beyond was empty since all their current threats came from the north, not the direction of the river. 

      “It is something I can only tell you in private,” said Pompeia.

      “In private,” said Niall, his blood roaring in his ears. “Yes. In private.” 

      “That guard room should suffice,” said Pompeia. She looked at her ladies. “Could you keep watch and make sure that we’re not disturbed?”

      The ladies inclined their heads. One of them smirked. Niall, his attention on Pompeia, didn’t notice. He stepped aside for her to enter the guardroom, and then followed her inside, closing the door behind them. The chamber was round and small with a wooden table and a cot for the guard. The only light came from a narrow window overlooking the river. Pompeia crossed to it and gazed out at the water, her face hidden from him. 

      “What did you wish to discuss?” said Niall. 

      “I…” There was a waver in Pompeia’s voice. “I…”

      “My lady?” said Niall.

      She turned to face him, and to his surprise, she started to cry. 

      He moved without thinking, and suddenly she was in his arms, weeping into his shoulder. Her warm, soft weight against him felt better than anything he had ever known, even though he had no idea why she had started crying. Niall eased her back a pace, partly so he could see her face, and partly because he was mortified that he was getting aroused. 

      “What’s wrong?” he said. 

      Pompeia stared up at him, her eyes filled with tears. “I’m just…I’m just so frightened. You don’t know what it’s been like. My father is a cruel man, and he has turned everyone against him, including the Prince. And now these goblins are attacking from the north, and the Heptarchy soldiers from the south, and…and it seems we face disaster on every side. I don’t know what to do. I don’t have anyone I can trust.” 

      “We will keep you safe, my lady,” said Niall. “Lord Ridmark is the greatest warrior in the realm, and Prince Accolon is a good commander. We’ll drive back the goblins and the Heptarchy.” 

      She sniffled, tried to smile, and sniffled again. “But…but what will become of me? The Prince hates my father, everyone can see that. What will happen if the Prince strips of my father of his lands? Where will I go? What will I do? I’m so frightened, Niall.”

      “I will protect you,” said Niall. “I promise.”

      Her smile was a little more solid this time. “You will?”

      “I will,” he said.

      “Oh, I know I don’t deserve it,” said Pompeia, looking down. “Not after what my father has done. I know how he and that ghastly Sir Ricatus drove your family and your neighbors from your lands.”

      “You’re not like him,” said Niall. “I can see that now. I saw how you made ready for the siege, how you cared about the people of the town.” Vegetius’s warning flashed through his mind and promptly vanished into the red haze filling his thoughts. “Your father isn’t like that.”

      “You think so?” said Pompeia. She dabbed at her eyes. “I must look a terrible mess.”

      “No,” said Niall. “You’re beautiful.” 

      He felt a fool when he said it, but she blushed. 

      “Do you think so?” said Pompeia. “I always feel so plain, so lonely.”

      “You’re not plain,” said Niall. “You’re anything but plain. I could stare at you all day.” His hands were still on her arms, and he felt the heat of her through the cloth of her sleeves. This had to be how moths felt as they circled around the flames. 

      A moth that got too close to the fire burned, but he ignored that.

      “I feel…I feel safer when I’m with you,” breathed Pompeia. “I know you’ll protect me.” She stepped closer, her chest pressing against his, her lips parted as she stared up at him. “You will protect me, won’t you?”

      “I will,” said Niall, his voice hoarse. The entire Heptarchy and every goblin in existence could have stormed into the castra, and he wouldn’t have noticed.

      “Won’t you comfort me?” murmured Pompeia.

      “Comfort?” said Niall.

      She leaned up and very gently kissed him, her lips like soft fire. 

      After that, he was lost. Part of his mind pointed out that this was an extraordinarily bad idea, but all thought was drowned in the torrent of need. She was tugging at his clothes, and he was pulling at her gown, and finally they got her out of her rich garments. Niall had never seen anything he had wanted as much as her uncovered body, not food, not water, nothing, and he all but ripped off his clothes in his haste to be rid of them. 

      They ended up on the narrow cot together, Pompeia moaning and painting, and about a minute later, every muscle in Niall’s body seemed to contract at once while his mind exploded. He slumped against her, wheezing, his limbs shaking, and Pompeia coiled against him, stroking his back. 

      With the release came a sudden burst of icy lucidity. God and the saints, had he gone mad? What was he doing? He had just seduced the Comes’ daughter. The church said it was a sin for a man to lie with an unmarried woman, which was what he had just done. What would Lhanwyn do once he learned that one of Lord Ridmark’s knights had slept with his daughter? For that matter, had Niall just put a baby in her belly? Should he go to the great hall and ask Lhanwyn for Pompeia’s hand in marriage?

      He started to push off her in a sudden panic, but she gazed up at him and smiled. 

      “What’s wrong?” whispered Pompeia.

      “Nothing,” said Niall. She did feel very good against him, her warm skin pressed against his. “I…”

      “I feel so much safer with you, Sir Niall,” said Pompeia, and his doubts evaporated. “You’ll keep this secret, won’t you? Father would be cross if he found out. He would use it against the Prince.” She smiled and stroked his back, her fingers playing against his spine. “But I feel so…safe with you. You’ll keep it a secret?”

      “Yes,” said Niall. “Yes, of course.”

      He hesitated, then leaned down and kissed her again. Pompeia smiled and kissed him back. Her arms folded around his back, and then her legs wrapped around him a few seconds later. The fire in his blood had gone out, but it started to awaken again.

      “Oh,” said Pompeia with sudden disappointment. “I’ve lingered too long. I’ll be missed at dinner.” Niall eased off her, and Pompeia scrambled to her feet. Even that was glorious to watch, her blond hair hanging in disarray against her smooth back. She started to climb back into her garments. 

      “I’ll…be able to see you again, won’t I?” said Niall.

      She smiled over her shoulder at him. “Of course. After the night watch is set, go to the turret room in the southwestern tower of the keep. There is a secret passage that leads to my rooms from there. I’ll be waiting for you. Help me with my cloak, will you? It will hide that my gown is a bit…disheveled.” 

      He did, and Pompeia kissed him one more time, smiled, and slipped out the door to the ramparts, leaving Niall standing alone and naked in the tower room. He suddenly realized he would have no explanation if someone came across him, so he dressed in haste and peered out the door to the ramparts. The section of the battlements was deserted, so Niall left the tower room, descended to the courtyard, and headed for his tent.

      That had been a mistake. He was a soldier and a knight, and his life didn’t need complications. And carrying on a secret affair with Lady Pompeia Corinium could end in disaster in so many different ways. 

      It had been a mistake, and Niall would not repeat it. He could see why he had done it. The last few months had been harrowing, and he had seen hundreds of men die. For that matter, the year before had been hard and grinding and full of sorrow and fear. Vegetius and some of the other men had been teasing him about the need to find a woman, and then he had met Pompeia, and he had never, ever felt as alive as he did when he was in her arms…

      Niall swallowed. It was a mistake. He wouldn’t repeat it.

      But at nightfall, his feet carried him to the tower room. There was indeed a secret passage. Pompeia awaited him and led him to her rooms, where he enthusiastically repeated his mistake twice more that night and once more before the sun came up.
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      Nobles never listened to servants. It was a weakness that Moriah had exploited many times during the thefts she had carried out with Delwen and Gunther, and later when she had become the Wraith. Having become a (legitimate) noblewoman herself, she would not make the same mistake, and soon she had made fast friends with several of the castra’s maids and cooks. A little coaxing, and soon they had spilled all their gossip to her.

      They feared their master the Comes, for Lhanwyn Corinium was a greedy and exacting man, one who never showed mercy unless he could profit by it. But despite his greed, he wasn’t cruel, and he was a remote figure, more interested in exacting rents and tolls from his lands than in managing his household.

      That he left to his daughter, the Lady Pompeia…and the maids hated her far more than the Comes. Pompeia had all her father’s cunning and iron will coupled to a cruel streak, and she ran the household with interest in every detail. Should anything fail to meet her standards, she exploded into fury, raining blows down upon the offending servant. Moriah sympathized, telling tales of cruel noblewomen in Cintarra. Nor did she have to embellish or fabricate. There was a sort of woman, Moriah knew, that men founded charming, even irresistible, but who was endlessly cruel to any woman in her power. 

      It seemed that Lady Pompeia was such a woman…and she was indeed liked by men. The maids said Pompeia went through a new “favorite” every few months or so, a man dazzled by her beauty whom she could bend to her will. Pompeia toyed with the man until she had gotten whatever she wanted from him, usually lands or a favor, and then arranged for her father to cast him out. It seemed that Comes Lhanwyn, who had enjoyed a string of lovers himself, had no interest in preserving his daughter’s virginity (which was long-lost anyway) and indeed found the entire thing amusing so long as it enriched his House.

      And, the maids whispered, Lady Pompeia had found a new favorite, one of the knights who had accompanied Lord Ridmark from Cintarra. 

      Moriah was surprised when she heard that. Who was it? Most of Lord Ridmark’s men were older, solid men with wives and children back home. Not that knights were known in general for faithfulness to their marriage vows, but she had met all of Ridmark's men, and she couldn’t see any of them falling for someone like Pompeia…

      Wait. No. 

      He wasn’t that stupid, was he?

      Moriah decided to find out.

      She awoke before dawn and seated herself in the turret room of the keep’s southwestern tower. The servants said that Lady Pompeia had a secret passage that led to her rooms, though that was a polite fiction to save face since everyone in the castra knew. Moriah’s keen eye spotted the scratches on the floor from the hidden door, the secret latch under a torch sconce. 

      She did not have to wait long. A little after the sun came up, the hidden door opened, and a very disheveled Niall of Ebor stepped into the room. He did not look as if he had slept, his face unshaven and his clothes rumpled, and Moriah saw the marks on his neck where he had been kissed with considerable urgency. 

      Moriah sighed…and to her surprise and annoyance, she felt a stab of jealousy. That was irritating. She and Niall had nothing whatsoever in common. Admittedly, he was handsome, and brave, and vigorous, and had a sort of honest earnestness that was both irritating and appealing…

      Which, she supposed, was how Pompeia had snared him.

      Niall saw her and almost jumped back into the passage, which would have been funny under other circumstances. He caught his balance, and his face was frozen into a mixture of guilt, alarm, and surprise. Then he stepped clear of the secret door, and it swung shut behind him. 

      “You know,” said Moriah, “I was beginning to think you were smarter than I had guessed, but it appears I was wrong.” 

      “I…don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Niall. 

      Moriah sighed again. “I asked you to help me keep an eye on the Comes. I don’t know how you went from that to bedding someone like Lady Pompeia.”

      “I…I don’t know…” started Niall.

      “You’re a terrible liar,” said Moriah. “You really should stick with the truth.”

      They stared at each other for a moment. Niall looked so embarrassed and chagrined that Moriah felt a flicker of pity. Was this the first time he had been with a woman? Given how flustered he had acted around her, it probably was. Again, she felt that annoying flicker of jealousy. Why should she care what Niall did? It wasn’t as if he had shown any interest…though it wasn’t as if she had been friendly to him, either. 

      “How did you know?” said Niall at last. 

      “Nobles make a mistake,” said Moriah. “They don’t pay attention to the servants.” Niall snorted. “I don’t make that error. I made friends with the maids and the cooks. They told me that Lord Lhanwyn is a greedy and a grasping man, but not a cruel one. But they say that Lady Pompeia is both greedy and cruel,” he started to frown at that, “and that she goes through different ‘favorites’ every few months. And they all said that she had a new favorite.”

      “It’s not like that,” said Niall. “She cares about the people of Rhudlan.” Moriah scoffed. “She does! Else why would she make sure supplies were gathered to feed them? And…and she told me that she was frightened, that she couldn’t trust anyone, and…”

      “And you comforted her the best you could,” said Moriah, voice heavy with sarcasm. “That’s one of the more novel excuses I’ve heard for acting like an idiot, but go on.” 

      “It’s not like that!” said Niall, his temper flaring. He had the angry look of a man about to defend a woman. Was he actually in love with Pompeia Corinium? If she was his first lover, he might be…and he definitely wasn’t Pompeia’s first, and she would know how to wind an earnest man like Niall around her finger. “I don’t know why you’re listening to gossip. She does care about the people of Rhudlan, and she wants my help to defend them.”

      “For God’s sake,” said Moriah. “Can you really be that oblivious?” 

      “I am not oblivious,” said Niall. “Not every woman is a liar like you are.”

      “Like I am?” said Moriah, rising from the bench. He glared at her, and she glared right back. “And what makes you say that, Sir Niall? Given that you met Lord Ridmark when you were on trial for stealing cattle.”

      “I told the truth,” said Niall. “I told the monks what I had done, and I told Lord Ridmark. I didn’t lie about it. I didn’t try to hide it. Not the way you did. You lied and you stole, and you were rewarded for it.”

      “Why don’t you take that up with Prince Accolon?” said Moriah. “Since he’s the one who rewarded me? Though if you’re going to start questioning his decisions, perhaps you ought to wonder why he’s decided to put his trust in a rural simpleton distracted by the first woman who crooked her finger his way.” 

      “That’s why you don’t like me,” said Niall, his hands curling into fists at his side. “I told the truth, and I suffered for it. You lied, and you were rewarded.”

      “No, you don’t like me because I’m smarter than you are,” said Moriah, “and you know it. We’re both thieves, you and me. There’s no difference between us. But you got caught. I never did. I helped Accolon willingly, and that’s how I got a pardon. Never even occurred to you.” She was angry, and realized she had better stop talking, but ignored that impulse. “See, if Lady Rhiain had been my aunt, she wouldn’t have been living in a tent outside Castarium. She would have been living in comfort with what I had stolen, but you couldn’t manage that, and she almost starved to death.”

      Niall flinched as if she had slapped him, his face going almost purple and then white. He was furious, and she had landed a telling blow on him. 

      “Oh?” snapped Niall. “If you’re so much smarter than me, then how come you couldn’t save your friends Delwen and Gunther? How come you couldn’t save your sister?”

      Moriah went stone-still for a frozen moment, and then the fury filled her veins like molten iron. She wanted to step forward and pummel that accusing look off his face. Though that wouldn’t end well, since he was stronger and faster than she was, and she would have to summon her armor, and then…

      Niall blinked and looked away, shame going over his expression. 

      “God and the saints,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t…I should not have said that. I’ve lost people, too. My parents. My uncle. I would have saved them if I could, but I couldn’t. I’m sorry.”

      “You should be,” said Moriah, her voice a little hoarse. She pushed back the tears that threatened to come. This was no time to cry. “But…I shouldn’t have said that, either. I know you did everything you could for your aunt.” 

      Niall shook his head. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe you would have done more.”

      “I say that,” said Moriah, “but if I’m so smart, why couldn’t I save my friends? And maybe in your position, I wouldn’t have done any better. I’m sorry.”

      Niall hesitated, then nodded. “Accepted. And we shouldn’t fight. We both…well, we both serve the same master, in the end.”

      “Agreed,” said Moriah. “But, Sir Niall, listen to me.” He started to speak, and she raised her hands in a gesture of peace. “Just listen. Forget the cruel things I said. How is starting an affair with Pompeia Corinium possibly a good idea?”

      “You’re wrong about her,” said Niall. “She’s a good woman at heart.”

      “Fine,” said Moriah, though she didn’t believe that. “Maybe she is. Maybe she’s a saint.” Though Moriah was reasonably sure saints did not have lovers sneaking into their rooms through secret passages. “But even if she is…how is having an affair with her a good idea? Her father might be furious if he finds out,” she doubted that but it was an argument Niall would understand, “and the Comes will use that against Prince Accolon. Or suppose she changes her mind and says that you forced her? Lhanwyn could bring capital charges against you before the Prince.”

      “She won’t,” said Niall with perfect confidence. 

      Had Moriah ever been that naïve? 

      “Why not?” said Moriah.

      “Because she cares about Rhudlan. She wants to defend it. She told me so herself,” said Niall. He took a deep breath. “When this is all over, if we are victorious…I’m going ask for her hand in marriage.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake,” said Moriah. 

      Niall kept talking. “I think I love her. Maybe after the war is over, I can wed her…and I can help her rebuild the lands around Rhudlan. Villages like Ebor.”

      He believed it, she saw. He absolutely believed it. There was nothing Moriah could say to reach him, not in this mood. She would have to keep an eye on him as well. Somehow, she knew Pompeia would try to use this to her advantage, to advance her father’s power and by proxy her own. 

      “You’ve known her for two days and spent one night with her, and you’re ready to declare your love and marry her?” said Moriah. 

      “Yes,” said Niall. 

      “For God’s sake,” she said again. “I’ve disguised myself as a man many times, but I never wished to be one. I don’t know why God gave you brains since you do all your thinking with the organ between your legs. You see a pretty face, and so much for reason and logic and good sense.” 

      Niall frowned and would have said more, but Moriah heard a faint wailing note.

      “What’s that?” he said, crossing to the tower window.

      “A war horn,” said Moriah. 

      Niall went rigid. The flustered young man vanished without a trace. In his place stood a grim warrior, a knight ready to go to battle. He suddenly reminded her a little of both Lord Ridmark and Sir Rufinius. 

      “The sentinels on the wall,” said Niall. “They’ve seen the enemy.”
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      Niall ran through the courtyard and into Rhudlan’s main street, heading for the gate. His chain mail dragged at his shoulders, and his sword bounced against his leg in its scabbard, but he ignored them both. 

      He was tired, and his thoughts were a jangle of doubts and hopes. Moriah’s words played in his head. She wasn’t stupid. She was probably smarter than he was. Was she right about Pompeia? No, no, she couldn’t be. Sometimes women disliked each other for reasons that a man could not comprehend. 

      And last night…

      Last night had been perhaps the best experience of Niall’s life. 

      Pompeia had been glad to see him. More than glad, and she had made him feel things he hadn’t known were possible. Dimly he was aware that she was likely not a virgin, that he wasn’t her first lover. His uncle had attempted to give him an overview of relations between men and women (living with farm animals made it impossible to avoid the topic), and he had explained that the first time was usually painful for the woman, and perhaps subsequently, if the man wasn’t careful. Yet Pompeia had shown no sign of pain, only passion and delight at his touch. 

      Was Niall in love? Maybe. He didn’t know. Niall was tired, and he could barely think straight. Last night hadn’t brought much sleep. He glanced over his shoulder and saw that Moriah was keeping pace with him, which was impressive given her long skirt. Was she telling him the truth? He thought so. Or, at least, the truth as she saw it. A man could tell the truth, but if he was mistaken, that made his words false even if he was telling the truth. Maybe Moriah was mistaken. 

      Or maybe she was right…

      He pushed that thought out of his head. The middle of a battle was not the place to daydream about women. 

      Because the war horns had not stopped wailing, and Niall feared that a battle was about to come to Rhudlan. 

      He reached the forum before the northern gate and climbed to the ramparts, Moriah two steps behind him. Sir Rufinius was already there, stern and impressive in his plate armor, Starflame waiting in its scabbard on his hip. Vegetius stood by the Swordbearer, squinting over the wall.

      Niall looked over the battlements and saw dark masses moving across the ground to the north. 

      Soldiers, lots of them, traveling together. 

      And to judge from the black banners with the crimson sigils of dragon-headed men, they weren’t friendly.

      “Sir Niall, Lady Moriah,” said Rufinius. 

      “What news, sir?” said Niall. 

      “The enemy comes,” said Rufinius without preamble. “The last of the scouts returned a quarter of an hour past. A large enemy force is coming – several thousand strong, at least. Goblins and those dog-creatures the men of the Frankish Empire call gnolls, and human horsemen. Probably Dragon Cultists.” 

      “Did they overwhelm Prince Accolon’s force?” said Niall, alarmed. “Or push through the Anathgrimm.”

      “Doubt it, lad,” said Vegetius. “The scouts didn’t think they had been bloodied. I think one of the Dragon Cultists saw an opportunity and decided to pursue it. Or they’re an advance force sent out ahead of a larger host.” He looked at Rufinius. “Sir knight, I think we’d better send messengers out at once before it’s too late. If we wait too much longer, we won’t be able to get a rider out.”

      “Have Decimus do it,” said Moriah, and they all looked at her. “The Magistri can send messages over long distances, and Decimus said he could reach the Keeper. If he warns Lady Calliande, she can contact the other Magistri and get the Anathgrimm and Prince Accolon marching to our aid.” 

      “That’s a good idea,” said Rufinius. “Lady Moriah, please inform Decimus to send a message to the Keeper immediately. The sooner we have aid coming our way, the better.” Moriah nodded and ran from the ramparts. Niall watched her go, admiring her fluid grace as she ran up the street. Chagrin flooded through him. Hadn’t he just spent the night with Pompeia? He turned his attention back to Rufinius. “Decurion, Sir Niall, your suggestions?” 

      “Better put every man on alert,” said Vegetius. “Tell them to keep their swords and spears close at hand. We’ll need to man the entire northern wall. But we’ve enough soldiers to keep quite a few in reserve, to rotate in and out as necessary.” He scratched his jaw. “Best to keep watchers in the castra towers as well, in case they try to swim the river. The enemy might not have any heavy siege equipment, so perhaps their purpose is to pin us in place until the rest of the Dragon Cult arrives. But we’d better have some men manning the ballistae in the gate towers,” he nodded at the high towers that flanked the gate, “to harry any catapults they bring forward.” 

      Rufinius nodded. “This counsel is good to me. Sir Niall, decurion, see it done.”

      The next hour was a whirlwind of activity. Niall and Vegetius walked up and down the length of the wall, giving orders. Companies of swordsmen and spearmen went to the walls, archers and crossbowmen standing behind them. The northern wall was fully manned, and reserve companies waited in the streets and forum. Should the enemy try to storm the wall, they could hold them off for a considerable time.

      But Niall saw the hostile army unfolding. Most of them looked to be the blue-gray goblins they had fought on the road to Rhudlan, and some of them were mounted on bloodwolves. About a third were gnolls in chain mail, and Niall heard their barks and snarls. Even from this distance, he smelled their rank odor. Riding back and forth behind the ranks of gnolls and goblins were human knights on horseback, their faces concealed behind dragon-helmets of fire. Dragon Cultists, commanding the goblins and gnolls in the impending attack. 

      Because they were getting ready to attack. Niall had little experience of siege warfare, but even he could see that. The enemy army hadn’t moved to block the road into the town. They were getting ready to storm the walls by force. The walls of Rhudlan were tall and strong, and held by many men…but only some of those men were veteran royal troops. The rest were Cintarran militiamen and the Comes’ own troops, and Niall worried what Lhanwyn might order his men to do once the battle started. 

      He returned to the ramparts over the gatehouse, and to his surprise, delight, and alarm, saw Pompeia there. She stood with the Comes, wearing the simple gray dress again, and the memory of what had passed between them last night burned through his mind. Her father stood next to her, scowling. Lhanwyn Corinium wore fine plate armor burnished to a gleam, a blue surcoat with the sigil of his House hanging to his knees. A leather belt and wooden scabbard held his sword, and his helmet rested under his left arm. Moriah stood with Rufinius, watching the Comes with wariness in her eyes. 

      Pompeia saw Niall approaching and winked. No one else saw, thank God.

      “Magistrius Decimus says the message has been sent,” said Moriah. 

      “An affront,” rumbled Lhanwyn. “The Magistrius is a member of my court, Sir Rufinius. I should have been the one to give the order, not you.”

      Niall wondered how such a petty man had a daughter like Pompeia.

      “Perhaps,” said Rufinius, calm as still water. “But I am the castellan by royal authority, my lord Comes.” He gestured at the army over the wall. “And consider the urgency of the situation. We need aid and swiftly. Questions of precedence seem irrelevant when we face an enemy who wishes to kill us all.”

      “Perhaps,” said Lhanwyn, his tone grudging. “It hardly matters now, does it?”

      “Will you join us on the walls, Comes?” said Rufinius. “We will need every sword.”

      “Not yet, my boy,” said Lhanwyn, taking on a paternal air. “The Crown Prince gave you command of the walls, so command them you shall. I will hold the castra with my own men. Should the battle go awry, you will need to withdraw there.”

      “We might need to summon your men to reinforce the defense here,” said Rufinius.

      “Of course, of course,” said Lhanwyn, making a dismissive gesture.

      Niall realized that Lhanwyn had no intention of doing any such thing. If the goblins and the gnolls broke through, he would sit in the castra and do nothing as the enemy poured into his town. Then when Accolon arrived to lift the siege, he would blame the Crown Prince and demand restitution. The cynicism of it angered Niall. Lhanwyn would sacrifice thousands of lives to advance his own station? Then again, he had been willing to dispossess thousands of commoners to enrich himself, so perhaps Niall shouldn’t have been surprised. 

      He looked at Moriah and saw that she had come to the same realization. Pompeia’s eyes flicked from Niall to Moriah, and her lips compressed into a thin line for just a moment. 

      “As you will,” said Rufinius. “Comes, if you wish to take command of the castra, I suggest you take your daughter there. The enemy will likely attack the wall at any moment, and you will not be safe here.”

      “Of course,” said Lhanwyn. “Come, girl.”

      Lhanwyn led the way from the ramparts, two of his men-at-arms following him. Pompeia cast a lingering glance over Niall, and he felt his blood stir with the memory. Then the Comes and his daughter were gone, striding back towards the castra to the south. 

      “You realize he has absolutely no intention of aiding us,” said Moriah. “If the enemy breaks into the town, he’ll sit within the castra and let us get slaughtered. Then when Prince Accolon or Lord Ridmark arrive, he’ll come forth and claim the Prince failed to protect his lands.” 

      “I know,” said Rufinius. He lowered his voice. “It may be necessary to have the Wraith compel him.”

      Niall said nothing. Of everyone in Rhudlan, only he and Sir Rufinius knew that Moriah Rhosmor was the mysterious Wraith who had terrorized the Regency Council for the last year. Not even Vegetius knew, as far as Niall was aware. 

      “Aye,” said Moriah. “How far should I go to persuade him, if necessary?”

      “Do what you think best,” said Rufinius. “Perhaps it’s best if I don’t know the full details.” Vegetius returned, breathing a little hard. “Decurion?”

      “All the lads are in place, my lord,” said Vegetius. “We’re ready for them. Sir Peter left us good decurions, men who will keep their heads in a fight.” 

      “Good,” said Rufinius. He reached for his belt and drew Starflame. The soulstone worked into the tang of the sword glimmered with pale white light. “Remain here with me for now, all three of you. I may need to dispatch you to carry out my orders, or to take command where the defense lags.” 

      “Have you ever fought in a siege before, Sir Rufinius?” said Moriah.

      “I have not,” said Rufinius. 

      That seemed to take Moriah aback. “Oh.”

      “But I have, my lady, more often than I wish to remember,” said Vegetius. “The advantage lies with the defender, which is us. Good stone walls help. One man atop a solid rampart is worth seven to ten of the poor sods who are about to attack us.” He looked over the wall and adjusted his helmet. “They don’t have the numbers to storm us, not properly. Of course, they might just be here to soften us up before the main attack.” He grinned. “But don’t worry, my lady. I’m sure Sir Rufinius won’t let any harm befall you.”

      To Niall’s surprise, he saw Moriah’s cheeks color very slightly before she mastered herself. It was her pale complexion – hard to hide a blush. He wondered again if she and Sir Rufinius were lovers and was surprised and annoyed that he was a little jealous. Which was madness, because he had just spent the night with Pompeia. If Moriah and Rufinius were lovers, it was hypocritical of her to have made such a fuss over Pompeia…but then again, she was probably more discreet than he was. 

      Sir Rufinius remained unmoved. “I don’t want anyone to be hurt. But I’m afraid God will not grant that prayer today. The enemy comes.”

      Niall looked to the north. The gnolls and the goblins were motionless, but they had divided into rows, columns of goblins and gnolls flanking each other. War horns rang out, and the goblins and the gnolls shouted, their inhuman voices rising in battle cries. The enemy advanced in columns. 

      Vegetius spat a curse. “Ladders. They’re carrying ladders.” He turned and raised his voice to a hoarse bellow. “Archers! Release on the ladders at will! Release!”

      The cry was repeated up and down the northern wall, and the archers drew back their bows and released. A storm of arrows arced over the battlements and fell like a steel-tipped rain among the advancing enemies. Some of the goblins and gnolls fell. A few of the creatures cast spells, magical Shields appearing to intercept the attacks. Most of the arrows fell into the gnolls’ heavy wooden shields. One of the ladders fell to the earth as the goblins carrying it perished, but the rest kept advancing.

      “Release at will!” shouted Vegetius.

      “They’re going to reach the wall, no matter what we do,” said Rufinius. He raised his voice to shout as well. “Spearmen, swordsmen! Make ready to receive the foe.” 

      Niall took a deep breath and put on his helmet. He drew his shield from the strap on his back and bound it to his left arm, testing its now-familiar weight. Between his chain mail hauberk, his helmet, his gauntlets, and the plates on his heavy boots, he felt like he was cocooned in steel. But he knew that the feeling of safety was only an illusion. His armor was not as tough as Sir Rufinius’s plate mail. And if a blow caught him in the lower face or in the knee, he would be overcome with pain, and his foe would finish him off. He was good at violence…but he had no illusions about invincibility. 

      A stray thought flickered through his mind. A few of Lord Ridmark’s men had joked, with the gallows humor of soldiers, that if Niall didn’t act soon, he would die a virgin when the Heptarchy returned. He supposed that was no longer true…and he might die here and now long before the red orcs of the Heptarchy returned to the shores of Andomhaim. 

      He saw Moriah staring at him. 

      “Good fortune,” she said, voice quiet. “Don’t get killed. I’d have to find someone new to yell at.”

      Niall snorted, oddly touched. “I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you.” 

      “Now you’re beginning to understand how to trade insults,” said Moriah.

      Rufinius frowned. “Why would you yell at Sir Niall?”

      “Because I’m contrary and spiteful,” said Moriah. 

      “Since your contrary spitefulness saved my life, I shouldn’t dream of arguing with you,” said Rufinius. Moriah laughed at that. 

      “Now that, lad, is how to return an insult,” said Vegetius. 

      It was the last-minute banter before a battle, he knew. The macabre jokes in the final instant before the swords rang and the shields splintered. Niall rolled his shoulders beneath his coat of chain mail, and he felt…better. Clearer. More focused. Better than he had since the Heptarchy attack on Cintarra, actually. Idly he wondered if there was something wrong with him, that he felt so calm in a fight and yet restless and ill at ease otherwise.

      But there was no more time to worry about it.

      The row of ladders crashed against the ramparts, and the goblins began scrambling to the battlements.

      Up and down the wall Niall heard the shout of men, the clang of steel, the crackle of spells. A ladder crashed against the ramparts over the gate, and a goblin sprang over, clad in fur and leather, a spear in hand. Sir Rufinius moved in a blur, Starflame a shining arc in his hand. With the power of his soulblade, Rufinius took off the goblin’s head in a single blow. Dark blue blood the color of ink spurted from the stump, and the body fell backward off the ladder. More goblins rushed over the ladder, and Niall charged into the fray, his sword rising and falling. He caught a goblin sword on his shield, swung his arm, and bashed the heavy sheet of oak and iron across the goblin’s face. The creature’s head snapped back, and Niall finished it off with a quick stab of his sword.

      Another goblin thrust its hand at him, magical flames blazing around its clawed fingers. Niall had seen that before and knew what to expect, and he threw himself flat. The blast of magical fire shot over his head and Niall leaped back to his feet and swung. His sword crunched into the goblin’s neck, carving a deep wound. The goblin stumbled, and Niall wrenched his sword free and kicked the creature in the stomach. 

      It fell, and he left it to bleed to death. 

      Another goblin came at him. Niall crossed swords with it a dozen times in as many seconds. The creature was skilled with a blade, and it had the proper footing. Niall found himself forced back, and suddenly the handle of a dagger sprouted from the creature’s venomous yellow eye. The goblin went rigid with a shriek of pain, and Niall killed it. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Moriah standing at the edge of the rampart, her hand outstretched from the dagger she had just thrown. 

      He raised his bloody sword in a quick salute, and she gave him a sharp nod. 

      The men-at-arms and the knights pushed back the goblins, Sir Rufinius leading them. Four men seized the top of the ladder and pushed it back, and it toppled backward to land with a thump on the ground. 

      “Stand fast!” shouted Rufinius, raising Starflame over his head. A cheer rose up from the nearby men, and Niall found his voice joining it. “Stand fast, and…”

      There was a clang, and a crossbow quarrel hit Rufinius in the head. 

      The Swordbearer staggered, and for an awful moment, Niall was certain their leader had been slain. But the quarrel had glanced off the side of his helmet. Rufinius shook his head, unharmed.

      “Goddamn it!” bellowed Vegetius. “Archers! Get those damned crossbowmen now!” A troop of goblins had moved forward, loosing crossbow quarrels at the ramparts. The defenders’ archers and crossbowmen sent their own arrows and quarrels at the goblins. Niall looked up and down the wall. Everywhere he looked, men fought goblins and gnolls atop the ramparts. He thought that they were holding, but the fighting was fierce.

      “Sir Niall!” said Rufinius. “There, the enemy is about to break through.” A mob of gnolls had gained the ramparts, laying about them with heavy axes. More gnolls climbed up behind them. If they held on, they would have a stronghold on the battlements, and they might be able flood into the town. “Take one of the reserves and push them back.”

      “Yes, my lord!” said Niall. He ran down the rampart to the forum, to where some of the reserve men waited, anxiously watching the fighting. Niall stopped before a young man in chain mail, leading a company of Cintarran militia.

      Young? He had to be seven or eight years older than Niall. But to judge from the fear on his face, he hadn’t faced that many battles. 

      “What’s your name, decurion?” said Niall. 

      “Ah…Cranner, sir knight,” said the decurion. Probably a merchant’s son, whose father had bought him a place in the militia as a decurion. Well, he would have to earn that today.

      “Follow me,” said Niall. “We’re going to reinforce the walls. Move!” He jogged forward, and to their credit, Cranner and his company followed. “Were you at the battle of the quays in Cintarra?” 

      “Yes, sir knight,” said Cranner. 

      “Well, these goblins aren’t nearly as tough as the red orcs,” said Niall. He wasn’t sure about the gnolls, though. “Keep your shields up and hit them hard, and we’ll come through this!” He wasn’t sure about that, either. But he had watched Lord Ridmark enough to realize that a leader had to always show confidence before his men, no matter what his own doubts. 

      And Niall feared that a lot of the militiamen were about to die. 

      But they would all die anyway if the enemy broke into Rhudlan.

      He hurried up the stairs to the ramparts not far from where the gnolls had gained their foothold. The situation had worsened, and gnolls armed with axes and shields were guarding the ladder, fighting off any attempt to dislodge them. 

      “Take them!” shouted Niall, and he charged, shield leading, sword drawn back to strike.

      He wanted to glance back to see if Cranner and his men followed, but he didn’t dare. But he heard their battle cries and the slap of their boots against the ramparts. One of the gnolls stepped towards him, its face vaguely like that of a feral, bloodthirsty dog. Its axe came up, and Niall realized at the last instant that it intended to chop right through his shield. Instead of giving the creature the chance, he swung his shield with all his strength, and the iron-banded edge hit the gnoll’s forearm with a loud crack. The creature yelped in agony, and Niall’s sword found its throat.

