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      War grips two worlds as heroes rise to challenge the sinister Heralds of Ruin.

      In the realm of Andomhaim, Ridmark Arban leads the armies of the High King against the brutal legions of the Heptarchy. A daring ruse might defeat the might of Warlord Agravhask, or it will bring Andomhaim crashing down in ruin.

      In the Empire, the armies of the reunified Empire move to challenge the sinister necromancers of the Order of Blood. But Tyrcamber Rigamond has battled the Master of the necromancers before, and he fears a deadly unseen trap.

      For behind the Heptarchy and the Order of Blood are the Heralds of Ruin, and they will burn worlds at the command of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch.
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      One hundred and fifty-one days after it began, one hundred and fifty-one days after the day in the Year of Our Lord 1491 when the sky ripped open and the dragons returned, Ridmark held the power of the Shield Knight.

      It was not a power ever meant for the hands of mortal men.

      Ridmark knew it well because that power exacted a price.

      Specifically, his vision became unanchored in time.

      His physical body stood in the courtyard of Urd Orokaar, not far from where he and Calliande had defeated the Visionary and rescued Tarmyntir the day before. Ridmark held Oathshield’s hilt with both hands, the tip of the blade resting between his boots. Calliande’s hand rested atop his, guiding the power that Ridmark summoned from Oathshield. The magic of the soulblade held open the gate before them, a gate that would return them to the realm of Andomhaim, specifically to the army camp below the walls of Castra Melidern.

      Ridmark’s hands grasped the hilt of Oathshield, and his mind focused on controlling the magic from the sword.

      But his vision spun through past and present and future all at once.

      That was the price of using Oathshield to summon a portal. When the soulblade’s power surged through him, Ridmark realized the truth, that time was a totality, not a straight line, and he could see both the past and the thousandfold shadows of potential futures at the same moment. But the human mind had never been fashioned to hold such knowledge, so Ridmark could never remember what he saw.

      Which was just as well.

      Ridmark saw things he was glad he could forget.

      He looked at the bone-white walls of Urd Orokaar, and visions of blood and fire blurred before his eyes. Once this continent had been ruled by the ancient elves, but they had sundered into the high elves and the dark elves. The war between the two kindreds had raged for a hundred thousand years until the dark elves in their folly and madness had summoned the urdmordar. The spider-devils had destroyed the high elves and enslaved the dark elves, building the empire of blood and horror that Ridmark knew as the Heptarchy.

      The sight of the Heptarchy’s blood-drenched creation was too disturbing. Ridmark made himself look away.

      His eyes rested on his companions instead. Sir Gavin of the Northerland and his wife Antenora were already walking for the gate. They had traveled with Ridmark in this fashion before, and they knew what it cost him to open the portals. To Ridmark’s physical eyes, Gavin was a strong man in his late twenties, with curly brown hair, his body sheathed in dark elven armor looted from the armories of Urd Morlemoch. Antenora looked much the same age, a slight, pale woman in chain mail and leather, a black staff in her hand.

      But Ridmark’s altered vision saw much more. He beheld Gavin’s past, a boy who had left his village to become a knight and a Swordbearer. Possible futures blurred before Ridmark’s mind like the pages of a book – Gavin died in battle against the Heptarchy, or lived long and died in bed surrounded by his grandchildren, or fell defending his castra against medvarth raiders, or died of old age, his head resting in Antenora’s lap. Antenora’s past spiraled before Ridmark’s eyes, and he saw the arrogant young woman she had been upon Old Earth, the long millennia she had spent trying to find the Keeper.

      Antenora’s past was too long, too dark, and Ridmark wrenched his gaze away to look at Morigna and Selene. Selene’s past was just as long as Antenora’s but far darker. Antenora had only been tainted by dark magic. Selene had been born to it, half human and half dark elf, and had become an urdhracos and an assassin in the service of the Sovereign. Her past was a long shadow of despair and blood until Ridmark and Third had freed her.

      The shadow that Morigna had cast into her past wasn’t nearly as long. She was younger than Ridmark, but immense possibilities swirled around her future. Morigna had once been human, but she had taken on the mantle of a Guardian and been reborn in the body of a gray elf, and now the shadow of her future split into ten thousand different paths. In some futures, she was victorious, guiding humanity against the powers of dark magic.

      In others she failed and was slain.

      In one such future, Warlord Agravhask himself killed her, the dark soulblade Shieldruin shattering her staff and slicing through her slender neck in one single blow.

      But Morigna and Selene walked through the gate, and Ridmark’s attention fell on Madelgarda and Tarmyntir. Madelgarda’s past was filled with pain – her mother worked to death by her masters, a misery and torment of enslavement to the dvargir. But a spark of magic awakened within her, and Madelgarda wanted to become one of the Order of the Magistri. Now, like Morigna, more possible futures blurred before her, futures where she died in battle, and others where she returned to the Heptarchy with the magic of the Well of Tarlion, changing the course of history.

      But everything that Ridmark had seen, the combined history of his companions, all of it was nothing compared to Tarmyntir.

      The high elf was ancient, older than Andomhaim, older than the Heptarchy, older than nearly every kingdom and nation. Looking at him while Ridmark’s vision was unanchored in time was physically painful. Tarmyntir had lived for so long and done so much that his past was nearly infinite. He had created the Great Eye, allowing the twelve nations of the Liberated to break away from the high elves in pursuit of their own destinies. He had hidden in the Heptarchy for fifteen thousand years, trying to aid its enslaved peoples against their urdmordar masters.

      And his future…

      More futures swirled around Tarmyntir than Morigna and Madelgarda combined. The high elf could not lift a hand in his own defense, not without losing himself and becoming a tyrant as vile as the Warden of Urd Morlemoch. Such a dire fate lay in some of his potential futures, but not many. Tarmyntir would rather die than lose himself to the darkness, and such a death awaited him in many potential fates. But in every possible version of the future, Tarmyntir’s decisions would play a great part in shaping the fate of the world.

      And as Ridmark looked at Tarmyntir, he saw the future unfolding around the ancient wizard.

      Something was about to happen. The future had been irrevocably changed the moment Ridmark met Tarmyntir and rescued him from the Visionary.

      It was like a die had been cast, and Ridmark now waited to see how it would land, whether for good or for ill.

      “Yes, Father.”

      Ridmark turned his head and saw his daughter.

      Or, at least, the woman she would be. Or might become.

      Rhoanna stood a few paces away, her form translucent and shimmering as if she had been fashioned out of pale light. She had dark hair and blue eyes, which she had inherited from Ridmark, and a great deal of her mother in the shape of her face. Rhoanna wore simple clothes, as she always did when she appeared in this form, a leather jerkin, trousers, and boots. She looked at Ridmark and smiled, but her eyes were grave.

      “You’re right. The die has been cast,” said Rhoanna. “Once you found Tarmyntir, it was inevitable. He gave you the weapon you need to fight the Warden.” Ridmark felt the weight of the Key in its scabbard on his belt. Of the three Keys that Tarmyntir had made to control the Great Eye, one had been destroyed, one was with Third on the world of the Malison, and Tarmyntir had given the final one to Ridmark. But that Key was sabotaged, and anyone who tried to use it would regret it. “Tarmyntir gave you the weapon because it’s up to you, Father. Not Mother, not the High King, not the Guardians, not the Dragontiarna Knights, you.”

      Ridmark didn’t understand. He was just one man, and this was a war that spanned continents and even different worlds. Why should it be up to him?

      “Because you are the Shield Knight, and you were the Dragon Knight,” said Rhoanna. “Morigna is the Guardian of mankind against dark magic, but she’s not a Swordbearer. That was why Ardrhythain forged Oathshield and gave it to you, to be a shield against dark magic for both the Keeper and humanity.”

      “Ridmark.”

      Ridmark looked to the side.

      Calliande squeezed his hand and smiled at him. Her blond hair was bound back in a sweaty tail, and she wore the golden armor they had taken from Cathair Selenias in Owyllain. Visions from her past flickered through his mind – the first war against the Frostborn, soldiers dying in a forest, their blood staining the snow crimson. Potential futures blurred through his thoughts – Calliande laughing with Gareth as she held their first grandchild. In darker ones, he saw her fall in battle, overpowered by spiderling priestesses or slain by Aeliana Carhaine. In some, she was cut down by Agravhask himself, Shieldruin breaking the staff of the Keeper.

      Ridmark wasn’t going to let any of those futures happen.

      “It’s time,” said Calliande. “The others are through the gate. We need to go.”

      “Yes,” Ridmark heard himself say, his voice heavy. He shifted Oathshield to his right hand, and Calliande took his left hand and led him to the gate.

      The portal was about ten feet square on each side. It looked like a square of shimmering gray light and mist, but through it, Ridmark could see green grass and trees, different from the torrid jungles that surrounded Urd Orokaar.

      “Let’s go home,” said Calliande, and she led him through the gate of the Shield Knight.

      Ridmark felt the now-familiar jolt of disorientation, and they walked through the gate, leaving the Heptarchy for Andomhaim.

      The first thing he noticed was the sudden drop in temperature. It was a warm day, but compared to the Heptarchy, it wasn’t as hot and nowhere near as humid. It almost felt cold by comparison. They stood in an empty field, some woods to the west, fields to the north, south, and east.

      New visions tumbled through Ridmark’s mind. Compared to the Heptarchy, Andomhaim was a young kingdom, barely a thousand years old, but there had been realms here long before Malahan Pendragon had led the survivors of Britannia to what would become Tarlion. Kingdoms of the high elves and kingdoms of the dark elves, the domains of orcish warlords and warlocks, cruel empires ruled by the urdmordar, smaller versions of the Heptarchy, and all of them had been swept away by time.

      “Remember, Father,” murmured Rhoanna. “You’re the one who can defeat the Warden.”

      “You can release the power now,” said Calliande.

      “This doesn’t seem right,” said Selene. “Weren’t we going to Castra Melidern?”

      “We were,” said Antenora. “I think…”

      Ridmark didn’t hear the rest of the sentence as he released Oathshield’s power.

      The gate closed behind him, winking out of existence. More visions spiraled through Ridmark’s reeling mind, and he saw the entire history of Andomhaim played out before him, wars and battles and the rise and fall of kings. For an instant, he grasped the entirety of it, and then the memory drained from his mind, vanishing as if it had never been. That was the price of using Oathshield to create gates. He could see visions while he did, but he could never remember them.

      Maybe it was just as well.

      Perhaps Ridmark had seen things he didn’t want to remember.

      He shook his head, trying to clear it, and realized that the others were staring at him.

      “What?” said Ridmark, blinking.

      “Weren’t we going to Castra Melidern?” said Gavin.

      “Aye, we are,” said Ridmark. “We…”

      He scowled and looked around.

      Ridmark had been to Castra Melidern many times, had seized the fortress from the remnants of the Dragon Cult with the help of Third, the Guardian Rilmael, and King Ulakshar of Khaluusk. Castra Melidern was the strongest fortress on the western side of the River Cintarra, and in centuries past, it had been one of the defenses of Cintarra itself from Mhorite raiders coming down from Kothluusk. Merovech Valdraxis had used the castra as his stronghold, at least until the Dragon Cult had been destroyed at the Battle of Shadow Crown Hill, and Agravhask had wiped out the remnants of the Cult soon afterward. Ridmark had spent a lot of time studying the ground near the castra, considering how to best defend it if Agravhask and the Heptarchy army attacked.

      They were nowhere near Castra Melidern.

      “What the hell?” said Ridmark, Oathshield coming up in guard. “The gate should have taken us to Castra Melidern.”

      “Where are we?” said Gavin. “Are we even in Andomhaim?”

      “I don’t know…wait,” said Ridmark, looking to the west. “I remember those woods. There’s a Dwyrstone in there. We fought some of the Dragon Cult’s soldiers there.”

      “Yes, that’s right, I remember,” said Calliande. “It was before the battle of Rhudlan. The first battle of Rhudlan. I think we’re only about two days on foot from Castra Melidern.”

      “I want to know why we ended up here,” said Ridmark. Usually, the gates he created with Oathshield were more precise. He couldn’t place them with pinpoint accuracy, but they went reasonably close to where he intended.

      “I think I may know what happened,” said Tarmyntir.

      Ridmark looked at the Master of Keys. The ancient high elf seemed tired, but he always did. Ardrhythain and the other high elves Ridmark had met at Cathair Solas had carried an air of power and vigor with them. Tarmyntir did not, with deeper lines on his face than any of the other high elves that Ridmark had seen. His carved wooden staff likely acted as a focus for his powers, but he also seemed to lean upon it a great deal.

      “What happened, then?” said Calliande.

      “You’ve never taken a high elf through one of those gates before,” said Tarmyntir.

      “No,” said Ridmark. “Some gray elves, but never a high elf.”

      “I fear it is an unanticipated consequence of my magic,” said Tarmyntir. “My presence warped the gate somewhat. Not enough for it to collapse, but enough to throw off the destination by several miles.”

      “I suppose we’re lucky we didn’t land in the River Cintarra,” said Gavin.

      “Or the southern sea,” said Antenora.

      “You have quite the problem with unanticipated consequences, do you not?” said Selene.

      Tarmyntir inclined his head. “I fear you are correct.”

      “It is so…strange here,” said Madelgarda, her arms wrapped tight around herself.

      “How so?” said Calliande.

      Madelgarda shook her head, her eyes wide. “The air is so much less wet. It feels like a cellar. Does it get very cold here?”

      “In the north,” said Calliande. “This far south, not so much.”

      “We are too far south,” said Ridmark. The last of the vertigo and disorientation from using the power of the Shield Knight had passed, and he had managed to orient himself. “And we’re too close to Cynan’s Tower. The Heptarchy left a garrison there. If we’re not careful, we’ll run into one of their patrols.”

      “If there are any priestesses or Ordinariates,” said Calliande, “they might have sensed the gate and come to investigate.”

      Madelgarda shivered again. “Have we come all this way only for the seven goddesses to pursue us?”

      “Don’t worry.” Selene’s mad grin flashed over her angular face. “If any of the priestesses catch up to us, they’re in for a nasty surprise.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. He thought hard for a moment and then nodded. “We’re going to head straight north to Castra Melidern. The High King and his allies are waiting there.” Unless Agravhask and Aeliana and the forces of the Heptarchy had already destroyed them. “Or they’ve marched south to bring the fight to the Heptarchy. Either way, we’ll find them.”

      “They might well find us first,” said Calliande. “Accolon will not neglect his patrols, and the ghost orcs will screen our army.”

      “Ghost orcs?” said Madelgarda, taken aback. “You have bound the spirits of slain orcs to your service?”

      “No, nothing like that,” said Calliande. “They call themselves the faithful of Shalask, but the men of Andomhaim name them the ghost orcs. They are a different nation of orcs, much like the arachar of the Heptarchy.”

      “I know of them, child,” said Tarmyntir to Madelgarda. “In ancient days, a dark elven prince called the Sculptor mutated the Shaluuskan orcs, giving them the ability to turn invisible at will.”

      “They live in the Shaluuskan Forest southeast of here,” said Calliande. “They have long been the enemies of Andomhaim, but the Heralds of Ruin tried to enslave them. Warlord Shalmathrak slew the Herald, and the ghost orcs allied with us against the Dragon Cult and the Heptarchy.”

      “Wise of them,” said Tarmyntir. “Better to stand together against the storm than to be defeated separately.”

      “If we reach your High King and his army,” said Madelgarda. “What shall we do then?”

      “Then we march south,” said Ridmark, “and we take the battle to Agravhask and reclaim Cintarra and the Great Eye.”

      Though Ridmark knew it would be far, far easier said than done. Even with the reinforcements from Khald Tormen and the orcish kingdom of Rhaluusk, the Heptarchy army was far larger. The High King’s army would have the aid of the Magistri and the Arcanius Knights of Owyllain, but Agravhask had the spiderling priestesses, the Ordinariates, and the orcish and kyralven battle wizards. Agravhask also held the fortified walls of Cintarra, and he had shown himself to be a brilliant commander of armies. Aeliana was eaten up by her hatred for Ridmark, Merovech Valdraxis was insane, Ricatus was a betrayer, and the Theophract had been led to his death by his loathing for Rilmael.

      Agravhask, from what everything Ridmark had been able to learn, had no such weaknesses. He had already taken Cintarra, and he would have destroyed the entire army of Andomhaim had not one of the priestesses had defied his orders. Retaking Cintarra and defeating the Heralds...Ridmark was not sure it was possible.

      But they had no choice but to bring the battle to the Heralds of Ruin.

      Madelgarda shivered again. “Then you really mean to make war upon Agravhask of Mazulrast? I was only a slave, but all men of the Heptarchy knew of Agravhask. They said he was the greatest captain of the armies of the Seven Temples, that he had never lost a battle.”

      “We don’t have any other choice,” said Ridmark. “You heard what Tarmyntir said. The Seven Temples are evil, but the Warden is worse. If his Heralds are not stopped, worlds beyond count will be destroyed. We will fight him, and we will defeat him.”

      Ridmark wasn’t sure of that himself. But he had commanded men in battle for a long time and knew better than to display doubt in front of them. Madelgarda nodded, some of the doubt easing from her beautiful face.

      “Perhaps you are right, Lord Ridmark,” said Madelgarda. “From anyone else, I would say such words are idle boasting. But I saw you and your friends defeat three Consorts of the goddesses. We should have died. You defeated and escaped from the Visionary, and I thought no one could challenge the goddesses and live.”

      “They aren’t goddesses, Madelgarda,” said Calliande. “Tyrants and murderesses, yes, but not goddesses. When you enroll in the Order of the Magistri to learn to use your magic, you will learn how to fight such things.”

      “Let’s get moving,” said Ridmark, looking at the sky. It had been just after dawn in Urd Orokaar, but here in Andomhaim, it was almost noon. Ridmark had used magical travel often enough to understand that different regions of the world had different times. Calliande and Antenora had both explained to him that it was because the world was an immense sphere that spun eternally upon its axis, with one side of the world rotating towards the sun and the other revolving away from it. Ridmark wasn’t sure that he understood, but he had seen the evidence with his own eyes, so he took their word for it. “Calliande, Morigna, Antenora. Keep a close watch around us. If we come across any Heptarchy patrols, the more forewarned we are, the better.”

      Calliande nodded, and both Morigna and Antenora had the distant expressions that meant they were drawing upon the Sight.

      “Though if we find any priestesses, perhaps I should do the talking,” said Selene. She made a flourishing gesture, and silver light flashed. The illusion of the spiderling priestess Siaxala coiled around her, stark in her black robe with the crimson spider sigil across the chest.

      “That is a good idea,” said Morigna. “You have seen how the arachar orcs obey the priestesses. Selene can simply order them from our path, and they will comply.”

      “Though they might return to report our presence to their superiors,” said Selene, dismissing the illusion and resuming her usual guise.

      “By the time they do, we’ll have rejoined Accolon,” said Ridmark.

      They headed north, finding a dirt road that wound its way between the fields. Ridmark kept a careful watch but didn’t see any trace of enemies. For that matter, he didn’t see any signs that the countryside had been devastated, which was just as well. Merovech had conquered the lands on the western bank of the River Cintarra with swift brutality, but he hadn’t burned any villages. For all his madness, Merovech knew that his army needed to be fed, and a burned wasteland grew no crops. Agravhask had followed his fellow Herald’s policy though with far more efficiency. Ridmark wondered if it would be worthwhile to stop at a village and ask for news. The villagers might know where Accolon’s army was.

      Then again, it might be wise to pass with speed and stealth. Ridmark doubted the villagers would have sided with the Heptarchy, but there were no doubt collaborators seeking wealth and status with the invaders. It was also possible the Heptarchy had left soldiers to garrison the villages, much like the wayforts Ridmark had seen south of Caelvhast. No, better to continue onward undetected.

      But, of course, deciding to stay undetected was one thing. Remaining unseen was something else entirely.

      “Ridmark,” said Calliande about three hours after they set out.

      He looked at his wife. Calliande had gone motionless, her eyes hazy, blinking as she turned to the east. Ridmark looked in that direction but saw nothing of interest.

      No. Wait. A faint plume of dust, as if raised by a large group of horsemen.

      “What is it?” said Ridmark.

      “I see it, too,” said Morigna.

      “An aura of dark magic,” said Calliande. “I’m not sure, but I think a kyralven Ordinariate is heading this way.”

      Ridmark bit out a curse and took quick stock of the landscape. They had left the cultivated fields and had come to empty meadowland, the dirt road dwindling to nothingness. To the west, Ridmark saw a small forest, perhaps a stand of trees that covered about twenty acres. The trees would offer excellent concealment, but they were too far away to reach in time. The grass only came to about Ridmark’s knees, which meant they couldn’t hide.

      “Horsemen,” said Selene, shading her eyes as she looked at the approaching plume of dust.

      “I thought that Agravhask’s army didn’t have any horses,” said Gavin.

      “He brought no horses with him over the ocean,” said Morigna. “But there were many horses in Cintarra when the city fell, and likely the arachar soldiers have commandeered more from the surrounding villages.”

      “I doubt Agravhask would let his army remain without cavalry for long,” said Ridmark. He could make out the shape of the horsemen now, about twenty of them, riding at a canter over the fields. “This must be a patrol. Selene, you had better disguise yourself. We’ll either have to talk our way out of this or fight.”

      Selene nodded, silver light flashing around her, and she became Siaxala the spiderling priestess once more. Morigna started to cast a spell, gray light gathering around her hands.

      “Wait,” said Ridmark. “Morigna. Don’t disguise yourself. We might need your magic.”

      Morigna raised an eyebrow. “I am a gray elf wearing golden armor, Ridmark. How are we supposed to explain that away?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” said Ridmark. “They’ll either obey Selene, or they won’t. If they don’t, use your magic to take control of their horses.” Morigna nodded and dismissed the spell that she had summoned, though flickers of purple light began to play along her black staff. “Tarmyntir, Madelgarda, stay close to Gavin and Antenora. We didn’t bring you all this way to get you killed by some arachar orcs.”