      Around him, the militiamen crashed into the gnolls. Three of the militia fighters fell, hewn by axes, and two more perished as the gnolls cast spells. Yet the weight of the attack drove the gnolls back, and Niall killed three of the creatures, shouting exhortations to Cranner’s men. At last they reached the ladder, and four of the militiamen threw it back to the ground. The remaining gnolls were cut down, the metallic scent of their blood drowning out their musky odor, and a cheer went up. 

      Niall looked along the walls, sweat pouring down his face beneath his helmet. Already he saw another trouble spot forming, the goblins claiming a foothold on the wall. Should he tell Sir Rufinius? No, by the time the Swordbearer responded, it would be too late. 

      Niall had to act, right now.

      “With me!” he shouted. “With me!” 

      He raced forward, a mixture of militiamen and men-at-arms following.
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      Moriah watched the fighting, her heart in her throat.

      She had been in any number of fights in her life, and while she was no blood-drenched sister of the Red Family, she had killed in self-defense. The sight of blood was not new to her. 

      But killing a would-be robber in an alley was one thing. 

      A battle where thousands of humans and gnolls and goblins strove against each other was something else entirely. 

      God, the sound alone was immense, steel clanging and wood splintering and men shouting in rage and pain and fear. She heard one wounded man screaming for his mother, another calling out for the Dominus Christus and the Virgin Mary. The smell – blood and sweat and ruptured organs – was just as immense, and everywhere she looked, Moriah saw a thousand duels to the death.

      She did not like battles. 

      But she watched nonetheless. 

      Sir Rufinius fought with fury and power between shouting orders. Vegetius handled himself with grim, competent skill, not flashy but with the experience of a veteran conserving his strength. 

      But whatever else could have been said about him, Niall of Ebor was a demon with a sword. 

      Again and again, he led charges into the enemy, driving them off the battlements. Moriah kept expecting him to fall to a sword or an arrow, but God, good fortune, and perhaps his own skill (or some combination of all three) kept him alive. 

      A snide part of her mind wondered if that was why Pompeia had seduced him – the man certainly had stamina. 

      The chaos of the battle swept the thought from her mind, and Moriah came to a grim realization. 

      Unless something changed, they were going to lose the battle. 

      The men were fighting well, both the royal men-at-arms and the Cintarran militiamen. But the goblins and the gnolls fought just as fiercely, and they had the advantage of magic. Not much magic, thankfully – each individual goblin and gnoll seemed unable to cast more than one or two spells. Calliande’s theory about the relative lack of magical power in Andomhaim seemed correct, but the Keeper was usually right about questions of magic. Yet even those few spells gave the goblins and the gnolls a deadly advantage. Moriah saw goblins and gnolls kill men who otherwise would have overcome them. 

      Something needed to change. 

      But what? 

      An idea came to her. It was insane. The Wraith was a master thief, not a soldier or a warrior. But Moriah had both the dwarven ranger armor and the wraithcloak. More to the point, she had the gauntlets for her armor, and those could strike with tremendous kinetic force. 

      Enough to damage the ladders and make them unusable, perhaps?

      Moriah didn’t know, but she had to find out. 

      Besides, after she had scolded Niall for letting himself get seduced by someone like Pompeia Corinium, she couldn’t look like a coward in front of him, could she?

      She ducked into one of the watch towers overlooking the gate. For the moment, it was empty, though no doubt more reserve companies would rush up the tower stairs to join the fighting on the ramparts. She reached into a pocket and grasped the cool metal hexagon of the dwarven ranger armor and felt her mental link to it. Moriah pressed the hexagon against her chest and sent a command to it, and the armor unfolded, covering her torso and arms with metal plates, armored gauntlets sheathing her hands, and a masked helmet protecting her face and head. She yanked the tattered wraithcloak from another pocket, slinging it over her shoulders and pulling up the cowl. 

      For a moment, sheer terror gripped Moriah. She had seen the mobs of goblins and gnolls outside the wall, and she didn’t want to go anywhere near them. But she had sworn to follow Prince Accolon, and she had promised him she would make sure that his forces held Rhudlan. 

      And while she had done a great many bad things in her life – Niall, at least, was right about that – she had never broken her word. 

      Moriah sprinted at the wall and jumped, sending a mental command to her wraithcloak. An instant before she would have hit the stonework, she became immaterial, and she went through the wall as if it had been made of smoke. There was an instant of utter blackness as she passed through the wall, and then Moriah fell towards the ground. An effort of will arrested her fall as she came to the earth, and then she whirled and ran, moving with the greater speed granted by immaterial form. 

      As she ran, the seconds counted off in her head. The wraithcloak was damaged, whether by the battle that had killed its previous bearer or from long millennia lying abandoned in the Shadow Ways. The cloak could make her immaterial for five minutes out of every twenty-four hours. Five minutes was three hundred seconds, and Moriah had grown adept at counting that down in her head. 

      You could do a lot in five minutes if you acted swiftly.

      She reached the base of a siege ladder and shifted back to material form. The nearby goblins turned, weapons coming up, some of them casting spells. Moriah did not attack them, but instead punched her right fist, her hand encased in the gauntlet she had discovered in the Shadow Ways the day that Sir Ywain had gotten killed. She felt the buzz of force through the gauntlet as its magic activated, and her fist struck the side of the ladder. 

      It had been built of thick, old wood. To judge from how weathered it looked, it had been constructed in the Frankish Empire and carried through a rift here. But the wood splintered like a twig, and the left side of the ladder snapped. The ladder slid along the battlements and fell to the side, to goblins clinging to it screeching, and Moriah raced to the west, becoming immaterial again. 

      With quick bursts of speed, she moved from ladder to ladder, taking care to conserve her wraithcloak’s strength. She needed it to escape, and she had no intention of getting trapped outside the town’s walls. Moriah moved along the western side of the northern wall, breaking ladder after ladder. The goblins snarled, and the gnolls shouted, but Moriah was too fast for them. 

      She reached the last ladder on the western side and punched, smashing the thick wood, and the ladder toppled. Moriah whirled, the tattered wraithcloak swirling around her, and risked a look to the east. The attack on the western half of the wall had disintegrated, with the gnolls seizing the ruined ladders and hastening back to their lines, the goblins retreating under a rain of arrows and crossbow bolts from the walls. Did she dare to go to the eastern half of the wall? Her cloak still had about two minutes of strength left. Moriah decided to investigate the situation on the eastern half of the wall before she made up her mind. But with the forces from the western half, the defenders ought to be able to repulse the attack…

      The globe of lightning slammed into her chest. 

      The armor saved her life. The lightning should have stopped her heart, but dwarven ranger armor had been designed to withstand greater forces than that. Nevertheless, it still felt like Moriah had taken a hammer blow to the chest, and the impact threw her against the wall with a clatter of her armor. She staggered, fingers of lightning crawling up and down her limbs, too stunned to do more than lean against the wall for support.

      The ogre charged at her. 

      The thing was huge, seven feet tall, shaped like a human or an orcish man but far broader. Its grayish-green skin looked like leather, and the ogre wore heavy plate mail. In its right hand, it carried a massive axe that a human would have needed two hands to carry, and the heavy weapon was lifted to strike.

      Moriah tried to move, tried to concentrate on her link to the wraithcloak, but her thoughts were reeling from the impact.

      Maybe this was how Delwen and Gunther had felt when the Drakocenti had caught them, when they knew that death was coming…

      The ogre came to an abrupt halt, roaring in fury. A spear jutted from a gap in the armor over its right arm. Moriah risked a look upward and saw Niall leaning over the battlements, so far that he had almost lost his balance, his arm thrust outward from the throw that had cast the spear. The ogre ripped the spear from its arm and resumed its charge, but the half-second of hesitation had Moriah to collect her scrambled wits. She went immaterial again and fell backward through the town’s wall, reappearing in the street that ran along its base. Her momentum carried her backward into an alley between two houses, and Moriah went material again, breathing hard.

      She pulled off her cloak and dismissed the armor, shrinking it back down to a metal hexagon the size of her hand. Moriah had secured them both in her pockets when she heard running footsteps, and Niall came into sight.

      “Are you all right?” said Niall.

      “Fine,” said Moriah. She was sore and had a ringing headache, but it could have been much worse. “Fine.” She sucked in another breath. What she had to say next irked at her pride, but she knew how close she had come to death. “Thank you. That ogre had me. That was a hell of a throw.”

      Niall shrugged, and she was amused to see a flush come into his face. “Well…you stopped half the attack. It seemed unknightly to let you die.”

      “Unknightly,” said Moriah, and she laughed a little. “Where did you learn to throw like that?”

      “Squirrels,” said Niall at once. “Sometimes rabbits. I’d get them with my sling when I was a boy, and the meat was good.”

      “A sling?” said Moriah. “A sling is nothing like a spear. The skill isn’t…wait. You were a poacher? All this complaining about me being a thief, and you were a poacher?”

      Niall looked affronted. “I most certainly was not. We had the right to kill any animals that tried to eat our crops. I would go through the fields with a sling and bring down any rabbits and squirrels that tried to dig up our…what? What’s so funny?”

      Moriah had started laughing, and she could not stop. Some of it was shock, she knew, the giddiness of having escaped death by a hair. But quite a lot of it was the absurdity of discussing the legality of squirrel hunting in the middle of a battle, and the mixture of disgruntlement and bafflement on Niall’s face. 

      “Nothing,” said Moriah, wiping her eyes. “Nothing. It’s just…I almost died, and we’re talking about squirrel hunting. Poacher or not, thank you, Niall.”

      He shrugged. “Well, you hit that goblin with a dagger. It seemed only fair.” He grinned. “Maybe I’m not so stupid after all.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” said Moriah. “But put a sword in your hand, and you’re not a fool.” She looked at the walls. “We should get back.”

      Niall nodded, and they ran back to the gatehouse. 
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      But the attack was mostly over by the time Niall and Moriah returned to the side of Sir Rufinius.

      The enemy had pressed them hard, but Moriah’s daring raid had thrown their attack into disarray. Whoever had commanded the enemy had decided to cut his losses, or perhaps wait for reinforcements. The gnolls had moved damaged ladders away from the walls, and Niall expected they would repair them soon enough. 

      The enemy would come again…and Rhudlan was under siege. 

      The goblins and the gnolls did not stir for the rest of the day.

      At sundown, one of Pompeia’s ladies found Niall and said that her mistress urged him to return to the tower room. She wished to thank one of the heroes who had fought so valiantly on the wall. 

      He shouldn’t. He really shouldn’t. Moriah might have been harsh, but she was right. This was a bad idea. Niall decided to decline her invitation, citing his duties. But he was tired and haunted by all the blood and death he had seen today, and the thought of Pompeia’s warm embrace and perfumed bed sounded wonderful.

      Niall decided not to go anyway…but somehow, he found himself walking back to the turret room and the secret passage to Pompeia.
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      “This Dwyrstone is more heavily guarded than the last,” said Shalmathrak in his flat, quiet voice. He and three of his scouts had appeared out of nothingness in front of Ridmark’s horse, and now Ridmark, Calliande, Third, Hhazakar, and the chief centurions of the Anathgrimm conferred with the Warlord. “Several hundred gnollish warriors, and as many armored ogres. They are guarding a large rift. I suspect they are an advance force and are waiting for more reinforcements to pass through.”

      “Were you able to see anything on the other side of the rift?” said Calliande.

      “I fear not, Keeper,” said Shalmathrak. “Through the rift, we saw the same thing we always have – a range of mountains and its foothills. The field of view through the rift is too limited to allow us to see anything, and we dare not pass through.” 

      Ridmark nodded. In the two days since the battle in the forest, they had closed nine more rifts. Most of them had been unguarded, though from the tracks nearby, it was obvious that goblins, gnolls, ogres, and human soldiers had poured forth from the rifts, making for the south or the west. Ridmark wondered if Merovech Valdraxis had any sort of plan for reforming his army in Andomhaim, or if he had simply sent his warriors running for the rifts and told them to gather on the other side. The second possibility seemed more likely – given what Sir Valtyr had said in his final moments, Merovech Valdraxis seemed like a man who ruled through force and fear rather than cunning.

      And Merovech was a Dragonmaeloch…and Tyrcamber said the transformation had a deleterious effect on the Dragonmaeloch’s sanity. 

      “This Dwyrstone empowers at least a dozen rifts,” said Calliande. “Probably even more. I fear we have no choice but to drive back the enemy and take the Dwyrstone.” 

      “It will be a sharp battle,” said Shalmathrak.

      “Aye,” said Ridmark, thinking. He still had about nine hundred Anathgrimm soldiers fit to fight. Wounds and battle had taken their toll, though Calliande had saved many who might otherwise have perished. The Anathgrimm, of course, would fight to the last man, would do it joyfully, but Ridmark had no desire to waste the lives of Mara’s soldiers. Brute force against the ogres and the gnolls might carry the day, but it would be costly. The enemy did not fight with the discipline of the Anathgrimm, but they matched the spiny orcs in physical strength and ferocity. Cunning might serve their purposes better.

      “Warlord,” said Ridmark. “How many of your kindred can you call together within the next hour?”

      “Perhaps three hundred,” said Shalmathrak. “Our scouting parties are watching the Dwyrstone, cloaked in our power of invisibility. The enemy does not know that we are here.” 

      “Good,” said Ridmark. “Hhazakar. How many of the Anathgrimm would be willing to fight from horseback?”

      The centurion let out a displeased growl. Like all the male Anathgrimm, he was nearly seven feet tall, heavy with muscle, his green face armored with a mask of black bone, black spikes rising from his forearms. No Anathgrimm warrior could ever be disarmed, for those spikes could serve as both sword and shield at need. “The Anathgrimm fight best upon their own feet. Horses are for humans.”

      “Indeed,” said Ridmark, “but the Anathgrimm fight with whatever weapon will bring victory, and horses will be those weapons. How many?”

      “Perhaps a hundred and fifty,” said Hhazakar. “It is…difficult for us to fight on horseback.” He looked as if he would have rather pulled an arrow from his flesh than admit weakness. “We are heavier than humans, and our balance is different, so it is challenging to swing a weapon from horseback.” 

      “With luck, you won’t need to swing them for long,” said Ridmark. “Here is what I have in mind.”

      He laid out his plan. The others listened intently, and no one had any objections. Ridmark was almost disappointed. He had hoped that one of the others might have a better plan, but no one did.

      Such was the burden of leadership.

      “We shall throw our foes into disarray,” said Shalmathrak, “and clear the way for the Keeper to reach the Dwyrstone.”

      “Even better,” said Hhazakar. “We shall smash them utterly, and their blood shall turn the dust to mud.” 

      “Then let’s begin,” said Ridmark, “and trust to God for success.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Third walked next to Ridmark, Storm and Inferno in her left and right hands, her gray cloak streaming behind her. Oathshield hung loose and ready in Ridmark’s right hand, Aegisikon shifted to its shield form on his left arm. Behind them marched nearly seven hundred Anathgrimm warriors, spread out into a broad line. The tramp of their boots against the earth sounded like rhythmic thunder, and Third knew there was no way the enemy would miss that sound.

      Ridmark’s plan counted on that.

      The last Dwyrstone had been in a forest. This Dwyrstone was in a meadow, what had likely once been enclosed pastureland for sheep. All the nearby villages had been burned, and the sheep themselves had been captured and herded away, no doubt to feed Duke Merovech’s army. Perhaps it was just as well that most of the commoners had been driven off their lands near this Dwyrstone, for that meant there were fewer for the goblins to kill. Of course, the nobles had driven off their commoners, preferring to put their wealth in sheep, and now they had neither sheep nor commoners able to take up arms to defend their lands. 

      Sometimes greed carried its own punishment.

      “Here they come,” said Ridmark, lifting Oathshield. 

      The Dwyrstone rose in the field several hundred yards ahead, shining with blue light. Perhaps a dozen yards behind it was a large rift, the burning sky of Tyrcamber’s world visible on the other side. Hundreds of armored ogres and hulking gnolls were gathered near the Dwyrstone, weapons in hand. Third respected the ogres and the gnolls as foes. Both kindreds were stronger than humans and fought with savage brutality. It was hard to land a killing blow through the heavy armor the ogres favored, and the gnolls had the instincts of a wild animal coupled with the rational mind of a thinking creature. That made them exceptionally dangerous in a fight. 

      And all the gnolls and ogres could use magic. Not a great deal of magic, not with anything like the power and skill of Calliande or even the Arcanius Knights of Owyllain. But it was enough to give the creatures a deadly advantage. 

      An advantage they were about to use. 

      The leading ogres and gnolls cast spells, and Ridmark called on Oathshield, the soulblade blazing with white fire. A dozen spells hurtled towards him, fire and ice and lightning, and more shot towards Third. She called on her own power and traveled to the left, reappearing on Ridmark’s other side. The spells shattered against Oathshield, and those that had been aimed at Third burned into the ground. More hurtled towards the Anathgrimm, and Calliande cast one of her mighty wards. A pale wall of shimmering white light flickered into existence for a second, just long enough to deflect the volley of magical attacks. 

      The gnolls and the ogres roared and charged, their swords and axes raised. The gnolls were faster, moving at a steady loping pace. The ogres lumbered forward, and their motion reminded Third of a boulder rolling slowly downhill. Their movement looked slow, but they would crush anything in their path. 

      Hhazakar’s voice boomed over the Anathgrimm, and they came to a stop with a shout, raising their shields. Normally, the Anathgrimm would have readied their javelins to throw, but they did not have enough of the weapons left after the last several days of fighting. Ridmark came to a stop as well, waiting as the enemy charged.

      Third halted, and then she moved. 

      The fiery song in her blood filled her, and the world disappeared into blue fire. 

      When it reappeared, she stood behind one of the gnolls, and she drove Storm and Inferno into its back. The gnoll never had any idea what hit it. The creature just had time to let out a strangled yelp, and then it pitched over. The surrounding gnolls turned to attack, but Third was already traveling away.

      She flickered in and out of the charging gnolls and ogres, killing with every jump. Third tried to kill as many ogres as possible, knowing the Anathgrimm would have a harder time with the armored foes. Calliande flung her spells into the fray, calling down the deadly lightning bolts that Tamara Earthcaller had used during the War of the Seven Swords in Owyllain. The lightning struck the earth with enough force to throw dirt into the air, knocking the ogres and gnolls from their feet and ripping through their bodies. 

      Then the enemy crashed into the Anathgrimm line.

      But they did it haphazardly, unevenly, coming in clumps of five or six instead of a continuous mass. Third had never been to the Frankish Empire and had never met anyone from there. But she suspected that the gnolls and ogres were not used to facing infantry with the discipline and skill of the Anathgrimm. The swords of the spiny orcs rose and fell, killing with every blow. Ridmark moved in a blur, Oathshield granting him speed, and he left a trail of dead gnolls in his wake. 

      Third joined the fray, attacking the ogres and the gnolls and surprising the creatures long enough for the Anathgrimm to cut them down.
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      A massive axe, so similar to the one that had killed Sir Valmark Arban, shone in the ogre’s fist. The weapon was a dark piece of metal, but the edge was razor-bright, so sharp that it looked as if it could cut the air. 

      Ridmark did not try to block the blow, but he leaped to the side with Oathshield’s speed, the weapon missing him by inches. He stepped forward and swung Aegisikon, and his shield hammered into the ogre’s torso. The big creature rocked back, taken off-guard. Likely it had not expected a human to hit that hard, but Oathshield gave Ridmark strength beyond the normal bounds of a human.

      Before the ogre could recover, Ridmark punched Oathshield through the gap beneath its helmet and opened its throat. The creature fell with a massive thump, so hard that the ground shivered a little beneath Ridmark’s boots. 

      The battle raged around him. The Anathgrimm stood fast, swords rising and falling as they slew. He caught a flash of blue fire as Third moved through the melee, breaking up groups of gnolls and ogres that threatened the spiny orcs, throwing them into chaos long enough for the Anathgrimm to cut them down. From time to time, he saw the flash of white light as Calliande cast a ward, blocking the spells of the enemy. 

      A gnoll lunged at him, stabbing with a spear. The gnolls were strong, but they lacked the raw strength of the ogres, and Ridmark deflected the thrust with Aegisikon. Twice more the gnoll stabbed at him, the shield blocking the attacks, and Ridmark swung. Oathshield took off the creature’s arm at the elbow, and it yowled in fury and pain. 

      He killed it and sought another. 

      There was no shortage from which to choose. 

      A shiver went through the enemy flanks on either side, followed by shouts of alarm and cries of rage. 

      The ghost orc rangers attacked from the flanks, loosing concentrated volleys of arrows into the foe. Half the rangers attacked from the left, and half attacked from the right. The Shaluuskan orcs managed two more volleys, and then the ogres and gnolls responded, breaking off their attack to chase the rangers.

      As Ridmark and Shalmathrak had planned, the ghost orcs turned invisible, retreating to the south. The confused ogres and gnolls stopped, wavering for a moment in uncertainty. 

      At that moment, the mounted Anathgrimm warriors attacked from the north. 

      In battle, precise timing was almost always impossible. Too many things could go wrong, and the more elaborate the plan, the more likely it would fall apart. But the timing worked. During the fighting, the mounted Anathgrimm had circled around to the north. They then charged into the enemy, striking them from behind. The ogres and gnolls might have been strong and fierce, but they were not in any position to stop a charge of horsemen.

      The shock went through the enemy, and Ridmark saw them break. The gnolls began to run first, followed by more and more of the ogres. Hhazakar’s voice rose over the fray, and the Anathgrimm began to advance, while bands of ghost orcs became visible long enough to shoot down their retreating enemies.

      The battle was over.
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      A short time later, Ridmark stood in front of the Dwyrstone, watching as Calliande sent bursts of white fire into it. The blue fire around the white menhir flickered and went out, and a pulse of blue flame rolled out from the Dwyrstone. After that, the blue light faded as the Dwyrstone returned to dormancy, and the nearby rift snapped out of existence, leaving behind no trace that it had been there.

      Calliande let out a long breath and leaned upon her staff, wiping sweat from her forehead.

      “Are you all right?” said Ridmark. 

      “Yes,” said Calliande. “Just give me a moment. I will look at the wounded once I get my breath back.”

      “There are fewer than I feared,” said Ridmark. The fight had gone well. Harried by the ghost orc rangers and the Anathgrimm, the remaining gnolls and ogres had retreated and had no interest in continuing the fight. 

      “But always more than I would like,” said Calliande with a sigh.

      There was nothing Ridmark could say to that, so he nodded. 

      He turned to where Third talked with Shalmathrak and Hhazakar. 

      “The enemy flees,” said Shalmathrak. “I do not think they will return to contest us.” 

      “Not here, anyway,” said Third. “Likely the survivors will reinforce any larger groups of their allies.”

      Shalmathrak nodded. “I have spoken with Vhorshala and the other priestesses. They say that the omens foretell a great battle, and soon.” Hhazakar scowled at that. The Anathgrimm had converted wholeheartedly to the faith of the Dominus Christus and viewed omens with disfavor.

      “We hardly need omens for that, only cold logic,” said Ridmark. “Calliande thinks that between us and the other Swordbearers and Magistri, we have closed over three-quarters of the gats. But a large number of enemy soldiers got through the rifts before we sealed them. We will have to fight them soon.”

      “My rangers are scouting for the main enemy host,” said Shalmathrak. “Once we have located the foe, we can gather our forces to face them.” He paused. “But based on what my scouts had discovered, we may not have the numbers to overcome the enemy.”

      “No,” said Ridmark. “We may have to fall back to Rhudlan, or even to Cintarra itself, and await the rest of the High King’s forces.” Perhaps it would take even the gathered strength of Andomhaim and the Two Orders to beat back this invasion. Or maybe Arandar would have to ask Owyllain and High King Kothlaric Pendragon for help. Owyllain’s armies were still depleted after the long and terrible War of the Seven Swords, but the men of Owyllain were grim soldiers, and a hundred Arcanius Knights would be invaluable. Even someone like Tamara Earthcaller or Calem Whitecloak would be a small army in their own right. 

      “Let us find and close the rest of the gates, then,” said Shalmathrak. “Once we do, no more reinforcements will come to our foe, and…”

      “Ridmark!”

      There was alarm in Calliande’s voice. Ridmark whirled, Oathshield flying into his hand, and the others drew their weapons. He half-expected to see a surprise attack of goblins rushing towards them, or maybe a dragon circling overhead. But there was no sign of any foes. Yet Calliande stood rigid, blinking as if she was calling upon the Sight. 

      “What is it?” said Ridmark. “What’s wrong?”

      “I just received a message from Magistrius Decimus in Rhudlan,” said Calliande. “The town has fallen under siege. A large force of goblins and gnolls, at least five thousand strong. They are led by knights of the Dragon Cult.”

      Ridmark bit back a curse. The royal forces had to hold Rhudlan. With much of the western side of the River Cintarra overrun by raiding goblins and ogres, Rhudlan was the strongest point along the river’s western bank. If the Dragon Cult seized Rhudlan, Accolon’s forces would have no choice but to fall back to Cintarra itself. For that matter, if Rhudlan fell, Merovech Valdraxis would be able to assault Cintarra from both the river and land simultaneously. It might take the Dragon Cult time to build barges to float down the river, but they would have that time if Rhudlan fell.

      “Then we have no choice,” said Ridmark. “We have to fall back to Rhudlan at once.” 

      “We have not yet closed all the rifts,” said Shalmathrak.

      “No, but we have closed most of them,” said Ridmark. “And if Rhudlan falls, we’ll be trapped on this side of the river.”

      “This could be a trap,” said Third. “Merovech might be trying to concentrate all our forces in a single place so he can destroy us.”

      “If it is a trap, we’ll have to walk into it with our eyes open,” said Ridmark. “And Merovech and the Dragon Cultists will never have faced Swordbearers before. They might have bitten off more than they can chew.” He looked at Shalmathrak. “We will have to send messages to the others.”

      “I can dispatch my rangers to carry the news,” said Shalmathrak.

      “With respect, Lord Shalmathrak, I can do it faster,” said Calliande. “Give me an hour, and I will send telepathic messages to the Magistri with the other commanders. They can then converge on Rhudlan at once.”

      “In war, speed is important,” said Shalmathrak. 

      “We will get the Anathgrimm ready to march,” said Ridmark. “As soon as you have sent the messages, we will return to Rhudlan.” 

      Perhaps Third’s fears were right, and Merovech and the Dragon Cult were trying to provoke a decisive battle at Rhudlan. 

      If so, Ridmark would just have to make sure Merovech was defeated. 

      He went to see to the Anathgrimm as Calliande began casting spells.
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      The army of Prince Everard Roland arrayed itself for battle to face the foe coming from the north.

      Of the host of Merovech Valdraxis and the Dragon Cult, there was no sign. Tyrcamber would have said that the enemy army had vanished into thin air, but he knew exactly where it had gone. Both he and the scouts of the Order of the Griffin had seen the Cultist army march through the rifts, abandoning Swabathia and the Frankish Empire entirely.

      Merovech Valdraxis had invaded Andomhaim. 

      Tyrcamber wanted to pursue the Dragon Cult. He felt a responsibility to the men of Andomhaim. They had fought alongside each other to defeat the Signifier, and Tyrcamber did not know if the knights and lords of Andomhaim were prepared to face a foe like a Dragonmaeloch. His heart wanted to purse the foe…but his head spoke in the cold logic of Chilmar Rigamond. Perhaps he did have a duty to the men of Andomhaim, but his duty to the men of the Empire was weightier. For that matter, there was no telling how long the rifts would remain open, and Tyrcamber might find himself trapped on Andomhaim. If that happened, he would deprive the Empire of one of its only two Dragontiarna, and the thought of a permanent separation from Ruari was far more upsetting than Tyrcamber could have imagined a few short months ago. 

      And, as so often happened, his father’s cold logic was proven correct. The gates began disappearing, dozens of them at once. The griffin riders reported that they saw battles on the other side. The men of Andomhaim were fighting back. Tyrcamber prayed for them and hoped that God would aid Lord Ridmark and his allies…for Tyrcamber could do nothing for them. 

      Then Tyrcamber killed Sir Erkan (again), and his father’s second argument was proven right.

      The Empire needed a Dragontiarna Knight because a huge army of undead had come down from the north and marched to confront the Prince’s host.

      The Fallen Order had declared itself openly and seized the duchy of Corbrast in the northern Empire soon after the Valedictor’s defeat, and the necromancers had not been idle while the loyalist nobles had fought the Valedictor’s lieutenants and the Dragon Cult. 

      The army of the Order of Blood was just slightly larger than Prince Everard’s host. At its core was a large force of human soldiers, flying the banners of the duchy of Corbrast, a mountain fortress upon a field of green. Large numbers of nobles and knights had joined the Fallen Order willingly, just as with the Dragon Cult. Or perhaps those lords and knights had always been members of the Fallen Order in secret until the chaos of the Valedictor’s invasion had given them the confidence to declare themselves. Tyrcamber was disgusted that so many of his countrymen had turned out to be members of the Cult or the Fallen Order, but at least the traitors showed themselves openly now, rather than skulking about in the shadows. 

      More tribes of pagan gnolls from Monoloch marched with the men of Corbrast. Merovech had hired many of the pagan gnolls, but there were numerous tribes in Monoloch, and they did not care for whom they fought, so long as they got paid and could kill in the name of their bloodthirsty gods. Ogre mercenaries from Malgrist beyond the Empire accompanied the Fallen Order’s army, and towering jotunmiri earls and their retainers from the mountains of Jordunmir. The assembled humans, ogres, gnolls, and jotunmiri would have made a formidable force on their own. 

      And they were augmented by legions of the undead. 

      Most of the undead were minor creatures, skeletons animated by necromancy and armed with swords and spears. The dark elves used such minor undead regularly, and Tyrcamber had fought them numerous times during the war against the Valedictor. They were not a major threat. More dangerous were the fleshy undead, rotting corpses preserved through chemical means and bestowed with superhuman strength and speed. And most deadly of all were the wraiths, creatures of blue light and shadow, who could kill with a touch. The Ward spell was the only defense from their grasp, and magic was needed to kill them. 

      And commanding them all were hundreds of the Knights of the Order of Blood riding on their skeletal horses, stark and ominous in their black plate armor. Tyrcamber wondered if Erkan had found a new body already and rode with the other dark knights.

      “Black armor,” muttered Angaric, shaking his head. “It’s like watching a bunch of damn fools riding around in kitchen pots.” Tyrcamber laughed despite the grim situation.  “Bet they heat up something fierce during a hot day. They wore that in the deserts of Mourdrech they’d cook like an egg in a skillet.” 

      “The Knights of the Fallen Order are already undead,” said Tyrcamber. “I suspect that neither heat nor cold trouble them.”

      “But then they can never know the warm embrace of a woman,” said Angaric. “I wondered if their manly organs have rotted…” He glanced at Ruari, who walked next to Tyrcamber, and a rare measure of embarrassment went over his bearded face. He usually did not make ribald jokes in front of her. “Not that I would ever dwell upon such lewd topics, my lady.”

      Ruari laughed in silence and wrote on her tablet. Tyrcamber was still amazed at how she could do that while walking. 

      NO NEED TO DWELL ON THEM. I ASSUME YOU ALREADY HAVE A COMPREHENSIVE KNOWLEDGE. 

      “It is unknightly for a man to boast of his great deeds,” said Angaric, and again Ruari laughed without sound. The banter was, Tyrcamber knew, a way to release stress and fear before battle. 

      Because a battle was coming.

      He hurried towards the Prince’s banner, Angaric and Ruari following. The griffin scouts had watched the Fallen Order approach for the last day, and the Prince’s host was ready to face them. The army had moved into battle array, the footmen standing in ranks, the archers waiting before them, the knights and horsemen ready on the wings. Tyrcamber reached the Prince’s banner with the reserves and found Prince Everard and Duke Chilmar and the chief lords gathered there, along with the Masters of the five Imperial Orders. 

      A half-mile to the north, Tyrcamber saw the banners of Corbrast flying over the army of the Fallen Order. 

      “How did they come upon us so quickly?” said Duke Cataul. The young Duke projected an air of confidence, but Tyrcamber knew his brother-in-law well enough by now to see the fear there. 

      “The strategy is obvious,” said Chilmar, voice grimmer than usual. “The Fallen Order has held itself aloof from the war, building up its strength in Corbrast. They waited until there was a victor in the struggle between the Dragon Cult and the true heir of the Empire, and then planned to fall upon the weakened victor.” He scoffed. “Though Merovech fled to another world, so we are not weakened.”

      “As for how fast they moved,” said Master Erchwulf of the Order of the Griffin, “that is plain. At least half of their force is undead soldiers, and the undead require neither food nor rest. They could march with far fewer supplies than an army of their size would usually require.” 

      “My lords, you will need to make your men ready to fight the undead,” said Rilmael. The Guardian held his staff with both hands before him, his gray cloak fluttering in the wind. “The skeletal undead are easy enough to overcome, you will have faced them before during the war against the Valedictor. The fleshy undead will be harder. They are human-sized but expect them to have the strength of ogres, perhaps even the jotunmiri. And the wraiths are deadliest of all. The only defense from their touch is the Ward spell, and they can only be overcome through magic. The Lance spell will be required, or the Sword spell…or perhaps the more powerful spells of the individual Orders.” 

      “What of the black knights?” said Master Ruire.

      “We can destroy their physical forms here,” said Rilmael, “but they will be able to house their souls within new bodies.” He gave a grim shake of his head. “In their first incarnation, the Fallen Order delved deeper into the secrets of magic than anyone else within the Frankish Empire. They discovered how to grow minor soulstones, weaker versions of the ones in the blades of Andomhaim’s Swordbearers, and they learned how to corrupt those soulstones and bind their spirits to them. Each of the black knights will have a corrupted soulstone hidden away somewhere, probably in their stronghold in Corbrast. Until we find and destroy those soulstones, they’ll be able to return to new undead bodies.”

      Tyrcamber frowned. “You didn’t mention that when we fought Sir Erkan in Tamisa.”

      Rilmael shrugged. “The Fallen Order was almost totally destroyed centuries ago when the other Imperial Orders and the Emperor rose against them. I assumed the knowledge had been lost. Either it never was, or the Knights of the Fallen Order have rediscovered it.”

      Duke Hulderic frowned. “A grievous error, lord Guardian.” 

      Chilmar and a few of the Masters turned annoyed looks towards Hulderic, but Rilmael only inclined his head. 

      “I have lived a long time, my lords,” said Rilmael, “and made many errors in that time. This is one more.”

      “No one is infallible, not even the Guardian of Cathair Kaldran,” said Everard, his voice calm but commanding. “Had the nobles of the Empire responded more forcefully to the threat of the Valedictor, had Emperor Alarius heeded the warnings of the five Orders, perhaps the Valedictor would never have reached Sinderost, and much evil might have been averted. The past is done, and we must turn our attention to the future. How shall we proceed?”

      A dozen lords and knights started to speak at once, and then a low, wailing horn rang out from the army of the undead. Tyrcamber looked towards the enemy, expecting to see the foe advance for battle. Instead, a party of black-armored horsemen rode out, the lead rider carrying a tall lance flying an enormous banner with the sigil of the Duke of Corbrast upon it beneath an equally large peace banner. 

      A voice boomed across the gap between the two armies.

      “My lords and knights of the Empire!” said the deep voice. “We know this is the army of Everard, true heir of both the House of Roland and the throne of the Empire. The Order of Blood extends its congratulations on your victory over Merovech Valdraxis and the fools of the Dragon Cult! The Master of our Order, Theudeuric of Corbrast, invites Prince Everard to meet with him. The Master wishes to discuss the future of the Empire, and how all six Orders can work together to restore peace to the Empire and a legitimate Emperor to the throne of Sinderost.” 

      “My lords, that is folly,” said Duke Cataul. “These necromancers are not trustworthy. See how they raise the dead to fight as slaves!”

      “The Fallen Order was outlawed centuries ago,” said Master Ruire. “Necromancers are little better than bandits, and they use the blood of the murdered to empower their black spells.”

      “Agreed, my lords,” said Everard. “The time for talk has passed, and the hour of swords is upon us. That said, I will meet Theudeuric and speak with him.” The lords started to protest, but Everard cut them off. “Not for any reasons of peace, but to learn more about our foe. It has been five hundred years since the men of the Empire fought the Fallen Order openly. The more we learn about this enemy, the better the odds our warriors have.”

      “The Guardian fought against them in the deeps of time,” said Master Grimoald of the Order of Iron. “Surely he can counsel us on the best course of action.” 

      “I will give you all the counsel I can,” said Rilmael. “But it has been five hundred years since the Order of Blood had such strength. Undoubtedly they have learned and grown stronger in that time. I think Prince Everard’s plan is a good one.” 

      “My lord Chilmar?” said Everard.

      Tyrcamber’s father gave the commands. The Prince would ride forth with escorts of ten knights from each of the five Orders. Tyrcamber found himself riding with Sir Angaric and Sir Daniel as he had so often during the war against the Valedictor and his army, while Sir Olivier and his griffin riders circled overhead. Tyrcamber insisted on coming since if the necromancers intended treachery, a Dragontiarna Knight was the Prince’s best hope of escape. Rilmael would come as well since his Sight would allow him to learn more about their foes. Tyrcamber asked Ruari to stay with the army, and to his relief, she agreed. 

      Prince Everard’s party rode towards the waiting peace banner, and Tyrcamber accompanied them, keeping close to his father and the Prince. He turned a watchful eye towards the Knights of the Fallen Order as they approached. They all resembled the (twice) late Sir Erkan a great deal – gaunt and gray with black veins running beneath their pallid skins, their eyes filled with blood. 

      And to his surprise, there was a woman with them. 

      Unlike the knights, the woman was still alive and not undead. Tyrcamber could not have said how old she was. Somewhere between twenty and forty, depending on how the light of the sky fire happened to strike her. She was stunningly beautiful, with hair the color of blood and eyes like obsidian. The woman wore a dress of red and gold that was scandalous by the standards of the Empire – it dipped far too low in front, exposing a great deal of pale skin, and was too tight. Jewels glittered in her hair and on her fingers, and her eyes were downcast, her expression somehow submissive. 

      Next to her, a black-armored knight sat atop his rotting horse. His armor was more impressive than the others, inlaid with sigils of silver that sometimes flashed with an eerie blue glow. Like the others, his head was gaunt, black-veined, and hairless. Unlike the others, his eyes shone with a harsh blue light. Tyrcamber sensed the dark magic rolling off the man and knew that he was a much stronger wizard than any of the other black-armored knights. 

      A red sword hung in a black scabbard at his belt. 

      Tyrcamber had seen a sword like that before. He knew that within the blade’s tang, just inside the scabbard, a shadow-filled soulstone would be visible. The dark-armored necromancer had a corrupted soulstone, just as Merovech had carried. 

      Was this necromancer another Herald of Ruin? There were supposed to be five of them. Merovech was one. Was there another Herald among the Order of Blood? That didn’t make sense. The Dragon Cult believed five Heralds of Ruin were supposed to presage the coming of the Warden, but the Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order were enemies. Then again, the Theophract had created the Cult as a weapon against the Empire. Perhaps he had done the same with the Fallen Order. 

      “Welcome, my lords, welcome,” said the knight with the glowing eyes and the dark soulblade. He offered a polite bow from the back of his skeletal horse. His voice was melodious and resonant. “Thank you, my lords, for coming. I am Theudeuric, the Master of the Order of Blood.” His glowing eyes fell upon Rilmael, and a thin smile went over his bloodless lips. “I see the Guardian, so I presume that I have the honor of addressing Prince Everard Roland?”

      “You do,” said Everard, his voice neutral. 

      “My lord Prince,” said Theudeuric with another bow. “I am indeed honored to meet you. It is not every day that a man has the chance to meet the next ruler of the Frankish Empire.”

      “Nor is it every day that a man has the chance to meet the leader of an order of outlawed necromancers,” said Everard. 

      “Outlawed?” said Theudeuric. “That is unfortunate, true. But I have no wish to dwell upon the mistakes of your ancestors, my lord, not when such rich opportunities lie before us. And the Order is fully recognized within the duchy of Corbrast.” He gestured at the lovely woman in the tight dress. “I give you Rosalyn Aginwulf, the head of House Aginwulf and the lawful duchess of Corbrast. She has given the Order full permission to operate within her lands. My dear?”

      “It is as the Master commands,” said Rosalyn in a toneless voice. She lifted her eyes just long enough to look at them, her expression blank and empty. “All things shall be as the Master commands.” 

      “Indeed?” said Rilmael. “Lord Prince, the duchess is very obviously under the control of a spell. I can see that easily enough.”

      “Yes, your mystical and all-knowing Sight,” said Theudeuric with a mocking smirk. “Somehow, the Sight always leads you to counsel courses that benefit the hidden city of Cathair Kaldran and not the Empire. I wonder, lord Guardian, when the nobles of the Empire will grow weary of acting as your puppets.” 

      “No one is my puppet, Master Theudeuric,” said Rilmael. “I command no one, and hold obedience over no man, whether human or cloak elf. The unfortunate truth is that those who wish to destroy Cathair Kaldran must go through the Empire first. I offer to aid the Empire to defend my own people, yes, but I would not see the men of the Empire reduced to slavery. Not under the Dragon Imperator, not under the Valedictor nor the Dragon Cult…and certainly not beneath the hand of the Fallen Order, who will harvest the blood of the commoners to make themselves immortal.” 

      “Best to remember who has your interests at heart, men of the Empire,” said Theudeuric. “This vagabond cloak elf with his riddles and games, or the knights of the Order of Blood, who will make mankind immortal.” 

      “I assume,” said Everard, “that you wish to negotiate. Else there would be little point to calling a parley.”

      “Indeed,” said Theudeuric. “We do have an offer for you.”

      “Let me guess,” said Chilmar with disdain. “We have but to bow down and serve you, and you will permit us to live on as your slaves. You will be gracious enough to allow some of us to live, but the rest of us will be harvested to fuel your necromantic spells. Merovech gave us something of the same offer.”

      Theudeuric snorted. “Merovech? The mighty, all-conquering Dragonmaeloch? Merovech Valdraxis is a fool, little more than a violent thug with too much power and not enough brain to manage it.” Tyrcamber blinked. He had thought the Heralds of Ruin would work together in concert. But would the Warden’s servants compete against each other, perhaps even turn on each other? “He has neither vision nor purpose, only a love of destruction. No, my lords, my offer to you is something else entirely.”

      “And what is that, pray?” said Everard. 

      The Master of the Order of Blood spread his hands. “Permit us to join you, my lord, as your devoted servants.”

      It was the last thing Tyrcamber would have expected Theudeuric to say.

      “What?” said Chilmar.

      “Let us join you and help you take the throne,” said Theudeuric to Everard, ignoring Chilmar. “One Emperor outlawed the Order of Blood. Another can bring us back into the Empire. And our powers will be of great service to you. With our magic, you can sweep the Empire clean of enemies. You can hunt down the ragged, superstitious fools of the Dragon Cult, and smash the remnants of the Valedictor’s host. You can compel the Dukes to elect you the new Emperor, and with your support, we can begin the great work of rebuilding the Empire. And we can do all of this without risking the Malison, for our blood magic is immune to the Dragon Curse.”

      “Indeed,” said Everard. “And just how do you propose to rebuild the Empire?”

      “All of humanity will be reformed,” said Theudeuric. “Our studies of necromancy and blood sorcery have taught us how to bestow immortality. We will start by making the high nobles of the Empire immortal, and then the worthier among the commoners. The great mass of men, of course, will remain mortal, and we shall harvest blood from them in a form of taxation. The xiatami Conciliators do much the same to the slaves under their control. But in time, we will grow stronger, and the Frankish Empire will expand to conquer the rest of this world and perhaps others.” 

      “A bold plan,” said Everard. “I reject it utterly. The Seven Spells are the birthright and the curse of all born on this world. A man must learn to live with magic and the Malison, much as he must learn to live with other dangers to body and soul. But your necromancy is an abomination, a crime against God and man. I return your offer with one of my own. Surrender now, or we shall sweep you from the field.”

      “He rejects your offer, Master,” said Duchess Rosalyn in her dull voice. 

      Theudeuric sighed and shook his head. He seemed more disappointed than insulted, like a kindly teacher with a stubborn pupil. “I regret that you have absorbed the superstitions and ignorance of the Imperial church, Prince Everard. You speak of necromancy and blood sorcery as if they were hideous insults against nature and the cosmos. They are not blasphemies, but science, knowledge and skill applied and focused. I suppose the first man to forge a sword or fashion a spear was denounced by the priests as some sort of sinister diabolist. And we take rents and taxes from the commoners, do we not? They spend their lives in toil for their overlords. Why should we not take their lives in a more literal fashion…”

      “You’re a Herald of Ruin, aren’t you?” said Tyrcamber. 

      Theudeuric fell silent. All eyes turned towards him. Rosalyn glanced up once, and something seemed to flash in her dark eyes before she turned them down again. 

      “Ah,” said Theudeuric. “Permit me to guess. The golden armor, the white cloak…you’re one of Rilmael’s creatures, aren’t you? The Dragontiarna Knights?”

      “I serve God and the Emperor and no one else,” said Tyrcamber, “and all your fine speeches are a trick and a fraud. The Dragon Cult foretells of five Heralds of Ruin to proceed the Warden. Merovech Valdraxis is one of them. You are, too. I recognized the dark soulblade. You could be nothing else.” 

      “You presume to judge me, sir?” said Theudeuric with amusement. “I wish to bring immortality to all mankind. You are an abomination, a freak of the Malison. Perhaps one in ten thousand men could become a Dragontiarna, and you would condemn the other nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine to eternal enslavement. Who are you to lecture me about anything?” 

      “A freak of chance or fate I may be,” said Tyrcamber, “but I don’t seek to rule over anyone. Nor do I harvest the blood of the innocent to build my powers. And you still haven’t answered the question.”

      “You understand little, both you and your Guardian,” said Theudeuric. “The Warden understands much. The Dragon Cult is but his tool to destroy those who stand in the path of remaking the cosmos. For we shall remake the cosmos in a new and better form, and those who stand in our path shall be swept aside.” 

      “Then you are a creature of the Theophract and nothing more,” said Everard. “The Empire shall be free of you and those like you.”

      “Ah, well,” said Theudeuric. “I had hoped to make you see reason, Prince Everard. But I see you are in thrall to fools and idiots.”

      “You will stand against the Empire?” said Everard. 

      “Certainly not,” said Theudeuric. “Why, I shall save the Empire. I will rid you of the false counselors who now surround you. I shall install you on the throne of the Emperor. And you will agree with me before I am done.” He beckoned to the other Knights of the Order of Blood. “We will return to our lines now. When we do, my army shall attack. I suggest you make ready. Fear not, Lord Prince. We shall deliver you from the fools who surround you now.” 

      He beckoned again, and the undead horses turned and began to ride away. Duchess Rosalyn turned one last measuring glance over the Prince’s party, and then lowered her eyes and followed her master. 

      “Best we return to your army, my lords,” said Rilmael. “Theudeuric means to attack as soon as he reaches his lines.”

      “Move!” said Chilmar. 

      They turned their horses and galloped back towards the loyalist army, the griffins flying overhead. They rode through the lines, Chilmar barking orders to everyone in sight, and returned to the Prince’s banner with the reserves. Ruari was waiting there, and she turned relieved eyes towards Tyrcamber. 

      “It’s going to be a battle,” Tyrcamber said to her. Her mouth tightened, and she nodded. 

      No sooner had he spoken than war horns sounded from the Fallen Order’s host. Shouts and war cries rang out from the humans, ogres, jotunmiri, and gnolls, but the undead were eerily silent. The entire army began to advance at a steady pace, the skeletal and fleshly undead in the front rank. 

      “Hold fast!” roared Chilmar. “All footmen are to hold fast. We will meet the enemy attack and make them come to us.”

      “Master Erchwulf?” said Everard.

      “Lord Prince?” said the leathery Master of the Order of the Griffin. 

      “I suggest you send forth the stormhawks,” said Everard. “We need to weaken the undead before they reach our lines.” 

      “It shall be done,” said Erchwulf, and he turned to give the commands. 

      “I will do what I can to weaken them as well,” said Rilmael, and the Guardian lifted his staff. 

      He cast a mighty spell, and flames blazed up the length of his staff. Spheres of fire fell from overhead, and a dozen of them landed among the advancing undead. They exploded with titanic roars, each blast immolating a dozen undead creatures. Living soldiers would have quailed before such a barrage, but the undead felt neither fear nor pain. They kept coming. 

      Tyrcamber heard a ringing screech, and winged shadows passed overhead. 

      He looked up and saw the stormhawks of the Order of the Griffin outlined against the sky fire. 

      The Order took its name from the griffins the majority of its knights rode into battle. But griffins were not the only beast the Order commanded. Stormhawks were huge birds, easily four times the size of a griffin, their great wings spread like the sails of a ship. Their beaks could bite a horse in half, and their talons were like a horseman’s lance. The knights seemed like tiny figures on their backs. 

      But their talons and beaks were not the only weapon the great hawks possessed. 

      A score of stormhawks soared over the advancing undead, shrieked, and spread their wings. 

      Lightning crackled along their pinions, and bolts of lightning fell like rain among the undead.

      The noise was titanic, the light blinding. Lightning slashed through the undead, tearing through both the skeletons and the preserved corpses. The lightning of the stormhawks was even strong enough to destroy the wraiths, and they unraveled into smoke wherever the bolts touched them. The undead kept coming, but the living forces of the Fallen Order wavered. The awesome barrage of the stormhawks was enough to inspire fear in even the mightiest army, though the stormhawks could only summon lightning a few times a day.

      Then Tyrcamber saw dozens of points of blue fire burn to life behind the enemy. 

      “What is that?” said Duke Hulderic.

      “Nothing good,” said Rilmael, voice grim.

      The undead animals rose into the air a second later. 

      There were over a score of undead stormhawks, their hides leathery, their feathers piebald and crumbling. Blue fire burned in their empty eye sockets. The undead stormhawks had lost enough feathers that they shouldn’t have been able to fly, but they rose nonetheless. Undead griffins flew alongside them, gaunt and mummified, their ribs straining against their withered hides and patchy fur.

      The undead converged on the living stormhawks. Another cheer rose from the Fallen Order’s host as their winged undead drove back the Order of the Griffin.

      “Sir Tyrcamber,” said Everard. 

      “I know, my lord,” said Tyrcamber, turning his horse. “I will take to the air.”

      “Thank you,” said Everard.

      Ruari moved her horse to follow him. 

      “No,” said Tyrcamber. “You should stay here.”

      Her hand flickered over her tablet. 

      IT HAS TO BE US. THERE IS NO ONE ELSE. I ALSO HAVE A DUTY. 

      Tyrcamber hesitated. He was her husband. He could have commanded her to stay behind, and she would have done it. But she was Dragontiarna, just as he was, and they were the only two in the Empire.

      She was right. They both had a duty. 

      Damn it.

      “Very well,” said Tyrcamber. “Follow me. Once we are in the air, stay close.”

      She nodded, put her tablet away, and followed him as he galloped to the south. Tyrcamber did not have to go far. He just needed enough space to transform. They came to a clear area a little south of the reserve forces, and Tyrcamber dismounted. Ruari rode for another twenty yards or so and slid out of the saddle, her golden armor flashing in the light of the sky fire.

      Tyrcamber drew in a deep breath, called on the fire of the Malison, and let it fill him. 

      He swelled into immensity, becoming the great golden dragon, his talons sinking in the turf. His poor horse let out a terrified whinny. He turned his head and saw that Ruari had become a dragon as well. Her dragon shape was armored in vivid blue scales, and her eyes remained the same eerie blue as her human form. Tyrcamber thought it was just as well that she had the armor of a Dragontiarna Knight now, so she would not be naked in front of half the army when they won the battle.

      If they won the battle. 

      Memories from thousands of years of combat from the Chamber of the Sight filled his mind, and Tyrcamber leaped into the air, his wings and his magic driving him skyward, Ruari flying close behind. The aerial combat continued overhead, the undead stormhawks and griffins circling around the living creatures and their riders. Below the undead soldiers crashed into Prince Everard’s host, and the sound of steel on steel rose on high. 

      Tyrcamber shot forward like an arrow and unleashed his dragon fire. It swept across one of the undead stormhawks, and the creature went up like dry wood soaked in oil. In an instant, the undead stormhawk disintegrated into ashes and embers, the glowing cloud carried away on the wind. Tyrcamber didn’t know if the dragon fire would burn through the necromantic magic, but it hardly mattered. The dragon fire disintegrated the undead stormhawk. 

      He destroyed two more stormhawks and three griffins before the undead realized the threat. Or, more likely, the necromancers on the ground controlling the creatures gave them new commands. The winged undead converged on Tyrcamber and Ruari, and he answered them with dragon fire, blasting them from the sky. 

      One of the undead stormhawks dove on Ruari, but she was faster. White mist swept from her jaws, and a heartbeat later, the stormhawk was encased in granite-hard ice. It fell from the sky like a stone. Tyrcamber feared that the creature would crash into the loyalist forces, but his wife was too canny for that. The frozen stormhawk smashed into the undead soldiers and shattered like glass, wiping out a score of the enemy.

      The undead griffins sprang upon Tyrcamber, clinging him like hunting dogs to a boar, their claws and beaks raking at his sides. That hurt, but their claws were not strong enough to penetrate very far through his scales, and he folded his wings, dove, and jerked back up. That was enough to dislodge some of the griffins, and he blasted several of them with a jet of fire. Ruari swooped over him, jaws snapping, and she crushed one of the undead griffins with a single bite. Her talons lashed out, knocking the remaining creatures from his back, and he burned one while she froze the other and sent it tumbling into the foe below.

      Tyrcamber banked, intending to meet the remaining winged undead. 

      Except they flew away to the north, their rotted wings flapping.

      Tyrcamber hesitated, unsure of what to do. He expected the Fallen Order’s living forces to follow the undead. Except the humans, ogres, gnolls, and jotunmiri had turned to the north as well. They were retreating?

      But the undead continued their assault on the loyalist army. 

      Tyrcamber realized their plan. The undead would pin the loyalist army in place while the core forces of the Fallen Order escaped to the north. For an instant, Tyrcamber considered pursuing them. Perhaps he could burn Theudeuric to ashes and secure his dark soulblade, ridding the world of one Herald of Ruin. Yet it looked as if the loyalist footmen were struggling to hold against the undead. And Theudeuric and the other necromancer-knights were powerful wizards. Tyrcamber knew he could overcome five or six of them with ease, but scores of them at once? Their combined magic would overcome him, especially since they did not need to fear the Malison with their necromantic spells. 

      And the loyalist army needed his help. It would do no good for Tyrcamber to destroy Master Theudeuric only for the undead to kill Prince Everard and the loyalist Dukes.

      His mind made up, Tyrcamber banked again and dove towards the masses of undead attacking the infantry, Ruari on his right.

      He opened his jaws and unleashed fire, turning the undead into torches, while Ruari froze them in place.
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      “Then why did I not develop the ability to use magic while I was on your world?” said Aeliana. 

      “I am not certain, but I have several theories, my lady,” said Volker, walking alongside her horse. 

      They were somewhere north of the River Cintarra. After discussing the geography of Cintarra with Merovech, Aeliana had convinced the Duke that the town of Rhudlan was the strongest point along the river save for the city of Cintarra itself. If Merovech took that town and held it, he would have control of the western half of the River Cintarra and its valley. Eventually, he would face a counterattack from the gathered army of Andomhaim or raiders from Durandis or Rhaluusk, but Merovech would have ample time to prepare, and Aeliana could use the Dwyrstones to open additional rifts and bring in reinforcements from the Frankish Empire. Merovech had dispatched Count Rhellgar to put Rhudlan under siege, and the forces of the Dragon Cult were converging on the town. 

      But there were already enemy soldiers in the field. Anathgrimm warbands prowled the countryside, and Aeliana had to admit that the spiny orcs were a match for any of the warriors under Merovech’s command. There had also been skirmishes with the Cintarran nobles. Accolon had rallied more of the Cintarran nobility than Aeliana would have expected, despite the lingering resentment over the reversed enclosures.

      Of course, the sight of an army of goblins and ogres would inspire even bitter enemies to become reluctant allies. 

      “Please explain, then,” said Aeliana

      “Of course, my lady,” said Volker.

      She rode one of Merovech’s horses, Ruinheart in its scabbard and hanging from the saddle. Aeliana wore a snug Frankish riding dress of crimson with black edging, and she had found jewels for her ears and throat. The Dragon Cult had been methodically looting the villages, churches, monasteries, and domi they came across, and Merovech had taken his share of the loot. He seemed to enjoy sheathing Aeliana in gold and jewels, making her beauty an ornament to reflect his power. Aeliana thought that would have been demeaning, but instead she found the experience pleasurable, and liked watching the Dragon Cult nobles stare at her with fear and dislike, knowing that if she killed any of them Merovech would laugh, applaud the show, and then take her to his pavilion to vent the lust the murder would inspire in him. 

      He had also given her a household. Aeliana had three noblewomen to wait upon her and take care of her tent. They all hated her, of course, but they were also terrified of a Herald of Ruin, and they wouldn’t dare cross her. She had used Ruinheart to execute a few prisoners in front of Merovech, wondering if it would fire his ardor (it had, spectacularly), and Aeliana only had to grasp the dark soulblade’s hilt to ensure instant obedience from her servitors. 

      Aeliana had also asked Merovech that Volker serve as her seneschal, and Count Rhellgar had been wise enough to accede to his overlord’s wishes. Volker had impressed Aeliana with his quick thinking and boldness. He was smart enough to understand that the favor of the Duke’s consort would benefit him, and he was an educated man. Aeliana wanted to understand more about the Frankish Empire. For that matter, she needed to learn the Frankish language. 

      And there was much about the world of the Frankish Empire she did not understand. The door the Warden sought was inside the Empire, and if Aeliana was to help her master claim it and reshape the cosmos, then she needed to know more about the Franks and their Empire. 

      Merovech Valdraxis, alas, was not the man to answer those questions. Aside from their shared love of killing and their uncontrollable attraction to one another, Aeliana had little in common with the Duke. Merovech wasn’t stupid, but he had no patience for anything abstract or scholarly. Before Merovech had become a Herald of Ruin, Aeliana suspected he had been the sort of noble who spent his days hunting, his evenings drinking, and his nights taking every woman he could get into his bed. Needless to say, pestering Merovech with questions about the Frankish Empire would have quickly exhausted his limited patience. Besides, he had a battle to plan. 

      Volker had no choice but to be patient with her. Fortunately, he seemed to enjoy talking, and had the gift of making clear and lucid explanations. The former priest must have made an excellent teacher before he became a member of the Dragon Cult.

      “I suspect, my lady,” said Volker, “that anyone from your world who spends a significant amount of time in the Frankish Empire would develop magical abilities. I wanted to test this with some prisoners, but my lord the Count said there wasn’t time, and we needed to move in any event. As for why you did not,” he gestured at Ruinheart, “I suspect the dark soulblade protected you. Or the Mark of the Herald.”

      “You may be right,” said Aeliana. She did not fully understand the Mark’s abilities and suspected that it had powers the Warden had not disclosed. “What would happen if a magic user of this world passed through a rift to the Frankish Empire?”

      “Oh, I expect the Dragon Curse would strike them at once, and they would transform into a dragon,” said Volker.

      Aeliana frowned. “Why?”

      “It is a question of…acquired immunity, let us say,” said Volker. He gestured, a ball of light appearing above his hand. “In the Frankish Empire, I could do that perhaps five or six times in an hour.” He closed his fist, and the ball vanished. “Here, I can only manage it once or twice in the same span of time. The magic here is weaker.”

      “What difference does that make?” said Aeliana. 

      “I gather, my lady, from some comments you have made in passing that you were once an assassin?” said Volker. Aeliana nodded, pleased – he was perceptive. “Doubtless, you are familiar with the concept of an acquired poison immunity, where you gradually build up immunity to a poison by exposing yourself to it in small doses. Or how certain fevers or poxes strike a man, and if he survives, he is immune to them for the remainder of his life. Those of us born in the Frankish Empire contend with the Malison all our days. We are never quite safe from it, but we do acquire something of a resistance to it. For a wizard of your world to come to the Frankish Empire…it would be akin to swallowing a massive dose of a new poison, or perhaps the first days of a virulent new plague when no one has yet developed immunity to it. Almost certainly an immediate transformation into a dragon would result unless the wizard in question had a mind of exceptional power or discipline.” 

      “I see,” said Aeliana. She wondered what would happen if she dragged Calliande Arban into the rift. The thought of forcing Ridmark to watch his wife become a dragon enslaved to the Cult was a pleasing one. Then again, Calliande was a sorceress of great power. She might have the mental discipline to withstand the Malison, perhaps even to undergo the transformation and come out on the other end as a Dragontiarna. The Keeper was dangerous enough already without gaining the ability to become a dragon at will. No, Aeliana would learn from the folly of the dark elves, and not indulge in counterproductive cruelty. A swift dagger in the back was the safest way to deal with someone like Calliande Arban. 

      “Though I do urge you to bear in mind, my lady,” said Volker, “is that it is entirely possible that I am wrong. I am only a middling scholar and hardly a natural philosopher of keen insight. I repeat only the theories of others.”

      “And what do you think of the matter?” said Aeliana, watching the nearby footmen march. 

      Volker shrugged. “I think the explanation I have given you is the most likely one.”

      “The sky fire I saw in your world,” said Aeliana. “What is it?”

      Volker smiled. “No one knows. I seem unable to provide you with solid answers, only theories.” Aeliana laughed at that. Encouraged, Volker kept speaking. “It is almost certainly a manifestation of the Malison in some way. For neither Old Earth nor this world possesses sky fire, and the Malison is unknown on both worlds. Should you ever be unfortunate enough to witness an involuntary transformation into a dragon, you will see that some of the light and flame of the transformation resembles the sky fire. Beyond that, I cannot say.”

      “For a Dragon Cultist, Master Volker,” said Aeliana, “you seem very confident of what you do not know.”

      Volker blinked and offered a polite smile. “My lady?” 

      “All the humans in the Duke’s army are Cultists, or claim to be,” said Aeliana. Volker nodded. “And they are very confident. They will all become immortal dragon gods and rule this world and all others forever and ever. I have yet to hear such…bombast from you, though, Volker.”

      Volker shrugged. “I believe fully in the Path of the Dragon, my lady. Boasting is for young men and nobles, and I am neither.” 

      “Tell me,” said Aeliana. “How did you join the Dragon Cult?”

      Volker hesitated. “I don’t wish to bore the Duke’s consort with trivialities.”

      “Tell me,” said Aeliana, steel creeping into her voice. 

      “As you wish,” said Volker. He paused so long that Aeliana felt annoyance stir, but then Volker began to speak. “When I was a young man, I was a priest of the Imperial Church. My father had three sons, and I entered the priesthood as a…mmm, necessity for him. My eldest brother inherited my father’s business, my second-eldest brother became a man-at-arms in service to Duke Merovech, and I became a priest. An affair of convenience, I suppose, but it troubled me not. I believed fully in the teachings of the Dominus Christus and the apostolic fathers of old. I daresay I was the most diligent priest in the duchy of Swabathia.

      “One day, my brother came home from his service to the Duke with a woman. She was great with child, and he intended to wed her and make her his wife. A little irregular, I suppose, but most of the marriages I made as a priest had a bride who was in her second or third month of pregnancy. On the day of the wedding, gnolls raided out of Monoloch and attacked the village. We drove them off, but my brother’s betrothed and her child were slain in the fighting, and my brother used so much magic that the Dragon Curse took him, and he began to transform into a dragon. He begged me to kill him, for he could hear the power of the Valedictor calling him to the east…and I did it. I killed my brother with my own hands.”

      Volker said nothing, staring at the horizon.

      “Perhaps you did him a kindness,” said Aeliana. “He might have lived for centuries enslaved to one dark elf or another.”

      “So I tried to tell myself,” said Volker, “but it was no comfort. Nor were wine or women or any of the other things I did to forget my sorrow. In time I realized that the teachings of the church were a lie. There is neither mercy nor salvation, only suffering and sorrow. And the lure of the Malison is always there. Why would God torment us so? Do you recall in the scriptures how God forbade Adam and Eve from eating of the fruit of Eden? Why would He taunt them so cruelly, knowing it would lead to destruction? Why would He curse the men of the Empire with the Malison, knowing it could bring them to ruin? It was then that I understood. There was no God, only competing forces trampling mankind underfoot. I went to a meeting of the chapter of the Cult…and I learned the truth at last. When mankind walks the Path of the Dragon, we shall become gods. No more will forces trample us underfoot. We shall become the forces ruling the cosmos.”

      “A harrowing tale,” said Aeliana. “And I understand.”

      Volker inclined his head. “My lady is kind to listen to her servant’s ramblings.”

      “I do understand,” said Aeliana. She waved her hand at the land around them. “You have heard me say that I am the daughter of a king. That is no idle boast. My father was the High King of Andomhaim by right of conquest until Ridmark Arban murdered him. I should have been his silent hand, the assassin in the shadows who removed his foes. Instead, he was slain, and I lost everything…and that set me on the path that led to the Warden and the Mark of the Herald.”

      And it was no lie. She did understand. She knew the kind of pain that drove Volker. Had it not made her into a Herald of Ruin? Her father ought to have been the High King of Andomhaim, but she would have vengeance for him. Aeliana had destroyed the Red Family for the indignities the assassins had heaped upon her, for watching and laughing as Gregor took her atop the table. She would have revenge on Ridmark. And she would have vengeance on the cosmos itself. When the Warden found the door beneath Cathair Kaldran, he would rip down the rotting edifice of creation and replace it with something new and better, something that repaired the defects of the old cosmos. 

      “I am sorry, my lady,” said Volker. 

      “Don’t be,” said Aeliana, sharper than she intended. “You will have your vengeance, Volker. Follow the Path of the Dragon to the end with the Heralds of Ruin, and you will see the cosmos remade.” 

      Volker cleared his throat, and then turned his head, his eyes narrowing.

      One of Merovech’s household knights rode towards them. Merovech’s original sigil had been a black boar upon a red field, and a few of his counts and knights still bore that regalia. Yet many of the knights preferred to wear the symbols of the Dragon Cult, black surcoats with the crimson sigil of a dragon-headed man. It was pompous, but Aeliana found it useful. The knights all bore the symbols of the Dragon Cult, and Aeliana only had to show the Mark of the Herald on her right arm to ensure obedience. 

      “My lady,” said the knight, bowing from his saddle. “The Lord Dragonmaeloch requests your presence. The Theophract has come and desires counsel with the Heralds of Ruin.”

      Aeliana frowned. The Theophract had come? She had thought the Theophract would be busy in the Frankish Empire, preparing the way for the Warden. Still, the Theophract had surprised her before, and it would likely happen again.

      She saw that Volker’s eyes had gone wide. Likely he had never seen the Theophract and had only heard of the dark elven sorcerer through the Path of the Dragon. 

      “Come, Master Volker,” said Aeliana. “I promised you would see wonders. Perhaps you shall see one today.” Volker bowed. “But do control your tongue around the Duke.” Merovech was the sort of man who thought nothing of executing a servant who had annoyed him, an attitude that Aeliana found wasteful. 

      “My lady,” said Volker with a bow. 

      “Sir knight, lead the way,” said Aeliana, taking her reins.

      She followed the household knight through the ranks of the marching footmen and supply wagons and came to where Merovech rode with his household knights. Some lords preferred to lead their marching men from the front, others from the back. Merovech, by contrast, always was in the middle of a marching column, which allowed him to move swiftly to any problems. Once again, Aeliana reflected that Merovech was much smarter than he seemed. He acted like a violent, ill-tempered boor with the power to do what he wished…which was because he actually was an ill-tempered boor with tremendous power. 

      But beneath all that was a great deal of vicious cunning. 

      Aeliana spotted Merovech riding with his knights, stark in his crimson armor. His bearded face turned towards her, his eyes glowing with golden fire, and Aeliana felt a shiver of lust curl through her. It was like a drug that set her blood to burning whenever she was close enough to him. It would have been intolerable for Merovech to have that level of power over her…save for the fact that she had the same effect upon him. She knew that their attraction was only an aspect of their twin Marks, but it was useful (and enjoyable) for all that. 

      The Theophract stood next to Merovech’s horse, swathed in his dark cloak. 

      Aeliana heard Volker suck in a startled breath, though his posture and expression remained scrupulously correct.

      The Theophract turned towards her. Beneath his hooded black cloak, he wore blue dark elven armor that covered his body in overlapping plates of metal. In his armored right hand, he carried a staff that seemed as if it had been made from solid shadows. It almost looked like a vertical hole in the air. Under his cowl, he wore a helmet with a faceplate wrought in the image of a snarling dragon. She had never actually seen him without the masked helmet.

      “Aeliana Carhaine,” said the Theophract.

      “Lord Theophract,” said Aeliana, bowing from the saddle. 

      “You have done well,” said the Theophract. “Duke Merovech’s army came to Andomhaim faster than I expected. Let us speak privily.”

      “All of you!” snapped Merovech. “Move away! My consort and I shall speak alone with our guest.”

      Volker and Merovech’s household knights moved away, creating a wide space around them. 

      “Consort?” said the Theophract, a dry note in that metallic voice.

      “Why not?” said Merovech. “When I became a Dragonmaeloch, the appetites of the flesh stilled as the madness burned in my mind. But when I met another Herald, the desires of a man returned to me.”

      “Best you cooperate,” said the Theophract. “Our lord the Warden will be displeased if you allow your urges to interfere with our work. And there have been setbacks.”

      “Setbacks?” said Aeliana. “The first attempt to open the Great Eye failed, true, but…”

      “These setbacks are not of your making,” said Theophract. “Vhalmharak has been slain, and the Keeper now has Ghostruin.”

      Vhalmharak had been one of the five Heralds, and she had met him in Urd Morlemoch, though her memory of that time was tangled and uncertain. 

      “The gray orc?” said Merovech with a scowl. “I thought he was to raise the ghost orcs as an army to join our cause.” 

      “He was,” said the Theophract. “He underestimated the will of his nation to resist and was slain in battle for his misjudgment. Additionally, Agravhask has been delayed.”

      “Delayed?” said Merovech, his scowl deepening. “I understood he was to have taken Cintarra by now and cleared the way to the Great Eye. What blunder did the spider-worshipping fool commit?”

      “No blunder,” said the Theophract. “This world’s ocean currents are unstable, and they shifted without warning. Currently, it is impossible to sail from the Isle of Kordain to Cintarra. The currents will change again soon enough, and Agravhask will launch his invasion of Andomhaim. Until then, we must clear the way to the Great Eye and activate it. The combined armies of the Dragon Cult, the Heptarchy, and the Fallen Order shall march upon Cathair Kaldran.” 