      Madelgarda nodded and stepped behind Gavin. Tarmyntir gave no response but moved to stand next to her. Ridmark wished the high elf could have joined in the fight. Tarmyntir had immense magical power, but he could not use it to defend himself. It was vexatious, but if Tarmyntir broke his self-imposed penance, he would lose himself and become a dark elf. Given his skill with artificing, he would become something worse than the Warden.

      Ridmark loosened Oathshield in its scabbard, shifted Aegisikon to its staff form, and waited.

      The horsemen thundered into sight. Twenty of the riders were arachar orcs, crimson-skinned and hulking, wearing the red chain mail and spiked helmets of Heptarchy soldiers. The twenty-first rider was a kyralven man. The kyralves were hybrids of dark elves and orcs, created by the Visionary to serve her. The kyralven man was slighter than the arachar orcs, but bulky by the standards of humans. His skin was a dull gray, his eyes solid black, his ears pointed, and his hair ghostly white. The kyralf wore crimson plate armor and had a sword at his belt. Not an Ordinariate, but a kyralven battle wizard, trained in wielding elemental magic. He would not be as dangerous as a spiderling priestess or an Ordinariate, but the battle wizards were still powerful foes.

      The arachar orcs spotted them, and the kyralf raised an armored hand and shouted a command. The arachar kicked their mounts to a gallop, and the kyralf saw Selene wrapped in the illusionary guise of Siaxala the priestess. The battle wizard’s black eyes widened, and the patrol came to an abrupt, confused halt.

      “Thank God I’m very good at disguises,” murmured Selene. The illusion changed her voice as well, making it harsher and a little deeper. “Because otherwise I might not be able to keep myself from laughing.”

      “We don’t yet know if the joke is on us or on them,” said Calliande.

      “I know,” said Selene. “That’s why it’s funny. We know that I’m not a priestess, but they don’t know that we know that I’m not a priestess, and we know that they don’t know that they don’t know.”

      Ridmark blinked as he tried to parse that, and then decided that it didn’t matter.

      “I must say, my lady,” said Tarmyntir, “your logic is at times circuitous.”

      “You have no idea,” said Morigna. “Before I was reborn in this body, for a time she was the only one who could see me while I was imprisoned in the Sovereign’s Durance. Our conversations were often…rambling.”

      “You young people,” said Selene. Her illusionary face remained stern, but Ridmark heard the amusement in her altered voice. “No patience whatsoever.”

      “I am older than you,” said Tarmyntir. His weary mien often turned to bemusement when Selene started talking.

      “Yes, but you’re so old that you’re young at heart, which is why you’ve almost accidentally blown up the world,” said Selene.

      “I…thank you?” said Tarmyntir. “I cannot tell if that is an insult or a compliment.”

      The high elven wizard was spared the need to decide by the arachar. The kyralf barked a command, and the horsemen rode forward. They finally reigned up half a dozen yards away, staring at Ridmark and the others. Selene might have been disguised as a priestess, but the fact that she was traveling with a group of humans and elves, two of them Swordbearers, rather strained the masquerade.

      “Priestess,” called the kyralf in the tongue of the arachar orcs. “I am Maelkhar, battle wizard of the legions of the Heptarchy. How might I be of service?”

      “I am Siaxala, priestess of the Temple of the Crimson,” said Selene with cold hauteur. “You will state your purpose.”

      “Patrols,” said Maelkhar, giving her a wary look. “The Warlord has commanded the cavalry troopers to maintain a constant screen around Cintarra. The new High King of Andomhaim waits in the north, and the Warlord expects him to march for Cintarra at any moment.”

      That was good news – it meant that Agravhask had stayed within Cintarra during Ridmark’s journey to the Heptarchy. Though it would have made no sense for Agravhask to leave Cintarra. The Great Eye was beneath the city, and the walls and fortifications gave the Warlord too many advantages.

      “Very good,” said Selene with an airy wave of her hand. “You may continue your duties.”

      “We are very far north, honored priestess,” said Maelkhar. “It is not safe for you to be here. Sometimes Swordbearers accompany the patrols of the High King, and the cursed ghost orcs set constant ambushes.”

      “Do not presume to question the will of a priestess of the Temple of the Crimson,” said Selene, her voice like ice. “Continue with your duties before I lose patience.”

      “Do you wish help with your…prisoners?” said Maelkhar, his eyes flicking over Ridmark and the others. “Truly, only a priestess of the Seven Temples could take so many prisoners on her own.” His suspicion was obvious. “Especially since two of them are Swordbearers.”

      The arachar orcs shifted, hands drifting towards sword hilts.

      “I require no help, and I will not speak of my task to mere common soldiers,” said Selene. “Continue with your duties, now, or else you shall regret it.”

      “My orders, honored priestess,” said Maelkhar, “are to report anything strange. And to bring back prisoners for the priestesses to question. You must have had the same orders, aye? Let us travel back to Cintarra together and bring these prisoners before the Warlord.”

      “You are meddling in matters you do not understand, fool,” said Selene. “This is your last chance. Turn around and continue your patrol, or else your men shall have a new commander.”

      The arachar shifted in their saddle. Had one of them been in command, Ridmark knew, the patrol would have departed at the first harsh word from Selene. Yet Maelkhar seemed bolder than most of the kyralves, or perhaps more perceptive. He eased his horse forward a step, and elemental fire began to glow around his right hand as he gathered magical power for a spell.

      “I’m afraid I must insist, priestess,” said Maelkhar. “We will take the prisoners back to Cintarra for the Warlord. And if you don’t like it…what are you going to do to stop me?”

      Selene made one last effort. “You dare to speak so to a priestess of the Temple of the Crimson?”

      “There were spies and rebels in Cintarra,” said Maelkhar. “I wonder if some of them escaped from the city. I wonder if you’re really a priestess at all or a spy seeking to get into Cintarra.”

      Selene sighed and spread her hands.

      “You know,” said Selene in her normal voice, white mist coiling around her left hand, “I really think you should have kept riding.”

      Her hand shot forward, flinging a spear-sized shard of glittering magical ice at Maelkhar. But the kyralf was ready for her and worked a spell of his own. A sheet of blazing fire burst from the ground in front of him, and Selene’s ice spear struck it and shattered in a puff of steam.

      “Take them!” said Maelkhar, yanking his sword free from its scabbard and pointing the weapon even as he began another spell.

      Ridmark drew Oathshield, and several things happened at once.

      Morigna, Antenora, and Calliande had all been holding spells ready, and the three women released their magic simultaneously. White light exploded out from Calliande, settling around Ridmark and the others, a warding spell to protect them from physical attacks like an extra layer of invisible armor. Morigna thrust her staff, and purple fire blazed along its length. The fire settled around a half-dozen horses as Morigna took command of the animals’ minds, and the mounts turned and bolted from the battle, bearing their unwilling riders with them. Antenora’s spell was less subtle but no less impressive. She made a flinging motion, casting a fist-sized sphere of flame into the air. It exploded with a flash and a roar, and every single one of the remaining horses reared and whinnied in fright.

      Ridmark dashed forward, drawing on Oathshield’s power to make himself faster and stronger. He closed with Maelkhar as the battle wizard fought with his horse. Maelkhar focused on Ridmark and flung a bolt of blazing flame. Ridmark raised Oathshield and caught the spell upon his soulblade, calling upon the sword’s magic to deflect the hostile spell.

      Maelkhar cursed and started another spell, but before he could finish, Ridmark yanked the kyralf from the saddle and plunged Oathshield into his chest. Maelkhar growled one last curse and then died, his panicked horse galloping away.

      The battle did not last long. With their horses thrown into a panic, many of the arachar orcs were flung from their saddles, and Ridmark, Gavin, and Selene cut them down before they could regroup. Soon Ridmark and the others had killed eleven of the arachar, and the remaining nine galloped away in all directions, their horses either panicked by Antenora’s fire or controlled by Morigna’s magic.

      “Morigna!” shouted Ridmark. “Get these horses under control.” They could shave half a day off their travel time if they took the dead soldiers’ horses. Morigna nodded and began casting a spell of earth magic, and Calliande joined in. Purple fire glowed from their hands, and eight of the horses slowed, soothed by their spells.

      “We’re going to steal their horses?” said Gavin.

      “They stole the horses from the men of Andomhaim,” said Selene. “So we’re just going to steal them back. We’re recovering stolen property. Very noble of us, really.”

      “And our reward is that we don’t have to walk all the way to Castra Melidern,” said Calliande.

      “I don’t know how to ride a horse,” said Madelgarda, gazing at the animals with wide eyes.

      “I’ll take your reins and lead you along,” said Calliande.

      “Hurry,” said Ridmark. “We want to be gone before those arachar return with reinforcements.”

      It would have been more prudent, he knew, to kill all the arachar to prevent the orcish soldiers from reporting back to their commanders. Cutting down retreating men was unknightly, but Agravhask had brought an unknightly kind of war to Andomhaim. More practically, it would have been impossible to run down all the fleeing arachar. No, better to be gone before the enemy returned with reinforcements.

      Ridmark and Gavin took the horses in hand, and soon they had the animals calmed and under control. Whatever else could be said about the Heptarchy, the cruel priestesses of the Seven Temples at least equipped their soldiers well. Every horse had a good tack and saddle, and each animal had a pair of saddlebags holding food and supplies. The animals themselves were in good condition, if a little weary from a long day of travel.

      Calliande and Morigna helped Madelgarda onto one of the horses, and she clutched at the saddle horn like a drowning woman clinging to a piece of flotsam.

      “I will guide your horse, child,” said Tarmyntir, who had clambered into his saddle with grace that belied his otherwise stiff movements. He gestured, pale light flashing around his hands, and Madelgarda’s horse went calm. “I can do this much of use, at least.”

      Ridmark was tempted to say that it was the least he could do given that he couldn’t defend himself and his Great Eye had helped start this mess, but he kept that thought to himself. Restraining his tongue was a useful skill for the Constable of Tarlion.

      “Come,” said Ridmark. “We should be able to get quite a bit further north before dark.”

      He urged his horse forward, and they rode north through the meadow. They rode for the next two hours with little incident. The terrain changed, going from meadows to a low range of shallow hills. There were not many hills in this part of the lands of the Prince of Cintarra, Ridmark remembered, but the landscape was just uneven enough to allow for ambushes. Warlord Shalmathrak and his ghost orc rangers had attacked and slain several patrols of Dragon Cult goblins here. Then the Dragon Cult had been broken at Shadow Crown Hill, and Agravhask had sent the remainder of the Cult’s goblin mercenaries against Cintarra, where Ridmark and the defenders had killed them all.

      Calliande’s gaze turned towards the hills, her blue eyes going wide.

      “What’s wrong?” said Ridmark.

      “A soulblade,” said Calliande.

      Ridmark held up a hand, and the others reined to a halt. Madelgarda jerked a little in her saddle as her mount came to a stop.

      “One of the lost soulblades?” said Ridmark. Some Swordbearers had fallen in the fighting, and not all their soulblades had been recovered. Given that a single soulblade could tear through the wards of a spiderling priestess, the loss of any soulblade weakened Andomhaim. If one of the missing Swordbearers had been killed in the hills to the west, perhaps they could retrieve the weapon and bring it back to Accolon’s camp.

      “No,” murmured Calliande. Her eyes went wide. “Ridmark, I think there’s a living Swordbearer a mile or two to the west. He’s fighting two or three spiderling priestesses.”

      Ridmark made up his mind. Andomhaim needed every Swordbearer if they were to have any chance of defeating the Heptarchy, and if Ridmark could surprise and kill the priestesses, that would be two or three fewer spiderlings the army would have to fight at Cintarra.

      “Then we will aid him,” said Ridmark. “Quickly!”

      He turned his horse to the west and set the animal to a canter, the others following him.
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      The village was called Torunum, and its praefectus was named Cathas, and Sir Niall of the Order of the Soulblade, once Niall of Ebor, was familiar with them both.

      Niall had come to Torunum a few times with his aunt Rhiain when they had still had the farm, before Ricatus Eborium had driven them off their land. Back when his uncle Mathwyn had still been alive, he had sometimes tried his hand at raising sheep, but everyone knew that the weavers in Torunum were the best outside of Cintarra and offered fairer prices than the city’s greedy merchants. So, a few times a year, Niall and his uncle had made the journey to Torunum to sell their wool. They had made some profit from the journey, enough coins to trade for tools or perhaps some clothes and seed.

      Then Mathwyn had grown sick and died. Sir Ricatus had enclosed the land of Ebor for sheep. At the time, Niall had thought those misfortunes had been the greatest disasters imaginable.

      That had been before the dragon had attacked Castarium.

      Before the Dragon Cult had emerged through magical rifts.

      Before Niall had seen Warlord Agravhask kill the High King of Andomhaim.

      Niall was not that old, but his life in Ebor with his aunt and uncle seemed like such a long, long time ago.

      But Torunum was still here, a walled stone village in the hills south of Castra Melidern and west of Cynan’s Tower. The Dragon Cult had conquered the village and then the Heptarchy, but neither invader had destroyed the village, and the villagers had kept on growing crops and harvesting wool and providing it to their new overlords.

      Niall stood in Torunum’s southern pasture, speaking with Cathas, the praefectus of the village. In larger villages, the praefectus might live like a noble, acting as his lord’s agent and enforcer in the city. In Torunum, it just meant that Cathas owned slightly more sheep than the other villagers, who therefore all came to him with their problems.

      Niall had found Torunum at the edge of the southern pasture, watching over the herd.

      “So you’re a Swordbearer now,” said Cathas, leaning heavily on his shepherd’s crook. He was an old man with white hair tied back from his head. His lean body looked like a weathered old tree, and he wore a long coat that smelled of sheep dung. “I wouldn’t believe it. No man of Ebor could ever become a Swordbearer.” He shrugged. “But your uncle and your aunt wouldn’t have taught you to lie. And, well, there’s the soulblade on your belt, plain as day.”

      “Aye,” said Niall. “I didn’t seek it out. It belonged to Sir Rufinius, God rest his soul. He…was cut down before I could come to his aid. He transferred the sword’s bond to me before he died.” Niall remembered the brutal speed and strength of Agravhask, the dark soulblade howling with blood-colored fire in the Warlord’s massive fist. If Niall had come to his friend’s aid in time, he would have died alongside Rufinius. Instead, Rufinius had lived just long enough to pass Starflame to Niall before he succumbed to his mortal wounds.

      Sometimes Niall wondered if he should have died in Cintarra. It seemed unjust that so many brave men, the High King and the archbishop among them, should have perished in battle while Niall still lived. Yet if he was honest with himself, he didn’t want to die. And if he had died, he wouldn’t have been there to help Prince Tywall Gwyrdragon escape the clutches of the priestesses. He wouldn’t have been there to help Moriah Rhosmor, the Magistrius Decimus, and the rest of the surviving rebels escape the city.

      And he wouldn’t have been there to kiss Moriah, to take her in his arms.

      Niall put that memory out of his head. He thought about it a lot, but right now, it wasn’t helpful.

      “Heard a lot of men died that day,” said Cathas. “Archbishop Caelmark, aye, and the High King among them.”

      “They did,” said Niall. “I saw it happen.”

      Cathas shook his head. “That’s a shame about the archbishop. When the Regency Council and the Scepter Bank were robbing the villages blind, the archbishop was the only one who cared enough to do anything about it, at least until Prince Accolon came to the city. It was good he got Prince Tywall away from the damned bankers.” Cathas sighed. “Reckon it doesn’t matter now. The bankers are dead, and so are the archbishop and Prince Tywall. The red orcs killed them all.”

      Niall wasn’t very good at lying, but he knew better than to mention that Prince Tywall was in fact still alive and about a mile away. If Cathas was questioned and forced to mention that Tywall was alive, that would be catastrophic. Niall and the others had gotten out of Cintarra and they had escaped the Deeps, but if the Heptarchy realized that Tywall had survived, Niall and the others would find arachar horsemen on their trail soon enough.

      “Are any arachar orcs here in Torunum now?” said Niall.

      “No, haven’t seen any for a week and a half,” said Cathas. His mouth twisted. “First, we had the Dragon Cult, with their goblins and ogres. They came through the village and took as much food as they could carry. Then the new High King killed all the Dragon Cultists…”

      “The Dragon Cult really was destroyed?” said Niall. There had been rumors of it Cintarra, reports that the bulk of the Dragon Cult’s army had been broken by Accolon Pendragon and that the remaining goblin mercenaries had joined the Heptarchy, but Niall and Moriah hadn’t been able to find the truth of the matter, and then they had been preoccupied with escaping the city.

      “That’s what the red orcs say,” said Cathas. “The knights of the Dragon Cult said they’d be back to collect more taxes. Instead, the red orcs showed up, with two of those sorceresses in black robes.”

      “Priestesses,” said Niall.

      “They said Torunum was part of the Heptarchy now and that we had to pay taxes to the Seven Temples,” said Cathas. He let out a heavy sigh. “They took half of the food we had left, along with some of our animals. Suppose it could have been worse. They might have taken everything. But the sorceresses had this gray-skinned fellow in a blue robe, and he wrote down everything he saw in a big ledger. The sorceresses said they would be back after the next harvest to collect our new tax assessments.”

      “An Ordinariate,” said Niall. “That’s what the man in the blue robe is, an Ordinariate of the Seven Temples.”

      On the plus side, there were no Heptarchy soldiers in Torunum, and it seemed unlikely there would be for some time. But Niall doubted they would be able to get any supplies from Torunum. The villagers likely had little enough left after the exactions of first the Dragon Cult and then the Heptarchy. It would be better for the little band of rebels to keep moving and try to find Accolon Pendragon’s army.

      “Niall, lad, listen,” said Cathas. “The less I know about what you’ve been doing, the better. The men of Torunum are loyal to the High King, but we can’t fight the Heptarchy. You understand?”

      Niall nodded. “I do. Bad as it’s been here, it’s worse in Cintarra. I don’t want to bring any trouble on you. I just want to find the High King’s army.”

      “You’d better keep moving north, then,” said Cathas. He scratched his jaw. “Don’t know where the High King is. I do know the big battle with the Dragon Cult was in Khaluusk to the northeast, at a place called Shadow Crown Hill.”

      “Never heard of it,” said Niall. He had never been to Khaluusk, for that matter.

      “I’ve seen the red orcs’ patrols riding past,” said Cathas. He spat in the dust of the pasture. “Horses they stole from the freeholders, I reckon. But the red orcs are always riding north. The High King’s army is somewhere in that direction, and those horsemen want to keep an eye on it.”

      Niall nodded. “That’s what I thought.” When he and Moriah and the others had emerged from the Deeps, Niall’s plan had been to head east until they found the River Cintarra and then to turn north. But they had seen numerous mounted patrols riding north, and both Moriah and Decimus thought that meant Accolon Pendragon’s army was in that direction. Niall had agreed, and their party had turned north.

      They had managed to avoid the arachar patrols. So far.

      “I won’t tell anyone we talked,” said Cathas, “but you’d better be on your way.”

      “No, wait, listen,” said Niall. “If the arachar orcs get suspicious, they’ll put you to the question. Or they will take you to the priestesses in Cintarra.” There was no way that Cathas could keep any secrets from the dark spells of the spiderlings, and the entire village might be arrested and sent to forced labor in Cintarra. “If any soldiers show up, tell them about me at once.”

      Cathas’s brow furrowed. “What?”

      “Tell them you saw some soldiers,” said Niall. “You refused to give us supplies, and then we headed east towards Cynan’s Tower. We want to cross the River Cintarra there and make for Khaluusk.”

      “I know there’s a Heptarchy garrison at Cynan’s Tower,” said Cathas. “Heard the red orcs talking about it.”

      “That’s all I’m going to say,” said Niall, “which means you’ll be telling the truth.”

      Cathas snorted. “Suppose I will. All right. If any arachar orcs show up, I’ll say I saw some human soldiers from Cintarra, and they said they were going east.”

      “Thank you,” said Niall.

      “Your aunt,” said Cathas. “Was she in Cintarra as well?”

      “No,” said Niall. That, at least, had been a mercy. “After Sir Ricatus enclosed our lands, we went to Castarium in Taliand. I became a man-at-arms in Lord Ridmark’s service, and my aunt entered the service of the Keeper.” Niall decided to pass over the fact that he had stolen some cattle from a monastery first.

      That had seemed such a dire matter at the time. Less so, now.

      “The Keeper?” said Cathas in a quiet voice. “Is it true that she is a sorceress who can read your thoughts when she looks at you?”

      “Um,” said Niall. “I can honestly say that I’ve never seen her be anything but kind. But as far as I know, my aunt is safe with the High King’s army.” He hoped that was still true.

      “Then you had better go find her, hadn’t you?” said Cathas. “God and the saints go with you, lad.”

      “And you,” said Niall. Cathas was right. It was time to go. Niall had learned all that he was going to learn here, and they dared not linger in any one place for too long.

      Especially since they had the rightful Prince of Cintarra and the sword of the High King.

      Niall nodded and headed south for the nearby hill.
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      Moriah Rhosmor did not like the countryside at all.

      The weather did not trouble her, nor did the hardship of travel. Sometimes it seemed that her life had been one long struggle, first against poverty, then against the wealthy nobles from whom she stole, and now the iron fist of the Heptarchy. And, truth be told, the weather was pleasant and mild, and in other circumstances, she would have enjoyed a long walk through the countryside.

      The complete lack of cover made a much bigger problem.

      They were too exposed. Moriah, Niall, and Decimus led a ragged band of about seventy rebels who had escaped Cintarra and survived the passage through the Deeps to the surface world. The lands around the River Cintarra had been farmed for centuries, and the landscape was a patchwork of cultivated fields and pastures dotted with old forests the lords kept for firewood or as hunting preserves.

      Which meant there was nowhere to hide.

      As dangerous as Cintarra could be, as dangerous as it had become under the rule of the Heptarchy, the city had offered plenty of places for concealment. Moriah had vanished into the mazes of alleyways, or she had fled over the rooftops and cut through the corridors of the tenement houses. In more dangerous situations, she had vanished into the Shadow Ways, the labyrinth beneath the streets of Cintarra. The Shadow Ways had their own perils, but they made an excellent place for escaping from pursuit.