      “We will need to open the Great Eye first,” said Aeliana.

      Merovech glared at her. He didn’t like anyone else talking to the Theophract. But she was a Herald of Ruin as well, and she had as much right to speak. His anger flicked to faint amusement as if a switch had been flipped. Defiance in the face of his constant rage gained his respect, but it was helpful that Aeliana was strong enough to survive his fury. That, and his desire for her would override his rage if she waited long enough. 

      “Easier said than done,” said Merovech at last. “There are a great many enemy forces between the Great Eye and us. We are marching to Rhudlan. My consort says that this town is the strongest point on the River Cintarra. If we break its defenses, we can assail Cintarra from both the river and the water at once.”

      “She is correct,” said the Theophract. “But the fate of Cintarra, in the end, is immaterial. Our vision is upon a greater goal. The Great Eye must be opened, Cathair Kaldran must be destroyed, and our lord the Warden must reach the door to the tomb. The methods do not matter. Therefore, you will follow this course of action. Continue your attack on Rhudlan. That will concentrate our enemies in a single place. Let them think you intend to seize Rhudlan, cross the river, and attack Cintarra from both the east and the west simultaneously. And while your foes believe you plan to take Rhudlan, you will instead proceed to the Shadow Ways, you and Aeliana, and you will open the Great Eye.”

      Aeliana frowned. “I am not a wizard, and while my lord the Duke wields magical power, I do not think that even a Dragonmaeloch has the strength to the Great Eye unassisted.”

      “She is right,” said Merovech. “I admit to no weaknesses, but even I cannot summon enough power to open the Great Eye on my own. I will need to bring my vassals and household knights to support me.”

      “They shall not be needful,” said Theophract. “Instead, you shall use this.”

      He reached into his dark cloak and drew out a key.

      Aeliana blinked in surprise. 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. Aeliana felt magical power radiating from the thing, and it had been forged a strange silvery metal. A metal that was oddly familiar, come to think of it…

      “That looks like the Great Eye,” said Aeliana.

      Merovech raised an eyebrow. “The Great Eye looks like a giant key?”

      Was he joking? She couldn’t tell. But his sense of humor tended towards the mordant. 

      “No,” said Aeliana. “The Great Eye is a giant ring thirty or forty yards across. But this key is made from the same metal as the Eye.” 

      “This is one of the Keys to the Great Eye,” said the Theophract. 

      “Did you make the Key?” said Aeliana. 

      “Such is beyond my skill,” said the Theophract. “The chief architect of the Great Eye was an elven artificer of the Liberated called Tarmyntir. He forged the Great Eye and raised the Dwyrstones to empower it, and to control the Eye, he made three Keys capable of unlocking and opening it.”

      “Why didn’t you give this to Cyprian?” said Aeliana. A black memory of drowning, of tumbling through a lightless tunnel, flooded through her mind. “We might have saved ourselves much toil.” 

      “I only recently unearthed this Key from its hiding place,” said the Theophract. The black staff shivered in his right hand, and Aeliana felt the thing was looking at her like a wolf looking at a deer. “Tarmyntir was a wizard and artificer of unusual skill. Originally, the Liberated elves planned to destroy the Great Eye after they departed, to prevent the Eye from falling into the wrong hands.”

      “Such as ours?” said Merovech with a smirk. 

      “Indeed,” said the Theophract. “But our lord the Warden tricked Tarmyntir, sabotaging his efforts to destroy the Eye. Unfortunately for our purposes, Tarmyntir realized the treachery in time and hid the three Keys where they could not be found.”

      “Wasn’t the Eye forged fifteen thousand years ago?” said Merovech. “The Key must have been damned well-hidden if it took you this long to find the bloody thing.” 

      “You are correct, Dragonmaeloch,” said Theophract. “Tarmyntir was indeed cunning. I only recently found the Key’s hiding place, though I have not located Tarmyntir himself.” The metallic voice darkened. “It would be best for him if he was dead, or else I shall vent my annoyances upon him. Take the Key, Aeliana Carhaine. You shall bear it to the Great Eye when the hour comes.”

      Merovech scowled. “And why should I not take the Key myself?”

      “Because you will be in dragon form to carry Aeliana there,” said Theophract.

      “And I know the path through the vast maze of the Shadow Ways to the Great Eye,” said Aeliana. “Cintarra has been there for centuries, my lord, and no one found the Great Eye until a few weeks ago. The minions of the Theophract spent a vast fortune and the lives of hundreds of laborers to find the Great Eye. You can spend months looking for the Great Eye yourself…or I can take the Key and lead you there.” 

      “You always have a glib answer at hand, don’t you, my dear?” said Merovech, but he gestured for her to take the Key. 

      Aeliana lifted the Key. The metal felt strange beneath her hands, both icy cold and burning hot. The Mark of the Herald stirred on her arm, and she sensed the tremendous power within the Key. 

      “Will you aid us in the battle, lord Theophract?” said Merovech. 

      “I cannot,” said the Theophract. “My attention is required elsewhere. I must undo the damage caused by Vhalmharak and the loss of Ghostruin. Remember that the outcome of the battle at Rhudlan is immaterial, save as a means to draw the enemy’s attention. Concentrate our foes, and then proceed in haste to Cintarra and open the Great Eye.” 

      “As you command, lord Theophract,” said Aeliana, inclining her head.

      The Theophract never bothered with lengthy farewells. His black staff seemed to warp around itself, and he vanished without a trace. Aeliana wasn’t sure how it worked, but that black staff allowed the Theophract to transport himself from Andomhaim to the Frankish Empire and back again without needing a world gate. 

      A pity he couldn’t move an army that way. 

      “A pretty thing, isn’t it?” said Merovech, his eyes looking over the Key in Aeliana’s hands. 

      “It is beautiful,” said Aeliana. “In an alien sort of way. But all the works of the elves have that unnatural beauty.”

      Merovech snorted. “Just as well you have it. Women enjoy sparkling baubles of little use.”

      “Bauble?” Aeliana raised her eyebrows. “This is the Key to the Great Eye, and it is one link in the chain that will rip down the old cosmos. Hardly a bauble.” 

      “Ah, your pride is wounded,” said Merovech. “I know what will salve it. The Theophract commanded us to distract the foe at Rhudlan, and slaughtering them all is the best way to do that. Let us take Ruinheart and Stormruin and slay until the streets of Rhudlan run knee-deep with blood, and then I will take you atop the Comes’ own bed.” 

      Aeliana shivered against her will. Her rational mind pointed out the problems with that plan. But she felt Ruinheart’s hunger, and it matched her own lusts. 

      And who knew? Perhaps they would get to slaughter the people of Rhudlan after all.
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      “Stand fast, men of Rhudlan!” roared Rufinius. “Stand fast!”

      Niall’s face and scalp itched, and he wanted to pull off his helmet long enough to scratch his head. But that would be folly. He had gotten hit twice in the head with glancing blows from arrows, and while he had a nasty headache, he was otherwise unhurt. 

      Many other of the town’s defenders could not say the same. 

      In the three days since the siege had begun, the goblins and the ogres had attacked in multiple waves. So far, Rhudlan had withstood every assault, but the defenders were tiring. Worse, while their numbers were dwindling, constant reinforcements were coming to the enemy. Niall wasn’t sure, but he thought there were at least three or four times as many foes outside the wall then there had been at the start of the siege. 

      He feared that one massive attack would be enough to push the defenders from the wall. They would have no choice but to fall back to the castra, which would mean brutal hand-to-hand fighting in the town’s streets. Worse, the castra wasn’t large enough to hold all the soldiers, let alone the townsmen. 

      It would be a slaughter. 

      Then Niall supposed they would just not have to fail. 

      “Hold fast!” roared Rufinius again, holding Starflame above his head. 

      The attackers had another advantage with their increased numbers. The Dragon Cult had put all the extra hands to work, and some of them had been engineers. 

      They had built siege towers 

      The towers were crude, rough-hewn wood hammered together and mounted on wheels. They looked amateurish, but they were sturdy, and they were armored with steel plates. Volleys of arrows bounced off the armored fronts of the towers, and the plates were strong enough to even deflect missiles from a ballista. Niall wished they had a catapult or three, but the Comes hadn’t bothered to invest in one. No doubt Lhanwyn Corinium had been more interested in acquiring more pastureland for sheep than seeing to his defenses. 

      “All right, you know what to do!” said Niall. He had command of a section of the western side of the wall, with spearmen and archers under his authority. Niall wasn’t sure how he had wound up with so many men under his command, but after multiple attacks, the men seemed to look up to him and were willing to follow his lead. He didn’t know why, but he wouldn’t turn back from the fight, not until he was wounded or killed.

      Which seemed like an increasingly likely possibility. 

      The towers shuddered towards the walls, pushed by goblins and protected with ogres bearing massive shields. At last, one of the towers crashed into the wall in front of Niall, and a wooden ramp swung down with a shriek of ill-fitting hinges. Niall just had time to be annoyed at the shoddy craftsmanship of the tower (and to recognize the absurdity of the thought), and then armored ogres stormed down the ramp, axes and swords in hand.

      Two of Niall’s men fell in the first frantic instants of the fighting, cut down before they even had a chance to defend themselves. Niall rushed into the fray, leading with his shield. The ogres were dangerous foes, strong and fast. An ogre had slain poor Valmark Arban in the courtyard of Ridmark’s castra, and Sir Valmark had been a Swordbearer. But the ogres were bigger than humans, and that was their weakness. If Niall could get inside their reach, the ogres couldn’t swing their weapons with enough power to kill. 

      He slammed against the nearest ogre, his shield hammering into its cuirass. The creature rocked a little, but the ogre was strong enough and heavy enough that it kept its feet. Niall dropped his shield, yanked the dagger from his belt, and stabbed. The dagger’s blade bit through a gap in the ogre’s armor and found its flesh, and the creature roared with rage. Before it could recover, he stepped back and slashed his sword blade across the ogre’s throat. Its dark blood welled over the steel, and the ogre fell heavily against the battlements. 

      By then, the goblins swarmed down the ramp. The Dragon Cult had sent ogres to spearhead the tower attack, with the less formidable goblins following. A goblin leaped off the ramp, and the creature cast a spell. A globe of lightning burst from its clawed hands and struck a royal man-at-arms. Fingers of lightning crawled up and down the man’s body, and the impact hurled the soldier backward off the rampart to fall into the street below with an awful crunching noise. The goblin began another spell, and Niall attacked. The sweep of his sword took off the creature’s hand, and it shrieked in pain. A quick stab through the heart and it fell, joining the growing number of corpses on the battlement. 

      Niall snatched up his shield and met his next foe. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Moriah ran down the street at the base of the northern wall, the clangor of battle filling her ears. 

      She wore her dwarven armor and wraithcloak, sword and dagger at her belt. Her gauntlets would remain her most useful weapons. Moriah had traded her gown for a tunic, a gambeson, trousers, and boots, and she spent most of her time wearing the dwarven scout armor and wraithcloak, waiting for a moment to strike. No one in Rhudlan, save for Sir Rufinius and Niall, knew that Moriah was the mysterious Wraith who had been aiding the defenders, and she intended to keep that way.

      Of course, the way the battle was going, her secret might die with her and everyone else in Rhudlan. 

      Moriah stopped and glanced up at the ramparts. Men struggled for their lives along the battlements, fighting to hold the goblins and ogres. There was a flare of fire as one of the goblins cast a spell. Someone screamed, and a wounded goblin tumbled off the wall and landed in the street a few yards from Moriah. She heard the crack of shattering bone and knew that the goblin would be no threat. It was just as well that her mask did a good job of filtering out smells. The stench of rotting flesh and spilled blood at the ramparts had grown overpowering. 

      She looked at the ramparts, noting the position of the siege tower and gauging the distance. Her wraithcloak ought to have enough power to manage this. Moriah took a deep breath, then sprinted for the wall. 

      At the last possible second, she drew on her cloak’s power, became immaterial, and shot through the stonework. 

      Previously, she had destroyed the siege ladders by jumping from the ramparts, becoming immaterial, and returning to material form once she reached the ground. That tactic was no longer viable. The goblins and the ogres had been watching for her, ready to hurl volleys of spells. Fire and ice and acid would not touch her in wraith-form, but lightning would. Worse, once she was in material form again, she was vulnerable. The dwarven ranger armor was powerful, but a concentrated burst of spells would rip through it and kill her. Or if an ogre hit her hard enough with one of those deadly axes. 

      God and the saints, what was she doing? She was a thief, not a soldier.

      But Moriah soared through the wall, landed between the stonework and the siege tower, and went about her work. 

      There was a gap of about five feet between the tower and the wall. Moriah shifted back into material form, and overhead she saw the ramp of wood and iron that let the enemy swarm onto the ramparts. She shifted her attention to the base of the tower and saw how it rested on six massive, mud-caked wheels, how the corner posts supported the bulk of the tower’s weight. 

      An old memory of a sermon she had heard as a child rose to her mind. The priest had been talking about one of the parables of the Dominus Christus, about the house built on the rock and the house built on sand. The Dragon Cult had built their tower on a foundation of wood, which ought to have been sturdy enough, but they hadn’t foreseen the skill of the ancient dwarven stonescribes.

      Moriah started punching the corner of the tower with both hands, calling on her gauntlets’ power for kinetic force. Her fists sank into the hard wood like she was punching mud, and each blow drove a deep crater into the wood, splinters flying. On the seventh blow, the massive timber cracked, and the tower lurched to the side. Moriah feared it would stay upright, but the tower’s great weight pulled it down, more timbers falling. 

      A snarl filled her ears, and a gnoll leaped around the base of the collapsing tower, a sword in hand. Moriah twisted to the side, trying to avoid the blade, but she was too slow. It clanged off her helmet. The dwarven steel protected her skull, but it still hit hard, and she stumbled backward.

      The gnoll raised its sword to strike again, and then one of the timbers of the collapsing tower snapped. It speared the gnoll through the chest, driving the creature to the ground. It made a piteous whining sound as it died, reminding Moriah almost of a wounded dog. 

      She seized her mental link to the wraithcloak and pushed herself back into the wall. A half-second later, a rain of broken timbers and metal fell where she had been standing. Moriah drifted through the stonework and back into the street below the wall, and she became material once more, breathing hard. She ducked into an alley and dismissed her helmet and gauntlets and checked her head. The impact of the gnoll’s sword had left her with a nasty headache, but the helmet had protected her, and she neither had a gash nor a bump. The impact wouldn’t even leave a bruise.

      Moriah sucked in a shaking breath and looked at the ramparts. One tower was down, but there were still others.

      And her wraithcloak still had power left for the day.

      One more deep breath, and she called her gauntlets and helmet back.

      The Wraith hurried to the wall to do battle once more. 
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      As the sun descended towards the western horizon, Niall stepped back from the doors of Rhudlan’s largest church. 

      “You can tell Sir Rufinius that we are doing all that we can for the wounded,” said Decimus. The Magistrius looked just as exhausted as Niall felt, his face unshaven and pale with fatigue, dark circles under his eyes. He had reserved his power for the men with the most serious wounds, men who would die without the aid of his magic. Niall knew little of magic (though he was starting to get quite an education over the last few months), but he did know that a Magistrius had to endure the pain of a wound as it was healed. He had seen the strain on Calliande’s face as she healed wounds after a battle, and the Keeper was the most powerful sorceress in Andomhaim. How much harder would it be for a wizard of lesser strength like Decimus? 

      “I will, Magistrius,” said Niall. “Thank you for all your help.”

      “Lady Pompeia has been invaluable,” said Decimus. “She has done a superb job of organizing both the priests and the women to care for the wounded. I would not have expected it of her, truth be told.”

      “Why not?” said Niall. 

      Decimus blinked, frowned at him. Niall had told no one but Moriah about his affair with Pompeia, but he had a sudden feeling that Decimus knew all about it. “Forgive me. I am weary, and my tongue runs away with itself.”

      “No, what do you mean?” said Niall. “I really want to know.”

      “Lady Pompeia…is a great deal like her father,” said Decimus. “I would not have expected her to care so much about the people of Rhudlan.” He raised a hand to stave off Niall’s protest. “But sometimes people surprise you in a crisis. Like you, sir.”

      “Me?” said Niall. “I don’t understand.” 

      “All the wounded speak highly of Sir Rufinius,” said Decimus. The tireless Swordbearer had visited the wounded in the town’s churches several times, and Niall had accompanied him, leaving Vegetius in command of the wall. Accolon had visited the wounded at Castarium, after all, and Niall thought it a worthy habit to emulate. “But they also speak highly of Sir Niall of Ebor.”

      “They shouldn’t,” said Niall, feeling a pulse of shame. He had spent several nights in Pompeia’s soft bed and warm arms while other men slept in alleys or in tents. 

      “They say you have been at the front of the battle for days, leading charges and rallying the men,” said Decimus. “In truth, who would expect that from a displaced villager from Ebor? The enclosures drove most of your neighbors to find new homes or to turn to banditry.” He shrugged. “But it is good you are here, Sir Niall. I think God sent you for just such an hour as this.”

      Niall shifted, thinking again of Pompeia. He definitely hoped that God hadn’t been watching Niall’s time alone with her. 

      “I only want to do my duty,” said Niall. 

      “Then I will not keep you from it,” said Decimus. “Good fortune, sir knight.”

      “And you, Magistrius,” said Niall. Decimus nodded, clapped him on the shoulder, and walked back into to church, his dust-stained white coat swirling around him. Niall turned and walked north, leaving the forum before the castra and heading back to the wall. The ramparts were quiet at the moment, though the men kept watch. After the Wraith had destroyed the siege towers, the Dragon Cult had pulled their forces back, no doubt to plan their next assault. Niall hoped that Prince Accolon and Lord Ridmark returned soon with their soldiers. He wasn’t sure how much longer Rhudlan could hold out. 

      For that matter, the ramparts smelled foul. Dead goblins, gnolls, and ogres littered the ground outside the walls, and they were rotting in the late spring sun. Before much longer, plagues would start spreading through both the defenders and the besiegers. Niall supposed that would be one way to end the siege.

      He reached the forum below the wall. With the lull in the fighting, Sir Rufinius had ordered the men fed, and Lady Pompeia’s organizational skills had risen to the task. A mess tent had been raised in the forum. Niall took a skin of watered wine and a loaf of bread from one of the townswomen, murmured his thanks, and climbed to the ramparts. He saw the mass of enemy soldiers seething to the north, and he thought it looked like they were building new siege towers. Niall reported to Sir Rufinius, relaying the messages from the Magistrius, and then stepped into the guard room in the gate’s western watch tower. 

      A man in a padded gambeson sat against the wall, booted feet crossed and long legs stretched before him. His eyes were closed, and his long red hair had been tied into a loose braided crown to fit beneath a helmet…

      No, not a man. Moriah. He had only ever before seen her wearing a fine gown or the masked helmet of the Wraith. 

      “Are you all right?” said Niall, alarmed. Had she taken a wound in the fighting? The Wraith’s help had stopped the attacks, and if Moriah had been wounded…

      She opened one green eye at him. “You worry a lot, don’t you?” 

      Niall couldn’t decide if that was an insult or not. He held out the skin of wine and the loaf of bread. “Here. You look like you need this more than I do.”

      She hesitated, probably trying to think up a cutting remark, and then sighed and held out her hands. “Thank you. I’m starving. But I just wanted to sit down for a moment.” She broke the loaf of bread in half and handed one of the pieces to him. “Of course, I can’t be as tired as the mighty Sir Niall of Ebor, champion of the ramparts.”

      Niall grimaced. “I wish people wouldn’t say things like that about me.”

      Moriah snorted. “Then stop fighting so well.” 

      Niall sat next to Moriah. She made no response, but opened the wineskin and took a long drink. Then she passed it to him. Niall froze for a second. Drinking from the same wineskin seemed almost…intimate. But then again, he smelled bad, she smelled bad, and the entire northern wall of Rhudlan stank of death and battle. 

      And he was thirsty. 

      He took a long drink of the wineskin and passed it back to her. 

      “You should get more credit than me,” said Niall. “I didn’t smash any siege towers or throw down any ladders.”

      “The Wraith did that, not Moriah Rhosmor,” said Moriah without any bitterness. “Moriah Rhosmor is just some minor noblewoman with a sinecure that Accolon left behind at Rhudlan. No one of any importance.” She smirked. 

      “You seem pleased with the idea,” said Niall. 

      “I am pleased with the idea,” said Moriah. “I am the Crown Prince’s spymaster. The fewer people who notice me, the better. I’ve been listening to the whispers. Most of the soldiers and townsmen think that the Wraith helped overthrow the Regency Council and now has come to defend Rhudlan in its hour of need.” Her smirk turned into a genuine smile. “I think Comes Lhanwyn would like to hire the Red Family to come after me. If the Red Family hadn’t all been slaughtered, of course.”

      “I do have some good news,” said Niall. 

      “Oh?” said Moriah. She took another drink and passed him the wineskin. “You’ve got a flask of much stronger alcohol than this?” 

      “No.” Niall wet his throat and handed her back the wine. “Magistrius Decimus received messages from Lady Calliande and the other Magistri. All Queen Mara’s Anathgrimm have joined forces with Prince Accolon’s men, and they’re marching to Rhudlan.”

      “That is good news,” said Moriah. “I wasn’t sure how much longer we could hold out. More and more of the enemy keep arriving.” 

      “Unfortunately, the enemy army is gathering as well,” said Niall. “I think a big battle might be coming.”

      “More chances for Sir Niall of Ebor to win mighty renown,” said Moriah. 

      Niall frowned and decided to push back. “Or for the Wraith. Perhaps you can find the leader of the Dragon Cult and leave him tied up and naked on a serving platter with an apple stuffed in his mouth.”

      Moriah blinked at him, and then laughed without mockery. She was very pretty when she smiled, almost as if her face had a light that sometimes poked through the clouds of her cynical mask. “Remember that, do you?” She sighed. “I should not pick at you. I am tired and sick at heart. When you visited the wounded…” She shook her head. “That was admirable. I would not wish to do that myself.”

      “Crown Prince Accolon did at Castarium,” said Niall. The Drakocenti had tried to kill him soon after. “It seemed wise to follow his example.” 

      “That’s half the reason the men love you,” said Moriah. “They respect Sir Rufinius, but he’s a noble bastard. You’re a commoner…but you fight like a Swordbearer, you visit the wounded men, and you started out as a farmer’s nephew.”

      Niall shifted, uncomfortable with the praise, and then a flash of blue caught his attention. 

      Pompeia walked to the tower room and beamed at him. 

      Niall’s heart sped up as he scrambled to his feet, Moriah rising more slowly behind him. Pompeia looked radiant, her blue dress close-fitting and cut low in front, her hair arranged in a shining crown, jewels glinting on her fingers and throat. 

      “My lady,” said Niall, offering a deep bow. Moriah followed suit, again more slowly.

      “Sir Niall,” said Pompeia. “It is good to see you.” She smiled, her eyes sparkling. “With the lull in the fighting, I thought I would visit the wall and thank our brave soldiers for their courage.” She smelled of perfume, a welcome change from the odor of death and battle that hung over the ramparts. “The men tell me you have distinguished yourself in the fighting.”

      “I don’t know about that, my lady,” said Niall. “I just hope to do my duty.”

      “I didn’t expect to see you here, Lady Moriah,” said Pompeia with a bright smile. 

      Moriah shrugged. “Prince Accolon bade me to make myself useful to Sir Rufinius. I’ve been running messages for him. I can run very fast when necessary…and the sight of thousands of goblins outside the walls inspires me to run swiftly.”

      Pompeia gave a shudder. “I admire your courage. I could never do what you do.” She smiled again at Niall. “I should like to spend more time with you, sir knight, but I must visit the western half of the wall yet.”

      “I am at your disposal, my lady,” said Niall with another bow. 

      Pompeia’s smile took on a wicked edge, and Niall felt himself flush as he remembered their nights together. Then she left the guard room, continuing down the western rampart. After a moment, two of her ladies followed her, neither bothering to look at Niall or Moriah. 

      They stood in silence for a while.

      Moriah shook her head. “She’s really got you wrapped around her little finger, hasn’t she?”

      Niall frowned. “Why don’t you like her?” 

      “I know why you like her,” said Moriah. “Her breasts were about ready to pop out of that gown.” Niall scowled, anger rising through his fatigue. “But what sort of woman puts on jewels and a gown and perfume and goes to visit soldiers?”

      “She is thanking them for their courage,” said Niall. “You could do the same.”

      Moriah snorted. “Would you rather I give your soldiers pretty words and coo about how brave they are, or should I save some of their lives by destroying siege ladders?”

      Niall opened his mouth to answer and realized that he didn’t know what to say. 

      “She’s trying,” he said at last. “Her father hasn’t stirred from the castra since the siege began. She can’t turn into a wraith like you or summon dwarven ranger armor. She’s doing what she can.”

      “All right, that’s fair,” said Moriah. “But what she wants is for her people to love her more than her father.” 

      Niall snorted. “That’s not hard.” 

      “Look,” said Moriah, and she pinched the bridge of her nose and then lowered her hand. “You saved my life the day the siege started. You’re a good fighter. You’re not a complete fool unless a pretty woman is involved. I’m only going to say this once, and that’s because you saved my life. Don’t let yourself fall in love with Pompeia, and don’t ask her father for her hand.”

      “Why not?” said Niall.

      “Because I know women like her,” said Moriah. “She seduced you because you’re Sir Rufinius’s second in command. Didn’t you see how she was all but hanging off Accolon at the first banquet, and then Sir Rufinius when the Prince ignored her?” 

      Niall had, come to think of it. “I…thought she was just being polite.” 

      “Rubbish,” said Moriah. “You think that because you wanted to think that. She wanted to be the Prince’s mistress because Accolon is more powerful than her father. Or Sir Rufinius, because Accolon made him the castellan. But since she couldn’t seduce the Prince or the castellan, she seduced you.”

      “It’s not like that,” said Niall. 

      “I’m not going to change your mind,” said Moriah. “But I know women like that. Pompeia seduced you because she thinks she can use you. But the minute she has no further use for you she’ll forget you ever existed. She’ll probably deny that you were ever together or accuse you of forcing her against her will. Someone like that is more ruthless than someone like you can imagine…”

      “Someone like me?” said Niall. “The up-jumped bumpkin from Ebor, is that it?” 

      “An honest man,” said Moriah. “And a brave one. But that’s the problem with honest men. The liars always take them off-guard. It’s why Prince Accolon needs someone like me to watch his back.” Her voice grew quiet. “Maybe you need someone like me to watch your back.” 

      Niall was angry, and he wanted to snap at her. Hadn’t her sister seduced Prince Accolon? Or maybe she was jealous of Pompeia, that Pompeia was the lady of the castra and got to wear fine gowns and jewels while Moriah fought to hold the town. But he couldn’t work up the anger. He had come to realize that danger was when you really saw a person’s quality, whether they were brave or a coward or cruel. Moriah Rhosmor, despite her sharp tongue and cynical contempt, was no coward. Even with the dwarven armor and the wraithcloak, it was still dangerous to go outside the walls. 

      And she wasn’t lying to him. She was telling him the truth as she saw it. 

      Even if she was wrong.

      Of course she was wrong. 

      “Thank you,” said Niall.

      Moriah looked at him askance. “For telling you that you’re a fool seduced by a ruthless woman?”

      “But you told me the truth,” said Niall. “You’re wrong about her, aye…but you’re brave enough to tell me the truth as you see it. Or you care enough.”

      Moriah snorted. “I care about fulfilling my duty for Prince Accolon. That will be hard to do if you’re sobbing when Pompeia abandons you for some fat old merchant with a lot of money.”

      “Well,” said Niall. “One way or another, that won’t happen until the siege is over. You won’t have to worry about it then.” 

      Moriah blinked and then burst out laughing. “At least you have your priorities in order.” 

      Niall started to answer, and then he heard the wail of a war horn from outside the town.

      “The enemy is coming again,” said Niall, alarmed. 

      Moriah frowned. “No. No, that’s not it. That’s something else. Just one horn?”

      Niall hurried out of the guard room and onto the rampart over the northern gate, Moriah following him. Sir Rufinius was already there, looking over the battlements. 

      “My lord?” said Niall. “What’s happening?”

      Rufinius pointed over the wall. A party of horsemen had ridden south, stopping out of arrow range. There were about twenty riders, men in plate armor with long beards. Their standardbearer carried a lance with the black banner of the Dragon Cult.

      There was also an enormous white parley banner. Evidently, that was a custom that the Frankish Empire shared with Andomhaim.

      “It appears our foe wishes to talk,” said Rufinius.
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      Moriah did not like anything about this situation, and she bit back curses as she climbed into her horse’s saddle.

      It seemed that the Frankish noble and Dragon Cultist commanding the besiegers was named Count Alan Rhellgar, and he desired to parley with Sir Rufinius to prevent further needless bloodshed and wasteful loss of life. 

      Moriah thought that absolute nonsense. The Drakocenti hadn’t given a damn about innocent life, and the Dragon Cult had sprung from the same poisoned seeds that had grown into the Drakocenti. 

      Still, Sir Rufinius had pointed out that Prince Accolon and Queen Mara were on the way with their armies. Delay advantaged the defenders, not Count Rhellgar’s forces. Yet Moriah feared that Rhellgar might have some cunning plan to kill Sir Rufinius or seize the town during the parley. Rufinius, Vegetius, and Niall agreed with Moriah, and posted watchmen all around the town’s walls, not just the north, in case Rhellgar tried to sneak a force into Rhudlan. 

      All that was bad enough. 

      What was worse was that Comes Lhanwyn and Pompeia insisted on accompanying the party riding out to meet Count Rhellgar. 

      “My lord Comes, I must insist that you remain inside the walls,” said Rufinius, with considerably more calm than Moriah would have managed. “It is entirely possible this is a trap.”

      “I know that, Sir Rufinius,” said Lhanwyn. He wore his gleaming armor, his surcoat untouched by blood. After watching men suffer and die on the walls for three days, Moriah found it hard to conceal her contempt, but Lhanwyn wasn’t paying any attention to her. “But Rhudlan and its lands are my benefice, mine to hold and defend.” Though he hadn’t lifted a finger to defend them so far. “If this invader wishes to parley with the lord of Rhudlan, then I shall call him to account for his crimes.” 

      “But would not your daughter be safer within the walls?” said Niall. He looked anxious at the prospect of Pompeia accompanying them. For once, Moriah and Niall were in agreement about Pompeia. “If the enemy can take ahold of her, she will make a valuable hostage.”

      “Fear not, Sir Niall,” said Pompeia in her clear voice. “My father is the Lord of Rhudlan, and I am his heir. How can I flinch from this peril when my people and lands are in danger?” She smiled at Niall. “And how can I fear when I have such valiant men and bold knights about me?”

      Niall turned a little red at that. Moriah resisted the urge to roll her eyes. For God’s sake. He’d already bedded Pompeia, why get embarrassed at that? If they lived through this, Moriah decided what Niall needed (once Pompeia had broken his heart) was some vigorous country girl with wide hips who would birth him a brood of children. 

      Of course, if they did live through this, perhaps Accolon would reward Niall with lands and a title, and Pompeia would decide that Niall was a worthy potential husband. That thought annoyed Moriah would than she would have expected. Niall deserved better than a beautiful serpent like Pompeia Corinium. How could Niall not see that Pompeia was her father’s daughter? Couldn’t he see the cold, calculating glint in her eyes?

      Moriah had been around too many predators not to recognize one. 

      “Prince Accolon might have given you the command of the defense, Sir Rufinius,” said Lhanwyn, “but I am still the lord of this town. I will speak with Alan Rhellgar, and you cannot gainsay me.”

      “No,” said Rufinius. “I cannot. But remember the purpose of this parley. We seek to delay until help can arrive. We will not accept any offers Count Rhellgar gives us.”

      “As you say, Swordbearer,” said Lhanwyn. The Comes managed to put a hint of a sneer into the otherwise honored title. “We shall see.”

      “Very well,” said Rufinius. “Vegetius, you are in command until we get back.” The stocky decurion nodded. The disapproval of the entire venture was plain in Vegetius’s face, but he said nothing. “Open the gate. Remain watchful for treachery.”

      Vegetius shouted orders, and some of the royal soldiers undid the bars and pulled the gate open. The gates of Cintarra had elaborate clockwork machines that allowed them to be opened and closed with the pull of a lever. Rhudlan’s gates were much less complicated and required soldiers to pull them open. 

      At least they were thick. 

      “Stay together,” said Rufinius to the other riders. “Remain vigilant.” 

      With that, he spurred his horse forward, and they rode out.

      Thirty riders issued forth to meet with Count Rhellgar’s party. Niall rode in the front, carrying the Pendragon banner and the peace banner. Rufinius rode next, and then Lhanwyn and Pompeia. Niall kept glancing at Pompeia, so Moriah hoped he didn’t steer his horse into something. After them came royal knights and veteran men-at-arms. Lhanwyn had wanted to bring some of his own men to the parley, but here Rufinius had refused. Sensibly, in Moriah’s opinion. A pity he hadn’t been able to forbid the Comes and his daughter from coming at all.

      They drew closer to Count Rhellgar’s horsemen, and Moriah took her first good look at men from another world.

      At first glance, they didn’t seem all that different from knights of Andomhaim. Yet Moriah had spent much of her life planning thefts where a single overlooked detail could mean the difference between life and death, and she noted the differences. The Frankish knights all wore plate armor, but it seemed cruder and heavier than the armor used by the nobles of Andomhaim. Their swords were wider and a bit shorter, their belts broader and heavier. The Frankish lords preferred long hair and beards, while the nobles of Andomhaim tended to have close-cropped hair and went about clean-shaven or with short beards. 

      Rufinius’s party reined up about ten yards from the Frankish knights. One of the Dragon Cultists eased his horse forward a few paces. He was a big, fit man with long black hair tied back from his face and a bushy black beard. His eyes were a vivid green, and something in them put Moriah in mind of a cat sitting motionless outside a mouse’s hole. 

      “Thank you for coming,” said the bearded man in Latin with a thick accent. Probably a Frankish accent, Moriah assumed. Accolon had said that in the Empire, the Frankish language was the tongue of the commoners, but the nobles and the church used Latin for official business. “I am Count Alan Rhellgar, lord of Castle Rhellburg, vassal of Duke Merovech Valdraxis and a high priest of the Path of the Dragon.” Some of the royal knights shifted at that. “Might I know whom I have the honor of addressing?”

      “I am Sir Rufinius of the Order of the Soulblade, the castellan of Rhudlan,” said Rufinius. 

      Lhanwyn was talking almost before Rufinius finished speaking. “And I am Lhanwyn Corinium, Lord and Comes of Rhudlan and its surrounding lands.” He did not mention Accolon or Prince Tywall of Cintarra.

      “And who is this radiant woman?” said Rhellgar, smiling at Pompeia. “Are all the women of Andomhaim so fair? It was worth making the journey simply for the honor of meeting you.” He made no mention of Moriah. But, then, with her sweat-stained gambeson, trousers, and boots, it was not immediately obvious that she was a woman. 

      “This is my daughter and heir, Pompeia,” said Lhanwyn.

      Pompeia offered a polite bow from the saddle and turned a radiant smile on Rhellgar. “My lord Count.” Moriah glanced at Niall and saw him glaring at Rhellgar. She really hoped he didn’t do something stupid like challenge Rhellgar for complimenting Pompeia. Still, half the knights in Rufinius’s escort were glaring at Rhellgar. One more would hardly stand out.