      The lands on the western bank of the River Cintarra offered no place to hide. As far as Moriah knew, the Heptarchy didn’t know that they were here. She hoped the priestesses assumed the rebels and Prince Tywall had perished in the Deeps. But if they came across a Heptarchy patrol, they would have a hard time explaining their presence. Perhaps Moriah could talk their way out of a confrontation. She had always been an excellent liar.

      Maybe they could fight their way out. Niall was a Swordbearer, Decimus was a Magistrius, and Moriah had collected all the pieces of her dwarven scout armor. If they came across a small arachar patrol, they could fight and win.

      But if the patrol had battle wizards or priestesses, they would be in serious trouble.

      “Do you think Sir Niall will be much longer, Lady Moriah?” said a thin voice, cutting into Moriah’s dark thoughts.

      She looked to the side. The rebels had stopped at a shallow valley about a mile south of Torunum. The soil here was too rocky for farming, but it made for good grazing, to judge from the amount of sheep dung scattered across the ground. The band of survivors they had taken from Cintarra was a mix of human and halfling women and human soldiers. Some stood, watching the surrounding hills, while others sat down or even lay down. Moriah was not sure how much longer the strength of the older women would last.

      They needed to find a refuge soon.

      “No,” said Moriah to Prince Tywall. When she had first met the rightful ruler of Cintarra, he had been a captive of the Drakocenti, pale and gaunt and half-starved. Alas, circumstances since had done little to improve his health. Tywall Gwyrdragon was better fed than he had been, but he had the pallor from weeks spent living in the Shadow Ways and the weariness of their desperate flight through the Deeps. He also had a haunted, grim look to his eyes that children usually did not possess. However people might imagine the luxurious life of a child Prince, Tywall Gwyrdragon had experienced nothing like it.

      But, then, Moriah’s childhood hadn’t exactly been pleasant, either, and she thought she had turned out all right. If the Cintarran nobility had experienced a little more adversity in their lives, perhaps they wouldn’t have been corrupt enough and stupid enough to let the Drakocenti and the Scepter Bank thrive in their midst.

      And then maybe the city wouldn’t have fallen to Agravhask, who had more or less wiped out the Cintarran nobility.

      “No,” said Moriah again. “It shouldn’t be much longer.”

      “You’re worried,” said Tywall in his solemn voice. That was another thing about the boy – he was far more observant than a child his age should have been.

      “It will be fine,” said Decimus. The Magistrius looked like a leathery old soldier. He wore chain mail and leather, and instead of a white robe, the long white coat the Magistri tended to wear in the field. Of course, after the fall of Cintarra and weeks spent scrambling through the Shadow Ways and the Deeps, the coat was more dusty gray than white. Unlike most Magistri, Decimus wore a scabbard slung over his back, which currently held Excalibur, the ancestral sword of the High Kings of Andomhaim. “Sir Niall knows the praefectus of Torunum, and they will share news. Perhaps the praefectus can tell us something that will help us. Then we’ll be on our way.”

      Moriah was much less sanguine. Niall was a good fighter and a brave man, but he had a better opinion of people than Moriah did. He thought that the praefectus of Torunum would be willing to talk. Moriah was more concerned that the praefectus might think to gain a reward by turning in the rebels to the Heptarchy. She had wanted to avoid Torunum entirely, so they had compromised. Moriah and Decimus would wait here with Tywall, and Niall would return.

      Unless, of course, the villagers attacked him.

      “Yes,” said Moriah. “Decimus is right. Once Sir Niall returns, we’ll leave.”

      “In fact,” said Decimus, raising his hand to shade his eyes. “I think he’s coming back right now.”

      Moriah looked to the north and saw a figure jogging down the side of the valley. She was surprised at the wave of relief that went through her. Moriah had lost people she had cared about before. Her mother had died when she was young. Her half-sister Caitrin had been killed by the Drakocenti. Her friends Gunther and Delwen had died in the darkness of the Shadow Ways.

      But she had never really cared about a man the way she cared about Niall of Ebor. He had been there for her, never wavering, never flagging, never giving up, as Moriah had tried to keep Prince Tywall and the rebels free from the clutches of the Heptarchy.

      God and the saints, Moriah was getting soft. Maybe she would start writing poetry next.

      Niall slowed as he approached. He wasn’t breathing hard, but Moriah knew firsthand just how fit he was.

      “That didn’t take too long,” said Moriah.

      “No,” said Niall. He let out a breath, his smile fading. “There weren’t any arachar in Torunum. Cathas said they passed through about a week and a half ago and haven’t been back since.”

      “It looks like the rumors were right,” said Decimus, “and Accolon is alive and really did destroy the Dragon Cult.”

      “Aye,” said Niall. Moriah’s friends Giselda and Elena approached to hear the news. Giselda was a halfling woman, short and a bit wiry, one of Helmut’s vast network of nieces, nephews, and cousins. Elena was a short, plump human woman and one of the better thieves that Moriah had encountered, and they had both gained legitimate positions in the Prince’s Palace after the defeat of the Drakocenti.

      Though such things mattered less now that the Seven Temples ruled Cintarra.

      “Cathas said there was a big battle at a place called Shadow Crown Hill in Khaluusk,” said Niall.

      “Never heard of it,” said Moriah, though she had never traveled far from Cintarra.

      “I have,” said Decimus. “It’s a circle of dark elven standing stones in western Khaluusk. The Magistri have never been able to destroy it. But it stands on a large hill, so the orcs of Khaluusk use it as a landmark.”

      “How far is it from here?” said Moriah.

      “Three or four days on foot, I think,” said Decimus. “The hard part will be getting across the River Cintarra.”

      “The battle would have been some time ago,” said Niall. “The High King’s army wouldn’t still be there. Cathas said he has seen Heptarchy mounted patrols riding north.”

      “So have we,” said Moriah. They had managed to stay away from several arachar patrols, partly by hiding and partly by sheer luck.

      “Cathas thinks that Accolon’s army is somewhere north of here,” said Niall.

      “Makes sense,” muttered Moriah. She scowled to the north, half-expecting to see a band of arachar horsemen sweep upon them, but she saw nothing but grass, boulders, and sheep dung. “Though I wonder why Agravhask doesn’t just send those damned drakes to spy on the army.”

      “He probably can’t risk them,” said Decimus. “You two are too young to remember the Frostborn war, but I was with High King Arandar’s army. The Anathgrimm and Prince Jager built portable ballistae they used to shoot down frost drakes, and the frost drakes were larger and tougher than the Heptarchy’s fire drakes. I would wager the Anathgrimm shot down a few of the fire drakes, and Agravhask decided to keep the rest back until he needs them. It’s not as if he can replace them.”

      “That’s his problem, and I wish the Warlord joy of it,” said Moriah. “Ours is to decide what to do next.”

      “We keep moving,” said Niall. “I don’t think the villagers of Torunum can help us at all. They’re not starving, but the Dragon Cult and the Heptarchy stole all their supplies. They don’t have anything to spare.”

      “I suppose everyone in the village saw you,” said Moriah, “and will probably tell the arachar the next time they pass through the village.”

      Niall gave her an odd look. “No, only Cathas saw me. I ran into him in the southern pasture. If the arachar pass through the village again, he’ll tell them that he saw us…”

      Moriah started to draw breath to blame the praefectus.

      “And he’ll tell them that we headed east to Cynan’s Tower,” said Niall.

      Moriah blinked, her criticism forgotten. “Will he?”

      Niall shrugged again. “It’s not as if he can stop the priestesses from making him tell them everything. This way, hopefully the arachar will leave Torunum alone, and if they pursue us, they’ll go off in the wrong direction.”

      “Who knew Swordbearers could be so cunning?” said Moriah. Niall grinned, a little sheepish at the compliment.

      “The village is likely safe,” said Giselda. “I helped the Ordinariates and the lesser priestesses with their tax assessments. The arachar will probably not return to Torunum until it is time to collect taxes after the next harvest. One way or another, our fate shall be decided by then.”

      “Aye,” said Moriah. “If the Heptarchy thinks that we’re moving east, we should be heading north. Get everyone up.”

      A few moments later, Moriah and the others went north, circling around the pastures of Torunum.
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      Niall kept a close eye on the countryside.

      The land around Torunum was a bit hilly, though nowhere near as rocky and steep as western Taliand. Grass covered the slopes, old boulders jutting from the earth. As the day wore on towards the afternoon, it grew cooler, a breeze blowing up from the south. Under other circumstances, Niall might have enjoyed the walk. The weather was pleasant, and he was walking with a beautiful woman.

      A beautiful woman he had come to love.

      Niall shot a quick glance at Moriah. They walked at the front of the column, Decimus bringing up the back, Giselda and Elena and the soldiers moving up and down the line to make sure everyone kept moving. Moriah still wore the clothing she had been wearing when the Heptarchy’s forces had arrived to attack their hidden refuge in the Sanctuary – a long green coat over a tunic, trousers, and dusty boots. Her sword waited in a scabbard on her hip along with a dagger, and her red hair had been tied back in a ragged tail. Her green eyes never stopped moving as she watched the hills. Niall found himself remembering the way she had looked as a noblewoman of the Prince’s court, aloof and beautiful in a rich gown.

      He also found himself remembering again the way she had looked wearing nothing at all.

      She sensed his stare and looked at him, and she smiled for just a second. Then her usual sardonic mask returned.

      “You grew up here, didn’t you?” said Moriah.

      “Yes,” said Niall. “Well. Not exactly here. But close. Ebor was that way,” he waved a hand to the east, “and if Cintarra was as far south as we ever traveled, Torunum was as far west. But, aye, my uncle and I came here sometimes to sell wool.”

      “I thought you were farmers, not herdsmen,” said Moriah.

      “Mostly farmers,” said Niall. “But my uncle Mathwyn raised sheep at times. After we sheared them, we’d keep some of the wool for ourselves, but we could get a better price for it in Torunum, so it was worth the trip here.” He smiled with the memory. “It seemed liked such an adventure.”

      “Then you grew up and found up what real adventures are like,” said Moriah.

      “Yes,” said Niall. To his regret, he supposed.

      Moriah shook her head. “I wonder why Ricatus always put on such airs. He acted like such a lordly knight, but he was really from a place like this.”

      “We rarely saw him in Ebor,” said Niall. “Once a year when he came to collect his taxes, and he’d usually send his men to do it for him. That’s all that Ebor meant to Ricatus, just taxes and his title. Suppose that’s why he destroyed it with the enclosure.”

      “Wasn’t good enough for him, the scoundrel,” said Moriah.

      “I don’t think anything was ever good enough for him, no matter how fine it was,” said Niall. “That was why he betrayed us and took a dark soulblade. He thought he deserved it.”

      Moriah looked at him again. “That’s very insightful.”

      Niall grinned. “For an unwashed rural simpleton, you mean.”

      “I only thought that,” said Moriah. “You’re the one who said it.” Niall laughed. “Besides, none of us have bathed since we left the Shadow Ways. We’re all unwashed. The Heptarchy wouldn’t need hounds to follow us by scent.” Her smile faded. “Any idea how far Accolon’s army is from here?”

      Niall shrugged yet again. He seemed to be doing that a lot lately. “Your guess is as good as mine.” He hesitated. “If the Dragon Cult really was destroyed…maybe Accolon seized Castra Melidern. Merovech had made it his stronghold. All the raiders we fought at Cynan’s Tower came from there. Or perhaps he took Rhudlan back from the Cult.”

      “I hope so,” said Moriah. “We spent enough effort trying to hold the place.”

      Niall’s memory flashed to the siege of Rhudlan, to the men screaming and dying upon the ramparts, the goblin and ogre soldiers surging forward. Whenever he thought of Rhudlan, he also thought of Pompeia Corinium, of the way she had seduced him, of their fevered nights together in her bedchamber. Once, that memory would have filled him with burning shame. Now he only felt a dull regret. It had been a mistake, and what was done was done.

      But the heat had moved to the memory of the one time he and Moriah had slept together.

      “We did,” said Niall. “A lot of good men died there. I hope it wasn’t for nothing.”

      Her smile was bitter. “That is one thing I have learned of war, Sir Niall. A lot of men die for nothing.”

      “Only if we lose,” said Niall.

      “You’re the optimistic one,” said Moriah.

      Niall started to answer, and then he saw the horsemen ahead.

      There were three of them, and they rode over the top of the next shallow hill. Even from this distance, Niall saw that they were arachar orcs armored in crimson chain mail and spiked helmets. For a brief moment, he hoped they would keep on riding, but it was useless. The orcs spotted them, and turned their horses back to the north and rode away, vanishing from sight over the hill.

      Moriah spat out a curse that most noblewomen of the Prince’s Court likely never would have used. “A returning patrol. They must have found us by chance.”

      “They’ve gone to get the rest of their patrol,” said Niall. “They’ll be back any minute.”

      “We need better ground,” said Moriah. “If we’re in this valley, they’ll ride right through us.”

      Niall shot a quick look around and pointed to the west. “The top of that hill. We’ll have better odds there.”

      Moriah nodded. “Let’s get them moving.”

      Decimus, Giselda, and Elena had already seen the threat and had gotten the survivors to halt. Niall and Moriah ran back along the line, and he saw Prince Tywall standing with Decimus, his expression set. Soon they were scrambling up the slope of the hill, Niall’s mind racing. The terrain would make some difference, but not enough. It depended on how many arachar showed up to join the attack. For that matter, the bulk of the fighting would rest with Niall and Moriah. Niall was a Swordbearer, and Starflame would make him faster and stronger than even an arachar orc. And Moriah now had a complete suit of dwarven scout armor she could summon at will, which let her match him for strength and power. The armor wasn’t invincible, but it was resilient, and it would let her withstand blows that would otherwise cripple or slay her.

      The remaining men-at-arms would fight, but the victory would be up to Niall and Moriah.

      They reached the top of the hill and had a stroke of luck.

      A ruined ringfort occupied the crest of the low hill.

      Long ago, Niall knew, long before humans had ever come to Andomhaim, what was now Cintarra had been ruled by warring orcish kings and warlocks. Orcs in general seemed to prefer round structures, and their fortifications had been no exception. Many of the ancient orcish kings had built ringforts to secure their lands, and a few remained scattered around the lands near the River Cintarra. There had been one near Ebor that the villagers had used as a cattle pen.

      This ringfort was in reasonably good shape, a wall of stone six feet high encircling the hilltop. The wall was crumbling, but it was a good two feet thick. The ringfort had only two entrances, broken archways at its eastern and western points. The interior was grassy, a single gnarled tree rising from the rocky ground. As Niall urged the women and the soldiers into the ringfort, he wondered if they were walking into a trap.

      He supposed it did not matter in the end. They couldn’t outrun horsemen, and if the arachar scouts caught them in the open, they would be overwhelmed and slain.

      “You should watch the western gate,” said Niall.

      Moriah scowled. “I should watch your back.”

      “We need one of us at each gate,” said Niall. Moriah’s scowl deepened, but she nodded and reached into her coat, drawing out a small hexagon of bronze-colored dwarven steel. She squeezed it, and the hexagon unfolded, encasing her body in the metal. The process only took a few seconds, but when it finished, Moriah Rhosmor wore a cuirass of overlapping hexagonal plates that fell to her knees, armored boots and gauntlets protecting her forearms, hands, feet, and shins. Chain mail covered the rest of her limbs, and a masked helmet concealed her features.

      “Be careful,” said Moriah, her voice made metallic by her helmet. She donned her tattered wraithcloak and drew up the cowl.

      Niall would have said that he would be careful, but he loved her and didn’t want to lie to her.

      “You, too,” said Niall, and he turned to face the ringfort’s eastern gate just as the horsemen rode back into sight.

      Fear gripped his heart, and he pushed it aside with grim resolution. There were at least thirty riders, maybe more, and they wore the crimson chain mail of arachar orcs. But in their midst rode two black-robed women, the chests of their robes adorned with stylized symbols of spiders.

      Two spiderling priestesses.

      The arachar brought their horses to a halt halfway up the slope and dismounted, pulling wooden shields over their arms. They were taking care to avoid arrows, but it didn’t matter since no one among the rebels had any bows. Niall’s hand itched to grip his soulblade’s hilt, but there was still a chance they could talk their way out of this.

      “It doesn’t look like they’re circling around us yet,” murmured Moriah.

      “They will,” said Niall.

      “Tell them we are laborers heading back to our village,” said Moriah.

      Niall didn’t think they would believe it. He couldn’t quite read Moriah’s tone of voice through her helmet, but she didn’t seem to believe it, either.

      “Humans!” roared one of the arachar, speaking Latin with a thick accent. “Come out and present yourselves to the honored priestesses!”

      “We are from the village of Ebor,” shouted Niall back. “We are heading back to our home after we finished a term of forced labor.”

      The orcish leader let out a rumbling chuckle. “Then why did you run into the ringfort?”

      “We didn’t know if you were bandits or not,” said Niall.

      The arachar leader started to speak again, but one of the priestesses urged her horse forward.

      “Enough games!” snapped the woman, her voice harsh and commanding. The priestess looked like many of the other spiderlings that Niall had seen in Cintarra, thin and gaunt, with a pinched, harsh look to her face. She had ears that rose in elven points past her red hair and green eyes that were a little too vivid and mad to be human. “I know that you are a Swordbearer. The High Priestess Taztaloria and Warlord Agravhask have placed a bounty upon all such weapons.”

      “Come to collect?” said Niall, drawing Starflame. The soulblade flashed in the afternoon sun, and the blade flickered with white fire, reacting to the dark magic around the priestesses. Niall felt the sword’s rage stir within him, its desire to destroy all things of dark magic.

      It was a desire that matched his own. Niall couldn’t tell if the urge to destroy creatures of dark magic came from him or the sword, but it didn’t matter, because after everything that Niall had seen, he wanted to rid Andomhaim of every last priestess of the Seven Temples.

      Unfortunately, it seemed more likely that the priestesses of the Seven Temples were about to rid Andomhaim of Niall and his friends.

      The priestess offered a haughty smile and cast a spell, blue fire and shadow twisting around her outstretched hand. Niall tensed, preparing to call upon Starflame’s power to block any spells, but the fire vanished from the spiderling’s bony fingers. She had cast some sort of detection spell, Niall realized, one fashioned to sense the presence of magical forces.

      “We have, Swordbearer,” said the priestess. “There is only one soulblade among you, and one is not enough to defeat us. And there is some other artifact of magic among you, something we have not detected before. A relic of the khaldari artificers, I deem.” Likely the priestess had just detected Moriah’s armor. “We shall be well-rewarded for finding it.”

      “I can turn immaterial and attack the priestesses from behind,” murmured Moriah.

      “No, don’t,” said Niall at once. Moriah’s wraithcloak and dwarven armor gave her a great many advantages in a battle. But the artifacts, Niall had come to realize, did not give her very much protection from magical spells, especially when she used her wraithcloak to become immaterial. A kyralven battle wizard had almost killed her with a spell of elemental ice in the Shadow Ways, and the two priestesses would be far more powerful and skilled. “They’ll sense you coming and kill you. Better that you fight the arachar while I try to get to the priestesses.” Niall took a long breath. “If this goes bad, you should take Tywall and flee with him. Try to get him to the High King…”

      Moriah snorted. “Do you really think that I’m going to abandon you after everything?”

      Niall wanted to say that Tywall’s life was more important, that getting Excalibur to Accolon was their duty as well. But she was more eloquent than he was, and Niall knew that he could not out-argue her.

      The priestesses didn’t give him a chance.

      “Take them!” ordered the priestess who had spoken.

      The arachar advanced in good order, shields raised, swords drawn back to strike. Both the priestesses began to cast spells, blue fire and shadow twisting around their hands. Niall slung his shield over his left arm and gripped Starflame while Moriah drew her sword and the remaining men-at-arms gathered around them.

      The priestesses were the key. If Niall could cut them down, he and Moriah could overwhelm the remaining arachar and force them to retreat. Of course, the arachar would immediately find reinforcements to hunt down the Swordbearer, but Niall and the others would have a chance to slip away.

      But there were a lot of arachar between Niall and the spiderlings.

      The two priestesses cast spells, hurling blasts of dark magic at the ringfort. Niall stepped into the attacks, raising Starflame and calling upon its power to protect. The dark magic struck him, and the soulblade blazed with white flame, breaking the spells. But at the same instant, the arachar shouted and charged up the slope, weapons drawn back. One of the arachar orcs would have killed Niall before he could recover from the shock of the spells’ impact, but Moriah’s sword moved in a blur, opening the orc’s throat with a spray of greenish-black blood.

      Niall recovered his balance and attacked and fought alongside the others for his life.
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      A flash of blue light caught Ridmark’s eye.

      He recognized that color. Spells of dark magic sometimes manifested in cold blue fire like flames licking the bottom of a copper pan. Even as he saw the light, Oathshield shivered in its scabbard, the soulblade’s power awakening in the presence of dark magic.

      Calliande had been right. There was a battle underway, and wielders of dark magic were fighting a Swordbearer. A band of arachar scouts must have blundered into one of Accolon’s patrols, a patrol that had included a Knight of the Soulblade.

      Ridmark intended to give those arachar a nasty surprise.

      He urged his horse faster. The poor animal was already tired from a long day of travel, but Ridmark pushed the horse as fast as he dared. The sounds of steel against steel came to his ears, and he saw more flashes of blue fire. Two or three different wielders of dark magic, Ridmark thought, probably priestesses.

      That was a problem. Even the weakest of the spiderling priestesses were formidable foes.

      “Madelgarda!” called Ridmark, looking back.

      “Lord Ridmark?” said Madelgarda. The former slave woman looked frightened but determined, though she still clutched her saddle horn with a white-knuckled grip.

      “Stay close to Tarmyntir,” said Ridmark. “Keep him out of trouble.” Given that the Visionary had almost carried off Tarmyntir during the battle at Urd Orokaar, Ridmark wanted to keep the high elven wizard away from any spiderling priestesses.

      “I shall,” said Madelgarda.

      “Remain near us,” said Calliande. “Morigna and Antenora and I can keep you both safe.”

      Madelgarda offered a jerky nod. Tarmyntir maintained his weary calm. Ridmark looked back to the west, trusting that Calliande had things in hand, and urged his tired horse onward.

      A short time later, the battle came into sight.

      An old orcish ringfort stood atop a broad, low hill, the crumbling walls dotted with moss and lichen. Ridmark had seen dozens like it during his travels. Something in the orcish mind preferred round structures, and their fortifications were no different. This ringfort had been abandoned for a long time, but now it was the scene of a battle.

      A mob of arachar soldiers rushed towards the ringfort’s eastern gate, their horses waiting below. In the midst of the horses, two spiderling priestesses sat atop their mounts, casting spells at the gate. Ridmark could not make out many details through the mass of arachar, but he heard steel ringing against steel and saw the white flash of a soulblade in its fury.

      There wasn’t much time. Ridmark saw some of the arachar circling along the ringfort’s wall. Likely there was another gate on the far side, and the arachar were intending to circle around and attack from the rear. When that happened, the Swordbearer and the rest of the patrol trapped within the ringfort were finished.

      “Gavin, Selene, with me,” said Ridmark. “Calliande, Antenora, Morigna, stay back and keep the priestesses busy.” Ridmark dropped out of the saddle, drawing Oathshield and shifting Aegisikon to its shield form. The horses were already tired, and charging them uphill into a mob of arachar soldiers was asking for trouble. Gavin and Selene dismounted, drawing their weapons. Selene already had that mad grin on her face.

      “Let’s give some spiderlings a very unpleasant surprise,” said Selene.

      Ridmark nodded, drew on Oathshield for speed and strength, and ran forward.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The arachar’s blade hit Niall’s shield. He felt the jolt all the way up his arm and into his shoulder, and if not for Starflame’s power, the impact would have broken his forearm. He nonetheless stumbled, and the arachar’s sword came up for the kill. Niall moved faster, lashing Starflame in a quick chop, and the soulblade bit through the armor on the arachar orc’s hip and sank maybe an inch into the flesh. It was the orc’s turn to stumble, but before Niall could follow up on the attack, two more arachar lunged towards him. He managed to get his shield up in time to block, and splinters flew from the furious impact, forcing him back another few steps.

      By now, Niall was far enough back that he wasn’t really holding the gate, and more arachar rushed into the ringfort, trying to encircle him. Moriah met them on the left, swinging her sword with two-handed blows. Three of the surviving men-at-arms went on the right. Moriah killed an arachar, her sword sinking into the orcish soldier’s neck, but one of its companions stabbed. The cuirass of dwarven steel deflected the blow, but the strike knocked her back, and Moriah fell to one knee.

      Niall moved to aid her, but Starflame jolted in his hand as the priestesses hurled more dark magic. He was left with no choice but to raise Starflame in guard, calling upon the soulblade’s power to protect. Again the spiderlings sent a shaft of blue fire and shadow howling up the hill. Had it struck, the spell would have ripped away Niall’s life force and likely the life from Moriah and several of the men-at-arms. Decimus could cast warding spells, but his magic wasn’t strong enough to withstand the kind of battering the priestesses could unleash.

      If Niall didn’t stop the spell, they were dead.

      He caught the blast of dark magic on his soulblade, and it exploded in a burst of blue flame and a coil of shadow. One of the arachar rushed forward, and Niall tried to shift his stance in time to block the attack, but it was too late.

      The edge of the arachar’s sword caught Niall across the chest.

      At first, he thought that he was dead, but his mail turned the edge of the sword. Nonetheless, the blade struck with tremendous force, and Niall was hurled backward to land hard on the ground, the breath exploding from his lungs. Sucking in another breath hurt – a distant part of his mind noted that he had probably cracked a rib or two.

      The arachar stepped over him, lifting its sword for the kill, and Niall kicked out, letting Starflame’s power strengthen him. The heel of his boot caught the orc in the knee, and the arachar stumbled. Niall surged back up, sweeping Starflame before him, and the arachar retreated.

      But more orcs were pushing through the gate, and Niall heard screams and shouting behind him, along with the clang of steel. The arachar had circled to the western gate of the ringfort and were fighting the men-at-arms there.

      With grim resignation, Niall realized that it was over.

      He would probably kill quite a few of the arachar before the priestesses overwhelmed him, but they would overpower him in the end.

      Perhaps this had been inevitable. Maybe it had been God’s will that Niall should have fallen fighting alongside his friend Rufinius on the day that the Heptarchy had seized Cintarra. Perhaps the days since had been a gift, even if they had been filled with struggle and fear.

      Niall just wished they could have gotten Tywall to safety and returned Excalibur to Accolon.

      He wished he could have kissed Moriah one more time.

      Niall managed to kill one of the arachar harrying him, but another took its place. Another few seconds and they would surround him, and that would be that. He saw a flash of bronze-colored metal from the corner of his eye, knew that Moriah was still fighting. Niall drew breath to shout for her to get Tywall out, to escape with him before it was too late.

      Right about then, the fireball soared overhead.

      The sphere was about the size of his head, brilliant even against the clear blue sky, and it fell towards the ringfort in a gentle arc. Niall would have laughed had he been able to spare the breath. It seemed that kyralven or arachar battle wizards had joined the fray. The battle wizards wielded elemental magic, and Starflame could protect Niall from that easily enough. But the others would have no such protection, and they would fall to the fury of the battle wizards’ magic.

      He drew a breath into his aching lungs.

      “Moriah!” he shouted. “Get Tywall out of here! You have to take him! You…”

      The fireball struck the earth and exploded.

      Except it landed amid the arachar outside the wall.

      Both the stone of the ringfort and the bodies of the arachar soaked up most of the heat of the blast, but a gale of hot wind shot past Niall. The intensity of the flames made his eyes water, and he heard a chorus of screams as arachar orcs died in the explosion. The remaining arachar in the ringfort turned and rushed out, leaving Niall and the others standing in stunned confusion.

      He looked back and saw that the arachar had withdrawn from the western gate as well. The sounds of fighting came to his ears, but from outside the ringfort.

      “What?” he said as Moriah staggered to join him, her sword and armor smeared with green orcish blood.

      “I have no idea what’s happening,” said Moriah. “Let’s find out.”

      Niall ran to the gate of the ringfort, Moriah and the surviving men-at-arms following him, and he saw that another battle had begun.

      The arachar rushed down the slope to face their new foes. Niall glimpsed a flash of white fire from a soulblade. The priestesses had turned their horses, shells of blue fire and shadow crawling around them. A burst of white fire ripped across the defensive wards of the priestess on the left, followed a second later by a blast of elemental fire that burned a hole through her chest.

      “Other Swordbearers,” said Moriah.

      Silver light flashed in the middle of the fight, and suddenly three identical women appeared in front of Niall. They were tall and pale, with silver eyes and hair, their ears rising in elven points. Each of the women carried an identical sword of dark elven steel and a dwarven axe with a blade wreathed in flames, and they charged into the arachar.

      “Lady Selene?” said Moriah, astonished.

      “Someone sent help,” said Niall.

      Even as he spoke, a second blast of elemental fire killed the remaining priestess.

      Niall rushed forward with a yell, lifting Starflame, and Moriah and the other soldiers followed him. He crashed into the battle, attacking with new hope, his fatigue and grim despair vanishing. Niall killed two arachar soldiers and was turning to face a third when another soulblade killed the orc first.

      He saw a man about ten years his senior wearing dark elven armor and carrying a soulblade and a shield fashioned of dwarven steel. Niall could not remember him, then the recollection came. Sir Gavin of the Northerland, that was it.

      A few moments later, the battle was over, dead arachar orcs carpeting the slope of the hill, their frightened horses wandering about.

      A grim-faced man stepped towards Niall, a soulblade of strange blue metal in his right hand, a wooden shield on his left arm. The knight wore dark elven armor and a gray cloak, and his hard face bore the lines of an old burn scar from a brand. He had cold blue eyes and black hair going gray at the temples. Niall had first seen this man as a prisoner in his great hall, expecting to die for the crime of stealing sheep. Instead, the knight had spared him…and a day later, the rift had opened, and the dragon had come.

      “Lord Ridmark?” said Niall, scarcely able to believe his eyes.

      “God and the saints,” said Ridmark, who sounded no less surprised. “Niall? What are you doing here? How are you even still alive?”

      Moriah stepped closer, her helmet retracting into the shoulder plates of her armor.

      “Has anyone ever told you, my lord,” said Moriah, “that you have excellent timing?”

      It wasn’t terribly funny, but Niall found himself laughing nonetheless.
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      Of everything that Ridmark had expected to find in the ringfort, Sir Niall and Moriah Rhosmor had not been among the possibilities.

      Ridmark had been certain that Niall and Moriah had been slain in the fall of Cintarra, along with his brother Caelmark, his nephew Rufinius, his friend Arandar Pendragon, and thousands of others. Yet both Niall and Moriah stood alive in front of Ridmark, a little thinner and worn from deprivation and hardship, but nonetheless alive. And to judge from the movements Ridmark glimpsed within the ringfort, they had brought others with them.

      It astonished Ridmark to see them alive. The fall of Cintarra had exacted a heavy toll in blood and suffering. To see that someone had cheated the price on that day, had eluded the Heptarchy’s butchery, lightened Ridmark’s heart.

      But a harder part of his mind, the part that commanded armies in battle as the Constable of Tarlion, realized something of importance.

      It had been weeks since the fall of Cintarra, yet Niall and Moriah looked as if they had just escaped from the city. Cintarra had become a fortress since the Heptarchy had seized it, guarded and patrolled with all the vigilance that the mind of Agravhask could conceive.

      Yet Moriah and Niall had gotten out.

      And if they had gotten out, Ridmark realized, perhaps someone else could get in.

      Someone who could open the gates to a besieging army.

      The problem had filled Ridmark’s mind ever since the victory at Shadow Crown Hill. Even during their journey through the dark shadows of the Stranglers’ Jungle, his thoughts had wrestled with the dilemma. Sooner or later, the army of Andomhaim would have to march on Cintarra, and Warlord Agravhask would be more than ready for them. He had taken the city with its outer walls intact, and he had twice as many men as Accolon and his allies combined. Nor would Agravhask and his lieutenants show any laxness that the host of Andomhaim could exploit. The Heptarchy need only wait until Accolon marched against the city. Then Agravhask could grind the host of Andomhaim to blood and bones against the walls of Cintarra…and he could open the Great Eye for the Heralds of Ruin at his leisure.

      Ridmark needed something to level the odds, something to turn Agravhask’s mighty advantages against him. Perhaps something Calliande’s magic could devise. Maybe something Antenora’s cunning brain could produce. Or perhaps even a dark secret from the mind of Tarmyntir. He had even considered traveling to Cathair Solas to ask Ardrhythain for the Sword of the Dragon Knight, though it had almost killed Ridmark the first time fifteen years ago, and he was not sure he was strong enough to survive the trial of the sword again.

      Some ordeals a man only had strength enough to endure once in his life.

      But if Niall and Moriah had found a way out of Cintarra, that might change the course of the war then and there.

      “How did you know to find us?” said Niall.

      “We didn’t,” said Ridmark. “We were traveling to Castra Melidern when we saw the arachar attacking the ringfort. I thought that one of our patrols had run into the enemy. I didn’t expect to find you here.”

      Niall offered a sickly grin. “I didn’t expect to be here, my lord, not at all.”

      “Then Castra Melidern really did fall?” said Moriah. “The Dragon Cult is destroyed?”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “At Shadow Crown Hill.” Part of his mind noted Calliande, Morigna, and Antenora hurrying over, Tarmyntir and Madelgarda following. The rest of his mind was briefly filled with a recollection of the terrible battle at Shadow Crown Hill – the shouts of dying men, Antenora’s deadly weapons crackling with lightning, the way Merovech had howled when Ridmark had driven Oathshield into his skull.

      Of the Theophract’s helmet falling asunder, the shadowy tentacles pouring from his mouth and eyes and fingers.

      “I can scarce believe it,” said Niall. “We know that Merovech and Aeliana joined Agravhask, but we worried that Merovech had brought his army to support the Heptarchy…”

      “No,” said Ridmark. “Most of it was destroyed at Shadow Crown Hill, and the rest at Tarlion.”

      “Then they did attack Tarlion?” said Moriah. “Our spies saw the goblins march onto the ships before they were arrested, but I didn’t know where they were going.”

      Spies? Yes, that was right, Accolon had made Moriah his spymaster in Cintarra, and for all her irreverent manner, Moriah Rhosmor was a young woman who kept her promises. Perhaps she had continued that duty even after Cintarra had fallen. And if there were spies inside the city, perhaps Ridmark could find a use for them.

      “We have much news to share,” said Ridmark. “But we need to be gone from here. We’ve already fought two arachar patrols since we returned from the Heptarchy, and more might be on their way if the priestesses sensed our soulblades.”

      Niall’s eyes went wide, and Moriah’s sardonic mask cracked in astonishment for a moment. “The Heptarchy? You went to the bloody Heptarchy?”

      “News we’ll share on the road,” said Ridmark. “How many are with you?”

      “The Magistrius Decimus,” said Niall. “About twenty fighting men and fifty human and halfling women. The priestesses would have executed them all, so we had to bring them with us.”

      Ridmark nodded and turned to Calliande and Morigna. “Can you collect as many of the horses as you can before they scatter? We will need them for the older women.” The Keeper and the Guardian nodded and began casting spells of earth magic. Ridmark turned back to Niall and Moriah. “Let’s get your people moving. Accolon’s army is somewhere near Castra Melidern.”

      “He’ll want to see us,” said Moriah.

      “I imagine so, yes,” said Ridmark.

      “Especially since we’ll bring him both Prince Tywall and Excalibur,” added Moriah in a casual voice, as if commenting upon the weather.

      Ridmark blinked, and then his mind caught up with what Moriah had just said.

      “Wait,” he said. It was his turn to be surprised. “You have the Prince? And Excalibur?”

      “Agravhask killed the High King,” said Niall. “And Archbishop Caelmark and Sir Rufinius soon after.” He touched the hilt of the soulblade, and Ridmark recognized it as Starflame, the sword once carried by his nephew. “He lived long enough to transfer the sword’s bond to me. Moriah thought to rescue Tywall from the Palace, and we hid in the Shadow Ways. She also stole Excalibur from where Agravhask had put it in the Palace…”

      “This sounds like it will be a long story,” said Ridmark. He had known that Arandar, Caelmark, and Rufinius had almost certainly been slain in the fall of Cintarra, but it still grieved him to hear of it. “But you can tell as we travel.”

      “He’s right,” said Moriah. “I don’t think we killed all the arachar. Some of them rode off, and they will go to summon reinforcements.”

      “Niall,” said Calliande. Purple fire danced around her fingers as she held the spell upon the horses, who seemed much calmer than a few minutes before. “Your aunt Rhiain is still alive.”

      “She is?” said Niall, and relief flickered over his weary face. “That is good to know.”

      “She also manifested magic after the battle of Shadow Crown Hill and is in training to become a Magistria,” said Calliande.

      Niall’s eyes went wide. Moriah let out an amused laugh.

      “She always seemed stubborn,” said Moriah. She touched Niall’s arm, the gesture oddly intimate. “Come on. The sooner we get moving, the sooner you can talk to her again.”

      Niall nodded and started up the hill with Moriah, and Ridmark, Selene, and Gavin followed them. They jogged up the hill and into the ringfort, stepping over the corpses of the slain arachar. Inside the ringfort, Ridmark saw perhaps twenty men-at-arms and Cintarran militiamen in chain mail, their tabards and surcoats worn and dirty. There were about fifty women, both human and halfling, and everyone looked tired and ragged.

      But they were still alive.

      So was Prince Tywall Gwyrdragon, who gazed at Ridmark with wide eyes. Next to the boy stood the Magistrius Decimus, a look of relieved astonishment on his face. Over his dusty coat, the Magistrius wore a baldric with a sheathed sword slung over his back. Ridmark recognized the sword. He had carried it in the final battle of Andomhaim’s civil war, and with it he had defeated Tarrabus Carhaine.

      Excalibur, once the ancient sword of the High Kings of Britannia on Old Earth, and now the blade of the High King of Andomhaim.

      “Lord Ridmark?” said Tywall. “Is that truly you?”

      A ripple of surprise went through the women and the soldiers.

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “The High King’s army is at Castra Melidern, and he will be pleased to see all of you. We’ve captured many of the arachar soldiers’ horses, and if any of you are having trouble walking, you’ll ride.”

      “My lord,” said one of the halfling women. Ridmark recognized her from somewhere and then remembered she was Giselda, one of Moriah’s retainers. “I’ll see to it.”

      “Hurry,” said Ridmark. “If more arachar show up, we can give them a hell of a fight, but I would rather we rejoin the High King before that.”

      Niall, Moriah, and Giselda took charge, getting everyone moving to the ringfort’s gate. Ridmark was impressed by how swiftly Niall and Moriah took command, how well they seemed to work together in a crisis. He had gotten the impression that neither one of them particularly liked the other, but they had survived the fall of Cintarra. Perhaps they had found a way to work through their disagreements.

      In short order, Niall and Moriah had their followers moving down the hill. Ridmark, Gavin, and Selene joined them, and at Moriah’s direction, some of the older halfling and human women climbed into the saddles of the captured horses. Not all the women knew how to ride, and Niall assigned soldiers to lead the horses of those who did not know how to control their animals.

      Ridmark stayed out of their way. Part of leading men into battle was cultivating capable lieutenants. A commander could not be everywhere at once. Ridmark had the impression that Niall and Moriah had grown into capable leaders.

      He might have work for them soon enough.

      Tarmyntir stepped to Ridmark’s side, Madelgarda close at his right hand.

      “These men and women,” said Madelgarda. “You said they are friends. Who are they?”

      “Sir Niall of Ebor and Moriah Rhosmor,” said Ridmark. “The Magistrius Decimus, and Prince Tywall Gwyrdragon, the lawful ruler of Cintarra. I thought they all perished when Agravhask took the city.”

      “Finding a friend thought lost is a blessing indeed,” said Tarmyntir in his quiet voice. “Sir Niall and Lady Moriah did the young Prince a great service, perhaps more than they know. If the priestesses had taken him…”

      “They would have slain him upon their altars,” said Madelgarda.

      “They would have twisted him,” said Tarmyntir. “The Heptarchy prefers to rule through obedient vassals and puppet kings. They would have made him into a loyal servant of the Seven Temples. Perhaps they could have made him love the seven urdmordar even as he feared them, as so many do.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “Accolon chose well when he made Moriah his spymaster.”

      “And you chose well when you took Niall into your service,” said Tarmyntir. “I can perceive that in the shadows of your past. Truly, Ardrhythain acted wisely when he founded the Order of the Soulblade among you. Else the urdmordar would have overwhelmed your land long ago, and you would not now be able to resist the Seven Temples.”

      “Then why did Ardrhythain and the high elves not help the slaves of the Heptarchy?” said Madelgarda, scorn leaking into her voice.

      “The high elves can only offer help when asked,” said Tarmyntir. “It is our nature. And I fear our help can carry a high price.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The threefold law of the high elves bound from exercising power over other kindreds. And even when they did help, the assistance sometimes had unanticipated consequences. Ardrhythain had told Ridmark of how he had founded the Order of the Soulblade and the Order of the Magistri among the men of Andomhaim. But some of the members of the Magistri had become corrupt, studying necromancy as the Eternalists or joining the cult of the Enlightened of Incariel. The Enlightened of Incariel had opened the way for the Frostborn to return, almost destroying the world.

      Niall and Moriah walked to join Ridmark, interrupting his dark thoughts.

      “I think we’re ready,” said Niall. “We’ll have to go slowly, though. Some of the older women don’t know how to ride and will fall off their horses if we go too fast.”

      Moriah scowled. “We’ll get caught by more patrols.”

      “We might,” said Ridmark, “but we’ll see them coming. Calliande, Antenora, and Morigna have the Sight, so we won’t be taken off guard. And three Swordbearers, the Keeper of Andomhaim and her apprentice, and a Guardian will put up a good fight.”

      “Let’s hope we can reach the High King without any more battles,” said Niall.

      “Aye,” said Moriah. She frowned at Tarmyntir. “Who is this? A gray elf?”

      “Not quite,” said Ridmark. “This is Tarmyntir of the high elves.” Tarmyntir inclined his head in a courtly bow.

      Niall’s eyes widened, but Moriah’s narrowed. “Tarmyntir? As in the Great Eye? The Key of Tarmyntir?”

      “Those are among my works,” said Tarmyntir.

      “God and the saints,” said Moriah, anger flashing over her expression. “Then why the hell didn’t you destroy the Great Eye? You might have saved us all a lot of trouble.”

      “We can talk about that once we get moving,” said Ridmark. “But first, I want you to tell me how you got out of Cintarra.”

      Because if Niall and Moriah had been able to sneak out of Cintarra, then maybe Ridmark could sneak back inside.

      And that could be the advantage they needed against Agravhask.
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      Tyrcamber Rigamond, Dragontiarna Knight of the Frankish Empire, had not been this far north in a long time.

      He hadn’t missed much.

      And the northern reaches of the Duchy of Corbrast were especially grim.

      It was summer, but the moors of northern Corbrast were still chilly. The gathered army of the Empire had marched through the forests of southern Corbrast, battling bands of undead and muridach raiders. The northern half of Corbrast was a mixture of rolling moors, occasional rocky hills, and patches of thick, dense forest. Easy enough country for a large army to cover, but the hills and the forests offered ample hiding places for ambushers. Master Theudeuric of the Order of Blood and Duchess Rosalyn Aginwulf had pulled their forces back but still sent bands of undead and muridachs to harry the advancing Imperial army.

      In the distance, Tyrcamber saw a line of massive snow-capped mountains. Those mountains marked the northernmost bound of the Frankish Empire, beyond which even the most ambitious Emperor or adventurous Duke had never extended Imperial power. Giants lived in those mountains, creatures who called themselves jotunmiri, and they sometimes raided south in search of slaves and loot. The ogres had a kingdom called Malgrist in those peaks, and they had been enemies of the Empire ever since the first Emperor Roland had founded the Imperial capital of Sinderost. The dwarves had their hidden fortress of Khald Akkar beneath the mountains and remained shut up within their subterranean city, hostile to all other kindreds.