      “A pity we could not speak under other circumstances, my lord Comes,” said Rhellgar. “I should have liked to meet you and your daughter in more peaceful times.”

      “Given that you and your lord have invaded Andomhaim without provocation or warning,” said Rufinius, “I’m afraid that you have no one to blame but yourself.” 

      Rhellgar offered a lazy shrug. “Such are the fortunes of war. I’m afraid that we are engaged in a great crusade. Those of us who walk the Path of the Dragon know that mankind must change, must become more.”

      “Your arguments will fall upon deaf ears, sir,” said Rufinius. “There was a cult called the Enlightened of Incariel that arose among the men of Andomhaim, promising to use dark powers to make men immortal. They worked great harm before they collapsed into defeat and ruin. We have seen where such a path as yours leads.”

      “I do not speak of consorting with dark powers,” said Rhellgar, “but of manipulating natural forces. Perhaps you know that on my world is a force called the Malison. Most men name it the Dragon Curse, but that is only because we do not fully understand it. But the Path of the Dragon will master and control the Malison, and we shall use it to transform all mankind into immortal dragons. We simply require entry to Cintarra, to obtain the Great Eye beneath the city and open it.”

      Moriah was not surprised. It seemed that the Theophract had created the Drakocenti to find and open the Great Eye in the pursuit of his dark goals. Since the Drakocenti had failed, the Theophract had sent an army to seize with force where stealth had failed. 

      “If you wished to visit the Great Eye,” said Rufinius, “why did you simply not ask? Instead, you have launched a war of conquest upon Andomhaim.” 

      “Come now, sir,” said Rhellgar. “Your Andomhaim is dominated by the same pestilential and superstitious church that blights the Empire.” A few of the royal knights shifted in their saddles, anger at the insult to their faith plain on their faces. Rhellgar glanced at them and moderated his tone. “The priests mean well, of course, but they are mistaken. Old Earth is far away, and the events in the scriptures happened long ago. Why should the fate of one desert prophet concern us now? The Malison is here, and it is real, and we can harness it. Those who follow the Path of the Dragon will become dragon gods.” He cast his gaze over the party. “You all can become dragon gods.” 

      “That seems unlikely,” said Rufinius, “so we shall put aside that topic. You called this parley for a reason, sir. You came to Andomhaim seeking the Great Eye, but the Great Eye is not beneath Rhudlan, nor does anyone here have the power to hand it over to you. What do you wish to ask of us?” 

      Lhanwyn snorted. “You want to demand our surrender, no doubt.”

      Rhellgar looked at the Comes, at Rufinius, and then back at Lhanwyn.

      A smile went over his bearded face.

      “Not at all,” said Rhellgar. “I would not dream of insulting so powerful a lord as the Comes Lhanwyn with such a demeaning offer. No, I offer something better.”

      “And what is that?” said Rufinius.  

      “Join us,” said Rhellgar.

      Lhanwyn laughed. “You must be joking. Surely you know that reinforcements are on the way. If you are still here when they arrive, our allies will crush you.”

      “But my lord Merovech is on his way with all his strength,” said Rhellgar. “He is a Dragonmaeloch, one of the first of the new dragon gods. He will destroy your Prince and his army. But you need not die with Accolon Pendragon. Join us, and you shall receive great power as honored vassals of the Duke Merovech.”

      “What sort of power?” said Lhanwyn. 

      Rufinius gave him a sharp look.

      “You would keep all your lands and holdings, of course, and receive new ones as my lord Merovech continues his conquest of Andomhaim,” said Rhellgar. “But I can give you more than that. I shall give each and every one of you the power to wield magic.”

      “Nonsense,” said Lhanwyn, but there was a strange light in his eyes. 

      “You know that everyone born on my world receives magical power,” said Rhellgar. “What you do not know is that you can receive that power as well.”

      “I heard the Shield Knight and the Crown Prince speaking of that,” said Lhanwyn. “It was my understanding that any wizard who passes through one of your rifts and sets foot upon your world will transform immediately into a dragon.”

      “Anyone who already possesses magic, my lord Comes,” said Rhellgar. “Having wielded magic all their lives, any wizard of your world who comes to the Frankish Empire will be overwhelmed with the full power of the Malison. They would have no defense against it. But you, my lord Comes…you have no magical power, is that not so? If you stepped through the rift and spent a few hours in the Empire, the magic would awaken within you. You could wield the foundational powers of destruction and creation. There would be some risk of the Malison, of course, but we would be more than willing to teach you the Seven Spells to control and channel the magic. And with a connection to magical power, you would be able to walk the Path of the Dragon and ascend to godhood.” 

      “A blasphemous offer,” said Niall, speaking for the first time. Pompeia turned an irritated glance in his direction, but Niall didn’t notice, his full attention on Rhellgar. “I saw the Shield Knight and the Keeper slay several dragons. They were not gods, but men twisted by magic.” 

      “You seem a young man, sir knight, with little experience of your world, let alone mine,” said Rhellgar with an easy smile. “Do you presume to take counsel from such men, my lord Comes? If you but swear vassalage to Duke Merovech Valdraxis, my lord Lhanwyn, he will extend his power and protection over you. We will take you through one of the rifts to our world, and there you will gain the power of magic. When Merovech conquers Andomhaim, you shall rise high in his new kingdom. And if you are strong enough to walk the Path of the Dragon, you will become a god. You and your daughter both.”

      “No,” said Rufinius. “That is an offer of blasphemy and madness, and we reject it utterly. I suggest you lift the siege and return to your lord the Duke. Perhaps you will reach his protection before Prince Accolon falls upon you.”

      Rhellgar’s smile did not waver. “Forgive me, Sir Rufinius, but perhaps I am not making myself clear. Latin is not my first language, after all. But my offer was not for you.” 

      “I accept,” said Lhanwyn.

      Moriah stared at him, her mind reaching for her link to her dwarven ranger armor. Niall gaped in the Comes in shock. Pompeia’s face was a serene mask as she looked back and forth from her father to Count Rhellgar. 

      “I accept your offer,” said Lhanwyn. “I shall become the Duke Merovech’s vassal and learn the secrets of your world’s magic, I…”

      “Enough,” said Sir Rufinius. He gestured, and two of the royal knights moved their horses alongside Lhanwyn’s mount. “Comes Lhanwyn Corinium, I accuse you of treason and apostasy. By my authority as castellan of Rhudlan, I hereby place you under arrest, to be held until Prince Accolon can decide your fate.”

      Lhanwyn smirked. “You have no authority to do that. Imprison me, and my men will revolt. Should Count Rhellgar attack at the same time, you will face foes both outside the walls and within at the same time. Rhudlan will fall to my new overlord, and you and your men will come to a grim fate. Sir Rufinius, I suggest that you march out at once and depart Rhudlan.” He looked at Rhellgar. “If the royal forces leave Rhudlan, will you let them leave in peace?”

      “Of course,” said Rhellgar. “We are noble knights, not savages. The royal forces will be allowed to join their Crown Prince in peace.”

      “No,” said Rufinius. “I knew you might attempt treachery, Comes, which is why I did not allow any of your men to accompany us. You are under arrest until the Crown Prince arrives.” He looked at Count Rhellgar. “Lord Rhellgar, this parley is over. You may return to your lines under the banner of peace, but once you do, hostilities will resume.”

      “Very well,” said Rhellgar. “But I urge you to see reason, Sir Rufinius. Rhudlan now belongs to Duke Merovech Valdraxis, by the word of the town’s own lord. Depart in peace while you still can. Else you shall be destroyed.”

      “And I likewise urge you to heed reason, Lord Rhellgar,” said Rufinius. “Our reinforcements are coming, and if you are caught between the walls and the royal army, you shall be destroyed.”

      Rhellgar’s smile widened. “We will see, won’t we? Good fortune, Sir Rufinius. I suspect you shall need it very shortly.”

      With that, he turned his horse, beckoned to his men, and the Frankish knights rode back to the gnolls and goblins and ogres. Four of the royal knights moved around Lhanwyn, who gazed at them with haughty contempt. 

      “Father, see reason,” pleaded Pompeia. “We cannot be disunified at a time like this.”

      “I am the Comes of Rhudlan,” said Lhanwyn. Though not for long, if Moriah had her way. “I shall decide what is best for my town and people. And for your future, daughter. I always think of your future.”

      The Comes and his daughter shared a look. Moriah thought some silent communication passed between them, the way that two people who have known each other for a long time could have an entire conversation with a single look. Moriah was certain that the Comes had just told his daughter something. 

      But what?

      “Come,” said Rufinius. “We shall secure the Comes in the gatehouse until Prince Accolon arrives.” 

      Lhanwyn sneered. “Afraid to let me speak with my men? Perhaps they will be furious you deny their chance to become gods.”

      “Or perhaps it is for your own protection, my lord,” said Rufinius. “Perhaps they will be furious that their lord is a traitor to the High King and an apostate of the church.” 

      They rode back towards the gate of Rhudlan. Moriah saw Niall steering his horse next to Pompeia, and edged her own mount closer, wondering what they were talking about. Perhaps it was nosy of Moriah, but she was a spy. 

      “What’s wrong with your father?” said Niall. “Why would he do that?”

      “Don’t worry, Sir Niall,” said Pompeia. She was icy calm, and seemed…amused, even. “I will talk to the men of the garrison. I think I can make them see reason. You needn’t worry. They will do the right thing.”

      Niall looked relieved, but Moriah did not like the sound of that.

      She resolved to keep a very close eye on Pompeia Corinium.
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      “We are sure of it, my lords,” said Sir Olivier, addressing the lords and knights of Prince Everard’s army who had gathered in council. “Master Theudeuric’s host has turned to the northeast and is making for the River Nabia. It seems plain that he intends to attack the Imperial capital of Sinderost.”

      Dead silence answered his pronouncement. 

      Tyrcamber shifted his armor, trying to roll his shoulders. He felt tired as the dead. Transforming into a dragon always took a great deal out of him, and after the destruction of the undead, neither he nor Ruari had returned to their tent. Instead, they had gone to the hospital tents, and Ruari had labored among the wounded, with Tyrcamber helping where he could. 

      But it seemed there would be more work for the Empire’s two Dragontiarna.

      “We received a fast rider from Sinderost an hour past,” said Chilmar, his voice grim. “The men we left to hold the city have reported another army of the undead marching across Valstrasia to Sinderost. The Imperial capital will come under siege in a matter of days.” He looked to where Lord Nakhrakh stood with his chief warriors a little distance away from the other lords and knights. Gnolls tended to get twitchy in large groups of other kindreds, and the rank odor of their fur was unpleasant to humans. “Lord Nakhrakh has also received reports from his tribe and its allies in Culachar. Warbands of undead have come out of Corbrast to attack the gnollish villages there. It appears the knights of the Fallen Order are collecting living slaves and stealing corpses to raise as undead.”

      “It is obvious now,” said Everard, “why Theudeuric and the Fallen Order kept to themselves in Corbrast since the fall of the Valedictor. The necromancers were building their strength, and now they are ready to bring their army against us.”

      “Dire news,” said Master Ruire, shaking his head. 

      “It is not as dire as it could be,” said Everard. “For one, the Fallen Order clearly intended to attack the weakened victor after our contest with the Dragon Cult. Yet Merovech has withdrawn from Swabathia and Temnost, and we have defeated him without heavy losses. Therefore, most of our strength is still intact. And reinforcements from the western Empire are on their way. We will be able to face the Fallen Order with most of the armed might of the Empire behind us.”

      “And we shall have enough Dukes gathered to elect you as the new Emperor,” said Chilmar.

      Everard made a dismissive gesture. “The defense of the Empire is more important than my personal advancement, my lord.”

      Despite his weariness, Tyrcamber felt a flicker of amusement. He had no doubt that Everard and his father had planned this conversation between them in advance. Should Everard indeed be crowned and anointed Emperor, Tyrcamber was sure they would make an effective team. Everard as the noble, merciful Emperor, and Chilmar as his grim, iron-fisted Chancellor. 

      If they lived long enough for Everard to become the new Emperor. 

      “Then let us turn our attention to the defense of the Empire,” said Chilmar. “Lord Guardian?”

      Rilmael stepped closer, his gray cloak stirring around him, his dragon-headed staff in hand. “It is obvious that Theudeuric is another Herald of Ruin, another creature of the Theophract. In both the Fallen Order and the Dragon Cult, you behold the dark and deep cunning of our foe. The Theophract created the Dragon Cult to subvert the Empire and weaken it from within, all in hopes of seizing Cathair Kaldran. But should the Dragon Cult fail him, he also created the Order of Blood as another such instrument to destroy the Empire.” Rilmael gave a grim shake of his head. “The Theophract learned well from his master the Warden. Plans within plans with plans. I believe that the Fallen Order intends to seize Sinderost, install Duchess Rosalyn as a puppet Empress, and then drive south to Roxaria and Cathair Kaldran.” 

      “We shall march at once for Sinderost,” said Everard, “and I have already sent word to the Dukes of the western army to change their path and hasten to the Imperial capital as well.” 

      Duke Hulderic frowned. “Theudeuric is obviously a dark sorcerer and foe of all sons of the Empire and the baptized church, but there is some truth in his poisoned words. Merovech and Theudeuric and all these Heralds of Ruin desire to seize Cathair Kaldran. Why do the cloak elves themselves not come forth to help defend the Empire? For if the Empire falls, Cathair Kaldran will soon follow.”

      “Elven warriors have aided the Empire in the past,” said Chilmar, “during our campaigns against the Dragon Imperator.”

      “But not against the Valedictor,” said Duke Cataul. “Why will the cloak elves not aid us?”

      “I have suggested that to them many times,” said Rilmael. “You must understand, my lords…I am not terribly popular among the lords of my own people.” He smiled. “To them, I am a harbinger of woe and a bearer of ill tidings. I have convinced the lords of Cathair Kaldran to send forth aid in the past…but I’m afraid their instinct is to sit within the invincible walls of their city and hope the world passes them by. Rather like a child pulling the blanket over his head, alas. But if I cannot persuade them to aid the Empire, then I must do so myself. And so I have done for eight hundred years since the first Emperor Roland came to Sinderost.” 

      “Let the cloak elves look to their own defenses,” said Chilmar. “The Empire is our responsibility, not theirs. We will march for Sinderost at once. Meanwhile, we must take steps to secure the Imperial capital until we can arrive.”

      “Sir Tyrcamber, Lady Ruari,” said Everard, and Tyrcamber looked at the presumptive next Emperor of the Franks. “You have done a great deal for us already, but I must ask more. I would like you to fly to Sinderost and aid in the defense there. Additionally, I would like you to take the Guardian with you.” 

      “It’s been a long, long time since I have ridden on the back of a dragon,” said Rilmael.

      “What of us, my lord?” said Duke Cataul. “Shall we face Merovech without the aid of the Dragontiarna?”

      “I fear Merovech is no longer our concern,” said Rilmael. 

      “The Guardian’s right, my lord,” said Olivier. “I can’t find any more of the rifts. They’ve all closed behind the Dragon Cultists.”

      “For good or ill, I fear Merovech has moved beyond our reach,” said Rilmael. “It will fall to the men of Andomhaim to defeat the Dragon Cult.”

      “This sits ill with me,” said Duke Hulderic. “The Dragon Cult is our foe. We should defeat them, not foreigners from another world.”

      “I fear there is little we can do about it, my lord,” said Rilmael. “I have neither the power nor the knowledge to open world gates to pursue them. And there are more immediate threats here.”

      “The Guardian is right,” said Everard. “Sir Tyrcamber, Lady Ruari. Will you go to Sinderost to help the city hold until we can arrive? As we saw firsthand during the battle, the wrath of a Dragontiarna is our greatest weapon against the undead.”

      Tyrcamber looked at Ruari, and she inclined her head a fraction of an inch. 

      “We will, my lord,” said Tyrcamber. 

      “Then depart at once,” said Everard, “and our prayers go with you. We shall see you at Sinderost.”
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      “Can’t you just transport yourself to Sinderost with magic?” said Tyrcamber. 

      He walked from the camp across the empty fields, Ruari on his right, Rilmael on his left. Tyrcamber wanted to get far enough from the army that he could transform himself without trampling anyone, and with Ruari, he would need twice as much room.

      “I could,” said Rilmael, “but my power would be exhausted, and I fear I shall need it soon in the defense of Sinderost.” 

      “And flying is no less tiring,” said Tyrcamber.

      Ruari smiled, produced her wax tablet and stylus, and wrote. 

      DO NOT BEGRUDGE HIM, HUSBAND. HE CANNOT FLY. FLYING IS THE BEST PART OF BEING A DRAGONTIARNA.

      Tyrcamber could not disagree. During the long horror of his centuries of enslavement to the Valedictor, the only flickers of joy he had experienced had been the wonder of flying as the birds did.

      Or the dragons. 

      “This should be far enough,” said Tyrcamber, looking back at the army camp. The camp was dissolving as it prepared for the march, the tents coming down and the men moving into marching columns. Tyrcamber heard the distant shouts of captains and the braying of animals as they were herded or harnessed. He felt a flicker of dismay. His place was with the army of the Prince. 

      “We will see them again soon,” said Rilmael, “and you can best defend your friends by helping to hold Sinderost.”

      Ruari wrote on her tablet again.

      LET US DO OUR DUTY.

      She had written that on the day they had met, which had also been the day they had been married. Back then, she had been terrified of him, and he hadn’t known what to make of his new wife, intending to set her up in a comfortable manor house and forget about her. Now he was glad he would not be parted from her, even if they were going into danger together.

      He smiled at her, and she smiled back. 

      “Are you ready?” said Tyrcamber to Rilmael.

      “If you two are done gazing into each other’s eyes, then yes,” said Rilmael. 

      “For God’s sake,” said Tyrcamber, and Ruari laughed in silence and put her tablet away. 

      They spread out, and Tyrcamber and Ruari transformed, taking the forms of the golden dragon and the blue one. Rilmael climbed atop Tyrcamber’s back and settled between his shoulders, grasping one of the spikes on his spine and using a spell to fix himself in place. An unpleasant memory of the Chamber of the Sight went through Tyrcamber’s mind. In those endless visions, he had served as the Valedictor’s mount, enslaved to the dark elven lord’s black sorcery. But this was different. Rilmael exercised no control over Tyrcamber. He was simply along for the ride. 

      Tyrcamber unfolded his wings and leaped into the air, and Ruari followed suit.

      Together they flew to the northeast, the sky fire above them and the green earth below, making for the Imperial capital of Sinderost.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            24

          

          
            Harsh Lessons

          

        

      

    

    
      War horns wailed and drums boomed over the fields north of Rhudlan. 

      Niall stood on the battlements and gazed at the forces of the Dragon Cult. It looked as if the enemy was gathering for one last massive push at the defenses before they would have to retreat. If they broke into Rhudlan, if they seized the town and the castra, Accolon and Queen Mara would arrive to find the town held against them. But if the defenders held out, perhaps Rhellgar’s army would be trapped between Rhudlan and the royal army. 

      If Rhudlan held out.

      Niall didn’t know if they could do it. 

      The battle would be the toss of a coin. The defenders would not yield, but their numbers had been thinned by losses and wounds. Rhellgar had more warriors – goblins and gnolls and ogres – than he had commanded at the start of the siege. Niall could just make out ogres maneuvering more siege ladders into place. If Rhellgar threw everything he had against the walls, he just might break through. 

      Niall would just have to make sure the enemy did not take the town.

      Something much easier said than done. 

      Niall heard footsteps and turned, his hand falling towards his sword hilt. He stood over the gate, between the two watch towers. Sir Rufinius had imprisoned Comes Lhanwyn within the eastern watch tower, the entrance to the guard room defended by two royal men-at-arms from Tarlion. Niall had feared that some of the Comes’s men might try to break him out, but so far, nothing had happened. Sir Rufinius had gone to the castra to speak with Lhanwyn’s soldiers and invite them to join the defenses. Ten men-at-arms had gone with him to watch his back, along with Moriah. 

      But no enemies came. Magistrius Decimus climbed up onto the ramparts, breathing a little hard. 

      “Sir Niall,” said Decimus. “Too many stairs for my knees.”

      “Magistrius,” said Niall. “Shouldn’t you be at the church?” He hesitated. “I fear we are likely to need your healing magic soon.”

      “I agree,” said Decimus. “But Sir Rufinius thought I might be needed here. He fears the enemy will bring everything they have in the next attack, including their magic. I have some skill at warding spells, and that might be needed.” He sighed. “I wish we had more Magistri, but we shall have to make do with what we have.”

      “We have been glad of your help, Magistrius,” said Niall.

      “That is kind of you to say, sir,” said Decimus. He glanced at where the two men-at-arms stood guard at the tower door. 

      “Come to break him out?” said Niall, half-jokingly.

      “No,” said Decimus. “Truth be told, I am not surprised. I fear the Comes is prone to the same sin that afflicted many Magistri in the past.”

      “What sin is that?” said Niall.

      “Greed,” said Decimus.

      Niall blinked and looked at the Magistrius’s worn and patched clothing. “Truly?”

      Decimus glanced at himself and smiled. “Not greed for material things, that is. Once a man has tasted the power that magic offers, material things tend to lose some of their luster. No, I mean that the Magistri can become greedy for power, for more and more magic. That, I fear, is why so many Magistri went over to the Enlightened of Incariel during the Frostborn war, but that was before your time. Comes Lhanwyn has the same sort of greed I saw in too many other Magistri. He made himself rich regardless of the cost to his lands, and when Count Rhellgar gave him the opportunity for magic…I do not think the Comes could have resisted the temptation.”

      Niall frowned. “What…what about Lady Pompeia? Do you think…do you think she would be prone to such temptations?”

      He remembered the heat of her body against his, her kisses like fire against his mouth. Lhanwyn might have been tempted by magic, but Niall knew what kind of temptations afflicted him. He hadn’t been able to resist them, after all. 

      “No,” said Decimus. “No, she is more ruthless than that. When Prince Accolon returns, I think she will denounce her father to him, claim that she had no idea he would countenance a betrayal, and plead her loyalty to the High King. She’ll inherit her father’s lands, and then she’ll start looking for a wealthy or powerful husband to increase her power.”

      Niall shifted, uneasy. “Maybe she will fall in love.”

      “Oh, I doubt that,” said Decimus. “She is far too cold-blooded for that.” He continued speaking, oblivious to Niall’s discomfort. “I think she has gone through half a dozen lovers in the time I’ve been here. She will seduce a man she needs, use him to enrich herself or to claim something she wants, and then cut him off. Many of the men-at-arms are loyal to her, more so than her father, so she sometimes uses them to banish her former lovers from Rhudlan.” 

      Niall said nothing. That matched too well with what Moriah had said about Pompeia. Had he been wrong about her? No, no. Niall was in love with her. She wouldn’t have given herself to him the way that she had if she didn’t feel the same. 

      “Ah, but this is unseemly,” said Decimus. “I am repeating gossip like an old housewife. I ought to be watching for…”

      More footsteps rasped against the rampart stairs, and Niall turned. As if their conversation had conjured her, Pompeia climbed to the battlements. She wore a rich gown of green and gold, jewels at her throat, and she looked beautiful. Her smile lit up her face, and Niall felt all his fears and doubts about her evaporate. Moriah was wrong about her. Decimus was wrong about her. 

      “My lady,” said Niall. “You should not be here. The enemy might come at any moment.”

      “I know,” said Pompeia. She was holding a wineskin. “I just wanted to thank our valiant men one last time. One drink of wine before battle.”

      “I’m sorry about your father,” said Niall. “I wish he hadn’t…”

      “Oh, don’t worry about my father,” said Pompeia. “He will come to his senses.” She sighed. “I suppose Prince Accolon might have to send him off to a monastery now, but I will petition the Crown Prince for mercy.” She lifted the wineskin. “Would you not drink with me? A toast to honor our men, and all that you sacrificed in the fight.”

      Niall took a drink of the wine. It was stronger than he expected and burned going down his throat. Decimus bowed to her and followed suit, and Pompeia offered the skin to both the guards, who also drank. Niall leaned against the battlements, blinking. His head was starting to swim a little. That wine had been strong.

      “Thank you, my lady,” said Niall. “But you should go.”

      “I know,” said Pompeia, serene as ever. “I will go soon.”

      Niall started to speak again, and then his legs gave out from underneath him. He sat down with a thump, his back leaning against the parapet. His heart thundered in his chest like a drum, and his vision seemed to throb red in time with his pulse.

      Decimus started to reach for him, blinking and swaying on his feet.

      “Poisoned, the wine is poisoned,” the Magistrius rasped, and then fell on his face.

      The two guards started to reach for their swords and then collapsed as well.

      “Pompeia,” croaked Niall, trying to force the words through his closing throat. “Pompeia.”

      She ignored him and turned towards the stairs. “You can come up. They won’t be any trouble.”

      Footsteps rang against the stone stairs, and two men-at-arms in the colors of the Comes ran onto the ramparts, giving Niall and the others wary looks.

      “Don’t worry, they’ll be dead soon,” said Pompeia. “Get my father out. Hurry!”

      The men rushed forward and kicked the eastern tower’s door open. A second later, Comes Lhanwyn emerged, blinking in the light. He had been stripped of his armor and wore a gambeson, trousers, and boots. 

      “Pompeia?” said Lhanwyn. “What are…”

      “Hurry, father,” said Pompeia. “Rufinius is at the castra, and he’s trying to rally our men to his side. We’ll need to get the gate open before the Swordbearer returns.”

      “Yes, of course,” said Lhanwyn. “Well done, daughter.” He smiled. “We’ll have to see if Count Rhellgar needs a wife.”

      “I would prefer Merovech,” said Pompeia, “but one must start somewhere.”

      The two soldiers hastened down the stairs. Lhanwyn stopped to take a sword from one of the choking guards, and then followed his men. Pompeia glided after them, smiling to herself. 

      “Pompeia,” rasped Niall. The word felt like a glass shard in his shrinking throat. 

      She paused and smirked at him. Suddenly he saw what Moriah had described, the cold calculation. 

      “Don’t worry, my dear rural dunce,” said Pompeia. “You’ve done what I’ve needed you to do. The pain will pass swiftly. But you won’t feel anything else after that, I’m afraid.”

      With that, she turned and followed her father. A minute later, Niall felt a shudder through the stonework beneath him.

      Lhanwyn was opening the gate.

      He would let the enemy into the town. Sir Rufinius and Moriah and Vegetius and all the defenders would be slaughtered, and when Accolon arrived, he would find the town held against him.

      And it was all Niall’s fault. 

      Memories reeled through his mind. He remembered almost eating a wild mushroom when he had been a child. His uncle had stopped him, and told him what to do if he ever ate anything poisonous by accident…

      Niall took his shaking index finger and stuck it as far down his throat as he could manage.

      His gag reflex kicked in, and he threw up all over himself. He hadn’t eaten yet today, so most of what came up was the poisoned wine. It smelled much worse the second time and burned twice as badly. He slumped back against the parapet, wheezing…but he felt better. Not good, not even fair, but better. 

      Stop Lhanwyn. He had to stop Lhanwyn. But the poisoned men.

      Niall’s eyes fell on the Magistrius. Decimus was still alive, shaking like a leaf in the wind. Niall crawled to his side and wrenched the Magistrius’s jaws open.

      “Sorry about this,” said Niall, and he stuck his finger down Decimus’s throat. 

      Throwing up on himself had been unpleasant. Having someone else vomit on him was much worse. Decimus collapsed against the battlements, wheezing. But he sucked in a breath, lifted a hand, and clamped his fingers against Niall’s temple. White light flared along his hand, and a tremendous chill spread through Niall.

      When the chill passed, he felt much better. 

      A healing spell.

      “Go,” croaked Decimus. “I’ll tend to the others. Go! Stop them!”

      Niall nodded, drew his sword, and raced down the stairs. 

      He sprinted into the forum before the gate. Sir Rufinius had left men posted there, but all four of them were down, no doubt poisoned. Both of the thick doors of the gate stood open, and through it, Niall saw the enemy charging towards the wall. War horns were ringing out, and men on the wall sounded trumpets. But they would be too late. The enemy would reach the gate before anyone responded, and the town would fall. 

      Lhanwyn and the two men-at-arms stood by the left-hand door and Pompeia next to the right. 

      “Father!” screamed Pompeia as Niall ran towards them.

      Lhanwyn and his men-at-arms whirled and charged, raising their weapons. 

      Niall hadn’t had time to grab his shield, so he lifted his sword and attacked, hoping to surprise his foes with speed. The tactic worked – before the men could prepare their blows, Niall’s sword found Lhanwyn’s heart. The Comes’s eyes went wide, blood spilling from his mouth, and Niall wrenched his sword free and spun to face the men-at-arms. 

      Before he could, a sword clipped his left arm, and another rasped across his right knee. Niall stumbled back several steps, and the men-at-arms pursued him. 

      “Kill him!” shouted Pompeia. 

      Niall stepped into an attack. The sword hit his chest with enough force to slice through his jerkin and sever some links of his chain mail. It would leave a bruise, and he had probably cracked a rib, but the blade hadn’t found his flesh. He was too close to the man-at-arms to raise his sword, so Niall headbutted him. Pain exploded through his forehead, but he heard the crunching sound of his foe’s nose breaking, and the man stumbled with a cry. Niall lifted his sword to finish him, but the second man-at-arms resumed his attack. Their swords rang together a half-dozen times, and Niall found himself forced on the defensive. He was too tired, his head spinning from pain and fatigue, and his opponent was fresh and more experienced. As soon as the man with the broken nose recovered and joined the fray, Niall was dead. 

      Then an arrow clattered off the flagstones. Both Niall and the man-at-arms looked to the side. 

      Goblins rushed towards the opened gates in a mob, and some of them had bows. 

      Niall recovered from his surprise first, and his sword hammered into his foe’s head. The man-at-arms fell back with a scream, and Niall brought his sword down onto the back of his neck. The soldier fell to the flagstones, and Niall turned towards the man with a broken nose. The soldier just started to straighten up, then an arrow punched into the back of his neck and emerged from his throat. 

      “To the gate!” shouted Niall. “To the gate! We’re under attack! To the gate!” Another arrow clattered off the ground in front of him. He ran towards the right-hand door of the gate, where Pompeia stood frozen, staring at her father in shock. Would she hate him for killing Lhanwyn? “Go, get out of here! Run!”

      She looked at him, and there was such loathing and disdain in her face that it struck him like a sword blow. 

      “You stupid fool,” said Pompeia. “Rhudlan is mine.”

      “Pompeia,” said Niall, grabbing her arm. “For God’s sake, get…”

      She wrenched out of his grasp and stepped back. “You idiot, why didn’t you lie down and die when I wanted?” She smirked. “But you can’t stop it. I am going to be immortal, and you…”

      She had stepped away from the door, out of cover, and right into the goblins’ field of fire. 

      The first two arrows punched into her chest. Pompeia fell to her knees with a scream, the impact throwing her head back, and the third arrow hit the underside of her jaw. It pinned her tongue to the roof of her mouth, and it must have cracked the skull to find her brain. She spun around and collapsed to the flagstones, her lifeless eyes glaring at the sky. 

      Niall screamed, and the goblins reached the gate and rushed into the forum.

      But companies of men-at-arms had arrived to reinforce the gate. Sir Rufinius was at their head, and Niall also saw Moriah with them, face concealed behind her masked helmet, the tattered wraithcloak streaming behind her. They attacked the goblins and drove them back, and Niall joined the battle. Something like madness seized him, and he killed and killed, hacking down any goblins and gnolls in his path, uncaring of what might happen to him. 

      He couldn’t have said how much time passed. 

      Then he was looking around in bewilderment, his chest heaving, sweat pouring down his face. Dead goblins and gnolls littered the forum. The gates were closed, and men were heaving the bars and chains back into place. Niall felt the strength drain out of him, and he fell to one knee, leaning on his sword like a cane, his breath a harsh rasp in his throat.

      “Sir Niall.”

      Niall blinked, looked up, saw Sir Rufinius. The Swordbearer put his hand on Niall’s shoulder, and a faint chill went through him. Rufinius was using his soulblade to direct healing magic into Niall. It wasn’t as effective as Decimus’s healing spells, but Niall’s reeling mind came back into focus.

      That was worse, because then he understood what had happened. 

      “I killed the Comes,” said Niall. “He tried…he tried to open the gate to the enemy. Pompeia was with him. She poisoned the wine, freed her father. I tried…I tried to save her, but the goblin arrows took her…”

      He spotted her corpse lying among the dead, trampled and bloody from the fighting. 

      “Well done, sir,” said Rufinius. “It seems your vigilance has saved us from disaster.” 

      The compliment, perhaps, was the worst thing of all.

      Niall closed his eyes and rested his forehead against the pommel of his sword hilt. 
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      Moriah hurried through the forum below the gate. 

      Around her, men cleared away the dead goblins or rushed to the ramparts. She had feared the Dragon Cult and Count Rhellgar might launch a massive attack on the town, intending to take advantage of the opened gate. But the gate had been closed, and the enemy force had pulled back. Rhellgar hadn’t had time to move his siege ladders to the walls, and once the gate had been closed, his attack had fallen back in retreat. 

      Moriah looked around and saw Niall sitting slumped against the wall, staring at nothing.

      He looked terrible, his face smeared with blood, his blue eyes hollow, his blond hair plastered to his skull and neck with sweat. He looked up as Moriah approached, and she thought there was something broken in his eyes. 

      “I killed the Comes,” said Niall, his voice quiet. 

      “The Comes was a traitor,” said Moriah. “He would have handed his people over to slaughter and conquest.” She hesitated. “And his daughter wanted to murder you.”

      Had Niall killed her? He had been infatuated with her, and she had poisoned him and attempted to kill him.

      “I tried to save her,” said Niall. “I knew…I knew what she thought of me. That she had just seduced me because it might be useful. That all I was to her was a way to hand the town over to Rhellgar. But I still tried to save her…and I couldn’t.” 

      “I’m sorry,” said Moriah. She wasn’t sure what else to say. “But you saved the town. If you hadn’t stopped Lhanwyn and Pompeia, we’d be fighting the ogres in the streets right now.”

      His eyes met hers. “You were right about me. I am a damned fool.” 

      They stood in silence for a while. Moriah thought of all the different things she had wanted to say to him, how she had wanted to tell him that he ought to have listened, but none of the words had any savor any longer. 

      “We’re all fools sometimes,” said Moriah. “Just in different ways. What would you call a woman who decides to wage war against the Regency Council by herself?” 

      Niall opened his mouth, and then the distant blast of a trumpet came to Moriah’s ears.

      “That’s not the Dragon Cult,” said Moriah. “Come on.”

      He hesitated and then got to his feet and followed her. That was a good sign. 

      They ran up the stairs to the ramparts and looked over the battlements. The goblins and gnolls were withdrawing to the north in haste. To the west, near the horizon, Moriah could just make out an approaching army flying blue banners adorned with a red dragon. 

      Crown Prince Accolon had come at last, and relief flooded through her.

      “Look,” said Niall, pointing to the north. 

      A dark shape circled against the sky to the north, a great winged creature with black scales. 

      A dragon.

      Accolon Pendragon had come…but so had Merovech Valdraxis.
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      The gathered army of Accolon Pendragon and Queen Mara prepared to face the host of Merovech Valdraxis and the Dragon Cult. 