      Where the northern mountains met the Iron Lake, Tyrcamber knew, rose the mighty citadel of Castle Aginwulf, the ancestral seat of House Aginwulf.

      “Bloody cold, isn’t it?” came a familiar voice.

      Tyrcamber looked at one of his oldest friends, a stout black-bearded knight in chain mail and steel plate beneath the red surcoat of the Order of Embers. Sir Angaric Medraut had also donned a heavy fur-lined cloak, which Tyrcamber thought was excessive, but it was chilly this far north.

      “A bit cold,” conceded Tyrcamber. A thick blanket of iron-gray clouds covered the sky, the sky fire making them glow like a sheet of lava. For the moment, he couldn’t see any enemies nearby, but he knew that would not last.

      “A bit cold,” repeated Angaric. “Any colder and my manhood would freeze. Not all of us have the hardihood of the mighty Dragontiarna Knights, you know.”

      Tyrcamber snorted. “You once told me you preferred the colder weather.”

      “That was when I was fat and happy,” said Angaric. “The last ten years of marching back and forth across the Empire have made me into a pale, gaunt shadow of the man I once was.”

      “But no less loud.”

      “Oratory is a skill, like swordplay, battle magic, or lovemaking,” said Angaric. “One must stay in practice.” He paused for a moment. “I don’t suppose you and the Guardian have figured out what Theudeuric is doing.”

      “Waiting for us, I expect,” said Tyrcamber.

      “Or the purpose of that spell,” said Angaric.

      Tyrcamber stared at the bulk of the mountains as if searching them for answers. If the mountains had any secrets, they seemed disinclined to yield them.

      “No,” said Tyrcamber.

      Angaric gestured, casting the Sense spell with casual ease. He was one of the most powerful wizards in the Order of Embers, and for all his tendency towards gluttony and whoring, he had enough mental discipline to wield the power of magic without falling prey to the curse of the Malison. “It’s getting stronger with every mile we draw closer to Castle Aginwulf.”

      Tyrcamber knew that well. Ever since his transformation into a Dragontiarna Knight, he could sometimes feel the presence of magical forces without using the Sense spell. Rilmael had said it was because Tyrcamber’s nature had changed, becoming more innately attuned to magic, just as a bird could sense variations in the wind that a human never could.

      And Tyrcamber could feel the mighty spell radiating from the mountains. Even if he had been lost, Tyrcamber would have known exactly where Castle Aginwulf was. He could sense the dark spell surrounding the castle the same way he could have sensed the heat radiating from a bonfire.

      “I don’t know what it will do,” said Tyrcamber. “But it’s harvesting necromantic power from every death in Corbrast and drawing it to Castle Aginwulf. Rilmael thinks that Theudeuric is gathering an immense amount of magical power to use as a weapon against us.”

      “So the more foes we slay, the stronger Theudeuric becomes,” said Angaric.

      “Or the more power that Theudeuric will have to use for that spell,” said Tyrcamber.

      He didn’t know what the Master of the Order of Blood intended, and Tyrcamber didn’t like the lack of knowledge. Theudeuric had already shown himself to be a cunning and subtle strategist. After the first battle against the Order of Blood in Swabathia, Theudeuric had turned his army and put Sinderost under siege before the Imperial Orders could respond. If not for the intervention of Tyrcamber, Ruari, Rilmael, and Third, the necromancers would have taken the city. Theudeuric had withdrawn north into Corbrast, but he had left behind a trap in the form of the ancient Laethstones, which had almost killed the new Emperor, his army, and tens of thousands of others.

      Theudeuric had also sent Rosalyn Aginwulf, disguised as the serving maid Rogotha, and she had corrupted Tyrcamber’s brother Dagobert and his mother-in-law Brunhilda Tetrax, sending them to assassinate the new Emperor. They had almost succeeded and would have killed Everard Roland and his advisors if Tyrcamber had not intervened.

      If Ruari had not killed the thing that her mother had become.

      Tyrcamber was still angry that she had been forced to do that. Brunhilda had tormented Ruari all her life, and then as a final insult, had forced her own daughter to kill her. Though perhaps it was a fitting conclusion to how Brunhilda had treated Ruari.

      “Must be a weapon,” said Angaric, shaking Tyrcamber out of his dark thoughts. “Theudeuric’s gathering power to throw one massive necromantic spell at us.”

      “You’re likely right,” said Tyrcamber.

      “I hope the Guardian can work out a way to deflect it,” said Angaric. “I rather doubt having everyone in the army cast the Shield spell at once will prove efficacious.”

      “Efficacious?” said Tyrcamber. “That’s a large word.”

      “Well, I am a learned man.”

      “I don’t know if we can block the spell or not,” said Tyrcamber. “But it won’t matter if we kill Theudeuric and claim Shadowruin first.”

      “Sometimes the best defense is not a stone wall, but a sword stroke at the right moment,” said Angaric. “It’s one of my best proverbs.”

      Tyrcamber frowned. “Your proverbs? You’re quoting someone, aren’t you?”

      Angaric grinned behind his bushy black beard. “Who, then?”

      Tyrcamber shrugged.

      “Then it’s my proverb, and you cannot prove otherwise.”

      Tyrcamber was spared the need to answer by the approach of Lord Nakhrakh of Culachar.

      As was usually the case, Tyrcamber smelled the gnollish chieftain before he saw him.

      Nakhrakh was big, even for a gnoll, standing well over seven and a half feet tall. Old scars from swords and claws marked his muzzle and arms, and he wore a steel cuirass and a heavy coat of chain mail. His twin crescent-bladed axes were strapped to his back, and Nakhrakh loped up the hill with rapid speed. Gnolls had human-shaped bodies, albeit with thick coats of fur, but their heads looked like those of hyenas, with tufted ears, yellow eyes, and thick jaws that could bite through a femur bone without much difficulty.

      “Dragontiarna Knight,” rasped Nakhrakh, stopping nearby. Tyrcamber’s horse shifted, and he stroked the beast’s neck. Horses did not like the smell of gnolls. For their part, gnolls enjoyed both the smell and taste of horses. “Your scent. An honor it is.” Gnolls could understand Frankish and Latin just fine, but something about the shape of their jaws made it difficult for them to speak human tongues.

      “Lord Nakhrakh,” said Tyrcamber. “It is good to see you.”

      Nakhrakh’s tongue lolled over his yellow fangs in the gnollish equivalent of a grin. “Many battles we have fought, yes? The Dragontiarna leaves much good carrion for Nakhrakh’s people.”

      “I’ll say this for you fellows,” said Angaric. “You have no trouble feeding yourselves on the march.”

      “It must be tragic to be human, Sir Angaric,” said Nakhrakh. “You have weak stomachs and noses.” He thumped his chest with a clawed fist, his armor rattling a little. “Not like gnolls. You cannot savor all the good flavors of carrion.”

      “God in His wisdom made both humans and gnolls as He chose,” said Tyrcamber.

      “This is so,” said Nakhrakh. The gnollish tribes of Culachar had accepted both the baptism of the Imperial Church and the overlordship of the Empire, but in practice, the gnolls seemed to have decided that the Dominus Christus was the king of their native gods, who served as God’s vassals and lieutenants. Generations of efforts from missionaries had failed to convince the gnolls of monotheism.

      Though the missionaries had worse results with the pagan gnolls of Monoloch, who remained loyal to their ancient gods and ate any missionaries they caught.

      “Does Rincimar want to see us?” said Tyrcamber.

      “Aye.” Nakhrakh’s nostrils flared. “Many bad smells here. Muridachs. And undead. The Marshal thinks the enemy is in the human lair.”

      Tyrcamber nodded and turned his horse. They were almost to Griesburg, one of the larger towns in northern Corbrast. Tyrcamber knew that the Count of Griesburg had sided with the Fallen Order and Theudeuric because he had seen the man at the parley before the battle in Swabathia. The Order of Blood had abandoned all the outlying towns and castles as they fell back towards Castle Aginwulf and the Iron Lake, and Tyrcamber suspected they would have done the same at Griesburg.

      But perhaps not. Rincimar said that Griesburg had good fortifications, and Theudeuric and Rosalyn might make a stand there, sacrificing some of their forces in exchange for inflicting harm on the Imperial army.

      And, of course, harvesting more death to empower Theudeuric’s great spell.

      Tyrcamber rode south with Angaric, Nakhrakh loping alongside them. The gnolls usually walked on two feet, but when they wanted to move in haste, they dropped to all fours. They descended the shallow hill, crested another, and Karl Rincimar’s force came into sight.

      The Emperor and Duke Chilmar had sent out strong scouting parties, and Rincimar commanded one of them. Two hundred Imperial men-at-arms and two hundred gnollish mercenaries moved on the far side of the hill. Another horseman led them, and Tyrcamber, Angaric, and Nakhrakh headed towards him. The rider was a big man of middle years, hard and strong, with cold blue eyes and thick black hair in the process of going gray.

      “Lord Shield,” said Tyrcamber.

      “Lord Dragontiarna,” said Karl Rincimar, the Shield of Falconberg and currently the Marshal of the Imperial Household. Rincimar was the ruler of Falconberg, one of the Imperial Free Cities that owed allegiance to the Emperor and no one else, and he had brought thousands of soldiers to the summons of the new Emperor. The nobles of the Empire detested the proud merchants of the Imperial Free Cities, who hated the lords right back. But the Emperor needed the support of the Imperial Free Cities, and Rincimar was a competent commander, so Everard had made Rincimar the Marshal of the Imperial Household, giving him authority over the camp.

      His success in that office had raised Rincimar’s prominence further, and he had one other advantage. Rincimar had originally been from Corbrast, though he had departed the duchy of his birth to become a mercenary captain. The Marshal of the Imperial Household knew Corbrast well, had fought pagan gnolls, jotunmiri, and ogres in its northern hills, and his knowledge had proven useful for than once.

      Tyrcamber had also slept with Rincimar’s daughter. But that had been years ago, before he had met Ruari, and before Sigurd had married Count Niamar Eichenfel. Tyrcamber didn’t know if Rincimar knew, and he didn’t want to find out.

      Not that it mattered. It had all been a long, long time ago, longer to Tyrcamber’s distorted memory, and they all had larger problems right now.

      “Our gnollish friends are smelling muridachs,” said Rincimar. “A large warband.”

      “How many?” said Tyrcamber.

      “At least three hundred, maybe more,” said Rincimar. “A match for our numbers. They’re heading right for Griesburg.”

      “Do you think they will withdraw into the town?” said Angaric.

      “Mmm, likely not,” said Rincimar. “The Fallen Order and Duchess Rosalyn might have chosen to ally with the muridachs, but the common folk of Corbrast hate and fear the ratmen. Likely the townsmen will close their gates to the muridachs.”

      “Which means if we hasten,” said Tyrcamber, “we might be able to catch the muridachs against the wall.”

      “Will the townsmen be hostile?” said Angaric.

      “Likely not,” said Rincimar. “The Order of Blood is like the Dragon Cult, I expect. Only rich men and women with the time for idleness can turn their thoughts to blasphemy and heresy.” The Knights of Blood that Tyrcamber had fought had said similar things, saying they wanted to create an immortal elite who would govern mankind for the greater good of humanity. A hard smile went over Rincimar’s features. “Given that the Emperor, the Dukes, and the Imperial Orders are marching north, I suspect the good folk of Griesburg will protest their loyalty to the Emperor.”

      “That seems likely,” said Tyrcamber. “Most of the nobles of Corbrast sided with the Order of Blood, and the commoners had no choice but to go along. We’ll need to deal with the muridachs first.”

      Rincimar nodded. “I suggest, Lord Tyrcamber, that you assume your dragon form and attack the muridachs. That will drive them south towards us, and it will also overawe the townsmen of Griesburg. If they wish to be loyal to the Emperor, let us provide them with another excellent reason for allegiance.”

      “Aye,” said Tyrcamber. He never liked making an exhibition of himself, but there was no denying that his dragon form was powerful, and the threat of that power was one of the things that ensured the nobles remained loyal to the new Emperor. The Dukes were used to acting almost as independent kings within their own lands, and so far they had followed the new Emperor from a combination of the threat of the Order of Blood and the statecraft (and threats) of Tyrcamber’s father, Duke Chilmar the Imperial Chancellor. Knowing that the Emperor commanded the loyalty of Dragontiarna Knights went a long way towards convincing the Dukes to remain reasonable. “Watch my horse, will you?”

      “Certainly,” said Angaric, reaching over to take the reins.

      Tyrcamber dismounted, and Rincimar and Nakhrakh began giving commands. The gnolls and men-at-arms formed up into a broad line to present a shield wall to the enemy. Tyrcamber walked north, taking note of the terrain. The landscape always looked different from the sky than from the ground, but Tyrcamber thought he could drive the muridachs away from Griesburg and towards Rincimar’s waiting party.

      He walked a hundred yards from the men and gnolls and then reached inside himself for the fire of the Malison.

      It had always been inside his mind. Every man and woman of the Frankish Empire could wield the forces of magic, but those powers carried a terrible danger. If someone used too much magic, the shadows of the Malison would fill them, and they would transform into a dragon, losing their humanity. The threshold varied from person to person, depending on a combination of mental strength, training, experience, and inborn magical talent. Someone like Angaric could use far more magic than an untrained boy who could likely only cast the Lance spell once or twice before risking the Dragon Curse.

      But after his transformation in the Chamber of the Sight, Tyrcamber had become part of the Malison. The fire of it burned in his blood, and when he reached for that fire, it exploded through him and he transformed.

      Tyrcamber became an immense dragon, his body armored in golden scales, his claws like talons, a fire that could melt steel burning in his belly. His wings unfolded, and he took to the air, flying low over the ground to the north. He hoped that would help him take the muridachs unawares, but a giant golden dragon was conspicuous, especially on a cloudy day which dimmed the sky fire, so the muridachs would see him coming.

      That was all right. Tyrcamber had other advantages than stealth.

      After about a mile, the town of Griesburg came into sight.

      It was just as Rincimar had described it. The town occupied the crest of a low, broad hill, huddled within a stout wall of stone. Inside Tyrcamber saw houses and churches, the steeples rising high, and the keep of a small castle built into Griesburg’s western wall. The town’s main gates faced south and were closed and barred. Militiamen stood on the ramparts over the gate, some of them in chain mail, but most of them in leather armor and some without any armor at all. Likely most of the fighting men had been summoned by their lords and had accompanied Theudeuric and Duchess Rosalyn’s army. The militiamen wielded a motley collection of hunting bows, crossbows, and spears, and faced a mob of about five hundred muridach warriors before the gates.

      The ratmen were far better equipped with chain mail, swords, and shields, and were carrying ladders. Even as Tyrcamber approached, he saw the militiamen shove a ladder away from the walls, only for the muridachs to shove it right back up. Lance spells of fire and lightning snapped back and forth, accompanied by the flickering glow of Shield spells. If enough muridachs got onto the walls, they would take the town.

      Tyrcamber banked hard, turned, and flew low to the east, swooping in front of the town’s southern wall. By then, both the muridachs and the human defenders had seen him, and cries of alarm rose from both groups of fighters.

      The muridachs grew more alarmed when Tyrcamber opened his jaws and unleashed his fire.

      The dragon fire swept along the base of the wall, immolating both the ladders and several dozen muridach warriors. The smell of burning ratmen was hideous. The muridach warband wavered, reeling from the intense heat of the flames, and Tyrcamber banked again and attacked, breathing more flames over the muridachs. Some of them tried to fight back, hurling Lance spells of lightning and acid. That hurt, a little, but his magic-infused scales shrugged off the attacks with ease. Had the muridachs rallied and attacked him with disciplined volleys of magic, they might have been able to drive Tyrcamber off, but it was too late.

      One of his father’s sayings popped into his head. An army, Chilmar Rigamond often said, was never more vulnerable than when it was laying siege, and it seemed that the Duke of Chalons had been proven right yet again.

      The muridachs had seen enough. Tyrcamber had probably incinerated a tenth of their number, and they broke and fled. They tried to flee to the west, no doubt intending to circle the town and head towards the mountains, but Tyrcamber cut them off, sending more shafts of fire ripping across the ground. Soon he had the muridachs fleeing south, driving them onward with blasts of dragon fire.

      They ran right into the waiting forces of Nakhrakh and Karl Rincimar, who advanced in good order to confront the disorganized muridachs. Fireballs fell from the sky and landed amid the muridachs as Angaric cast a spell, and Tyrcamber flew over the advancing soldiers, landed behind them, and resumed his human form.

      A wave of vertigo went through him, accompanied by a feeling of unreality. Tyrcamber had spent only an hour in the Chamber of the Sight during his transformation into a Dragontiarna, but his mind held memories of thousands of years as a dragon, of his enslavement to the dark elven lord called the Valedictor. Sometimes Tyrcamber thought that those visions had been the reality, were still the reality, and that his human form was only the illusion.

      As he always did when the feeling of unreality came upon him, Tyrcamber focused on his memories of Ruari. The first time she had smiled at him, the day after they had been married. The night he had told her about his transformation into a Dragontiarna. Her silent weeping in his arms after she had killed the thing her mother had become. The way her brow furrowed when she concentrated on writing something, and how her lips and body felt against his.

      Tyrcamber shook his head as the vertigo faded. This was no dream. Ruari was real. This battle was real, and there were soldiers who needed his help.

      Because they were having to kill the muridachs twice.

      It was a side effect of Theudeuric’s great spell. The necromantic vortex harvested death, drawing dark magic to Castle Aginwulf. It also sometimes raised those slain in battle as undead, and the muridachs the soldiers had cut down rose again as minor undead, ghostly blue fire in their eyes. The muridachs that Tyrcamber had burned stayed inert, any necromantic force in their bodies burned away by dragon fire. But those slain by swords and spears and Lance spells sometimes rose again, and the men-at-arms and the gnolls kept to a tight line, fighting against muridachs both living and undead.

      Tyrcamber ran to join them, drawing his sword as he did. Kyathar’s crystalline blade flashed in the light of the sky fire. The sword had once been wielded by the ancient Dragontiarna Knights of the cloak elves, and it erupted into elemental flame. Tyrcamber cast a Shield spell, and it locked onto the bracer on his left forearm.

      With a sword and a shield of flame, Tyrcamber joined the battle, cutting down muridachs with both blade and spell.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They had to kill many of the muridachs twice, but the battle was soon over. Tyrcamber’s and Angaric’s magic burned through the undead ratmen, and Nakhrakh’s gnolls fought their customary ferocity. Some of the muridachs escaped, but that was inevitable, and there was no point in running them down. There was no way to hide Everard Roland’s massive army, and Theudeuric knew the gathered might of the Empire was coming for him.

      Griesburg opened its gates, and the town’s aldermen emerged, flanked by a deputation of terrified-looking militiamen. The senior of the aldermen eagerly surrendered the town to Rincimar. He claimed that the commons of Griesburg had no love for the Order of Blood but had been left with no choice but to follow the commands of their lord. Given what he had seen of the brutality of the Knights of Blood, Tyrcamber was inclined to believe him.

      “There were always rumors of necromancers, my lord,” said the senior of the aldermen, a withered-looking old man named Bruno who kept shooting nervous glances at Tyrcamber. “But after the Valedictor fell and old Emperor Alarius died, the necromancers came out of the shadows and took over Corbrast. We couldn’t fight them, and the Duchess conscripted our fighting men and put a levy on our crops.”

      “Everard Roland is the Emperor now,” said Rincimar. “He has offered amnesty to any who side with him…”

      “We support the new Emperor, may God’s favor shine upon him,” said Bruno at once.

      “And he has no quarrel with the common soldiers,” said Rincimar. “They need only lay down their arms, swear fealty to the Emperor, and then return home in peace. As for the nobles…well, the loyal nobles of Corbrast have already fled to join Everard.” Not that there had been that many of them. Most of Corbrast’s nobility had sided with their Duchess and the Order of Blood. “You will accompany me back to the army and swear fealty to the Emperor.” Bruno bobbed his head in agreement. “After that, you will be left in peace so long as you do not aid or support the Order of Blood.”

      Bruno shuddered. “No fear of that, my lord. If I never see one of those black knights again, I will be a happy man.” Though if the Emperor was defeated and the Imperial Orders driven back, the aldermen of Griesburg would no doubt switch their fealty right back to Theudeuric and Rosalyn. But Tyrcamber could hardly blame the men of Griesburg for that. When the great lords fought, the commoners had to do what they could to survive.

      If Theudeuric worked his will, commoners and nobles alike would perish if the Heralds of Ruin seized the Tower of the Guardian within Cathair Kaldran.

      “Very good,” said Rincimar. “Make ready to leave. We will depart within the hour and rejoin the Emperor’s army tomorrow if the weather holds.”

      “Lord Alderman,” said Tyrcamber, and Bruno’s nervous gaze shifted to him. “I have some questions.

      “My lord Dragontiarna,” said Bruno. “What would you know?”

      “Have you cast the Sense spell recently?” said Tyrcamber.

      Bruno offered a thin smile. “Every day, as it happens. I assume you wish to ask about the dark aura to the north?”

      “I do,” said Tyrcamber.

      “I fear I can tell you little that you do not already know,” said Bruno. “The black knights of the Order hardly took me into their confidence.” He shuddered. “Not that I regret that. But the dark aura started several weeks ago. Whenever anyone died within the town, we had to burn the body at once, or else the corpse would rise as an undead creature.”

      Rincimar frowned. “Have there been many deaths in the town?”

      “Not many,” said Bruno. “Old age, illness, some accidents. Though there would no doubt have been many more had the muridachs breached our walls. But anyone who dies rises again as an undead creature, sometimes within the hour.” A hint of old fear went over his lined face, and Tyrcamber saw a man who had been deeply frightened for a long time. “The last time one of the Knights of Blood stopped in Griesburg, I asked him what caused the aura.”

      “What did he say?” said Tyrcamber.

      “That it was none of my concern, and if I didn’t keep my questions to myself, my animated corpse could serve the Order of Blood as a soldier,” said Bruno. “Do you know what causes this evil, my lord?”

      “It’s a spell cast by Master Theudeuric and Duchess Rosalyn,” said Angaric. “A mighty necromantic working designed to harvest the power released by death. The Guardian Rilmael thinks that Theudeuric wants to collect the power to unleash a dire spell upon the Empire.”

      Bruno swallowed. “I see.”

      “But it won’t matter,” said Tyrcamber, “because we’re going to rip down Castle Aginwulf’s walls and wipe out Theudeuric and the Knights of Blood.”

      “That is…very direct, my lord,” said Bruno.

      Angaric grinned and clapped Bruno on the shoulder, and the gaunt alderman flinched. “You get used to the Dragontiarna after a while, my lord. We had best collect your horses.”
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      The next day Tyrcamber and the others escorted the aldermen of Griesburg to the army of Everard Roland.

      Or, at least, part of the army of the Emperor. The gathered might of the Empire was immense, tens of thousands strong. The full strength of all five Imperial Orders, the orders of knighthood sworn directly to the Imperial Throne, had arrived to support the Emperor. All the Dukes of the Empire had come as well, bringing their vassal counts and knights. Even Dukes who were bitter enemies, like Chilmar Rigamond and Faramund Berengar, had set aside their differences to join the army. Partly it was from Everard’s diplomacy, and partly it was from Duke Chilmar’s threats. But mostly, it was from necessity. The Valedictor’s invasion, followed by the rise of the Dragon Cult and the Order of Blood, had almost destroyed the Empire. If the Dukes did not fight alongside each other, the enemies of the Empire would destroy them one by one.

      Rilmael had once told Tyrcamber that few things could unify enemies like a powerful foe.

      The army of the Empire was a city on the march, and the columns spread over miles. Griffins and stormhawks flown by the Knights of the Order of the Griffin flew overhead, keeping watch on the countryside. Since even griffin-mounted knights could not spot everything, bands of horsemen from all five Imperial Orders screened the marching columns in all directions. The horsemen came first, followed by the infantry, both the serjeants of the Imperial Orders and the men-at-arms of the nobility, and then last of all the supply train, endless lines of carts pulled by grumbling oxen.

      Nakhrakh and the rest of the gnolls went to join the other warbands of their kindred, who generally kept apart from the rest of the army because their scent frightened the pack animals. Rincimar and his militiamen took the aldermen of Griesburg to swear loyalty to the new Emperor. Tyrcamber knew that it was important work, that the arts of ruling and statecraft required such ceremonies, but he didn’t want to stand around and watch the frightened old men swear fealty to Everard.

      Instead, he went to find his wife.

      Tyrcamber rode for another few miles until he came to the wagons housing the hospital tents and supplies. There were several dozen wagons, attended by a combination of older soldiers, priests, and nuns, and they moved in good order. Ruari Tetrax Rigamond had kept a well-ordered field hospital before it had been widely known that she was a Dragontiarna Knight, and after she had battled Merovech in the sky over Castle Valdraxis, few would dare to oppose her will.

      Especially since she had saved many, many men who otherwise would have died of their wounds.

      Tyrcamber spotted Ruari riding at the back of the line of wagons, distinctive in the golden armor and white cloak of a Dragontiarna Knight. Ruari had usually preferred to wear a simple dress and cloak while overseeing the hospital tents, but ever since the revelation of her mother’s treachery, Ruari had taken to wearing her armor everywhere. Tyrcamber was relieved that he hadn’t needed to persuade her of the need. The three Dragontiarna Knights were some of the Empire’s strongest fighters, and of the three of them, Ruari was the least warlike. If Theudeuric sent assassins for her…well, they would likely have an unpleasant surprise.

      But better that Ruari wore her armor.

      Two other women rode with Ruari. One was Tyrcamber’s only sister, Adalhaid, wife of Duke Faramund of Mourdrech. She was tall, just an inch shorter than Tyrcamber, with shoulders broader than average for a woman. She also looked a great deal like their father when she scowled. Perhaps to compensate for this, God had also given her bright gray eyes, thick black hair, and a pretty face. The second woman was Lady Adalberga Landric, Ruari’s oldest friend. Unlike Adalhaid, Lady Adalberga was short and somewhat squat, her face leathery and scarred from the ravages of plague. Despite that, she was cheerful and good-natured and was Ruari’s chief lieutenant in the hospital tents. She had an uncanny knack for understanding Ruari’s gestures and expressions and interpreting them into action.

      Unsurprisingly, Adalhaid was leading the discussion. She had been hard to interrupt even before she had become a duchess.

      “The nobility of Corbrast were always an odd lot,” said Adalhaid. “I suppose we know why. Most of them were part of the Order of Blood and wanted to live forever as blood-eyed animated corpses.”

      Ruari frowned, produced a wooden tablet covered in wax, and wrote on it with her stylus, her expression tightening with concentration. Tyrcamber hadn’t thought it was possible to write legibly while riding a horse, but Ruari did, and frequently. She turned the tablet towards Adalberga, who grunted.

      “Lady Ruari says their eyes turn red not from blood, but as a consequence of their transformation into undead,” said Adalberga. “She says that they can likely see better in the dark than normal humans.”

      Adalhaid laughed. “If there’s anything I learned about you, my dear, it’s that nothing under heaven can irritate you save for a medical inaccuracy.” Ruari laughed in silence. Tyrcamber was relieved to see it. Ruari had been so grim since Brunhilda’s death. “And you think…ah! Here comes my little brother.”

      Tyrcamber grinned as he steered his horse to join him. Of all his siblings, he had always gotten along the best with Adalhaid. Conrad, his eldest brother and their father’s heir, had regarded Tyrcamber with cold annoyance, thought that had changed to respectful annoyance after Tyrcamber had become a Dragontiarna. Adalhaid, though, treated him as she always had. Given how many people held Tyrcamber in awe, it was something of a relief.

      Plus, she was the mother of the heir to the duchy of Mourdrech, so her power and position were secure.

      “Did you enjoy your jaunt to Griesburg, brother?” said Adalhaid.

      Tyrcamber shrugged. “We killed some muridachs, and neither Rincimar’s men nor Nakhrakh’s fighters took heavy losses. The aldermen of Griesburg all but tripped over themselves in their haste to swear to the Emperor.”

      “Not surprising,” said Adalberga. “Better to follow the Emperor than an order of mad necromancers.”

      Ruari wrote on her tablet and turned it to face him.

      YOU WERE NOT HURT?

      “No,” said Tyrcamber. “I was in no danger. The muridachs were not prepared for a Dragontiarna.”

      Adalhaid snorted. “Trust me, no one is ever prepared for a Dragontiarna. You are quite…abrupt, let us say.”

      Ruari smiled at him. She was a pale, slight woman, with eerie blue eyes the exact color of her scales in dragon form and long blond hair bound back in a severe braid. She was beautiful in a solemn, cold way, but her face lit up when she smiled at him.

      “So I have been told,” said Tyrcamber.

      Ruari wrote on the tablet some more.

      WERE THERE MORE UNDEAD AT THE TOWN?

      “Yes,” said Tyrcamber. “I burned as many of the muridachs as I could, but those the men-at-arms and gnolls we slew rose again as undead. I suspect we’ll see more of that the closer we draw to Castle Aginwulf.”

      Adalhaid shook her head. “A dire business.”

      “The sooner we defeat the Order of Blood, the better,” said Adalberga. “The less chance they will have to work evil, and the fewer wounded men we shall see.”

      Tyrcamber nodded, but met Ruari’s eyes. She had come with him to Cathair Kaldran, and she knew that there was more at stake in this war than just the fate of the Empire. If the Heralds of Ruin were not stopped, if they gathered at Cathair Kaldran, they would unlock the source of power hidden beneath the Tower of the Guardian and destroy the world. The Heralds served a dark elven sorcerer called the Warden, and with the power hidden in Cathair Kaldran, they would free their master.

      Worlds other than this one would perish.

      “I agree,” said Adalhaid. “For too long, the Empire has been riven by the Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order. It will be better to have unity…”

      Tyrcamber started to agree and then stiffened in his saddle.

      He felt the surge of necromantic magic, and to judge from the alarm that flashed over her expression, Ruari sensed it as well.

      “What is it?” said Adalhaid.

      “Someone is casting a necromantic spell nearby,” said Tyrcamber. “Or that spell radiating from Castle Aginwulf found some corpses to animate.”

      “Which way?” said Adalhaid.

      “East,” said Tyrcamber. “I saw Serjeant-captain Rudolf a bit north of here…”

      “Lady Adalberga and I will rouse them,” said Adalhaid. “I think that you and Lady Ruari had better investigate. If there are undead or a Knight of Blood nearby, they will have a hard time against two Dragontiarna Knights.”

      “Go,” said Tyrcamber. Adalhaid and Adalberga nodded and urged their horses to a gallop, and Tyrcamber turned to face his wife. “You are ready for this?”

      Ruari only gave a single nod, her expression determined, and Tyrcamber nodded back and put spurs to his horse. They rode through the column of hospital wagons, heading towards the source of the necromantic power.

      It grew stronger against Tyrcamber’s senses.
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      Third of Nightmane Forest sat atop her horse, eyes half-closed as she cleared her mind.

      No one came to speak with her, which did not trouble Third in the slightest. Indeed, while another woman might have found it lonely, Third preferred it. She had always been at rest while in solitude, her mind at peace. Third had friends and people that she loved, but sometimes she found it relaxing to be alone.

      And no one would approach her unless they had a good reason or urgent necessity drove them.

      The Frankish Empire had been protected by numerous Dragontiarna Knights during its seven hundred years, but Third was the first to have come from another world. She was also the first not to have been entirely human. Her father had been the Traveler, the dark elven tyrant of Nightmane Forest, and Third’s half-sister Mara had killed him in the depths of Khald Azalar. Third had been an urdhracos then, enslaved to the will of her father.

      Then she had met Ridmark Arban, and their battle had freed her, allowing her to become something new. A hybrid of human and dark elf, her will and mind under her own command.

      Here in the Frankish Empire, she had become something different.

      Third opened her eyes all the way, noting the landscape around her. The moors of northern Corbrast were a gloomy, windswept place, reminding her a little of the plains of northern Owyllain at the foot of the Cloak Mountains, though Owyllain had a far warmer climate. A sheet of heavy clouds dimmed the sky fire, which threw a sullen yellow-orange light over everything. Third saw columns of marching infantry heading north, and behind stretched the long wagon trains of the army’s supplies.

      She knew what the sky fire was. It was part of the Malison, the power of the Tomb of the Ascendant Dragon that radiated over this world. Long ago, long before the advent of humanity or even the elves, an Ascendant Dragon had come to this world to die at the end of its unfathomably long life. The Ascendant Dragon had prepared this world to serve as its tomb, raising a mighty magical shield around the world so the magic bound within its bones could not be abused. This world was supposed to have been left empty, but the cloak elves had come here, and others had followed. The power radiating from the tomb, what the men of the Empire called the Malison or the Dragon Curse, had changed them, turning some of them into dragons.

      Third lifted her right hand, concentrated, and called to her power. Elemental magic flowed through her, and flames played around her fingers, the magic waiting at her call. Third shook her hand, and the flames vanished before they could frighten her horse. She had been able to wield magic when she had been an urdhracos bound to the will of her father, though Third had lost the ability when she had become free.

      The Malison had reawakened her lost magical talent, and in a moment of desperate crisis, she had chosen to draw too much magic into her flesh and become a Dragontiarna Knight. Third had calculated that she had a better chance of surviving the transformation than most humans, given how many times she had already transformed in her life.

      It had been a gamble, but it had paid off. Third had become a Dragontiarna Knight, and if she had not, she would not have been able to stop Solthalis from destroying Cathair Kaldran. She might not have been able to help Rilmael and Tyrcamber stop the Order of Blood from destroying Sinderost and killing everyone within the city. And she would not have been able to rush back to Andomhaim to prevent the Theophract from killing Ridmark and the new High King.

      Though, as it happened, Ridmark had wound up rescuing her instead, killing the Theophract in the process. Rilmael had been stunned that the Theophract, the Warden’s mighty apprentice, had been slain, and everyone in the Empire who knew of the Theophract’s existence had been shocked at his death. Daalna and the other cloak elven warriors had been astonished.

      For Ridmark, it had been simply something he had to do. Third doubted he had thought very much about it since.

      She smiled as she thought of her friend.

      The new High King had made Ridmark the Constable of Tarlion, essentially the High King’s right hand in times of war, responsible for marshaling the nobles to battle. Ridmark found the entire thing a damned nuisance, but he was good at it. The army that had defeated the Dragon Cult at Shadow Crown Hill had followed Accolon Pendragon, but it had been Ridmark who had seen to the details. In all the time that Third had known Ridmark, he had never sought for power, but he had found responsibility thrust upon him again and again.

      Much the same thing had happened to Third. She hadn’t sought for her magical power to return, but it had. Third had chosen to become a Dragontiarna Knight, but she had done it out of necessity. That transformation had made her one of the most powerful people in the Frankish Empire. If Third had possessed the inclination, she could have carved a kingdom of her own out of the lands of the Empire. Or she could have returned to the Goblin Wastes and seized Urd Mythruin for herself, ruling as an empress over the goblin tribes and subjugating them to her will.

      Much as her father had done with the Anathgrimm.

      Third disliked that thought a great deal. Not least in part because she would have been much more competent of a tyrant than her father. He had ruled Nightmane Forest for millennia, hiding within the bounds of his wards. Third could have built an empire that made Nightmane Forest look like a petty principality, and she would have made her subjects love her even as they cowered in fear.

      But Third was not her father. She would protect, not rule. She would guard and advise, as her lover Rilmael had done for fifteen millennia. Rilmael must have felt the temptation to rule at some point, to seize control of Cathair Kaldran’s bickering Council, or to put a puppet Emperor upon the throne of Sinderost. He never had.

      And Third had something dangerous to protect, something that could not fall into the wrong hands no matter what the cost.

      Her right hand strayed to the scabbard on her belt that held the Key of Tarmyntir.

      Third had claimed the thing almost by accident. She had fought Aeliana Carhaine and Merovech Valdraxis before the Great Eye beneath Cintarra, and Third and Selene had been knocked through the Eye’s gate, which had brought them to the Frankish Empire and the world of Malison. Third had inadvertently brought the Key of Tarmyntir with her. She supposed it was far safer here than it would have been anywhere in Andomhaim. The Great Eye was beneath Cintarra, and here in the Empire, the Key was nothing more than a heavy paperweight that Third had to lug around with her.

      No, that wasn’t right, was it? The Key controlled the Great Eye, but it also had the power to open any locked or sealed door. Including the door to the Tomb of the Ascendant Dragon, and if that door was opened, countless worlds would burn. The Key had come to Third, and she needed to keep it safe.

      She was tired of carrying the damned thing with her, but the truth of the matter was that it was safer with her than it would be anywhere else. Who could better protect it than a Dragontiarna Knight? And unlike Tyrcamber and Ruari, Third had already been ancient when she had come to Cathair Kaldran and been transformed by the Malison. She was a thousand years old, and most of that millennium had been spent in battles of one kind or another.

      Her hand grasped the Key’s scabbard, and then she looked towards the north. In the distance, she could just make out the shape of towering mountains outlined against the clouds and the sky fire. Those mountains marked the northernmost bounds of the Frankish Empire, and beyond the peaks, the lands were ruled by goblin tribes, jotunmiri earls, ogre warlords, and the mysterious lords of the dwarves. The dwarves that Third had known in Andomhaim, while cold and somewhat standoffish, had nonetheless been willing to ally with the High King. The dwarves that lived here, the lords of Khald Akkar, were much more secretive and paranoid and refused to deal with any other kindreds, killing any who trespassed upon lands they had claimed. The men of the Empire would get no help from the dwarves of Khald Akkar, but at least the dwarves would not aid the Order of Blood.

      Theudeuric had almost killed Third outside of Sinderost, and she still remembered the agony of the dark soulblade Shadowruin plunging into her chest, the sword’s malignant power chewing into her flesh. If Rilmael had not taken her to Guardian’s Isle to cast a powerful healing spell, Third would have died below the walls of Sinderost, far from her home and her half-sister.

      Third’s right hand closed into a fist, the golden gauntlet of her Dragontiarna armor creaking. She would face Theudeuric in battle again, and this time, the outcome would be different. Theudeuric was one of the five Heralds of Ruin, bearer of the dark soulblade Shadowruin. Third would kill him and guard Shadowruin until she could find a way to destroy the dark soulblade or to lock it away. Most likely, she would need to keep the cursed sword with her to guard it. Third had thought that Ghostruin would be safe within the Tower of the Keeper, but Solthalis had used the dark soulblade to attack Cathair Kaldran, and the traitor Ricatus Eborium had wielded the weapon during the battle against the Theophract.

      There was another reason for urgency. Third felt the dark power stirring around her. When her magical talent had reawakened, Third had become a powerful wizard, and her transformation into a Dragontiarna had made her stronger yet. Consequently, she felt the whispers of dark magic in the air.

      Theudeuric and the necromancers of the Order had summoned a vortex around Castle Aginwulf, and the vortex drew the power released from any death towards the castle. Muridach and undead warbands roamed through the moors of northern Corbrast, and every death released a little bit of dark power that Theudeuric’s magic harvested. Third didn’t know what Theudeuric intended to do with the spell. But the necromantic magic he had gathered was inherently evil and could only be used to work harm.

      Whatever he planned, Third intended to stop him first.

      She felt suddenly restless, tired of thinking, and shook off the half-trance and turned her horse towards the south. A ride up and down the marching column, she decided. Then she would seek out Rilmael. The day’s march would be coming to an end, and the Emperor, the Chancellor, and the rest of the Imperial Council would not need the Guardian’s counsel for a while.

      Perhaps she and Rilmael would have some time alone together.

      Third smiled to herself as she rode south past the long lines of carts and towards the wagons holding the hospital supplies. Given that for most of her life the pleasures of the flesh had held little interest, her mind seemed to dwell on them a great deal lately. Of course, the fact that she was with Rilmael made all the difference.

      A tendril of cold power touched her mind, and all such pleasant thoughts fled.

      Someone was working a necromantic spell nearby.

      There was a necromancer summoning a great deal of dark power somewhere close by. Third frowned and urged her horse to greater speed, the animal’s breathing quickening. The necromantic magic was somewhere to the east, she thought.

      Movement caught her attention, and Third saw two horsemen hurrying north. No, two noblewomen, one of them wearing a fine gown, the second clad in a sturdier and more practical dress. Adalberga Landric, Ruari’s best friend, and Adalhaid Berengar, the duchess of Mourdrech and Tyrcamber’s sister. Both women were riding swiftly, and if something could make a duchess of the Empire hurry, it had to be serious.

      Third turned her horse towards them, and Adalhaid and Adalberga saw her.

      “What news?” said Third.

      “Dragontiarna,” said Adalhaid. “My brother and his wife sensed necromancy to the east.” Like most Frankish nobles, Adalhaid viewed all things through the lens of family and blood ties. Tyrcamber was her brother first, the fact that he was a Dragontiarna Knight a relevant but nonetheless secondary fact. “They went to investigate. My brother asked that I rouse Serjeant-captain Rudolf of the Order of Embers and bring the serjeants to their aid.”

      “He spoke wisely,” said Third. “I will go as well.”

      “We should hasten,” said Adalhaid, and she beckoned to Adalberga. The noblewomen rode off at a good clip, and Third kicked her own mount to a gallop. The country was hillier here, with more low mounds rising from the grass of the moors.

      Low, round hills that looked suspiciously uniform, now that Third thought about it.

      Come to think of it, those hills looked like burial mounds. Third had seen burial mounds many, many times in her travels. Orcs, both baptized and pagan, preferred to bury their dead in mounds, and the burial places of pagan orcs were often places of peril. The shamans of the Qazaluuskan orcs sometimes became undead and dwelled in their tombs, having their servitors bring them living victims in exchange for power and spells. In Owyllain, the Sovereign had buried an entire undead army inside mounds on the plains north of Trojas, and the mad necromancer Taerdyn had raised them.

      As far as Third knew, there were no orcs in the Frankish Empire.

      That didn’t mean the other kindreds might not bury their dead in mounds.

      Or that the dead in those mounds would not rise as undead.

      Especially here, with so much necromantic power swirling over Corbrast like a storm sweeping in from the ocean.

      Third spotted two riders, both in golden armor and white cloaks, and she urged her mount to greater speed. One of the riders glanced over his shoulder, and Third saw the golden eyes and hard, weary face of Tyrcamber Rigamond. He gestured to Ruari, and they stopped as Third caught up to them.

      “Lady Third,” said Tyrcamber with the formal courtesy of a Frankish lord, though he smiled. They had gone into extreme danger together and come out alive again, which was the surest way to forge friendships. “It is always good to see you, but especially at the moment.”

      Ruari nodded her agreement. She was pale and solemn, with a hint of scarring along the right side of her face and neck, some of it hidden by the collar of her armor. Third had seen Ruari use the Heal spell to a degree she hadn’t thought possible with elemental magic. Had Ruari been a Magistria, she would have been a healer to equal Calliande.

      “I take it you sensed the necromantic aura?” said Tyrcamber.

      “Aye,” said Third. “Do you know what it is?”

      “No. I was rather hoping you did,” said Tyrcamber. Ruari offered a shrug.

      “Rilmael would know,” said Third.

      “He would,” said Tyrcamber. “Or we could wipe out whatever is generating that aura and then ask Rilmael about it.” Third looked at him. “That way we can destroy it before it hurts anyone in the army. And if three Dragontiarna Knights together cannot overcome whatever it is…well, I suspect more help would make little difference.”

      That was a good argument.

      “Agreed,” said Third. “I suggest we leave our horses here and make our way to the top of the next hill. We are all more effective fighters on foot anyway.”

      Ruari wrote on her tablet and turned it to face Third.

      ON FOOT OR ON WING.

      She was right about that.