      Ridmark rode through the army, Calliande at his side. Around them, the army moved into battle formation, decurions and knights shouting commands. The infantry massed in the center, the horsemen gathering on the left flank. On the right flank assembled three thousand Anathgrimm warriors under Queen Mara. More Cintarran nobles had come to Accolon’s side, and they had assembled a powerful force to face the invaders.

      Unfortunately, the gathered army of Merovech Valdraxis was just slightly larger and had the advantage of magic as well. 

      Ridmark glanced to the south, where he could just make out the glimmering ribbon of the River Cintarra and the towers of Rhudlan’s castra. Sir Rufinius, Niall, Vegetius, and Moriah had held the town in the face of a powerful attack. Ridmark was not surprised that Lhanwyn and his daughter had tried to betray them. Nor was he surprised that Niall had managed to foil Lhanwyn’s attempt to betray the town to Rhudlan. Sir Niall had a knack for turning up where he was most needed. 

      “Ridmark,” said Calliande.

      He looked to where Calliande rode next to him, her staff balanced on her saddle. Her eyes had gone hazy, blinking as she looked at the army of the Dragon Cult to the east. 

      “Trouble?” he said. He thought about it. “More trouble than we already have?”

      “There are two dark soulblades in the Dragon Cult army,” said Calliande. “One I’ve never seen before. The other…Aeliana had it before the Great Eye. She’s here, with this army.”

      Ridmark nodded. “I’m not surprised. I thought she might have opened the rifts.” His hand tightened against the reins. “Aeliana survived the Great Eye. We’ll try to make sure she doesn’t survive this.”

      “There’s more,” said Calliande. “There’s a Dragonmaeloch in that army.”

      Ridmark said nothing. Tyrcamber had explained the difference between a Dragontiarna Knight and a Dragonmaeloch. A Dragontiarna Knight mastered the transformative power of the Malison, gaining great magical power and the ability to change between human and dragon form at will. A Dragonmaeloch, by contrast, gained the same power through immense dark magic and blood sorcery, usually requiring the sacrifice of dozens of victims. The transformation almost inevitably drove the Dragonmaeloch insane, instilling a ferocious bloodlust and love of cruelty. 

      “Merovech Valdraxis himself, no doubt,” said Ridmark. 

      “I wish Antenora were here,” said Calliande. “Or a dozen Arcanius Knights. They would be useful against a dragon.” 

      “We have the Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Ridmark. “I doubt Merovech and the Dragon Cult have anything to match.”

      Calliande smiled. “Or anyone to match the Shield Knight.”

      Ridmark didn’t know, but he suspected they were about to find out. 

      They reached Accolon’s banner, and Ridmark reined up. Accolon Pendragon sat atop his horse, clad in steel plate mail and a blue surcoat with the red dragon sigil of the Pendragons. Hopesinger hung in its scabbard on his belt. Sir Peter and Sir Owain waited near him, as did Queen Mara and Prince Jager and Qhazulak, the Anathgrimm warrior who commanded the Queen’s Guard. Third and Selene stood with Mara, talking in low voices. Ridmark saw Rufinius and Moriah as well. Niall was with Vegetius, and Ridmark was surprised how grim Niall looked. It was as if the young knight had aged ten years in the last few weeks. Likely the betrayal of Lhanwyn Corinium had come as a nasty shock. 

      There was no sign of Shalmathrak or Vhorshala or any of the other ghost orcs.

      But that was part of the plan. 

      “We should attack at once, lord Prince,” growled Qhazulak. It was difficult to tell the ages of the individual Anathgrimm, but Qhazulak was one of the oldest spiny orcs that Ridmark had ever met, his green skin scored with wrinkles and old scars from countless battles. Despite his age, he was a ferocious warrior, and Ridmark had seen him cut foes in half with a single blow of his double-bladed axe. “Our warriors have taken the measure of these goblins and ogres and dog-men. And the measure of these cringing Dragon Cultists and their feeble magic. Let us sweep them from the field and drench the earth with their blood.”

      Qhazulak’s solution to problems, Ridmark reflected, was always straightforward. 

      “Your valor is great, Lord Captain,” said Mara, “but we cannot defeat the enemy by ourselves.” 

      “Charity is a duty of all sons of the church. We will leave some of the enemy alive for the men of Andomhaim to kill,” said Qhazulak. 

      “That dragon will be the problem,” said Sir Peter, his scarred face tight behind his beard. “Very few of our men have fought a dragon before.”

      “Not much different than fighting a really big wyvern, I expect,” said Sir Owain. 

      “Except wyverns cannot breathe flame,” said Sir Peter.

      “We will try to provoke the foe into attacking us,” said Accolon. “We’ll send mounted archers and skirmishers. The Keeper and our Magistri will stay with our reserve, holding their powers in readiness to ward against any dragon fire.” He looked at Calliande. “Would you be able to strike against the dragons with your magic, my lady? You dueled the dragons at Castarium.”

      “I did,” said Calliande. “And I can. But Merovech will be more powerful than any of the dragons. The dragons we faced at Castarium were victims of the Malison, transformed into the slaves of the Signifier. Merovech is a Dragonmaeloch, and far more powerful and dangerous. I might be able to force him to the ground, but I will need the aid of the Swordbearers to actually kill him.”

      “Very well,” said Accolon. “If we cannot provoke the enemy into attacking us, we shall have to attack. Our infantry will advance, as shall the Anathgrimm. We will try to send the horsemen to flank the enemy lines and strike from behind, and…”

      A booming roar echoed from the lines of the Cultist army, and the men and gnolls and ogres and goblins of the host shouted. A great black dragon rose into the air over the enemy host, its wings beating. The creature was huge, as large as Tyrcamber’s dragon form had been, and crimson fire shone in its eyes and around its sword-like talons. 

      “It seems we may not even have to provoke the foe into attacking,” said Ridmark.

      Calliande lifted her staff, and he saw the familiar focus go over her face as she prepared to summon magical power.

      The black dragon flew back and forth in front of the army, roaring several more times. Then it spiraled down and landed in front of the Cultist host. Golden fire played over the dragon, and it shrank back down into human form. Ridmark glimpsed a figure clad in armor the color of blood. 

      “That is Merovech, I assume?” said Accolon.

      “It is,” said Calliande.

      “There is mighty dark magic around him,” said Mara, her green eyes blinking as she drew on her own Sight. “And he has a corrupted weapon of power like a soulcatcher, but much, much stronger.”

      “A dark soulblade,” said Ridmark. “Like Aeliana had at the Great Eye.” 

      “He’s casting a spell,” said Calliande. “Not an attack. One to amplify his voice. I think…”

      The deep, hoarse voice boomed over the battlefield like a thunderclap.

      “Men of Andomhaim!  I am Merovech Valdraxis, Duke of Swabathia, Lord of Castle Valdraxis, and high priest of the Dragon Cult! I am also a Dragonmaeloch, the first of a new race of gods among men. Rumor has reached my ears that the Crown Prince of Andomhaim commands your army. I invite him to come forth and parley with me.” A sardonic note entered his words. “The forms must be observed, after all. And who knows? Perhaps we shall come to terms without bloodshed. For if you oppose me, you shall perish in dragon fire, you and all your men. I shall ride with my escort to the halfway point between our armies, and I shall wait there for a quarter of an hour. If you do not meet with me within that time, I will assume you have no interest in talking, and then I shall destroy your army and lay waste to your lands. Decide!”

      With that, the speech ended, and Ridmark saw a group of about twenty horsemen ride forth, the red-armored figure leading them. One of the horsemen carried a lance flying both the banner of the Dragon Cult and a white parley banner. As Merovech had said, they stopped halfway between the two armies and waited. 

      “Well,” said Accolon. “He acts fast, does he not?” 

      “It seems the Franks have the same custom of a parley before battle as we do,” said Ridmark.

      “My lord, I urge you not to go,” said Rufinius. “Count Rhellgar offered the same parley at Rhudlan, and it was his poisoned words that convinced Comes Lhanwyn and Lady Pompeia to turn against us.” Niall flinched at that, a haunted look going over his unshaven face. 

      “And it may likely be a trap,” said Selene. “A man like Merovech isn’t going to care about the conventions. If he sees a chance to kill you, he’ll take it.”

      “I know,” said Accolon. “But I certainly will not go alone. I will take you, my lady Selene,” she grinned her mad grin at him, “and Lady Third, and also the Shield Knight and the Keeper and a dozen other Swordbearers. If Merovech attempts treachery, he will find himself hard-pressed. Sir Peter, Queen Mara, you have command of the army in my absence. If the enemy attacks, do as you think best.”

      In short order, Accolon’s escort was arranged. Ridmark, Calliande, Selene, and Third accompanied him, along with a dozen other Swordbearers. Calliande also asked Moriah Rhosmor to join them, and Ridmark thought that a good idea. In her worn gambeson, trousers, and boots, with her hair hidden beneath a helmet, Moriah looked like a teenage boy, perhaps a knight’s squire. But if Merovech attacked, the power of the Wraith might be able to get Accolon out of danger. 

      They rode east from the army, and Ridmark kept his hand near Oathshield’s hilt.

      He scanned the enemy embassy as they approached. It was impossible to mistake Merovech Valdraxis for anyone else. He wore crimson plate armor, and his eyes and his fingers burned with golden fire. Oathshield stirred, and Ridmark felt the sword’s rage through his link to the weapon. His soulblade hadn’t reacted that way to Tyrcamber, but a Dragontiarna was not a creature of dark magic. Merovech was, his transformation tainted by blood sorcery, and Oathshield yearned to be drawn in battle against him. Furthermore, Merovech had a crimson sword on his belt that radiated malignant power like heat from a forge.

      Another dark soulblade. 

      The other knights looked a great deal like the Frankish knights who had accompanied Tyrcamber to the battle at Castarium – armored and long-bearded and grim-faced. 

      But the woman drew Ridmark’s eyes. 

      She sat on a horse next to Merovech, wearing a riding dress of red and gold. It fit her snugly, and the neckline dipped low to reveal the tops of her breasts. She wore jewelry, and her long blond hair had been tied back, a silver diadem resting atop her head. The woman was about Moriah’s age, maybe a little older, and she looked like a noble’s lovely concubine.

      Except a dark soulblade hung in a scabbard from her saddle, and Ridmark had last seen that sword in the hand of the crimson knight he had faced at the Great Eye. 

      Aeliana’s icy blue eyes met Ridmark’s, and a slow smile spread over her lovely face. 

      Accolon’s party reined up a few yards from Merovech’s, and the two groups of warriors stared at each other, waiting for the other to make the first move. 

      And then all at once, Ridmark realized why Aeliana seemed so familiar to him, why he thought he had recognized her. He had only ever seen her at a distance or while wearing armor. But up close, from only a few yards away, he could take a closer look…and he understood.

      “Oh,” said Ridmark.

      All eyes fell on him. Aeliana raised a golden eyebrow.

      “I never knew that Tarrabus Carhaine had a daughter,” said Ridmark. 

      The name meant nothing to the Frankish men, but the shock was obvious among the knights of Andomhaim. Calliande sucked in a surprised breath, her eyes narrowing. 

      “Ah,” said Aeliana. “You have realized the truth at last, Ridmark Arban. I am surprised it took you so long. But I suppose you have been distracted. Or perhaps your wits slow with age.”

      “This knight,” said Merovech in Latin. “This is the man who murdered your father, my dear?”

      “He is,” said Aeliana. 

      “I defeated your father,” said Ridmark. “There is a difference.” 

      “He didn’t kill Tarrabus,” said Calliande with the cool mien of the Keeper, though her hand gripped her staff so tightly the knuckles turned white. “He tried to save Tarrabus, at the end, before he and Imaria Shadowbearer fell through the gate into Incariel’s prison.” 

      “I’m sure you can summon all sort of elaborate justifications for your crimes against me,” said Aeliana. “But my father should have been the High King of Andomhaim, and I was to have been his silent hand. You took that from me. So I’m going to take everything from you before I kill you.” 

      “And to do that, you’ve made yourself a slave of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch?” said Ridmark. 

      Aeliana smiled. “Everyone has a master, Lord Ridmark. Do you not say that you serve the Dominus Christus and High King Arandar? The difference is that your masters are a myth of Old Earth and a doddering old man. Mine is the most powerful wizard in the world, and he shall break and reforge the cosmos.” 

      “So you killed her father, eh?” said Merovech with a smirk. “I suppose I’m going to have to kill you and that blond woman with the staff. It’s nothing personal, you know, but when I drop your heads at her feet, she’s going to be aroused out of all control.”

      “Did you invite me here merely so your concubine could insult my father’s vassals?” said Accolon with cold calm. Aeliana glared at him. “If you want only to waste my time, Lord Merovech, I suggest we proceed directly to the battle.”

      “The son of the bastard king,” hissed Aeliana, her eyes glittering like knives. “Tell me, when the Drakocenti hung your lover from the ceiling like a sow trussed up for the slaughter, did you weep bitter tears?” Moriah shifted but said nothing. 

      “Since the Drakocenti and the Heptarchy both failed to kill me,” said Accolon, “I question both your competence and your dedication. I suggest you hold your tongue, woman, while your betters are talking.” Aeliana’s eyes flashed at that, and Merovech let out a laugh. 

      “She’ll cut your tongue out for that if she gets the chance,” said Merovech. His mood seemed amused, almost jocular. Perhaps he looked forward to the fighting and killing the way other men looked forward to a holiday. “Myself, well…it’s not so personal for me. The Empire was almost destroyed by the Valedictor and his dark elves. I saw that we had to change, that we had to become more. The Theophract showed me the way, and I became a Dragonmaeloch and a Herald of Ruin. We’re going to rip down the old cosmos and make a new one. A little…profound for me, I’ll admit. But I’m going to enjoy the destruction.”

      “If that is so,” said Accolon, “then why bother with this parley?” 

      “Well, it is traditional. And it does amuse me,” said Merovech, “and who knows? Maybe you’ll see reason. We both know that the Great Eye is under that city of yours to the south. I need it, and you’re going to give it to me, one way or another. Either you let me into Cintarra, and I go to the Great Eye, or I kill you all and take it anyway.”

      “Are you so sure you can overcome us?” said Accolon.

      “Entirely,” said Merovech. “Your spiny orcs and your raiders gave me some trouble, I’ll admit, but you’ve never faced a Dragonmaeloch. I’ll burn you all to ashes, and my soldiers shall march over the smoldering coals that were once your bones on the way to Cintarra.”

      “And you have never faced Swordbearers and Magistri before,” said Accolon. “Perhaps you shall find them a more formidable foe than you expect. There is a reason that Andomhaim fell to neither the dark elves nor the urdmordar.” 

      “Perhaps,” said Merovech with an indifferent shrug. “We shall put it to the test soon enough.” 

      “Do you have an offer to make?” said Accolon. “Or have we just come to exchange threats?”

      “I’ve made my offer,” said Merovech. “Get out of my way and let me into Cintarra, or I’ll kill you all. And burn Cintarra to the ground for good measure.” He grinned, bloodthirsty and mad. “I’d enjoy that. But the proprieties must be observed. We are nobles, not lesser men. Do you have an offer for me, Crown Prince of Andomhaim?”

      “Only this,” said Accolon. “Tell your concubine,” Aeliana glared at him, “to open rifts back to the Frankish Empire. If you do this, I will allow your army to depart in peace. Otherwise, you will face war on every side. Perhaps you will overcome my army today, or maybe not. But even if you win today, you cannot win the war. All Andomhaim will be roused against you. To the north is the duxarchate of Durandis, part of Andomhaim, and the allied orcish kingdoms of Rhaluusk and Khaluusk. Already messengers have been sent to them, and their forces march to war. Far more Anathgrimm than the three thousand you have already faced are marching down the valley of the River Cintarra to join this fight. You are surrounded by foes, my lord Merovech, and even if you win today, you cannot overcome them all.”

      “My dear Prince Accolon,” said Merovech, the golden fire in his eyes flashing. “I don’t need to overcome them all. I just need to overcome you and storm Cintarra. Once I have the Great Eye, all things will be mine. Or the Warden’s, I suppose. But I shall enjoy ripping down the old cosmos and watching it burn.”

      “You are a fool if you believe the Warden will reward you,” said Calliande, her voice quiet. “He is a dark elf, and the dark elves care nothing for other kindreds. Once you have fulfilled his purpose, he will cast you aside.” 

      “You are the one who understands nothing, Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Aeliana. There was a strange light in her eyes. It was the glow of fanaticism, of utter religious conviction. However, it had happened, Ridmark realized, Aeliana was devoted to the Warden. He had become her god. Ridmark wondered if the process had been entirely voluntary on Aeliana’s part, or if the Warden had twisted her mind through the Mark of the Herald. “The Warden has shown us his vision. We are the instruments that will bring it to pass. You – and all the old order – shall be swept aside.”

      “It’s not too late,” said Calliande. “You can still turn from this path.”

      Aeliana laughed. “It is far too late for you, Keeper, you and your wretched husband.”

      “I made the same offer to your father, the day before he betrayed Uthanaric Pendragon,” said Calliande. “He answered in the same way. You are truly your father’s daughter, Aeliana Carhaine. And like him, you will follow the same path to ruin and defeat.” 

      Rage flashed across Aeliana’s face, but she smiled. “Ruin, Keeper? A poor choice of words. For my lord Merovech and I are the Heralds of Ruin. I bear the dark soulblade Ruinheart, and he carries Stormruin. Together we shall destroy you.”

      “Then you have made your choice,” said Calliande, her voice cold, “and you will have to bear its consequences.” 

      Merovech snorted. “I suppose that settles that, doesn’t it?” He looked at Accolon. “Nothing is quite as tiresome as listening to women gripe at each other.” Aeliana gave him a thin-lipped look. Ridmark wasn’t quite sure which of the two Heralds was the dominant one, or how they could even work together without killing each other. “I much prefer swords to words. I trust, my lord Prince, that we have exhausted the possibilities of this parley?”

      “We have, my lord Merovech,” said Accolon, his voice grave. “Our disputes will be settled with violence.”

      “Excellent! That is the only thing that ever resolves anything,” said Merovech. “And maybe you’ll understand before you die.” He spread his hands. “I am the first of the new humanity, the first of a newborn race of gods. Someone must be first. Once there was a first man to forge a sword, to make a spear, to build a tower. No doubt, the priests of the time cast scorn upon him. Just as you and your lords look with fear upon me. Perhaps you will understand that I am a god when my fire sears the flesh from your bones.”

      “You said that the time for words has passed,” said Accolon. “Why are you still talking?”

      Fury went across Merovech’s face, and then he threw back his head and howled with laughter. “Well spoken, sir! I like you. Alas that I’m going to kill you in the next few moments. The battle will begin when I return to my lines. Come!”

      He gestured, turning his horse, and his knights followed him back towards the Dragon Cult. Aeliana lingered just long enough to turn one last smirk towards Ridmark and then followed Merovech.

      Ridmark was very sure he was going to have to kill her today. Or else she was going to kill him.

      “Ridmark,” said Calliande in a low voice. “She has some kind of relic with her.”

      “We return to our lines,” said Accolon. “Ride!”

      They turned their horses and hurried back towards the royal army and the Anathgrimm.

      “The dark soulblade?” said Ridmark.

      “Aye, but something else,” said Calliande. “I beheld it with my Sight. An artifact of elven magic, similar to the Great Eye and the Dwyrstones. I think it is a relic to control the Great Eye.”

      “Then we cannot let her reach the Eye,” said Ridmark.

      “No,” said Calliande. “Whatever happens today…we cannot let the Great Eye open. I don’t know why the Warden wants it opened, but it cannot be for any good purpose.”

      “Agreed,” said Ridmark.

      “Then we have reached the point,” said Third, speaking for the first time, “where all questions are decided by swords.”

      Merovech had been right about that much, at least.

      They reached the royal army, and a roar rose from the host of the Dragon Cult.
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      Aeliana seethed as they rode back to Merovech’s army. 

      Confronting Ridmark had been a strangely unsatisfying experience. When she had seen the Shield Knight riding with Prince Accolon’s party, vicious anticipation filled her. She had looked forward to flinging the truth into his face, to seeing his reaction when she told him that she would destroy him and everything he loved. 

      But his reaction had been…disappointing. 

      What had she been expecting? That he would be overcome with terror? As much as she hated him, she would not lie to herself, and she knew that Ridmark Arban was no coward. He had gone to Urd Morlemoch and come out again, and Aeliana knew firsthand that no craven could make the journey to Urd Morlemoch, let alone walk into the Warden’s nightmare-filled citadel. For that matter, Ridmark had already faced her in battle at the Great Eye, even if he hadn’t known that she was Tarrabus Carhaine’s daughter. He had already bested her once, why should he fear a second match? 

      And that nonsense about trying to save her father…why had Ridmark said that? Tarrabus Carhaine had died with Imaria Shadowbearer, everyone knew that. Ridmark and Calliande had killed them both when Ridmark had still been the bearer of the sword of the Dragon Knight. (A sword that he had foolishly returned to the high elves, in Aeliana’s opinion, instead of using its power to make himself the ruler of the world.) Did he feel guilty about killing Tarrabus? Ridmark and her father had been pages and squires together in the court of Dux Constantine Licinius, long ago. Perhaps he had viewed Tarrabus as something of a brother.

      Maybe Ridmark intended to offer her mercy.

      Aeliana’s lip curled in fury at the thought. She had done nothing – nothing! – that required forgiveness from anyone, certainly not the Shield Knight of Andomhaim. Aeliana had taken what was hers by right. She had gone to Urd Morlemoch and gained power, and she had butchered the Red Family. If any of her victims had wished to keep their lives, then they should have been strong enough to stand against her or smart enough to escape from her. 

      Merovech laughed. 

      “What?” snapped Aeliana, shaken out of her furious brooding.

      “You must truly hate this Ridmark,” said Merovech. “You’re shaking with the rage of it.”

      Aeliana blinked and realized that her shoulders were shaking, that a faint tremor was going through her hands. Annoyed with herself, she forced her hands to remain still. 

      “He murdered my father,” said Aeliana.

      Merovech snorted. “He doesn’t seem to think so. Why else make that whole speech about trying to save him?”

      “He murdered my father!” shouted Aeliana. Part of her mind pointed out that yelling at Merovech in front of his counts and knights was probably not a good idea. But Merovech did not look angry. If anything, he seemed amused. Like a man watching a toddler have a tantrum. His condescension just made her angrier, given that she had seen him erupt into uncontrollable violent fury. No doubt Merovech was going to make a joke about the weakness of women and their inability to govern their emotions. 

      “Then kill him,” said Merovech as they rode through the waiting lines of goblins and ogres to the great banner of the Dragon Cult. “You’re upset that he wasn’t shaken to see the daughter of his old foe. But so what? Kill his children in front of him, hand his wife over to my soldiers for sport, and then burn him alive. You’ll find that more satisfying than sneering at him.” 

      Aeliana blinked, and her rage vanished.

      Merovech was right, gallingly enough. What use were words? Actions were better. Little wonder her encounter with Ridmark had been unsatisfactory. Nothing had come of it. It had been as if she had danced naked in front of Merovech…and then walked out of his pavilion, leaving him to stew in his own lust. 

      Killing Ridmark would be so much more satisfying than simply telling him the truth. 

      “At times,” said Aeliana, “your insight surprises me.”

      “I’m a god, my dear,” said Merovech with glacial calm. “Sometimes, it amuses me to be wise. At other times it pleases me to burn my enemies. Which is what we’re going to do now.” They reined up beneath the banner. “The Theophract wishes us to distract our foe, but perhaps we’ll kill them all. Perhaps I’ll rip off the Shield Knight’s head and set it upon the table next to my bed, and it can watch as I throw you down and have you.”

      At any other time in her life, Aeliana would have thought that a grotesque idea.

      Now, though…

      She found she liked the thought. She liked it a lot. 

      “Kill Ridmark in front of me,” said Aeliana, “and I’ll give you more pleasure than you can imagine.” 

      “Indeed?” said Merovech. “I have a vivid imagination. Count Rhellgar!” He shouted the names of a half-dozen more nobles, and they gathered around him. Merovech gave orders for the battle, and Aeliana stared at the enemy army.

      Her hand went to her belt, to where the Key of Tarmyntir waited.

      A cool head. She had to pursue her revenge with a cool head. And opening the Great Eye and freeing the Warden would be far greater revenge than anything else Aeliana could do. 

      Then she could kill Ridmark.
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      Niall stood with the rest of the Prince’s bodyguards, trying to ignore the bone-deep weariness and despair that hung over him like a wet cloak. 

      Part of him, a large part of him, wished that he would fall in the coming battle. Surely that was the only thing that would expunge his shame, his folly. He had allowed himself to be seduced, and in hindsight, he could see just how easily Pompeia had manipulated him. Niall had thought himself in love with her, had believed her to be in love with him, and had decided to ask the Comes for her hand after the Dragon Cult was defeated. 

      Fool. 

      His only consolation was that while he might have betrayed himself, he hadn’t betrayed Crown Prince Accolon or Lord Ridmark. Pompeia hadn’t asked him to harm his lord or the Prince. Likely she had known that he would refuse. No, she had waited until he was in a position she found advantageous. And then, like a trusting lamb, he had simply drunk whatever she had offered. 

      Decimus had healed most of the poisoned soldiers, but he had not reached three of them in time. Maybe their deaths were Niall’s fault. If he had listened to Moriah, if he hadn’t been at the gate…but maybe Pompeia would have done worse. 

      Maybe, maybe, maybe. Niall didn’t know. But what was done was done, and it was too late to do anything about it. 

      Again, he thought about dying in battle. 

      No. Niall couldn’t. If he fell honorably or an arrow simply found him by ill-fortune, that was one thing. But Rhiain had no other family in the world. If he died, someone would have to carry news of his death to where she waited with the baggage in Rhudlan. Niall couldn’t do that to her. 

      Though he would be ashamed to tell Rhiain of what had happened with Pompeia and Lhanwyn. But Niall supposed he wouldn’t have to tell her the entire truth. As far as he knew, only Moriah knew the whole story, though it seemed that Decimus had worked out most of it. 

      Lhanwyn and Pompeia had lost their lives for their treachery…and it seemed that the only one left to suffer for his folly was Niall himself.

      He waited, watching the enemy. 
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      Third stood motionless, Storm and Inferno ready in their scabbards on her back.

      Some of the others had drawn their weapons. Third hadn’t, and saw no reason to do so, not yet. The enemy was still a good distance away, though she knew that wouldn’t last. 

      “Shall we advance, my lord?” said Sir Owain. The Constable of Cintarra was younger than Sir Peter and more excitable. Thought with the Heptarchy attack on Cintarra, he had seen some large battles, albeit not as many as Third had.

      Come to think of it, she had not met many people who had seen as many battles as she had. 

      She glanced at where Ridmark sat atop his horse, waiting. He had seen a great many battles. Not as many as Third, but still a good amount. And for most of the large battles of the last ten years, Third had fought alongside Ridmark. The siege of Tarlion, the battle at Dun Calpurnia, the final fight against the Frostborn, the muridach attack on Cathair Caedyn, and the final terrible battle against the Sovereign at Cathair Animus – she had been with Ridmark for all those fights. 

      And it seemed they were about to see one more.

      “Not yet,” said Accolon. 

      “Shall we stare at the enemy all day?” said Sir Owain. He rubbed an armored hand over his red beard. 

      “No, they will come to us,” said Accolon. “They’re going to be too angry to do otherwise in a few moments.”

      Third waited. She was good at that. She had overheard Vegetius talking to Niall and some of Ridmark’s other men-at-arms in Cintarra, and Vegetius had said that soldiering was ten hours of tedium for every moment of terror. The veteran decurion wasn’t wrong. 

      “Ah,” said Calliande with sudden comprehension. Third glanced at her. “Was it Shalmathrak’s idea, lord Prince, or yours?”

      “His,” said Accolon, “but my father always says a wise king must not be too proud to ignore a good idea when someone else thinks it up.”

      “What good idea?” said Sir Owain.

      Sir Peter grinned. “Watch.” 

      Third looked at the enemy army.

      Nothing happened.

      And then thousands of ghost orc rangers appeared out of nothingness fifty yards or so before the Dragon Cult army and released their bows. 

      A storm of arrows hissed from the line of ghost orcs, falling like steel-tipped rain among the human and goblin footmen of Merovech’s army. Some of the arrows missed the mark or deflected off armor and shields. Yet most of them did not, and Third supposed that hundreds of humans and goblins might have just died in the blink of an eye.

      A cry of dismay rose from the enemy army, and the ghost orcs vanished, no doubt heading back to Accolon’s lines.
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      “Those wretched gray orcs!” roared Merovech, his eyes blazing with golden fire. 

      Aeliana watched him, uneasy. His amusement at her discomfiture had vanished, replaced by molten fury. She knew he wasn’t completely sane, and that his moods changed with the suddenness of a summer storm. Now he burned with a rage that made her earlier anger seem mild by comparison. 

      “They are the same gray orcs that have been ambushing our patrols,” said Count Rhellgar. “Except massed in strength. Prince Accolon must have accepted our offer of parley to give them time to move into position.”

      “Damned cowards, striking and hiding behind their invisibility,” spat Merovech. “They will pay for their cowardice. Let us see if their stealth can hide them from dragon fire!” 

      “My lord,” started Rhellgar, but Merovech was in no mood to listen. 

      He leaped from his horse and strode forward, the golden fire in his eyes brightening and spreading over his entire body. Aeliana hastily got out of the way, as did the counts and knights. She had seen Merovech change to dragon form a few times before, and he didn’t particularly care if he trampled anyone in the process. 

      A heartbeat later, the great black dragon soared into the sky, crimson flames burning around its talons. 
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      Calliande beheld the locus of dark power with her Sight a heartbeat before her physical eyes saw the black dragon hurtling towards them. 

      “It seems we irritated him into attacking,” said Sir Peter. 

      Calliande raised her staff, calling her magic. If Merovech attacked the army, she would try to use the power of the Well of Tarlion to ward the soldiers from his dragon fire. Or perhaps she would cast a spell of freezing mist over Merovech’s wings. If she locked his wings into place long enough, that would force him to the ground, and then Ridmark and the Swordbearers could take him. Aeliana would find her vengeance much harder to claim without a Dragonmaeloch backing her up. 

      The meeting with that cold, angry young woman had unsettled Calliande. Raised by a man like Tarrabus Carhaine, Aeliana likely never had the opportunity to become anything but a monster. Then again, Tarrabus Carhaine had not been the sort of man to spend time looking after little children. He had probably given Aeliana to someone else to raise.

      Someone had slaughtered the Red Family in Cintarra with a weapon of dark magic, and they had assumed it had been Aeliana. Calliande could now guess what had happened. Tarrabus had maintained close ties with the Red Family and had sent the assassins after Ridmark several times before the Frostborn war. Likely Tarrabus had given the girl to the Red Family, to mold her into his own private assassin. And when Tarrabus had been defeated in the civil war, Aeliana lost her powerful protector…and the Matriarch would have tormented the girl. The dark elves loved cruelty, and the Matriarch would have delighted in subjecting Aeliana to those cruelties. 

      And then Aeliana had slaughtered the Matriarch and the Red Family…and to gain the power to do so, she had pledged herself to the Warden. 

      Calliande felt sorry for Aeliana, felt sorry for the little girl who had been handed over to the Red Family. She could not help but think of Rhoanna and shudder at the thought. 

      Yet that pity would not stay her hand. If she had the chance, she was going to kill Aeliana Carhaine. Calliande did not tolerate threats against her family…and Aeliana had already wreaked great harm. Many innocents had died when the rifts had opened at Castarium and along the River Cintarra. 

      More would die if Aeliana were not stopped.

      Calliande could kill her with a single spell and sleep soundly. 

      But to get at Aeliana, she would have to go through Merovech first. 

      Calliande braced herself, preparing to unleash her magic, and then Merovech banked to the north.

      He dove low, his jaws opening wide, and a plume of fire swept over his fangs and lashed across the plain.

      “What is he doing?” said Sir Peter. “Setting the grass on fire? A smoke screen to cover his advance?”

      “No,” said Ridmark. “He’s burning the ghost orcs.”

      The ghost orcs had turned invisible, but they were on foot, and they could only move so fast. Merovech had merely to spray fire across the grass, and he was bound to hit some of them. But it would be easier than that, wouldn’t it? Merovech could see the grass from above. He could watch the ripples from their passage, and then he need only unleash his fire.

      He might kill hundreds of the ghost orcs before they returned to Accolon’s lines.

      Calliande raised her staff and worked a spell of elemental air, charging it with the mantle of the Keeper. The range was just about at her limits, but she could manage it.

      The power rushed out of her, and a bolt of lightning screamed out of the sky and hit Merovech. 

      The dragon rocked to the side with a bellow of pain, his massive head swinging around to look at Calliande, his wings flapping as he hovered. Calliande hit him twice more with lightning bolts, and both times Merovech roared. She didn’t think the lightning had done much damage to him – the dark magic surging through the Dragonmaeloch would protect him. But the lightning had to hurt.

      Merovech loosed one last burst of fire and circled back to his army. Calliande saw the dragon dive towards the ground and shrink back into human form. 
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      The golden fire faded, and Merovech strode towards his horse and swung back into the saddle. His squires, no doubt fearing his wrath, had made sure the animal didn’t run off. Merovech’s rage had vanished. Perhaps he had spent it in a storm of dragon fire, or maybe the magical lightning had jolted him to lucidity. Now he wore a cold, icy expression of focus that reminded Aeliana of her father when he had spoken of his plans for the future. 

      “So,” said Merovech. “This is to be a battle of both spells and swords, is it? Count Rhellgar!”

      “My lord?” said Rhellgar.

      “The forward companies of infantry are to advance,” said Merovech. “Goblins and gnolls only. The gnolls love a good bloodbath, and the goblins are expendable.” The goblins themselves doubtless disagreed, but Aeliana didn’t like the vile little creatures and didn’t care what happened to them. “Hold the human footmen and the knights in reserve, along with the ogre mercenaries. Once the goblins and the gnolls are fully engaged, I want you to sound the withdrawal. Retreat in good order to the north, towards the large castra we took…what was its name?”

      “Castra Melidern,” said Aeliana.

      “Yes, that’s it,” said Merovech. “We will hold and fortify there.”

      Rhellgar blinked in surprise. “We will not break the enemy army here?” 

      “Not yet,” said Merovech. “Let them spend their strength pursuing us. We shall bring more reinforcements over from the Frankish Empire once my consort and I reopen the Dwyrstone gates.” He smiled, hard and wolfish. “And while they are distracted with the gnolls and the goblins, the lady Aeliana and I will have a surprise for them.” His burning eyes turned towards her. “You are ready to travel?”

      “I am,” said Aeliana, touching the pouch at her belt that held the Key of Tarmyntir. 

      “Good,” said Merovech.

      “You are leaving us?” said Rhellgar, alarmed. 

      “Only briefly,” said Merovech. “The Heralds of Ruin will open the Great Eye, and then we shall walk all the farther along the Path of the Dragon. The Warden will come, and you shall see mankind ascend to godhood.”

      Aeliana hid her smirk. They would see nothing of the sort. The Path of the Dragon was nonsense, an elaborate lie concocted by the Theophract to create the Dragon Cult. Just as he had done with Cyprian of the Scepter Bank and the collection of fools called the Drakocenti. 

      But that was all right. When the Warden ripped down the old cosmos and created the new one, all would have their proper place.
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      The charging wave of gnolls and goblins crashed into the lines of Prince Accolon’s army. 