      Ruari tucked her tablet away in a pouch on her belt, and she followed Third and Tyrcamber. Third drew her twin longswords of elven steel, Storm and Inferno. Even after several years of carrying the weapons, Third still found the names that Jager had given them annoying, but even she thought of the blades with those titles. The mad dwarven smith Irizidur had forged them long ago, and Storm crackled with elemental lightning while Inferno blazed with fire.

      Irizidur had been insane, and Third suspected that Tarmyntir had not been overly blessed with mental stability either. It seemed to be Third’s fate to encounter mad wizard-smiths and the relics they had unleashed upon the world.

      Tyrcamber drew his own blade, a longsword fashioned of crystal that the cloak elves had named Kyathar. The blade burst into flames in the hands of a Dragontiarna Knight. Ruari carried no weapons save a dagger, but she needed no blade. Icy mist swirled around her armored hands as she began to summon elemental magic.

      They reached the crest of the hill, and Third looked east. Another hill rose on the far side of a shallow valley, a low, round mound sheathed in grass and small stones. Ghostly blue fire danced around the hill, and three horsemen sat facing the mound, casting spells.

      The horses were dead. Or more specifically, undead. Nothing remained but the skeletons, and the bones had turned black, the color of hard marble. Wisps of eerie blue fire bound the skeletons together, and more flame danced in the eye sockets of their skulls like candles in empty windows. Three knights in black plate armor sat atop the undead horses, hands raised, blue fire coiling around their fingers.

      The black knights whirled as Third, Tyrcamber, and Ruari crested the hill, and Third had a good look at them.

      The knights were undead, their skin gray, black veins threading through their flesh. Their eyes had turned a solid crimson, making a stark contrast with their pallid faces. The three knights were necromancers, members of the Order of Blood. Third knew that their spirits were bound within lesser soulstones secured in the vaults beneath Castle Aginwulf, and until those soulstones were destroyed, the Knights of Blood could inhabit new corpses and live over and over again.

      For a second, the Dragontiarna and the undead knights stared at one another.

      “Bloody hell,” said Tyrcamber. “Sir Erkan?”

      “Tyrcamber Rigamond,” said one of the three knights, his voice a harsh whisper than nonetheless carried to their ears. Third remembered his voice from when they had fought Erkan and several other Knights of Blood in the ancient dark elven ruins near Sinderost. “I should be honored. Am I such a threat that not one but three Dragontiarna Knights must come to hinder me?”

      “That would depend on what I must hinder,” said Tyrcamber.

      “The downfall of the old order of things is at hand,” said Erkan. “Soon a new order will arise.”

      “Will it, though?” said Tyrcamber. “Because I seem to remember that we have hindered you quite a lot. I killed you for the first time in Tamisa and then in Gastdorf after you murdered all those villagers. And then there was the vaults near Sinderost when your Order tried to use the Laethstones to kill everyone in the city. That didn’t work so well, either. I’ve killed you often, and I think I’m about to kill you again.”

      “You forgot one plot of ours that you failed to hinder,” said Erkan with a sneer. “The Duchess Rosalyn corrupted your brother and mother-in-law.” Ruari’s face remained a blank mask with no hint of her thoughts.

      “And yet, they somehow failed to assassinate the Emperor,” said Tyrcamber. He pointed Kyathar at the Knights of Blood. “When you wake up in a new body in Castle Aginwulf, you might as well stay there and save yourself the trip. We’ll be coming for you and your brothers soon enough.”

      Erkan laughed. “Don’t you want to know what we’re planning?”

      “As it happens, no,” said Tyrcamber, and he cast a spell of elemental fire. A bar of flame as thick as Third’s leg ripped from the end of Kyathar and slashed towards the black knights. The spell was powerful enough to destroy all three of them and their undead horses in about a second.

      Or it would have been had the knights not moved.

      Their horses leaped into the air, moving so fast it looked as if they had been flung from a catapult. Shadows swirled around the black bones, and suddenly all three horses had wings fashioned of flickering darkness. Theudeuric had displayed a similar power during the siege of Sinderost, and it seemed that the Knights of Blood had followed the example of their master. Tyrcamber’s spell ripped through the air the undead horses had occupied a second too late, slicing into the hill. The heat of the spell dug a glowing furrow into the earth and set the grass ablaze but missed the undead knights.

      Third raised Storm and Inferno, ready to attack or cast a defensive ward if Erkan and the other two black knights attacked, but instead, the winged undead horses turned and fled away to the north.

      She shared a look with Tyrcamber and Ruari.

      “They have learned to fly,” said Tyrcamber.

      “Likely they learned the spell from Theudeuric,” said Third. Erkan and the other two knights had departed, but the necromantic aura around the hill remained strong. “We…”

      Before the word left her mouth, the hill began boiling.

      At least, it looked like it was boiling. Third realized that portions of the hill’s surface were rupturing outward in spray of dirt and glass. Ragged, hunched shapes tore their way free from the earth, withered creatures that were vaguely human-shaped but had fangs and claws. Some of them carried ancient weapons and wore rusting chain mail, while others were naked, their leathery skin a dark blue in color.

      “Undead goblins,” said Tyrcamber.

      “These hills must be burial mounds,” said Third. “And the knights raised the goblins as undead.”

      “We’ll need to warn my father,” said Tyrcamber. “We…”

      The ground next to Third shuddered, and an undead goblin clawed its way free from the earth.

      Belatedly, Third realized that the hill upon which they stood was also a burial mound.

      The undead goblin was quick, its movements almost insect-like, but Third was faster. She sidestepped and swept Inferno before her, and the blade crunched through the goblin’s neck and sent its head rolling down the hillside.

      But more undead goblins burst from the ground, and Third attacked, her blades blurring around her. Tyrcamber moved as well, a Shield spell settling upon his forearm, Kyathar burning with elemental fire. Ruari cast a spell, and white mist swirled around a half-dozen of the undead, encasing them in cocoons of glittering blue-white ice. She grimaced and made a fist with her right hand, and the cocoons exploded, shattering the undead.

      Third cut down another goblin, and a sphere of flame shot past her head. She turned in surprise, wondering if Tyrcamber had cast a spell, but the blast of fire had not come from him. More goblins ran up the hill, and all of them were casting Lance spells as they ran.

      It seemed the undead goblins could use the Seven Spells.

      “Ruari!” shouted Tyrcamber as Kyathar clove the skull of another goblin. “A Shield spell!”

      Ruari nodded and gestured, more white mist coiling around her forearms. She made a pushing gesture, and an enormous dome of translucent blue light appeared before them. A volley of Lance spells struck the dome, fire and lightning and acid, but Ruari’s magic blocked them with ease. Tyrcamber had said that Ruari looked at the Shield spell as preemptive healing, which made no sense, as the Heal and the Shield spells were totally different constructions of magical force. But there was no denying Ruari’s effectiveness.

      Tyrcamber’s wife blocked the undead goblins’ magical spells, and Third and Tyrcamber went on the attack. Tyrcamber fought with both sword and spell, cutting down the creatures with Kyathar or immolating them with Lance spells. Minor undead like this were vulnerable to fire, and Tyrcamber’s powerful spells turned the undead into walking torches.

      Third wielded Storm and Inferno, the blades thrumming with elemental power in her hands. She reached for the fiery song in her blood, the song that had replaced the malevolent will of her father when she had transformed from an urdhracos and used its power to travel in short hops, disappearing in swirls of blue flame and reappearing a short distance away. Third broke up groups of undead, scattering them and allowing Tyrcamber to cut them down or blast them with his magic.

      A shout rang out, and Third shot a quick glance at the shallow valley between the two burial mounds. Soldiers in chain mail advanced at a steady pace, shields raised, swords drawn back to strike. The men wore red tabards, which meant they were serjeants of the Order of Embers, skilled with wielding the magic of elemental flame. Someone shouted another command, and the serjeants unleashed a volley of Lance spells, the fire scything through the undead goblins.

      The battle was over soon.

      “Serjeant-captain Rudolf!” said Tyrcamber, striding to meet the serjeants. An older man stepped from their ranks, middle-aged with the steady look of a soldier accustomed to both warfare and commanding men in battle.

      “Sir Tyrcamber,” said Rudolf. “Seems we’ve run into more trouble.”

      “Aye,” said Tyrcamber. “Remember Sir Erkan from Gastdorf?”

      Rudolf scowled. “All too well.”

      “He was here with two other Knights of Blood,” said Tyrcamber. “They raised the goblins in the mound and then took to the air with undead horses.”

      Rudolf grunted. “They could never fly before.” He gave the hill and the torn earth a speculative look. “Those hills. The undead goblins came out of them?”

      “They did,” said Third. “I think it was a burial mound, and the Knights of Blood animated the goblins within.”

      Rudolf’s scowl deepened, but he wasn’t frowning at Third. “There are hills like this all over the moors. If they’re burial mounds and have dead goblins within them…”

      Even as he spoke, the sound of war horns ran over the moors, calling men to arms.

      The army of the Empire made no further progress north that day, but Third, Tyrcamber, and Ruari fought in four more skirmishes against undead goblins.
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      As the sky fire dimmed from yellow-orange to pale blue and night fell over Corbrast, Third and the other two Dragontiarna Knights joined the Guardian Rilmael and the Imperial Council.

      Third had been bemused to learn that she was part of the Imperial Council, the circle of the Emperor’s advisors and the great officers of the Empire. It seemed that the first Emperor had been a Dragontiarna Knight, and consequently all the Dragontiarna were part of that Council.

      They met before the Emperor’s pavilion, a bonfire blazing a short distance away. The Malison was a dangerous force, and every man, woman, and child of the Empire lived in fear of the Dragon Curse, but Third realized that an army where every man could use magic had many advantages. The soldiers would never run short of clean water, not when so many of them could use Lance spells to conjure magical ice, and nor would they have any trouble lighting fires. The Heal spell Rilmael had taught to the men of the Empire was not the equal of the magic of the Well of Tarlion, but nonetheless the spell was efficacious at healing wounds and keeping infection at bay, and Ruari was almost a match for the Magistri who specialized in healing.

      The Emperor stood before his pavilion, clad in gleaming silver plate armor. Everard Roland was a vigorous man in his late twenties or early thirties, with a solemn face and a long black beard in the fashion of the Frankish nobility. Third felt the subtle auras of mind magic around him, spells to protect his thoughts from interference and improve his senses. Everard had once been a Knight of the Order of the Third Eye, the Imperial Order devoted to the study and use of mind magic.

      Chilmar Rigamond, the Imperial Chancellor, Duke of Chalons, and the Emperor’s right-hand man, stood next to Everard. There was something of Tyrcamber in the shape of his face and jaw. Other than that, Chilmar looked nothing like his youngest son. The Duke’s iron-gray beard hung to the middle of his chest, and his face was as cold and implacable as a mace. Chilmar was well known to be a hard man and had not been particularly upset when his son Dagobert had been killed. Third didn’t particularly like Chilmar, but that was irrelevant. Chilmar was an effective ruler. She had seen the sort of evils that could result under the rule of a good-hearted but ineffective lord. Better to live under the rule of a wise pagan instead of a pious fool, though Chilmar was a baptized member of the Imperial Church.

      The other members of the Imperial Council arrived – the five Masters of the Imperial Orders, several archbishops, the other high officers of the Empire, and many of the Dukes. The commanders of the cloak elf contingent came to the council as well – High Captain Rhunvell of the Guards of Cathair Kaldran and High Captain Daalna of Cathair Kaldran’s Rangers.

      The Guardian Rilmael did not have any office within the Empire, but he was there nonetheless. He had advised every one of the Frankish Emperors over the last seven centuries, helping them to defend the Empire, because if the Empire fell, Cathair Kaldran would be next.

      Third stood next to Rilmael because she loved him.

      Rilmael was about an inch taller than she was, with black hair turning to gray at the temples and a close-cropped beard of gray and black, making him one of the few bearded elves that she had ever seen. He wore the golden armor of the cloak elves beneath a gray cloak and a worn leather jerkin, his boots and trousers dusty from much travel. A sword with a leather-wrapped hilt hung as his belt, and he carried a metal staff fashioned from something that looked like reddish gold, its top shaped into a roaring dragon’s head. His eyes were a strange shade of silver and were often distant as he looked over the countryside. Third was a thousand years old, ancient by the standards of humanity. Rilmael had been the Guardian of Cathair Kaldran for fifteen thousand years, and before that he had been a battle mage of the high elves for so long that he could not clearly recall how long it had been.

      The Guardian Rhodruthain had seemed like a mad prophet, and Morigna was still new to her office as Guardian. But Rilmael was both a warrior and a wizard, a counselor and a captain, and he had been defending the Tomb of the Ascendant Dragon from those who would unleash its power for longer than human civilization had existed.

      He saw Third looking at him, and their gaze met for a moment, his face softening.

      Then they turned their attention back to the council.

      The army of the Empire had a problem.

      “There were nine attacks from these undead goblins today,” said Chilmar. “At every attack, the nearby soldiers saw winged undead horses flying overhead, carrying Knights of Blood.”

      “It seems the enemy has winged scouts to match our griffins,” said Master Erchwulf of the Order of the Griffin, a wiry, weathered man in leather armor instead of plate to reduce the amount of weight his griffin mount would have to bear.

      “They hardly need scouts,” said Master Ruire of the Order of Embers. He was a sober old knight, his bald head marked by faded burn scars. “An army of our size is impossible to hide.”

      “I doubt they’re scouts,” said Duke Cataul Tetrax, a handsome man who shared his sister Ruari’s blue eyes and blond hair. Third had been inclined to think little of Duke Cataul, given how his mother Brunhilda had dominated him, but the Duke had proven a competent battlefield commander, keeping his men together during the raids as the army marched north. “Raiders, rather, sent to harry us.”

      “Except the raiders are undead,” said Duke Faramund. Chilmar eyed the younger man, who ignored the Imperial Chancellor. There was bad blood between the two Dukes. Third was uncertain of the details, but it seemed that Chilmar had sent Adalhaid to wed Faramund and bring the younger Duke under his influence. Except Chilmar had gone to great pains to raise Adalhaid as a perfect Frankish bride, a process that had evidently left Adalhaid embittered because she had promptly turned her new husband against her father. Only the overwhelming threat of the Heralds of Ruin had forced the two Dukes to work together. “Did the Fallen Order bury these goblins here in preparation for our advance?”

      “I’m afraid the explanation is simpler, my lord,” said Rilmael. His voice was deep and a little hoarse, as if he had spent long periods of time shouting. Third noted how all eyes turned to him at once.

      “Simpler how, exactly?” said Chilmar.

      “Those goblins have been buried here since before humans came to this world,” said Rilmael. “All the lands of the Empire used to belong to the kingdoms of the cloak elves.”

      “I thought Cathair Kaldran was the only city of the cloak elves in this world,” said Faramund.

      “Cathair Kaldran is the only remaining city of the cloak elves on this world,” corrected Chilmar. “Once they ruled this entire world, but the forces of the Dragon Imperator drove them back. Really, a Duke ought to have a better grasp of our Empire’s history.”

      “Peace, my lords,” said Everard before the argument could intensify. “Guardian, please continue.”

      “Likely the goblins had a kingdom here for some time,” said Rilmael. “Eventually, all the goblin tribes were driven into the Wastes to the east or into the forests, but I suspect the mounds scattered across northern Corbrast are the barrows of goblin nobles and their retainers.”

      “There are old tales about the hills, my lords,” said Karl Rincimar, and all eyes turned towards him. Not all the eyes were friendly – the nobles did not care for the men of the Imperial Free Cities. “They say the hills are left over from the wars between the goblins and the gnolls before mankind came to this world, and that plagues and ill fortune befall anyone who digs up one of the mounds.”

      Duke Hulderic Grimnir snorted. He was a burly man with a bushy beard and a brusque manner. “You seem like an enterprising fellow, my lord Shield. I’m surprised you didn’t open up a few of those mounds yourself in search of gold.”

      Rincimar shrugged. “Never heard of anyone finding gold in those mounds, my lord. Did hear of a few lads who dug them up and died of plague. Mercenary work seemed like a better bargain.”

      One of the Dukes glowered at Rincimar, who ignored the glare. That was Duke Cormarl Scuinar of Ribaria, who hated the city of Falconberg generally and Rincimar personally. Cormarl would have razed Falconberg to the ground, but the Duke’s nobles loathed him and allied with Falconberg against their nominal overlord. Rincimar’s daughter had married one of Cormarl’s most powerful vassals, much to the Duke’s immense displeasure.

      Third did not like Chilmar Rigamond, but she respected the Imperial Chancellor’s ability to keep the proud Frankish lords working together. The fractious nobles of Andomhaim and Owyllain seemed downright collegial by comparison.

      “It matters not how the dead goblins wound up in the mounds,” said Chilmar. “It was long before the Empire was founded. What matters is how we shall deal with them.” He looked at Rincimar. “Do these damned mounds extend all the way to Castle Aginwulf?”

      “They do, my lord,” said Rincimar. Chilmar let out an irritated grunt.

      “We can expect more of these attacks as we march north,” said Rilmael. “The closer we draw to Castle Aginwulf, the stronger Theudeuric’s spell becomes. The Knights of Blood can tap that power and use it to raise dead goblins from the burial mounds.”

      “Who will then kill more of our soldiers,” said Ruire, “and send the energy of their deaths to Castle Aginwulf.”

      “I’m afraid so,” said Rilmael.

      “Like a damned water wheel,” said Duke Faramund with a shake of his head.

      “This does not change our tactics,” said Chilmar. “We will continue to march as far as we can during the day, with patrols in force screening our flanks. Master Erchwulf?” The Master of the Order of the Griffin straightened. “We will need to rely on your griffins to warn us in advance. Now that the Knights of Blood can take to the air, we shall have to double our watch.”

      Erchwulf nodded. “When the black knights return, you shall have ample warning.”

      “Father, I can help with that,” said Tyrcamber. “The undead horses fly swiftly, but not as fast as a dragon. I can burn them from the sky.”

      “Very good, Sir Tyrcamber,” said the Emperor. “But do not stray too far from the army. Theudeuric and the traitorous duchess know that the Dragontiarna Knights are the strongest defenders of the Empire. If they see the chance to ambush you or Lady Ruari or Lady Third, they will take it.”

      Third knew it well. She was powerful but not invincible. Theudeuric had nearly killed her, and even after she had become a Dragontiarna, she had nearly died in the fights at the Laethstones and at Shadow Crown Hill.

      With that, the main business of the council was over. The army’s strategy had been decided. All the various lords and knights wanted to say their piece, some of them perhaps only to hear the sound of their own voices, and there were some minor squabbles that Chilmar and Everard resolved. At last, the council finished, and Third found herself standing alone with Rilmael, Tyrcamber, and Ruari.

      “The undead goblins are just harassment, are they not?” murmured Third.

      “Aye,” said Rilmael. “Theudeuric is raising them and sending them after us just because he can. He’s already summoned the power for the spell, he might as well exploit it. No, the real threat is whatever he is doing in Castle Aginwulf.”

      “It is a mighty necromantic working,” said Third. “I have rarely felt one stronger.”

      “Nor have I,” said Rilmael. He drew in a long breath. “But whatever it is, it will be no threat if we cut down Theudeuric first.”
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            The Sword of the High King

          

        

      

    

    
      After the battle with the priestesses and the arachar orcs, Ridmark and the others rode north in haste, making for Castra Melidern and the High King’s army.

      Well, some of them rode, mostly the old and those who had been sickened and weakened by the long journey through the Deeps from Cintarra. Everyone else proceeded on foot. Consequently, they did not travel as fast as Ridmark would have liked, but there was nothing to be done for it. He wanted to return to Accolon as soon as possible, but neither would he abandoned the soldiers and the women that Niall, Moriah, and Decimus had shepherded out of Cintarra. They had taken an enormous risk spying for Prince Tywall, and Ridmark would not abandon them after such bravery.

      Besides, if they came under attack again…well, two Swordbearers, the Keeper of Andomhaim, her apprentice, the Guardian Morigna, and Selene of Nightmane Forest could put up one hell of a fight. It would be an ill-fated arachar patrol who found them.

      No, Ridmark reminded himself. Not two Swordbearers. Three. Niall now wielded Rufinius’s soulblade. Though Ridmark supposed Starflame was not Rufinius’s any longer. His nephew had passed the soulblade’s bond to Niall in his dying moment, as so many Swordbearers had in the five centuries since Ardrhythain had founded the Order of the Soulblade.

      And like many Swordbearers before him, Niall had performed great and daring deeds. So had Moriah, for that matter.

      Ridmark had the entire story out of the two of them as they hurried north. The story had all but poured out of them. Both Niall and Moriah seemed overwhelmingly relieved that help had come at last, that they could turn authority over to Ridmark. Indeed, it was a universal human impulse, the desire to turn problems over someone of higher authority.

      Niall told Ridmark about the fall of Cintarra, how Arandar, Caelmark, and Rufinius had fallen personally to Agravhask’s blade, and thousands of other men had perished beneath the swords of the arachar soldiers. Moriah described how they had rushed into the Prince’s Palace and escaped with Tywall Gwyrdragon before the arachar had caught the boy.

      After that, they more or less told the tale as one, filling in details that the other omitted. They told Ridmark about hiding in the Shadow Ways, about the assistance of Uncle Helmut, the network of spies and informants they had built within the city. Niall described the daring rescue of the prisoners from the archbishop’s palace, while Moriah told Ridmark how they had stolen Brother Luke’s chronicle from the domus that had once belonged to Hadrian Vindon. A recounting of the long, harrowing journey through the Deeps followed.

      Ridmark listened in silence, considering the news. They did indeed have a way through the Deeps into Cintarra. Niall, Moriah, Decimus, and the Prince had managed to escape, though it had nearly killed them. For that matter, the Heptarchy would almost certainly have left a guard in the ruined dwarven thainkul where the rebels had sheltered until Ricatus Eborium had found them.

      But if they led Ridmark back to Cintarra, and he brought allies of sufficient power with him…they might be able to enter the city and open the gates from within. And if Ridmark could do that at the right time, it would decide the course of the battle.