      The sound of steel and spells was immense.

      Ridmark sat motionless atop his horse, his hand itching to grasp Oathshield’s hilt. He wanted to join the fray, to fight alongside the men-at-arms and militiamen as they cut down the enemy. Yet he was needed here, he knew. Merovech might try to kill the Crown Prince. For that matter, if Merovech attacked again and Calliande managed to force the Dragonmaeloch to the ground, Ridmark and Rufinius and the other Swordbearers would need to strike before it was too late. 

      His reason told him this, but his instinct wanted to join the fight. 

      And yet…

      His reason also told him that something was wrong, something was off. 

      The gnolls and goblins made up a powerful force, but not an overwhelming one. Accolon’s army was holding, and the Anathgrimm were cutting down the gnolls. Merovech hadn’t committed anything like the full might of his army to the attack, and if he had done that, he might have won, might have forced Accolon’s army to retreat and abandon Rhudlan. 

      What was he waiting for?
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      Aeliana watched the battle, fascinated. 

      For all the violence and killing she had seen (and done) in her life, the largest battle she had seen had been the struggle with the Signifier’s forces outside the walls of Castarium. This was larger by far. Men fought and died everywhere she looked, the shouts and screaming and clang of steel a constant roar in her ears. 

      She found that she enjoyed the sight, enjoyed watching men fall and die in such large numbers.

      And why not? Aeliana was a Herald of Ruin, was she not? Her purpose was to rip down the old cosmos. 

      Even if she had to watch it die one soldier at a time.

      “Woman,” said Merovech, shaking her out the dark, gleeful thoughts.

      She blinked and looked at him. 

      “The hour has come,” said Merovech. “We depart for Cintarra. I trust you can guide me to the Great Eye.”

      “I can,” said Aeliana. “I will direct you to Cintarra. From there, we shall make our way underground. It will be a walk of about an hour to the chamber of the Eye. We may encounter foes in the Shadow Ways.” 

      “Good,” said Merovech. “I have not yet done enough killing today. Come! Count Rhellgar, you are in command until I return. Keep the enemy busy for a time, then withdraw in good order to Castra Melidern. Am I understood?”

      “Perfectly, my lord,” said Rhellgar.

      Merovech dropped from his saddle and strode away, one hand resting on Stormruin’s hilt. Aeliana followed him at a safe distance. Golden fire played around Merovech’s form, and he swelled back into immensity, his armored black scales glinting like metal in the sunlight. 

      His enormous head swung around to look at her.

      Aeliana took a deep breath, determined not to show fear. She had never done anything quite like this before. But she would not display fear before Merovech or anyone else.

      She climbed up his side and settled upon his back, between his massive front shoulders. A row of spines as thick as both of Aeliana’s legs together ran down his back, and Aeliana seated herself behind one, her arms wrapped around it, her legs gripping the scales. She was very glad she had worn thick leggings beneath her riding dress. Else the hard-edged scales might have ripped the inside of her thighs and calves to bloody shreds. 

      “Go,” said Aeliana. 

      Merovech threw back his head and roared, spraying a plume of fire into the air. Then he leaped into the sky, his great wings flapping, large as a ship’s sails.

      The ground fell away from beneath Aeliana with terrifying speed

      She wasn’t particularly afraid of heights, just cautious of them, and even if she had been afraid, the brutal training of the Red Family would have beaten that right out of her. But she had never been this far off the ground in her life. They were higher than any tower in Cintarra, farther from the ground than any church steeple. 

      It was both exhilarating and terrifying.

      Merovech shot to the southwest with terrific speed, leaving the battle far behind.
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      Ridmark watched Merovech rise from behind his troops, his massive wings unfolding behind him. 

      “Here he comes,” said Ridmark. 

      “I am ready for him,” said Calliande. “I’ll try to knock him from the sky. Once he’s on the ground, I’m afraid it will be up to you and the other Swordbearers.” 

      “We’ll be ready,” said Ridmark, though he supposed that depended on where Merovech hit the ground. If he crashed into the middle of the Anathgrimm, that could open a break in their lines that would lose the battle then and there. 

      The Dragonmaeloch rose higher, and Ridmark caught a speck of red between his wings. A woman, wearing a red gown. Aeliana was riding on Merovech’s back. What was the point of that? He didn’t think she was a wizard, able to rain spells down from on high. 

      Merovech banked, turned…and flew away to the southwest. 

      Ridmark blinked, watching as the dragon shot past with terrific speed. He had expected Merovech to attack, to rain down fire. Yet the Dragonmaeloch flew past without slowing. He caught a glimpse of Aeliana’s blond hair blowing behind her like a golden banner, and then the dragon started to recede from sight. Where the devil was Merovech going? Had he decided to abandon the battle? Or was he…

      The world froze around Ridmark. 

      Everyone went motionless around him – the battle, the soldiers, Calliande, even the dragon receding in the distance. At the same time, all the color drained from the world as if everything had been painted in shades of gray. 

      Ridmark had seen this before, so he knew what to expect.

      He turned his head and saw the Guardian Morigna standing a few paces away, leaning on her black staff.

      She looked even more tired than the last time he had seen her. Her golden armor was stained with soot and blood, and Ridmark was not sure if it was her own or someone else’s. More soot marked her pale, elven face, and her long red hair had been tied back in a ragged tail. She was breathing hard as if she had just sprinted a long distance.

      “Ridmark,” said Morigna, looking up at him. 

      “You need help,” said Ridmark. “Tell me where you are, and I will aid you.”

      Morigna shook her head. “There is no time. I must warn you. The two Heralds of Ruin are making for Cintarra. Aeliana bears a relic that will allow her to unlock the Great Eye. If that happens, the portal will be opened, and the scattered Heralds will unite their power. That cannot happen, Ridmark. You must go to Cintarra and stop them.”

      “Where are you?” said Ridmark. “If you know what the Warden intends, you must warn us.”

      “I have told you all I can,” said Morigna. “I dare not linger. I have made a mistake, Ridmark. If I speak for too long, Agravhask and his priestesses will find me. Already they suspect that I am aboard the Heptarchy armada.” She took a sharp step to the side, an alarmed look going over her face. “I have tarried too long. Go to Cintarra and stop Merovech and Aeliana, or all shall be lost.”

      Morigna vanished, and the world exploded back into color and motion.

      Ridmark sucked in a startled breath and looked around.

      “Ridmark?” said Calliande, frowning. “You’ve had another vision, haven’t you? Morigna?”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “I think we have to go to Cintarra right now.”
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      “They intend to open the Great Eye?” said Accolon. 

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. The battle raged before them, but the bulk of Merovech’s force hung back, letting the goblins and the gnolls spend themselves against Accolon’s army. Ridmark would have said that the gnolls and the goblins had been sent in as fodder, to wear down the royal army and the Anathgrimm before the main force came in. Now he knew that the gnolls and the goblins were just a distraction, designed to pin Accolon’s army in place while Merovech’s force withdrew. Likely Merovech’s army would retreat to one of the stronger castras they had seized to the north, and the war would continue. 

      Or Merovech would summon reinforcements beyond count through the Great Eye. 

      “Then you must go,” said Accolon. “Use the power of the Shield Knight and travel to Cintarra. Stop Merovech and Aeliana from reaching the Great Eye. Take Sir Rufinius with you. A second Swordbearer will be invaluable.”

      “I will come as well,” said Third. 

      “As shall I,” said Selene. 

      “Get Moriah,” said Ridmark. “The gate…with Calliande’s help, I think I can open it close to the chamber of the Great Eye...”

      “But it could just as easily go awry,” said Calliande. “There are so many ancient wards and traps beneath the city that the gate might open a mile away. If we wind up in some random corridor within the Shadow Ways, we’ll need Moriah’s help to guide us to the Eye.” 

      “Very well,” said Accolon. “Lady Moriah!”

      She dropped out of the saddle and ran towards them. Moriah had been watching the battle with a tense expression, her posture like a coiled spring. Perhaps like Ridmark, she disliked watching men fight without taking part herself. 

      “My lord?” said Moriah.

      “You will go with Lord Ridmark through his gate to Cintarra,” said Accolon. “Guide him through the Shadow Ways and stop the Heralds of Ruin from opening the Great Eye.”

      “I shall,” said Moriah.

      “I will remain here and command the battle,” said Accolon. “If we send out the cavalry at once, perhaps we can trap Merovech’s host and destroy it. Go, and my prayers go with you.”

      “We will return as soon as we can,” said Ridmark. “Calliande?”

      “I am ready,” said Calliande.

      Ridmark nodded and drew Oathshield, grasping the sword’s hilt with both hands. Calliande gripped his shoulder, blinking as she drew on the Sight. 

      He reached for his link to Oathshield and summoned the power of the Shield Knight, shaping it into the gate as he focused his thoughts upon the Great Eye.
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      Moriah watched the Shield Knight and the Keeper, uneasy. 

      It was a disturbing echo of their last journey into the Shadow Ways. Moriah had guided Ridmark, Calliande, Third, Selene, and Sir Rufinius to the Great Eye. They had prevailed in that confrontation, stopping both Cyprian and Aeliana. What was it that Uncle Helmut liked to say? History never repeated, he said, but it did rhyme. Gunther had also been fond of that saying, and then Delwen had laughed and asked if he was a poet, which he most definitely was not. 

      But Aeliana had come alone the first time. Now she would have the help of that Dragonmaeloch. 

      She glanced at Selene, and the strange half-elven woman grinned, her silver eyes glinting. 

      “And into the darkness we go again,” said Selene. 

      “Don’t remind me,” said Moriah.

      “Well, we beat Aeliana once before, we’ll just have to do it again,” said Selene, rolling her shoulders. “And the big flying lizard who’s her lover.”

      “Lover?” said Moriah.

      “Obviously,” said Selene. “I can always tell.”

      “A murderess and a man who used dark powers to transform himself into a dragon,” said Rufinius. “No doubt they make a matched pair.” 

      “We’re almost ready,” said Calliande, her voice tight, her eyes darting back and forth behind closed lids. “As soon as the gate opens, go through it immediately. We can’t maintain it for long.”

      “As you command, Keeper,” said Rufinius.

      Ridmark took a long breath, his hands clenching Oathshield’s hilt. Next to him, a curtain of gray mist rose up from the ground, about twelve feet tall and twelve feet wide. Gray light shone from within the mist, and through the gate, she saw a large gallery built of rusticated stone. 

      “Go!” said Calliande. 

      Third and Selene reacted first, jogging through the gate. Moriah glanced at Rufinius and saw her own trepidation at walking through a magic gate reflected in his expression. 

      “It can’t be any worse than turning immaterial and walking through a wall,” said Rufinius. 

      “Suppose not,” said Moriah, and she walked side-by-side with Rufinius through the gate.

      It felt…peculiar. Not bad, not painful, but strange. It was a single step, but Moriah felt the dislocation as that single step carried her hundreds of miles in the blink of an eye. Moriah took several steps and looked around, trying to determine where they had ended up. They weren’t in the chamber of the Great Eye, that was plain. The walls and ceiling were built of rusticated, rough-hewn masonry, and burial niches lined the walls, holding the dusty skeletons of long-dead orcs. They were somewhere in the upper levels of the Shadow Ways, in the orcish section of the ruins. Come to think of it, they were not all that far from where Moriah had found Sir Ywain’s corpse. 

      Ridmark and Calliande walked through the gate, and it snapped shut behind them. 

      “Where are we?” said Rufinius. 

      “The orcish section of the Shadow Ways,” said Moriah. “We’ll have to cut through the dwarven and dvargir galleries before we can get to the elven ruins.” She looked at the ceiling, gauging the time in her head. “About two hours to walk, I think, maybe an hour and a half if we hurry. But Merovech and Aeliana will have to start on the surface and make their way down.” She just hoped Merovech didn’t burn down large portions of Cintarra before Aeliana led him into the Shadow Ways. “We had better get moving.”

      “Wait a moment,” said Calliande. “Ridmark needs to recover.”

      Moriah started to say that Ridmark looked fine, but she stopped herself. The Shield Knight didn’t appear tired, but he was looking around, his eyes darting back and forth like he was staring at things that he could only see. 

      “Old,” he murmured. “This place is old. Thousands of orcs and dwarves and elves have died here. I can’t count how many.”

      “What’s wrong with him?” said Moriah, taken aback. She had been frightened that someone like Ridmark Arban would hunt her down when she had been stealing from the Regency Council. Now that they had gone into battle together and were (sort of) friends, Moriah was still a little scared of him. He was a grim, implacable warrior who inspired others to follow him through sheer iron resolution, and he looked as if he had gone mad. 

      His blue eyes fixed on her, and she felt a sudden chill. His eyes were usually cold and hard, but now they seemed to slice through her like a knife.

      “Your sister loved you,” he said. “You never knew for certain, but she did. She hoped to find a place for you in Accolon’s household.”

      “What?” said Moriah. “How can he know that?”

      “Using Oathshield to create a portal unlocks his vision from linear time for a few moments,” said Calliande, gripping his arms as he looked around in a daze. “The human mind can’t handle it, though. It’s like he temporarily loses his reason.”

      Moriah had wondered why Ridmark didn’t use his sword’s power to create gates to travel everywhere. Watching the confusion on his face, she understood now. His eyes fixed on her again.

      “Your destiny,” said Ridmark, “is joined with the bearer of Starflame.” Sir Rufinius blinked and looked at Moriah. “Through blood and fire. I can see it. Beware the spiders.”

      “Is…he seeing the future?” said Moriah. She glanced at Rufinius. He was the bearer of the soulblade called Starflame. Did that mean that her destiny was entwined with hers? She did admire his bravery and his calm nature. She also thought that Rufinius was handsome in the grim sort of way of the House of the Arbanii, and Moriah was willing to admit that she had idly wondered what it would be like if Rufinius slipped into her bedroom at night. Yet he had shown absolutely no signs of interest. 

      “In a way,” said Calliande. “The future is not fixed. You know how a campfire casts a thousand different shadows in the night?” Moriah nodded. “The present is the campfire, and the future is those shadows. One of them will become real, but there are a hundred thousand different possibilities.”

      “More than that,” said Ridmark. “Much more.”

      He looked at Third. Third stared back at him with a faint smile. 

      “You’re older than any of us,” said Ridmark. 

      “Quite true,” said Third. 

      “I see more in the shadows before you,” said Ridmark. “The golden fire. You need not fear the golden fire. It can’t hurt you. You’ve already…already…”

      Ridmark blinked several times, shook his head, and lucidity seemed to come back into his face. 

      “God and the saints,” he muttered. “I have a headache.” He looked around and saw them all staring at him. “What did I say this time?”

      “Nothing that made a great deal of sense,” said Third.

      Ridmark shook his head. “I never do. And I can never remember it, either. Damned annoying feeling.”

      “You did imply that Sir Rufinius and Lady Moriah were going to become lovers,” said Selene.

      Rufinius blinked several times, and Moriah was both amused and embarrassed (and a little flattered) that color went into his cheeks. “I…am uncertain that is accurate.”

      “Now you’ve hurt my feelings,” said Moriah. 

      The color in Rufinius’s face intensified a little. “That is one possible interpretation of my uncle’s words. Another is that our destinies have been entangled ever since you rescued me from Cyprian and the Drakocenti. Certainly, I would have died in the Shadow Ways if you had not come across me.”

      Moriah suddenly wondered if he was a virgin. She would not have expected it of a Swordbearer his age, but then again, he was Caelmark Arban’s son. Growing up as the bastard son of the austere archbishop was not likely to make Rufinius into the sort of man who freely pursued women. 

      “I don’t know that anything I say after I open a gate is correct,” said Ridmark. “I can never remember any of it. And the future is always shifting. The future might change based on what we do right now.” His voice hardened. “Which way to the Great Eye, Moriah?”

      Moriah put aside her thoughts of Sir Rufinius. She doubted there was any such thing as destiny. Life was far too chaotic for that. 

      Or perhaps their destiny was to die in the darkness below Cintarra.

      “This way,” she said, pointing further down the length of the gallery. She reached into her pocket, grasped the metal hexagon of her armor, and summoned it. The dwarven steel wrapped around her torso and head and arms, and she unrolled her wraithcloak and donned it. “Through the dwarven ruins, and then the dvargir galleries. Watch out for undead. The last time I was here, I was attacked by an undead orc.”

      “Let’s go,” said Ridmark, shifting Oathshield to his right hand and pulling his shield over his left arm. 

      Moriah led the way into the gloom of the Shadow Ways, watching for any foes. 
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      Ridmark and the others were attacked twice on the way to the chamber of the Great Eye. First by skeletal undead that rose from the burial niches in the orcish ruins, corroded swords and axes in hand. Ridmark and Rufinius and Calliande made short work of them. The second time was a small band of kobolds. Moriah had said that kobolds often swarmed through the Shadow Ways like rats, seeking either carrion or easy prey they could overwhelm. Likely they thought a group of a half-dozen humans would make for a quick meal.

      Ridmark and the others taught them otherwise swiftly, though there were no survivors to appreciate the lesson. 

      He tried to decide on a strategy as they passed through the silent, grim halls of the dvargir ruins, Moriah leading them around the traps. Ridmark had used Oathshield to open the gate, which meant he would not be able to draw on the power of the Shield Knight for another day. That would be a disadvantage, perhaps a fatal one. During their last duel, Aeliana had transformed into a knight armored in bloody steel, armor that gave her the same speed and strength that Ridmark possessed when he was wrapped in the power of the Shield Knight. Undoubtedly, she would use that power again…and she would have Merovech’s magic and dragon fire to back her up. Worse, the chamber of the Eye was large enough to allow Merovech to take his dragon form, perhaps even to fly. 

      Still, Ridmark and Rufinius both had soulblades, even if Ridmark could not use the power of the Shield Knight. Calliande could summon the power of the Well of Tarlion to attack Merovech’s and Aeliana’s bonds to their dark soulblades, an attack that would cause the Heralds agonizing pain. Third and Selene were both deadly warriors, and Moriah was cunning and had her dwarven armor. 

      Would that be enough? Ridmark didn’t know. He wished they had brought more Swordbearers and Magistri with them. Yet Accolon needed them against Merovech’s army. And Ridmark and his companions had fought Aeliana before, so they knew what to expect. 

      At last, they descended to the deepest level of the Shadow Ways and entered the elven ruins. They passed through the long, high corridor of white stone, illuminated by the pale crystals set into the apex of the arched ceiling. 

      Beyond was the chamber of the Great Eye. 

      It was an immense round natural cavern with walls of rough rock. A lake filled most of the floor, but a causeway led to a round island built of polished white stone in its center. Twenty-seven menhirs of white stone encircled the island’s perimeter, carved with symbols that gave off an eerie blue light in the gloom.

      In the center of the island rose the Great Eye.

      It was a massive ring of silvery metal about thirty yards across, every inch of its surface carved with symbols like those on the white menhirs. It looked like silver, almost like mercury, yet the thing had been buried down here for thousands of years, and the metal was bright and untarnished. In ancient days, the Liberated elves, the gray elves, had built the Great Eye to depart this world. They had left for different worlds long ago, but the Great Eye remained.

      Waiting to make trouble.

      Ridmark wished that the elves had destroyed the damned thing. Calliande had examined it and said that she could see no way to destroy the Eye. Perhaps Antenora, skilled in metallurgy and artificing, could work out a way to do it, but she was not here. For now, the best they could do was to guard the Eye. 

      “I think we’re first,” said Moriah. “I don’t see Aeliana or Merovech anywhere. Unless they’re hiding.”

      Calliande shook her head. “The Shadow Ways are a superb place to hide. The ancient auras and wards throw off the Sight and trying to see a specific aura against the power of that thing,” she pointed her staff at the Eye, “is like trying to see a candle flame against the orb of the sun. But they won’t be able to hide their dark soulblades. Or Merovech’s own aura. I will see them coming.” 

      They crossed the causeway of white stone and came to the island, passing the outer ring of Dwyrstones. Bones and corpses and rusted pieces of armor lay scattered around the flat island. Some of them were old, the wreckage of battles that had already been ancient when Malahan Pendragon had first come to Tarlion. Some of the corpses were far more recent, withered husks killed by the spell of dark magic Cyprian had used to open the Eye. The leader of the Drakocenti had promised his followers immortality but had betrayed them and used their lives as fuel for his spell. 

      Of course, Cyprian had been betrayed by the Theophract as well. That was ever the danger of serving dark elves, Ridmark thought. They would sometimes betray their followers just for the sheer enjoyment of cruelty.

      If Merovech and Aeliana survived this battle, they might learn that the hard way. 

      They stopped just within the ring of Dwyrstones, between the causeway and the Great Eye. Rufinius turned a dubious look towards the ceiling, far above.

      “Perhaps we should await the foe on the walls of Cintarra,” said Rufinius. “Merovech might decide to burn half the city before he descends to the Shadow Ways.”

      “He may,” said Ridmark. “But I don’t think he will. Aeliana is with him, and Aeliana was trained as an assassin. She will prefer to move with stealth and speed, to come to the Great Eye unawares.” Ridmark shook his head. “That is how Aeliana acted at Castarium and Cintarra previously, moving in the shadows and manipulating events.”

      “So why did Aeliana announce herself to you at the parley?” said Rufinius.

      “Oh, that’s easy,” said Selene. “She hates you. She hates you so much that it distorts her thinking. The last time we were here, it was a foolish idea for her to attack all of us at once. Didn’t work out so well for Aeliana, did it? Maybe we can goad her into making a similar mistake.”

      “How?” said Ridmark.

      “I don’t know,” said Selene. “I am still thinking about it.”

      “If we wait more than an hour,” said Third, “I will use my power to travel back to the surface and investigate. It will take many short jumps, but I can do it faster than on foot. If Merovech is attacking the city, I will report back, and we can deal with…”

      “Wait,” said Calliande. 

      She looked hard towards the corridor beyond the causeway, blinking, her staff in both hands.

      “They’re here,” said Calliande. “I can see their auras.”

      “Prepare yourselves,” said Ridmark, putting himself between Calliande and the causeway. White fire flared around Calliande’s staff as she gathered power for a spell. Third drew Storm and Inferno, and Selene raised her dark elven longsword in her right hand and her dwarven axe in her left. Sir Rufinius lifted Starflame, the soulblade glimmering with white fire as it reacted to the approaching dark magic. Moriah did not bother to draw any weapons, but her dwarven gauntlets were more dangerous than any sword or dagger. Idly Ridmark wondered if the gauntlets would let her swing a blunt weapon like a hammer or a mace with greater force and reminded himself to ask later.

      If they lived through this.

      Then he saw the flare of crimson fire in the gloom of the corridor.

      A moment later, a tall, bearded man in red armor walked into sight, a blond woman in a crimson gown at his side. Both Merovech and Aeliana carried their corrupted soulblades, the swords blazing with crimson fire, the shadows in the corrupted soulstones stark against the flames of the swords. 

      Merovech and Aeliana froze a third of the way down the causeway as they saw Ridmark and the others, and then kept walking. They paused about ten yards away, the corrupted soulblades burning in their hands. 

      “So, Shield Knight,” said Aeliana, her voice soft, the fire from her sword painting her face with hellish light. Ridmark remembered Tarrabus Carhaine, remembered the usurper ranting before their duel below the walls of Tarlion. “Here we are again.”
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      Aeliana would have said more, but Merovech let out a long, raucous laugh. She shot him an irritated look. Ridmark had the impression that Aeliana didn’t like Merovech all that much, but perhaps the Warden did not allow quarrels among his servants. 

      “By the Path of the Dragon, sir,” said Merovech. “You are a tenacious one!” He raised the dark soulblade in a jaunty salute. “How the bloody hell did you get here before us?” He glanced at Aeliana. “You didn’t tell me they had Dragontiarna Knights in Andomhaim.”

      “They don’t,” said Aeliana. “The power of the Shield Knight lets him open a magical gate once a day, much like the Dwyrstone rifts.” 

      “A neat trick,” said Merovech. 

      “You seem to know a lot about me,” said Ridmark. 

      “I know everything about you, Ridmark Arban,” said Aeliana. “I know you were the Dragon Knight and put aside the power. I know Ardrhythain gave you Oathshield and made you the Shield Knight. I know that you were the lover of the Guardian Morigna in her first life, and I know that you have three children – Gareth, Joachim, and Rhoanna.”

      “Don’t say their names,” said Calliande, voice very quiet. 

      Aeliana smirked. “And why not, Keeper of Andomhaim? You were foolish enough to wed Ridmark Arban, and I’m going to kill him in front of you. But maybe I’ll kill your brats in front of you first and…”

      Calliande leveled her staff so fast that Ridmark barely saw the movement. Elemental fire mixed with the fury of the Well of Tarlion ripped from the staff and slammed into Aeliana. She snarled and raised her dark soulblade in defense, and Calliande’s magical fury howled against the crimson flames, forcing Aeliana back several steps. Aeliana’s face tightened with pain, and at last, the fire winked out. She sagged, panting, but her eyes flickered with a hint of fear.

      Merovech raised a single eyebrow. 

      “Don’t threaten my children,” said Calliande.

      Merovech looked at Ridmark and grinned. “Oh, the women always talk too much, don’t they? As the merchants like to say, it’s time to get down to business.” He threw back his head and laughed, and his face twisted with a mixture of rage and glee and madness. “All the fine words come down to killing in the end, don’t they? That is our business! And you shall perish upon the blades of Ruinheart and Stormruin!”

      Ridmark wondered what those were, and he realized they were the names of Aeliana’s and Merovech’s dark soulblades.  

      Golden fire exploded from Merovech’s body, and he swelled into immensity, becoming the great black dragon, his talons rasping as they grasped the causeway. 

      Aeliana screamed, and she ripped apart before Ridmark’s eyes. Her body bulged and distorted, her clothes ripping away as something swelled beneath her flesh, something ripped through her skin and muscle like a knife cutting through a sheet of wet canvas…

      Aeliana tore apart, and in her place stood the crimson knight that Ridmark had fought before.

      So that was why the knight had been wet with fresh blood. Oathshield let Ridmark transform into the Shield Knight with no more physical cost than intense fatigue, a cost ameliorated by the bracer that Antenora had made for him. 

      The gifts of the Warden had a sharper price.

      Aeliana charged, burning sword coming up, and the Dragonmaeloch roared and leaped into the air, black wings flapping as fire exploded from his jaws. 
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      Third drew on her power and traveled, reappearing behind Aeliana.

      She drove Storm and Inferno forward, and both blades clanged off the crimson plate armor that covered Aeliana. The magical lightning and elemental flame ripped into the armor, and Aeliana whirled, her dark soulblade slashing toward Third’s face. She wasn’t sure what would happen if she tried to deflect Ruinheart with her swords. Storm and Inferno had been forged by Irizidur, possibly the greatest master smith ever produced by the dwarves, but Third suspected the Warden himself had fashioned the dark soulblades. 

      Probably his work would prove stronger than Irizidur’s.

      Best not to find out.

      Third traveled away and reappeared next to Ridmark as he charged. 

      Ridmark, Rufinius, and Selene closed around Aeliana. Moriah hung back, waiting for an opening. The crimson knight moved with inhuman speed and power, just as Ridmark did when using the power of the Shield Knight. But while Ridmark and Rufinius were not as fast as Aeliana, their soulblades nonetheless granted them a great deal of speed, speed enough to stay ahead of Ruinheart’s edge. Selene moved with fluid grace, striking with sword and axe. She had been the Scythe of the Maledicti, had been an assassin far longer than Aeliana, and was consequently a better fighter. 

      But Selene didn’t have the dark-magic infused armor that encased Aeliana. 

      Third traveled again, reappearing behind Aeliana and driving both her blades into the crimson armor. Again, Aeliana whirled, and again Third traveled away.

      They were holding their own against Aeliana but they needed help. During their previous fight, Ridmark and Aeliana had fought each other to a standstill until Calliande had used her magic to attack Aeliana’s bond with Ruinheart. That had staggered Aeliana long enough for Ridmark to break her armor and knock her into the swirling waters around the island, though the water was now still.

      Yet Merovech ignored the fight and focused his full attention on Calliande.

      Even as Third looked, Calliande disappeared in a plume of dragon fire.
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      The black dragon was immense, bigger than any of the dragons she had and Antenora had fought at Castarium, and just as large as the mighty golden dragon that Tyrcamber had become. 

      And, Calliande suspected, the fire of a Dragonmaeloch would be just as powerful.

      Merovech dove towards her, jaws yawning wide, the interior of his mouth shining white-hot like a furnace. Calliande waited until the last possible second and then cast a warding spell charged with the mantle of the Keeper, a dome of pale light shining to life around her. The dragon fire slammed into the warding spell with terrific force, and a gasp escaped Calliande’s lips. Merovech’s fire was tremendously powerful, and had it struck Calliande’s unprotected body, it would have reduced her to a charred skeleton in the blink of an eye. 

      But her warding spell held, and Calliande struck back. 

      She unleashed more of the lightning she had flung at him before the battle. The chamber of the Great Eye was a vast space, but it was still an enclosed area, and the thunder seemed deafening as it boomed around the cavern. The glare of the lightning was blinding, but Calliande hit Merovech with three of the bolts. The dragon reared back with a roar of fury and rose higher into the air, sending another plume of flame billowing at her. 

      Calliande worked the warding spell, her staff blazing with white fire as her will turned aside the fury of the Dragonmaeloch. Her mind screamed with the strain of it, but she had done this many times before, and it was still easier than using magic to heal a severe wound. 

      But Ridmark and the others needed her help. They were holding their own against Aeliana, but that dark magic-infused armor gave Aeliana inhuman strength and stamina. She could simply outlast Ridmark and the others and then would walk over their corpses to open the Great Eye with the strange artifact she carried. 

      Merovech swooped over her again, and Calliande gathered her will and her magic, preparing to defend against his fire. 

      Except the Dragonmaeloch banked and landed hard, his sword-like talons rasping against the stone of the floor. He whirled to face Calliande and charged towards her with cat-like quickness. 

      Which was impressive, given that he was the size of a barn with wings. 

      Calliande’s magic was a match for his fire, but his jaws would bite her in half without appreciable difficulty, and she could not think of a way to stop him.
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      Moriah looked back and forth, trying to figure out what to do.

      Ridmark, Rufinius, Selene, and Third battled Aeliana, with Third disappearing and reappearing in rapid pulses of blue fire. It reminded Moriah a little of the night she had left Hadrian Vindon tied up on a serving platter during the Regency Council’s banquet, of her terrifying flight from Third. Moriah had barely escaped with her life, and she was very glad that Third was now on her side. Calliande battled Merovech, deflecting the dragon’s fire with domes of light and hurling bolts of lightning to strike at him. 

      Moriah could not intervene in the battle against Aeliana. The Swordbearers and Aeliana were moving too damned fast, and if Moriah got too close to Aeliana, that corrupted soulblade would cut her to pieces. But what could she do against a monster like Merovech? He was huge. It would take a team of Magistri and Swordbearers to bring him down, just as it had once taken groups of them to defeat the urdmordar in ancient days…

      The floor shivered beneath Moriah’s boots. Merovech landed hard, and he lunged towards Calliande, jaws yawning wide to swallow her whole. 

      Moriah might not be of any use against Aeliana or Merovech, but she knew how to create a spectacle. 

      She could be a distraction. 

      Moriah sprinted towards Merovech and leaped, and as she did, she called on the power of her wraithcloak. Her body became immaterial, and she hurtled through the air far faster than she could have otherwise. The descent of her arc took her towards Merovech’s flank. Moriah shifted back into material form, drew back her right fist, and punched with all her strength. 

      Her armored gauntlet struck Merovech’s side…and to her surprise, her fist sank into the dragon’s flank. 

      Evidently, the dwarven gauntlets hit hard enough to dent dragon scales. 

      Merovech skidded to a stop, claws rasping against the stone, and his serpentine neck curled around so his head could look at her. 

      Moriah realized two things. One, the flexibility of a dragon’s neck permitted it to literally look over its own shoulder in a way that a human could not.

      Two, the flames blazing to life behind its fangs looked very bright up close. 

      Moriah called on her wraithcloak and sank into the floor a half-second before the plume of fire would have turned her to ashes. 
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      Calliande saw Moriah punch the dragon, saw her sink into the floor an instant before Merovech’s fire would have killed her. 

      An idea came to her. During the battle at Castarium, she had used freezing mist on the wings of the dragons there, trying to force them to the ground. Merovech was already down. Could she use the freezing mist to seal his jaws? No, that would be useless, a single blast of his fire would open them again. 

      But his legs…

      Calliande drew on all her power and cast a spell of elemental ice. A curtain of thick white mist rolled across the ground, just beneath Merovech. It hardened into a glittering sheet of ice four feet thick…trapping all four of Merovech’s limbs within it. The Dragonmaeloch roared and flapped his wings, trying to take off, but the ice held him fast.

      Though cracks spread through the sheet.

      Calliande cast the spell of ice again, this time shaping it into diamond-hard spikes. A half-dozen of them stabbed into Merovech’s belly, and the dragon howled. Her spikes penetrated his scales, but they were so hard and suffused with dark magic she could not drive the ice deep enough to cause serious injury.

      She needed a more potent weapon.

      “Ridmark!” she shouted, casting another spell. “Rufinius! If one of you can get to Merovech, you…”

      Merovech’s head snapped around, and he unleashed another plume of flame.

      But this time, he sent it hurtling towards the melee before the causeway.
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      Aeliana snarled inside her helmet, feeling the blood run down her torn flesh. 

      The power of the Blood Knight filled her, making her stronger and faster than anything human, strong enough to kill anything. A pity she hadn’t possessed this power when she had confronted the Red Family. She could have butchered every single one of them without subterfuge. 

      And had she faced Ridmark alone, she would have beaten him. He couldn’t draw on the power of the Shield Knight for another day, and while his soulblade made him fast and strong, he wasn’t as fast or as powerful as the Blood Knight.

      But he wasn’t alone…and his damnable allies were just as dangerous as he was. 

      Aeliana slashed Ruinheart at Rufinius, but the younger Swordbearer danced back, avoiding the tip of the dark soulblade by a few inches. She felt Third’s swords bounce off her back yet again, felt Selene hurl a spike of magical ice into her helmet. None of them individually were any threat to her, but the four of them together were enough to keep her off-balance. 

      And like Ridmark, she could only hold the power of the Blood Knight for so long.

      Damn it all, where was Merovech? Surely, he should have incinerated Calliande by now or ripped her damned head off. Aeliana risked a look to the side and saw that he had gotten stuck in a sheet of ice, his talons locked within it. A wave of fury tinged with growing fear went through Aeliana. She was not going to lose here again! Aeliana had been defeated before the Great Eye once before, she would not fail this time.

      She would not!

      Aeliana snarled and tried to close with Ridmark, Ruinheart’s hilt grasped in both hands, but her enemy remained out of reach.

      Then Merovech’s head snapped around, and he unleashed a plume of fire right at her. 

      He was far enough away that her enemies saw it coming. Ridmark and Rufinius raised their soulblades, calling on the magical weapons’ power to protect. Third traveled away in a pulse of blue fire, and Selene called a wall of ice before her that flashed to steam, but it kept the fire from touching her. 

      And for a moment, Aeliana had a clear path to the Great Eye.

      She sprinted forward, her armored legs pumping, the power of the Blood Knight driving her forward like a crossbow bolt. Aeliana raced past where Merovech struggled to free himself from the ice, and the Great Eye itself loomed before her like a hill of silver. There were thousands upon thousands of elven sigils and glyphs carved into the smooth metal of the mighty relic. When Cyprian had attempted to open the Eye, those glyphs had glowed with harsh blue light, but now they were dark

      In the base of the Great Eye, at about the level of her shoulder, Aeliana saw three keyholes lined up in a precise row.

      She felt the tugging from the Key of Tarmyntir. The transformation had destroyed her clothing yet again, but her will and urgent need had kept the Key with her. Something like metal claws had sprouted from the armor covering her left hip, holding the Key in place. 

      Aeliana ripped the Key from the claws. The symbols carved into the handle glowed with blue light, and she felt it tugging towards the Eye like an iron nail drawn to a powerful lodestone. The sigils cut into the Eye glowed, and the central keyhole started to shine with the same light. 

      She thrust the Key into the lock. 

      A mighty thrumming noise filled the cavern. Every symbol in the Eye started glowing at once. Blue fire erupted from the menhirs encircling the island, filling the cavern with their ghostly light. The waters of the lake churned and heaved, and Aeliana remembered tumbling through the flooded cavern, terrified and in the darkness, her lungs burning for breath. 

      But not now. Not this time. 

      The Great Eye was opening.

      Gray mist filled the silver ring and began to brighten. Through the mist, Aeliana saw a thick forest, and beyond gaps in the canopy shone the harsh light of the sky fire of the Frankish Empire. The gate to the world of the Empire was opening, and with it, the Warden’s path to Cathair Kaldran and the door to the tomb…

      A spell impacted Aeliana’s back, hitting her with enough force that she struck the Eye. She bounced off it with a ringing clang and whirled to see Third and Selene running at her, Selene already casting another spell. 

      Merovech ripped free of the ice with a roar, sending jagged chunks tumbling in all directions. The Dragonmaeloch banked towards the two Swordbearers and sent his fire blazing towards them, and once again, Ridmark and Rufinius had to use their soulblades to stop the fire. 

      Aeliana grinned behind her helmet and stepped forward, Ruinheart hungry for blood in her right hand. She would not be able to kill Ridmark’s children in front of him, but killing his friends would be almost as enjoyable. 

      A blast of white fire lanced across the chamber and hit Aeliana full in the chest. She rocked back with a scream, agony flooding through her, Ruinheart howling inside her mind. Once again, the damnable Keeper attacked her link to Ruinheart, flooding it with the poisonous power of the Well of Tarlion. Aeliana rocked back, raising Ruinheart to block the flow. 

      “Merovech!” she screamed, needing his help. 

      And in her moment of distraction, Third leaped forward, sheathed her swords, and seized the Key. 
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      Third grasped the handle of the silvery key that Aeliana had thrust into the Great Eye. She didn’t know what the thing was, but she could make a reasonable guess. Aeliana must have found an ancient elven artifact that controlled the Eye.

      Her fingers curled around the key, and she ripped it free of the lock. 

      For an instant, dead silence fell over the chamber, and then the thrumming noise of the Eye changed to a tearing roar. The Dwyrstones flickered with blue light, and the symbols carved into the Eye’s circumference pulsed with the same radiance.

      The wind began a second later. 

      A howling gale tore through the chamber, and it ripped Third from her feet and slammed her into the edge of the Eye. She seized the Eye with one hand, the key in the other, and felt the wind trying to drag her through the portal. 

      “No!” shouted Aeliana, reaching for her, but even with the power of that crimson armor, she was rooted in place, unable to move against the wind. Third saw Ridmark and Rufinius knocked from their feet and sliding across the floor, saw Merovech crash into the ground, the screaming wind strong enough to throw even a Dragonmaeloch from the air. The wind picked up Selene, and she tumbled head over heels into the Eye, vanishing into the curtain of gray mist. 

      Third tried to travel away but found that she could not. The currents of magic spinning around the Eye made it impossible. She attempted to adjust her grip, but she held the key in one hand, and the silvery metal of the Eye was slippery smooth. 

      The wind intensified, and Third fell backward into the Eye.

      There was a brilliant flash of light, and everything went dark. 
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      Blue fire exploded out from the Great Eye in a pulse, and Aeliana took the full force of it.

      She hurtled backward and hit the ground with enough force that every bone in her body should have turned into jelly. The armor of the Blood Knight took the brunt of it, but the shock radiated through her body. It was too much for the armor, and it disintegrated into ash around her. Aeliana collapsed, naked and exhausted, her shaking hand grasping Ruinheart’s hilt.

      No. No, this could not be happening again. She would not lose again. She would not! Aeliana heaved herself to one knee, her body trembling like a leaf in the wind, leaning on Ruinheart for support. There was no sign of Third or Selene. But Ridmark and Rufinius were regaining their feet, and Calliande was already standing, white fire shining around her staff.

      A gray shadow appeared before Aeliana, and the Wraith materialized out of nothingness. The Wraith’s armored fist drew back, and Aeliana struggled to lift Ruinheart, but she knew she was out of time…

      Then a black shadow passed over the cavern's ceiling, and the Wraith flinched. Merovech loomed overhead, his black scales stark against the gleaming silver ring of the Eye. One of his talons reached down and seized her, lifting her as if she weighed nothing at all. Which in his dragon form, she supposed she did not. 

      Merovech leaped into the air and shot away, wings flapping. Aeliana tried to tell him to go back, to kill the others. But Third and the Key had fallen through the Great Eye, and there was nothing they could do. 

      She had failed again. 

      Aeliana felt the last of her strength fade, and everything went black. 
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      Ridmark turned, intending to pursue Merovech. The corridor beyond the causeway was just wide enough to accommodate the Dragonmaeloch’s bulk. But Merovech vanished into the large cavern beyond it, and there were three different tunnels Merovech could take. 

      It seemed the battle was over. 

      He turned, looking over the others. Calliande was unhurt but exhausted, and Rufinius looked just as weary. Moriah’s helmet unfolded and vanished, and he realized that she was unharmed.

      But there was no sign of Third or Selene. 

      “Calliande?” said Ridmark, fear tugging at his heart. “Third and Selene? Did they…”

      “There was a key,” said Calliande. “I saw its aura. Aeliana carried it with her. She put the key into one of the locks at the base of the Eye. A world gate formed inside the Eye. Third pulled out the Key, and the imbalance of forces…”

      “The gale wind,” said Moriah, her voice quiet. “It was like a hurricane. It pulled Third and Selene into the Eye. It would have gotten me, but I was immaterial at the time.”

      “Did it kill them?” said Ridmark.

      There was a long, long pause. 

      Ridmark had lost friends before. He had lost people closer than friends before – his first wife Aelia, his lover Morigna. But he knew that losing Third would hit him hard. Ridmark had assumed for years that she would outlive him, that she would live to see his grandchildren and his great-grandchildren grow up long after his bones were dust. 

      Tarrabus Carhaine had been a fool to want to live forever. How many losses could a man endure over a single lifetime?

      “No,” said Calliande at last. “No, I don’t think so.” She took a deep breath. “I think Third and Selene have been pulled to Tyrcamber’s world, somewhere inside the Frankish Empire or one of its neighbors.”

      “Can we get them back?” said Ridmark. “Reopen the Eye?”

      “I do not think that would be wise, uncle,” said Rufinius, wiping sweat from his forehead. “If the Warden and his Heralds desire the opening of the Great Eye, perhaps we should keep it closed.”

      “We can’t,” said Moriah. “Third was holding Aeliana’s key when she fell through the ring.”

      “I have no idea how to open the Eye,” said Calliande. “It’s beyond my skill and power.” She took a deep breath. “I’m not happy about it…but I think Third and Selene are on their own.”

      Anger blazed through Ridmark. Third had been at his side for battle after battle. The thought of leaving her and Selene to face the dangers of Tyrcamber’s world alone enraged him. He wanted to rip the gate open and follow them.

      But he couldn’t.

      “Damn it,” he said, voice quiet. 

      “I’m sorry, my lord,” said Moriah. 

      Ridmark sighed. “Third can probably look after herself better than any of us, and she’ll have Selene with her. Perhaps she will cut her way across the Empire, make her way through one of Merovech’s rifts, and rejoin us at Rhudlan.”

      “Perhaps,” said Moriah, though she did not sound convinced. 

      “It is more likely than you think,” said Calliande. “She traveled from Andomhaim to Owyllain by traversing the Deeps, and no one from Andomhaim has ever done that before.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. 

      He gazed at the Great Eye in frustrated anger. That damned thing had caused so much trouble, and no doubt it would cause more before this was done. The thought of leaving Third and Selene to face danger without help upset him a great deal. But Third was perhaps the most capable warrior he had ever met. More than himself at times, in truth. 

      Ridmark would have to trust that Third and Selene would find their way home…and pray to God for their safe return. 

      “There’s nothing more we can do here,” said Calliande. 

      “No,” said Ridmark. “Let’s go back to the surface and speak with Caelmark and Prince Tywall. They will probably want to know why a dragon was flying over the city. Then tomorrow, when I can open a gate again, we’ll return to Rhudlan.”

      And then, most likely, the war against the invasion of the Dragon Cult would start in earnest.

      But as he fought it, Ridmark would look for a way for Third and Selene to return home.
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      The next day, Ridmark, Calliande, Moriah, and Rufinius returned to Rhudlan, and Ridmark relayed the grim news to Prince Accolon.

      “So we are at a stalemate,” said Accolon.

      Ridmark had half-feared that he would return to find Accolon’s army broken and Rhudlan laid waste. But Merovech’s army had withdrawn to the north, trailed by ghost orc scouts, and Shalmathrak’s rangers reported that they had retreated to Castra Melidern, a strong fortress that guarded the road north to Durandis. The ghost orc rangers had also seen Merovech return yesterday, carrying a naked woman in his claws.

      It seemed that both Merovech and Aeliana had survived. 

      Accolon gathered his lords, allies, and advisors in the great hall of Rhudlan’s castra. Ridmark supposed that it was Accolon’s castra now. With both Lhanwyn and his daughter and heir dead (and traitors besides), Accolon had reclaimed Rhudlan for the crown. He would hold it until a worthier vassal of Prince Tywall was found to receive it as a benefice. 

      Ridmark glanced to the side, saw Mara standing with Jager and Qhazulak. Mara had been upset to learn that her sister and cousin had been pulled through the Great Eye to Tyrcamber’s world. But while Mara was upset, she wasn’t worried very much. Third, she had said, would find her way home, as she had found the way home from Owyllain after the War of the Seven Swords, and Selene would be with her.

      He hoped that Mara was right.

      “We still hold Cintarra itself,” said Accolon, “and thanks to Sir Rufinius, Decurion Vegetius, Lady Moriah, and Sir Niall, we still hold Rhudlan.” Ridmark looked at Niall. The young knight stood with Vegetius. He looked older, somehow, grimmer and sadder. Ridmark supposed the carnage of the battle had worn on the young man. Moriah had also told Ridmark that Pompeia had seduced Niall and betrayed him. Ridmark supposed he should have seen that coming, but he had suspected Pompeia would attempt to seduce Sir Rufinius, not Niall. A young man like Niall, inexperienced with all things save hard work and battle, would have been putty in the hands of a woman like Pompeia. But Niall would not be taken unawares so easily again.

      The price of wisdom, alas, was often grief.

      “But the enemy holds much of the western lands of Cintarra,” continued Accolon. 

      “My scouts report, Lord Prince,” said Shalmathrak, standing with Vhorshala and two other Shaluuskan priestesses. “The army of the Dragon Cult has seized many small castras, and they are fortifying Castra Melidern further. They are placing garrisons in their strongholds. Additionally, a great rift has opened near Castra Melidern, and additional troops of goblins and ogres are issuing forth from it.”

      “We have reinforcements on the way,” said Accolon. “My father has sent the call to his vassals. The army of Andomhaim is gathering at Tarlion and will march as soon as they have assembled. But we shall have aid sooner than that. Our Magistri have received messages from Dux Bors of Durandis, and the kings of the orcish kingdoms of Rhaluusk and Khaluusk. Their lands border on the territory held by Merovech, and they will attack at once.”

      “The Anathgrimm will march as well,” said Mara. “All the strength we can spare, save for that necessary to hold Marhosk.”

      “We shall be glad to take arms in this glorious battle, my Queen,” rumbled Lord Captain Qhazulak. 

      Mara sighed. “I had hoped the Anathgrimm would have a longer time of peace.”

      Qhazulak shrugged. “All things shall be as God wills them. But we are glad the time of war has come. For humans, peace is the ideal, and war can only be tolerated. For us, it is the reverse.” Again, he gave that stoic Anathgrimm shrug. “We are as we are made to be.” 

      “Given the dangers of the coming war,” said Accolon, “we are grateful to have the support of your warriors, Queen Mara.” He looked over the others. “Until my father arrives with the army of Andomhaim, we will hold Cintarra and Rhudlan and keep the Dragon Cult bottled up in western Cintarra. Some of our forces will be sent back to Cintarra, to hold the city and the Prince’s Palace against another attack from the Heptarchy.” The soldiers of the urdmordar had not yet returned, but Ridmark knew it was only a matter of time. “But neither shall we be idle. We shall strike the enemy wherever we can, to keep them off-balance until the main blow arrives.” 

      “Just as we did during the Frostborn war,” said Ridmark, “crossing the River Moradel with the Anathgrimm to raid the medvarth and the locusari.” 

      Third had been with him for every one of those battles, and he would feel her absence keenly. 

      “Yes,” said Accolon. “We were victorious in that war. Let us work and pray for victory in this one.”
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      Moriah hurried through the courtyard, holding her skirts in one hand. 

      Both the castra and the town of Rhudlan seethed with activity. Ferries moved back and forth over the river, taking the forces that would march back to Cintarra along the eastern bank. The road along the western bank was threatened by goblins and their bloodwolf mounts, but the eastern bank was, for the moment, secure. Meanwhile, soldiers and horsemen moved through the streets, preparing to issue from the town’s gates. Accolon was not letting the grass grow beneath his feet. He might not be able to assail the Dragon Cult’s strongholds without reinforcements, but he could nonetheless hurt the enemy. 

      Moriah came to a stop, turned, and spotted her quarry.

      “Sir Niall!” she called. 

      Niall stood by a pair of horses and turned and looked at her. He hadn’t had a chance to shave since the siege of Rhudlan, and he was well on his way to growing a short blond beard. There seemed to be a deep shadow in his blue eyes. The combination of the carnage of the siege and the treachery of Pompeia had hit him hard. 

      She was surprised that his grief bothered her so much. 

      “Lady Moriah,” Niall said. “I’m about to ride out. Prince Accolon and Lord Ridmark wanted me to take charge of one of the raiding parties.” He grimaced. “Evidently, the men think I am a hero for holding the gate during the siege. But you and I know better.” 

      “You did keep Lhanwyn and Pompeia from handing the town over to Count Rhellgar,” said Moriah. 

      “They only had the chance because you were right,” said Niall. “I was a fool, a blind damned fool, and…”

      “Niall, stop,” she said. 

      He paused.

      “If it wasn’t you, she would have found someone else,” said Moriah, voice quiet. “Pompeia had decided that she wanted to be a dragon god, whatever the hell that means. If you hadn’t been there, she still would have poisoned the guards. Or dropped down a ladder for the Cultists or something. And if you hadn’t been there…maybe it would have been worse. A lot worse. Think about that.”

      “Perhaps,” said Niall. “I don’t deserve the praise people are…”

      “That just means you’re not an arrogant fool like Lhanwyn,” said Moriah.

      Niall blinked and then smiled a little. “That’s not high praise, but I suppose I will take it. You’re…going back to Cintarra?”

      “Aye,” said Moriah. “Prince Accolon has doubts about the loyalties of the nobles. Lhanwyn was willing to join Rhellgar and Merovech. More lords and knights might try to follow their example. I’m to assist Archbishop Caelmark as he governs the city and trains Prince Tywall…and to make sure the Cintarran nobles don’t betray him.”

      Niall nodded. “You’ll be good at that. I wish you were staying here. We wouldn’t have survived the siege of Rhudlan without the Wraith.” He paused. “And you gave me good advice.”

      “You’ll be fine without me,” said Moriah. 

      Niall shook his head. “I’m a fool.”

      “But we’re all fools,” said Moriah. “You just know it now. The next time some beautiful woman talks to you, you’ll know what to do.”

      His eyes met hers. “Do you really think so?” 

      The intensity of his stare unsettled her. Moriah blinked several times, her heartbeat picking up. He stepped closer, and Moriah was suddenly certain that he was going to kiss her. She decided to tell him to stop. She ought to tell him to stop. But she was silent, and she realized that she really had been jealous of Pompeia, of how Niall had looked at her…

      He lifted her right hand, bowed over it, and planted a gentle kiss on her fingers.

      “Thank you, my lady,” said Niall, “for telling me the truth.” He smiled. “Even if I didn’t want to hear it at the time.” 

      “Well.” Moriah forced moisture into her mouth. God and the saints, what was wrong with her? “Look at you. The farmer from Ebor learning courtly manners. Just promise me you won’t grow one of those stupid pointed beards the Cintarran nobles love so much.”

      “You have my solemn promise,” said Niall, and she laughed. “Good fortune, my lady.”

      “And you, sir knight,” said Moriah. 

      She went to collect her baggage and join the next ferry going over the river.

      There was a lot of work to do.
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      Niall adjusted his saddle. 

      He was surprised at how much he was going to miss Moriah. She was arrogant and acerbic, and her tongue had an edge like a razor when she was angry or even mildly annoyed. Yet she had told him the truth, and she was brave, so brave she had gone to smash the siege ladders again and again. Niall and Sir Rufinius had received much of the credit for defending Rhudlan, but he thought Moriah should have gotten most of it, and it annoyed him that no one knew she had helped. 

      But she didn’t care. It was another thing Niall admired about her. 

      “Sir Niall?” 

      He turned and saw Decimus approaching. The Magistrius wore his usual white coat, but beneath it, he had donned chain mail and a leather jerkin, a mace hanging in a loop at his belt. The Magistri never carried swords since like the clergy they were forbidden from spilling blood with the edge of the sword. That restriction did not seem to apply to cracking a foe’s skull with a stout mace. 

      “Magistrius?” said Niall. 

      “I believe I will be riding with you, sir,” said Decimus.

      “Me?” said Niall, blinking. “But you’re the Comes’ Magistrius, you…” That is, Decimus had been Lhanwyn’s court Magistrius until Niall had killed the Comes. 

      “Rhudlan belongs to the Prince now,” said Decimus. “At least until he or his father chooses a new lord to rule here. And the Prince has the Keeper to advise him. He doesn’t need one mediocre Magistrius.” Decimus shrugged. “Prince Accolon asked where I could best serve, and I thought it would be as your Magistrius and advisor.”

      “As my…” Niall was stunned. Great lords had Magistri in their courts as their advisors. Even Sir Ricatus had never merited a Magistrius of his own in his manor domus. “Why?”

      “Because I have seen a war like this before, sir,” said Decimus. “Back in the days of the Frostborn. I had hoped to never see another…but, well, God has ordained otherwise for Andomhaim. I think you will have a great part to play in this war, and I will serve best by advising you.” He grinned. “That, and you saved my life. Lady Pompeia’s poison would have finished me if you hadn’t been there. Maybe I’ll have the chance to save your life and repay the favor one day.” 

      Niall hesitated, unsure of what to say. A Magistrius? He didn’t feel he deserved the service of such a man. But then again, he didn’t feel he deserved his knighthood or the responsibility of leading men into battle. Yet while he might have been a fool with women, he was good with a sword in his hand. If God had given him a gift for violence, he had a responsibility to use it in dangerous times such as this. 

      Perhaps Decimus felt something similar. 

      “Very well, then,” said Niall. “Find a horse. We ride out at once.”
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      Ridmark stood on the battlements of the northern wall and watched the raiding parties ride out. 

      “Another war,” sighed Calliande from where she stood next to him. 

      “We knew it was coming,” said Ridmark. “If not from the Heptarchy, then from something like this.”

      “The Heptarchy is still coming,” said Calliande. “They will not have forgotten about us. And I expect another of the Warden’s Heralds is commanding them, or at least among them.” She sighed again. “At least the children are safe in Tarlion.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “And I wish Third was here, and Selene. But we’ll face this as we always have.” She looked up at him. “Together.”

      Calliande nodded and squeezed his hand. “Together.” 

      They both had duties to undertake, but for a moment, they stood together and watched the men of Andomhaim go to war.
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      As midnight passed, the dark elven sorcerer known as the Theophract stood on the western bank of the River Moradel and gazed at the white walls and gleaming towers of Tarlion. 

      An old city by the standards of humans. The oldest city of mankind in this world. Which, truth be told, meant that it was not very old at all. The Theophract could remember when this city had been known as Cathair Tarlias, one of the chief strongholds of the high elves. The Tower of the Moon rose from the center of the human High King’s Citadel, but once that had been only the highest in a forest of such magnificent towers. 

      They had all passed away, lost to the grinding erosion of the millennia. 

      Time, the one force that no sword, no spell, no feat of strength could ever conquer. 

      That was one of the things his master the Warden would change. 

      But every grand plan was filled with ten thousand minor details…and it was the Theophract’s task to attend to those details at the bidding of his lord. 

      The situation in Cintarra was…tolerable, for now. He had expected to open the Great Eye weeks ago, but his plans had been thwarted – the Drakocenti, Aeliana, the Heptarchy attack, Merovech’s invasion. All of it had come undone. 

      Still. A stalemate was not a defeat. Merovech’s position in the River Cintarra valley was secure for now. Outside of Castra Melidern was another Dwyrstone, and the Theophract had used it to open a new rift. This gate went to the ancient city of Urd Mythruin in the Goblin Wastes outside the Frankish Empire, and through this gate, Merovech would draw thousands more goblin and ogre warriors. His army would be reinforced.

      And while the humans of Andomhaim fought against Merovech, the Heptarchy was on its way. Soon the unpredictable currents of the ocean would change yet again, and Agravhask and his vast armada of conquest could sail for Cintarra. 

      Patience in all things. Had not his lord taught him that? 

      Even if he hadn’t particularly wanted to learn…

      The Theophract had more immediate problems. 

      There had to be five Heralds of Ruin, five bearers of the corrupted soulblades. Four of them were still alive, and no doubt all the Heralds (which the possible exception of Agravhask, who saw deeply) would be surprised to learn that they were expendable. But the Warden’s great plan required bearers for all five dark soulblades. 

      Vhalmharak had failed, and the Theophract needed to retrieve Ghostruin. 

      Which would prove challenging. Tarlion was not old by the standards of the dark elves, but it was well-defended. The Keepers and the Magistri had woven powerful wards into the very stones of the city’s wall. Those wards both protected the city from dark magic and prevented any creature of dark magic from entering the city. 

      Such as the Theophract. 

      Under most circumstances, he would not have been able to enter Tarlion without a massive assault to shatter the wards. 

      But his staff gave him abilities he would not have otherwise possessed. 

      He looked at the black staff in his armored right hand. Of course, it wasn’t really a staff at all, but a creature bound in staff form. 

      Things lived in the dark places between the stars, in the lightless, silent voids between the worlds, and the Warden had chained one and given it to his servant. Some of the creature’s power was his to command, giving him the ability to travel between worlds. 

      Or to move shorter distances.

      The Theophract paused long enough to work multiple spells of warding over himself. Then he lifted his staff, focusing his will and mind upon the Tower of the Keeper within Tarlion. 

      He brought the end of the staff down. 

      Darkness swallowed the world.

      When it cleared, the Theophract stood in a vault of stone below the Tower of the Keeper, the door a massive slab of steel-bound oak. Shelves lined the walls, holding various books, artifacts, and relics that the Keepers of Andomhaim had hid away over the centuries, things of dark magic locked away to protect the realm.

      The Theophract was interested in only one of them.

      Agony exploded through him, and he gasped, leaning hard on the staff-shaped thing in his hand. The potent warding magic around Tarlion and the Tower of the Keeper burned to life, and if not for the protective spells he had prepared in advance, the Theophract would have died on the spot. Even his immense power would not have been able to save him.

      He did not have much time. 

      The Theophract took three quick steps forward, seized Ghostruin from where it rested on its shelf, and struck his staff against the ground. 

      Darkness swallowed him. No ordinary travel spell could have evaded the wards around the Tower of the Keeper, but the thing in his hand was a nightmare beyond the comprehension of mortals. 

      The darkness cleared, and the Theophract stood outside the walls of Castra Melidern in the River Cintarra valley, the campfires of Merovech’s army shining in the night.

      He fell to his knees, gasping, wisps of smoke rising from his blue armor. 

      That had been close. Too close.

      But he had succeeded. 

      The Theophract lifted Ghostruin with his left hand. He felt the sword’s hunger and hatred, felt its malevolent fury, felt the Warden’s power stir within it.

      He had the sword. Now he needed to choose a new bearer for it. 

      And the Theophract knew just where to find one. 
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      Third drifted through the darkness, stunned. 

      A young woman knelt next to her. Familiar, somehow, with thick black hair and bright blue eyes that seemed to see everything.

      “Aunt Third,” said the woman. “I’m sorry this has to happen to you. But you’re ready for it. You’re more ready than anyone else who ever lived. Don’t fear the golden fire.”

      Third blinked. 

      “Rhoanna?” she said. But that didn’t make sense. Ridmark’s daughter was two years old. She didn’t even talk in coherent sentences yet. She was an energetic toddler, not this vigorous young woman. 

      The dream faded, and Third blinked awake and sat up. 

      She was sitting in a forest, massive, ancient trees rising around her, the ground carpeted with old leaves from autumns past. The light was strange, like the forest was on fire, but Third saw no flames nor smelled anything burning.

      She looked up, and she saw the sky fire through gaps in the leafy canopy overhead.

      It was a stunning sight. The entire sky was on fire, a sheet of flame that covered the heavens in all directions. The heat of it should have been lethal, but if anything, the air was slightly chilled. It felt like early spring before the weather had time to warm up. 

      But the sky fire…

      She was on Tyrcamber’s world, the place that Ridmark had described to her. 

      Third turned her head and saw Aeliana’s key sitting on the leaves next to her. She stood and picked up the key, the metal cool against her fingers, and stuffed the heavy thing through her belt. Well, her course was clear. Some of the rifts were still open. She would just have to find one of them, travel back to Andomhaim, and present the key to Calliande. The Keeper could secure it in Tarlion. 

      A rustle of noise came from the left, and Third turned. 

      “Selene?” she called. Selene had fallen through the Eye with her, she remembered. The other former urdhracos must have landed nearby. Had she been hurt? She might need Third’s aid…

      But instead of Selene, a corpse stepped from the trees.

      It looked to have once been a human soldier. Now it was a rotting skeleton, clad in rusting chain mail, ghostly fire shining its eye sockets. A corroded sword was in its right hand. The creature stepped forward, lifting the blade.

      A half-dozen more emerged from the trees behind it. 

      Third didn’t smile, but she felt a sense of familiarity settle around her.

      She might have been alone on a strange new world…but she did know how to fight. 

      Third drew Storm and Inferno and rushed to meet the undead.
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      Thank you for reading DRAGONTIARNA: GATES!

      Ridmark, Calliande, Tyrcamber, Third, and their friends will return in their next adventure, DRAGONTIARNA: WRAITHS, coming in 2020. 

      If you liked the book, please consider leaving a review at your ebook site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter, or watch for news on my Facebook page.
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      ACCOLON PENDRAGON: The son of Sir Arandar and grandson of the High King. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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, cursed by Mordred Pendragon’s dark magic to live forever until she finds redemption. Now the apprentice of Calliande of Tarlion. 

      ANTHEIA PENDRAGON: The late mother of Kalussa Pendragon.

      ARANDAR PENDRAGON: A Knight of the Order of the Soulblade and current bearer of the soulblade Heartwarden. The bastard son of the High King Uthanaric Pendragon, and the father of Accolon and Nyvane. Plague killed his wife Isolde. Currently the Prince Regent of the loyalist army of Andomhaim. 

      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. 

      ASPASIA: A former noblewoman and Sister of the Arcanii who turned to dark magic and fled Aenesium. 

      ATHADIRA: The High Augur of the gray elves.

      ATREUS TRENZIMAR - The King of Cadeira. Allied with Justin Cyros. 

      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. 

      BORS DURIUS: A son of Dux Kors Durius of Durandis. 

      BRASIDAS VALAROS: The King of Talyrium. Allied with Justin Cyros. 

      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 mysterious assassin and wielder of the Sword of Air. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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. 

      CORBANIC LAMORUS: A vassal of the High King, and current Comes of Coldinium. Now serves as Constable of Tarlion, defending the city from Tarrabus Carhaine. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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. 

      LANETHRAN: A bladweaver of the high elves. 

      LEOGRANCE ARBAN: The Dux of Taliand, and the father of Ridmark Arban and Tormark Arban. 

      LHANWYN CORINIUM: The Comes of Rhudlan, a town on the western bank of the River Cintarra. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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. 

      NIALL OF EBOR: A young commoner from the River Cintarra valley, now a man-at-arms in service to Ridmark Arban. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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. 

      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. She betrayed and murdered High King Kothlaric, and killed in the resultant battle. 

      TAMARA: The adoptive daughter of Melex of Kalimnos. Called Earthcaller for her skill with earth magic. 

      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. 

      TYRCAMBER RIGAMOND: A Dragontiarna Knight of the Empire, son of Duke Chilmar Rigamond. 

      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. 

      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 High King of Andomhaim, and the heir of Arthur Pendragon. The bearer of the soulblade Excalibur and the Pendragon Crown. 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. 

      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. 

      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.
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      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 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.
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      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 for free. Mazael's adventures continue in Soul of Tyrants, Soul of Serpents, Soul of Dragons, Soul of Sorcery, Soul of Skulls, and Soul of Swords, along with the short stories The Wandering Knight, The Tournament Knight, and The Dragon's Shadow. Get the first three books bundled together in Demonsouled Omnibus One.

      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 for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the Flames, Ghost in the Blood, Ghost in the Storm, Ghost in the Stone, Ghost in the Forge, Ghost in the Ashes, Ghost in the Mask, and Ghost in the Surge, along with the short stories Ghost Aria, Ghost Claws, Ghost Omens, The Fall of Kyrace, Ghost Thorns, Ghost Undying, Ghost Light, and Ghost Dagger, and the prequel novels Blade of the Ghosts and Champion of the Ghosts. Get the first three books bundled together in The Ghosts Omnibus One.

      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, Ghost in the Maze, Ghost in the Hunt, Ghost in the Razor, Ghost in the Inferno, Ghost in the Seal, Ghost in the Throne, Ghost in the Pact, and Ghost in the Winds along with the short stories Ghost Sword, Ghost Price, Ghost Relics, Ghost Keeper, Ghost Nails, Ghost Lock, Ghost Arts, Ghost Vigil, Ghost Mimic, and Ghost Vessel,  and read the combined short stories in Exile of the Ghosts.

      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, Ghost in the Glass, Ghost in the Amulet, Ghost in the Tower, and Ghost in the Vault.

      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 for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The Assassins, The Blood Shaman, The High Demon, The Burning Child, The Outlaw Adept, The Black Paladin, and The Tomb of Baligant. Read the entire series in The Third Soul Omnibus One and The Third Soul Omnibus Two.

      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, followed by Frostborn: The Gray Knight, Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife, Frostborn: The Undying Wizard, Frostborn: The Master Thief, Frostborn: The Iron Tower, Frostborn: The Dark Warden, Frostborn: The Gorgon Spirit, Frostborn: The Broken Mage, Frostborn: The World Gate, Frostborn: The High Lords, Frostborn: The False King, Frostborn: The Dwarven Prince, Frostborn: Excalibur, Frostborn: The Dragon Knight, and Frostborn: The Shadow Prison, and the prequel novels Frostborn: The Knight Quests and Frostborn: The Bone Quest along with the short stories The Orc's Tale, The Mage's Tale, The Thief's Tale, The Assassin's Tale, The Paladins's Tale, The Knight's Tale, The Soldier's Tale, and The Soldier's Tale. Read the first three books combined in Frostborn Omnibus One.

      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, Sevenfold Sword: Swordbearer, Sevenfold Sword: Warlord, and Sevenfold Sword: Necromancer, Sevenfold Sword: Shadow, Sevenfold Sword: Unity, Sevenfold Sword: Sorceress, Sevenfold Sword: Serpent, Sevenfold Sword: Tower, Sevenfold Sword: Maze, Sevenfold Sword: Guardian, and Sevenfold Sword: Sovereign, along with the prequel novellas Shield Knight: Ghost Orcs, Shield Knight: Third's Tale, Shield Knight: Calliande's Tale, Shield Knight: Ridmark's Tale, Shield Knight: Soulblades, Shield Knight: Gavin's Tale, Shield Knight: Duel, Shield Knight: Rhodruthain, and Shield Knight: Apprentice.

      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, Dragontiarna: Thieves, and Dragontiarna: Gates, along with the short stories Shield Knight: Third's Tower & Shield Knight: Two Thieves.

      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, Malison: Dragon Fury, Malison: Dragon Umbra, and Malison: Dragon War.

      Mask of the Demonsouled Trilogy

      MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his strength, the world will fall.

      SIGALDRA is the last holdmistress of the Jutai nation, the final defender of her people. Now the darkness comes to devour the final remnant of Sigaldra's home and family. Even Sigaldra's courage may not be enough to turn aside the darkness.

      Read Mask of Swords, Mask of Dragons, and Mask of Spells along with the short stories The Ransom Knight, The Bronze Knight, The Serpent Knight, and The Rune Knight.

      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 for free. The saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of the Sacred Blade, A Wizard of the White Council, and The Destroyer of Worlds.

      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, Cloak Games: Frost Fever, Cloak Games: Rebel Fist, Cloak Games: Shadow Jump, Cloak Games: Shatter Stone, Cloak Games: Truth Chain, Cloak Games: Tomb Howl, Cloak Games: Hammer Break, Cloak Games: Blood Cast, Cloak Games: Last Judge, Cloak Games: Sky Hammer, and Cloak Games: Mage Fall, along with the short stories Wraith Wolf, Dragon Pearl, and Iron Image.

      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 and Cloak of Wolves, and the short story Silver Drive.

      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, Cloak & Ghost: Lost Gate, and Cloak & Ghost: Rebel Cell.

      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, Silent Order: Wraith Hand, Silent Order: Axiom Hand, Silent Order: Eclipse Hand, Silent Order: Fire Hand, Silent Order: Wasp Hand, Silent Order: Master Hand, Silent Order: Image Hand, and Silent Order: Ark Hand, and the short stories Rail Gun and False Flag.
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      Standing over six feet tall, USA Today bestselling author Jonathan Moeller has the piercing blue eyes of a Conan of Cimmeria, the bronze-colored hair of a Visigothic warrior-king, and the stern visage of a captain of men, none of which are useful in his career as a computer repairman, alas.

      He has written the DEMONSOULED series of sword-and-sorcery novels, and continues to write THE GHOSTS sequence about assassin and spy Caina Amalas, the COMPUTER BEGINNER'S GUIDE series of computer books, and numerous other works. His books have sold over a million copies worldwide. 

      Visit his website at:

      http://www.jonathanmoeller.com

      Visit his technology blog at:

      http://www.computerbeginnersguides.com

      Contact him at:

      jmcontact@jonathanmoeller.com

      You can sign up for his email newsletter here, or watch for news on his Facebook page or Twitter feed.
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