      “It’s an astonishing tale,” said Ridmark when Moriah and Niall finished. “If the proof were not before my eyes, I would be hard-pressed to believe it.”

      Moriah offered a shrug. “I lived through it, my lord, and I can barely believe it.” She had retracted her dwarven armor and now wore jerkin, trousers, boots, and a long coat, a sword waiting in a scabbard on her belt.

      “Aye,” said Niall. He looked older than he had when Ridmark had seen him before the Heptarchy invasion, somehow haunted. Not surprising, given that he had seen the slaughter that accompanied the fall of Cintarra to the Heptarchy.

      “You’ve done the realm a great service,” said Ridmark. “Both in rescuing Prince Tywall, and in securing Excalibur.” He looked at Moriah. “I suppose that’s the second time you’ve helped rescue Tywall now.”

      Moriah grunted. “He had better grow up to be a wise ruler because God knows we’ve spent enough sweat and blood trying to rescue him.”

      “He will,” said Niall with perfect confidence. “He will learn from the High King, and he’ll have you as his spymaster.” Moriah barked out a laugh. “He cannot fail.”

      “If I’ve learned anything in the last year, it’s that anything can fail,” said Ridmark. “Even Warlord Agravhask.”

      Moriah gave him a sharp look. “You want to go through the Deeps back into Cintarra, don’t you?” She had always been shrewd. “That’s why you were so curious. You want to sneak back into the city and open the gates for Accolon’s army.”

      Niall’s eyes widened. “Could that truly work?”

      “It may,” said Ridmark. “If we time it right. But we must discuss that with the High King, and we have much news for him.”

      “Aye,” said Niall.

      “And you do as well, my lord,” said Moriah. She glanced back down the line of horses to where Tarmyntir walked with Calliande, Antenora, and Morigna. Antenora seemed to be interrogating Tarmyntir about some aspect of the natural world. “Given that you found the idiot who made the Great Eye.” Moriah had taken an immediate dislike to Tarmyntir, and Ridmark could understand why. The events of the last year had ripped apart Cintarra, and Moriah had spent much of her life there. The blame ultimately lay with Agravhask and Merovech and the other Heralds of Ruin…but Moriah had seen the Great Eye, and she knew the Agravhask and the Heralds had come to claim it.

      “Tarmyntir…actually seems rather clever,” said Niall.

      Moriah scoffed. “That makes him the worst kind of idiot. A clever idiot. He was supposed to have destroyed that Great Eye of his after the gray elves left this world, aye? But he didn’t, so the Heralds of Ruin arrived to seize it.” She pointed at Tarmyntir. “If he had bothered to destroy the Eye, none of this would have ever happened. Cintarra wouldn’t have fallen, the Dragon Cult wouldn’t have invaded, and my friends would still be alive, and you would be on your uncle Mathwyn’s farm.”

      “True,” said Niall. He shrugged. “But then we’d have never met.” Moriah gave him a startled look. “And I don’t know that we can blame Tarmyntir for everything. He didn’t even know humans existed when he made the Great Eye.”

      “You might not be able to blame him for everything,” said Moriah, “but I can.” She looked at Ridmark. “Why did you go to the trouble of finding him anyway?”

      The reason was that the shadow of Rhoanna’s future had appeared to Ridmark, saying that he needed to find Tarmyntir.

      “I had good reasons,” said Ridmark. “He has a weapon that we can possibly use against the Heralds of Ruin.”

      “A weapon?” said Moriah. “What kind of weapon?”

      Ridmark didn’t entirely know. He suspected that Tarmyntir himself did not. And while Ridmark did not trust Tarmyntir, at least not yet, he did trust Rhoanna.

      “A weapon the Heralds don’t know about,” said Ridmark. “One that I hope will take them off guard.”

      “Ah,” said Moriah. “And if they don’t know about it, you can surprise them with it.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “But I hope we won’t need it. If we can take Cintarra and kill Agravhask, Ricatus, Merovech, and Aeliana, then the enemy will have lost four of their Heralds of Ruin. Without the Theophract, the surviving Herald won’t be able to take the dark soulblades from the Tower of the Keeper, and the Great Eye will never open.”

      “And Ricatus,” said Niall, his voice darkening. “We need to kill Ricatus. I had never thought well of him, but I still cannot believe he betrayed us to become a Herald of Ruin.”

      “I can,” said Moriah. She touched Niall’s arm as if to calm him. “But I knew more Cintarran nobles than you did. The only reason Ricatus didn’t join the Drakocenti was that he was too arrogant and viewed bankers as beneath him.”

      “He told me that,” said Niall. “When we fought together Cynan’s Tower. He said the Drakocenti were fools and he knew they were doomed. Ricatus only followed Accolon because he thought he would get lands and titles out of it. Guess he thought he would get more from Agravhask and the Heralds.”

      “Sounds like him,” said Moriah.

      Niall gave an angry shake of his head. “But he murdered Vegetius. Bad enough everything else he did, but he also murdered Vegetius. What will we tell his wife and children?”

      “They will not be in want,” said Ridmark. Vegetius had been one of Ridmark’s men-at-arms, assigned to guard Accolon before the battle at Shadow Crown Hill. “I’ll see to that.” He snorted. “I might make them minor nobles, give them lands seized from the monastery near Castarium.”

      “Since the monks turned out to be Drakocenti cultists, I don’t think anyone will complain,” said Niall.

      “Oh, you’d be surprised, Sir Niall,” said Moriah. “Someone will always find a way to complain about something.”

      Niall sighed. “I suppose.”

      “And if we do retake Cintarra and defeat the Heptarchy,” said Moriah, “there will be many people in want. Agravhask made a lot of widows and orphans.”

      “You might be able to do something about that,” said Ridmark. “You and Niall both.”

      “Us?” said Niall, surprised. “How?”

      “You both have the ear of the High King of Andomhaim,” said Ridmark, “given that you saved his life and you’re about to return his father’s sword to him. And if we’re victorious, Prince Tywall will one day rule Cintarra. Who will Tywall trust more than the people who rescued him from the Heptarchy? Agravhask killed most of the Cintarran nobles, and the High King and the Prince will have to appoint new ones. You might find yourselves high among them.”

      Niall and Moriah shared an appalled look. Ridmark kept himself from laughing.

      “You do realize, Lord Ridmark,” said Moriah, “that I’m the bastard daughter of a minor noble who has spent the last several years as a thief. A very successful thief, true, but still a thief.”

      “And I am a farmer’s son,” said Niall.

      Ridmark pointed at them. “Your knowledge is out of date. You’re the spymaster of the Prince of Cintarra, and you helped him escape city.” His pointing finger shifted to Niall. “And you’re a Knight of the Order of the Soulblade who twice saved the life of the High King.”

      “It sounds more impressive than it really was,” said Niall.

      “It always does, Sir Niall,” said Ridmark. “It always does."

      They stopped for the night, awoke at dawn, and continued northwards. Ridmark regretted setting such a hard pace, given how some of the survivors struggled to keep up, but there was no other choice. Best to be gone by the time more arachar arrived to investigate the missing patrols.

      But God, the saints, or simple fortune favored them, and they encountered no other arachar.

      Another stroke of luck went their way around noon. A patrol of twenty ghost orc rangers crossed their path and spoke with Ridmark. He had fought alongside the Shaluuskan orcs during the campaigns against Merovech, and the ghost orcs agreed to screen them as they traveled to Castra Melidern. Thanks to the Shaluuskan rangers, they were able to evade another arachar patrol entirely and camped in relative safety once the sun went down.

      Late the next morning, they arrived at Castra Melidern and the sprawling camp of the army of Andomhaim and its allies.

      Castra Melidern was a strong fortress, and its curtain wall and stone towers filled the crest of a large hill. In ancient times, the Mhorites had often raided deep into the lands of the Prince of Cintarra, and the Princes had built Castra Melidern in the path of the raiders’ favored path. Later the duxarchate of Durandis had been founded, and the fury of the Mhorites turned towards the men of the new duxarchate, but Castra Melidern remained the strongest fortress between Cintarra and Kothluusk. Merovech Valdraxis had made the castra into his stronghold, and after the defeat of the Dragon Cult, Ridmark and King Ulakshar of Khaluusk had seized the castra even as Accolon reclaimed Rhudlan from the Cult’s remnants.

      “God and the saints,” said Niall, looking over the camps. “There’s so many of them.”

      He was right about that.

      The army of Andomhaim and its allies sprawled around Castra Melidern. The bulk of the army had camped to the north, rows of orderly tents forming a small city. Ridmark spotted the camps of the Rhaluuskan and Khaluuskan orcs, the encampment of the ghost orcs, and the fortified camp of the Anathgrimm, since the Anathgrimm refused to sleep in a camp that was not surrounded with a ditch and an earthwork wall. Southwest of the castra’s hill stood a small fortification of earthworks and wooden logs, with siege ballistae pointing into the wall, not outside. That was the fortification the Anathgrimm had raised around the gate to Urd Mythruin and the world of the Malison, though so far nothing had come through it.

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “More reinforcements have come since Shadow Crown Hill. After the defeat of the Cult and Merovech’s betrayal of the Mhorites, the dwarves and the Rhaluuskan orcs were able to join us.”

      It was indeed a mighty army, perhaps even larger than the alliance that had assembled to wage war against the Frostborn. Though it was still not enough. Agravhask and the Heptarchy had more men, and they also had the walls of Cintarra.

      But now Ridmark might have a way into those walls.

      “Bloody hell!” said Moriah. “What is that thing?”

      Ridmark saw the titan striding towards them.

      It was a dwarven taalkrazdor, a suit of enspelled armor, albeit one that stood twelve feet tall. Glyphs of harsh white light shone upon the armored figure’s arms and legs. The helmet was wrought in the image of a stylized dwarven face. The warriors who donned taalkrazdor armor (or climbed into it with the aid of a ladder) were the best of the dwarven fighters. A taalkrazdor could run as fast as a horse and punch with a strength of a hundred men. One dwarven warrior in a taalkrazdor could fight a small army on his own, and King Axazamar of Khald Tormen had sent a score of taalkrazdors with his brother Bishop Caius.

      The men of Andomhaim would need their help soon enough.

      “It’s called a taalkrazdor,” said Calliande, who had come to join them. “Enspelled armor. Much like your scout armor, Moriah, except far stronger and faster.”

      “I suppose one of those things could punch through a stone wall on its own,” said Niall.

      “Yes,” said Ridmark.

      Niall blinked at him.

      “I’m not joking,” said Ridmark. “I’ve seen them do it.”

      Niall grinned. “I would like to see that. And I would like to see the expression on a spiderling’s face the first time she sees a taal…taal…”

      “Taalkrazdor,” said Calliande. “But most people who don’t speak dwarven just call them titans.”

      “I can see why,” said Moriah.

      The taalkrazdor lumbered past without slowing. It moved much, much faster than its bulk would indicate, and Ridmark felt the faint vibration in the ground as it passed. The taalkrazdors were powerful, but they were not invincible. He suspected several priestesses working in concert could destroy one, and the dwarven armor would be unable to stand up to the power of a dark soulblade.

      A band of twenty horsemen approached, and Ridmark came to a stop as he recognized their banners, a white hart upon a field of green. They were men of the Northerland, sworn to Dux Constantine Licinius, and Ridmark recognized the Dux himself riding at their head. The horsemen reined up a few paces away, and Constantine grinned at Ridmark. The Dux had olive-toned skin and dark eyes beneath curly black hair. Whenever Ridmark looked at Constantine, he was reminded of Aelia, who he had loved, and Imaria, who had hated Ridmark and tried to kill him.

      “Lord Ridmark!” said Constantine. “You have returned from the Heptarchy?”

      “Aye, I have, and successfully,” said Ridmark. “Where is the High King? I must speak with him at once.”

      “He’s holding court at the foot of the hill,” said Constantine. He looked over the crowd of human and halfling women, and his eyes widened as he saw Niall. “It seems you have returned with more than you left.”

      “I did,” said Ridmark. “These men and women escaped from Cintarra. Can you have some of your men lead them to Comes Joram? They need food and rest, but I have to bring news to the High King.”

      “Of course,” said Constantine. The Dux gave orders, and Ridmark let Niall and Moriah get everyone organized. A few moments later, most of the Dux’s men-at-arms rode for the camp, escorting the Cintarran men-at-arms and the women under the direction of Giselda and Elena. Niall, Moriah, Decimus, and Prince Tywall remained with Ridmark, and they followed Dux Constantine around the base of Castra Melidern’s hill.

      Ridmark saw more patrols as they passed, and some men stopped to stare. Both his dark elven armor and Calliande’s golden armor were distinctive, and Ridmark knew rumor would soon spread that the Shield Knight and the Keeper had returned to the High King’s host. Gossip seemed the only thing that could spread through an army faster than disease, with the possible exception of bad news.

      Perhaps Ridmark’s return was ill tidings for the army. It meant they would soon march against Cintarra and the Heptarchy.

      They came to the hill’s northern side. A steep road led up the hill to the barbican of the castra. At the foot of the hill stood a lance flying the Pendragon banner, a red dragon upon a field of blue. A large pavilion rose beneath the banner, and a crowd of knights and lords waited around it.

      Ridmark spotted Accolon Pendragon, High King of Andomhaim, and his wife Valeria.

      He steered his horse towards the High King’s court.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Niall’s chief emotion upon seeing Castra Melidern and the assembled army of Andomhaim was overwhelming relief.

      He knew that there were dark days ahead. The High King could not let Cintarra remain under the control of the Heptarchy and would have to take the war to the Seven Temples. And Agravhask was a Herald of Ruin, a servant of the Warden, and if the Heralds were not stopped, they would unleash terrible destruction upon the world. This would be a war to the bloody finish, one way or another.

      Niall had already seen dreadful things, and he would see more before this was done.

      But right now, looking at the sea of tents, the banners flying in the wind, and the patrols moving around the camp, overpowering relief filled Niall. Had he been walking, his knees might have given way in the surge of emotion. His duty had been to keep Tywall Gwyrdragon safe, and against all odds, he had done it. Maybe all hope was not lost. Maybe they could reclaim Cintarra and drive the cruel priestesses and the brutal arachar back into the sea.

      He was shocked to realize that tears had started in his eyes, and Niall rubbed the back of his hand over them.

      “You all right?” said Moriah, her voice low and quiet.

      “Aye,” said Niall, pulling himself together. “I just…I never expected that we would be here.”

      Her smile was crooked. “I thought you were the optimistic one.”

      “Usually, aye,” said Niall. “It was just…”

      “I know,” said Moriah. “We lost a lot of people to get here.”

      They rode in silence for a moment.

      “But,” said Moriah, “if it helps, you’re about to surprise a High King of Andomhaim. Not everyone gets to do that.”

      Niall laughed. “No, I suppose not.”

      Ridmark and Calliande reined up and dismounted, and the others followed suit. Tarmyntir dropped from the saddle with a grunt, leaning hard upon his staff. The strange woman that Lord Ridmark had brought back from the Heptarchy moved to his side, helping the ancient elf. Niall wasn’t sure what to make of Tarmyntir. He had expected a terrifying figure of power and wisdom, perhaps the way the tales described the archmage Ardrhythain. Or maybe someone like Third of Nightmane Forest, a cold and deadly warrior. Instead, Tarmyntir seemed a sad old man consumed by guilt and regret, like an old widower whose children had all died in battle or of illness.

      And yet, there was an air of power around Tarmyntir, something that Niall could not quite explain. It felt like the air just before a thunderstorm.

      He was glad that Tarmyntir was Lord Ridmark’s problem, not Niall’s.

      Decimus came to Niall’s side, urging Prince Tywall along. The boy looked at the gathered army camp with wide eyes.

      “Ready to meet the High King?” said Niall.

      “I already met him, Sir Niall,” said Tywall. The boy tried to smile. “Though he was only the Crown Prince then.”

      “Well.” Moriah clapped him on the shoulder. “Sir Niall’s a Swordbearer now, and you met him for the first time when he was just a farm boy with a sword.”

      Tywall laughed.

      Niall was spared the need to think up a response when Ridmark beckoned them forward. They walked through the press of men-at-arms and minor lords and came to the presence of the High King of Andomhaim.

      Accolon Pendragon stood before the pavilion, a tall man in steel plate armor. He had a thick mane of black hair, dark eyes, and a hooked nose. Truth be told, he looked a little like an older, healthier version of Tywall, but the houses of Pendragon and Gwyrdragon were distantly related. Niall was stunned by how much older Accolon seemed. It had not been that long since Niall had last seen the Crown Prince – no, the new High King – but it looked as if years had passed.

      Niall supposed he probably looked a bit older himself.

      A woman stood next to the High King. She was strikingly beautiful with long red hair, and wore steel armor of strange design, a sword on her belt. Ridmark had told Niall that Accolon had married Valeria Tempus, a member of the royal house of Echion in Owyllain and a sister of the Arcanii.

      Accolon stepped forward and smiled, some of the hardness easing from his expression. “Lord Ridmark. It is good to see you again. Was your task successful? I…”

      His eyes fell on Niall and widened, and looked from Moriah, to Tywall, and back to Niall again.

      “Husband?” said Valeria. She spoke Latin with the faint accent of Owyllain. “You look as if you have seen a spirit.”

      “Several of them,” said Accolon. He stepped forward. “I expected you to find Tarmyntir in the Heptarchy, not friends I thought dead in the fall of Cintarra.”

      “As it happened, we found both,” said Ridmark. “We traveled to the Heptarchy and brought back Tarmyntir.” The old high elf inclined his head in a polite bow, leaning on his staff as he did. “But Tarmyntir’s power distorted the gate I opened with Oathshield. We arrived closer to Cintarra than I expected, which was just as well, because we ran into Sir Niall, Lady Moriah, the Magistrius Decimus, and Prince Tywall. They escaped from Cintarra and were making their way north when we found them.”

      For a moment, Accolon stared at them, thunderstruck, and then a smile spread over his face.

      “My friends,” said Accolon. “My very good friends. Well done. Well done, indeed!”

      “We brought something for you,” said Moriah. Decimus stepped forward, unbuckled the baldric, and held the sheathed sword on the palms of his hands. “Excalibur, the sword of the High Kings of Andomhaim.”

      A murmur went up from the surrounding lords and knights.

      “How?” said Accolon.

      Niall swallowed. “The High King fell fighting Agravhask himself. I saw it happen. He…died very bravely, my lord.”

      Accolon let out a breath. “I thought as much. But how did you get Excalibur? The priestesses of the Heptarchy would not be such fools as to let a soulblade out of their grasp, especially the sword of the High King.”

      “Well,” said Niall. “They didn’t let us walk away with Excalibur. Moriah stole it.”

      “I had help,” said Moriah.

      “You should tell the story,” said Niall. “You’re the one who stole it from the Prince’s Palace.”

      “By all means,” said Accolon. “I should confer with the Constable as soon as possible, but I wish to know how you escaped.”

      Moriah told them how she had stolen Excalibur out of the Prince’s Palace, and over the next half-hour, she and Niall related a rough sketch of the last several months – the fall of the city and the death of High King Arandar, the escape with Tywall into the Shadow Ways, the rebels and the spies, the rescue of the prisoners, and their desperate flight through the Deeps.

      “An astonishing tale,” said Accolon. “Utterly astonishing. Prince Tywall, I am glad and relieved that you are safe.”

      “Thank you, High King,” said Tywall with grave dignity. Or as much grave dignity as a child his age could manage.

      “Sir Niall, it was indeed the mercy of God that our paths crossed in Castarium,” said Accolon. “You twice saved my life, and you rescued both the Prince of Cintarra and the sword of the High King. Lady Moriah, when I gave you a position of trust, I thought I was making a wise decision. I knew not at the time that it would prove to have such profound consequences. You told me that once you give your word, you keep it. Not only do you keep your word, not even the Deeps and the Heptarchy could stop you.”

      “Thank you,” said Moriah.

      “You are fortunate, husband, to have such loyal friends,” said Valeria.

      “I am,” said Accolon. “What reward do you wish for your service?”

      “Nothing,” said Niall. “I only did my duty and nothing more.” He realized that everyone was staring at him. “I wish to see my aunt again. Um. I know Lord Ridmark gave me lands somewhere near Castarium, so those should provide for her, but…”

      “You should give him the town of Rhudlan,” said Moriah, a glint in her eye.

      “What?” sputtered Niall.

      “Comes Lhanwyn and his daughter betrayed the realm,” said Moriah, “and Agravhask wiped out most of the rest of the Cintarran nobility. Once we win the war and retake Cintarra, Prince Tywall is going to need loyal vassals worthy of trust. Not traitorous men like Ricatus Eborium or Hadrian Vindon. And if Sir Niall of Ebor isn’t worthy of trust, then who is?”

      “I…” said Niall. “That…that would be a grave responsibility.”

      Moriah grinned at him. “The reward for work well done is more work, Sir Niall.”

      “This is very true,” said Accolon.

      “I would be glad if Sir Niall became my vassal, High King,” said Tywall. “I would not have escaped Cintarra otherwise.” He smiled at Moriah. “And you should make Lady Moriah my vassal as well. If I am to rule Cintarra one day, I shall need loyal men.”

      “You stole Brother Luke’s chronicle out of Hadrian Vindon’s domus, Lady Moriah,” said Accolon. “Perhaps you should have both his domus and his lands. If Sir Niall is the Comes of Rhudlan, you shall be the lady of Hadrian Vindon’s old comarchate of Greenbridge.”

      “It will be as the High King wishes,” said Moriah. “If I can offer the High King my blunt counsel…”

      Accolon raised an eyebrow. “When have you ever done anything but?”

      “The men and women who accompanied us from Cintarra should be rewarded as well,” said Moriah. “They all risked a great deal and were almost executed by the Heptarchy.”

      “I shall leave that in your hands,” said Accolon. “I’m sure that you and Comes Niall will arrange things appropriately.”

      Niall blinked. Comes Niall? That just sounded wrong. He was a man of Ebor, not a knight or a noble…

      But Ebor was ashes now, and both Niall and the world had changed.

      “I must confer with the Constable and the Keeper at once,” said Accolon, glancing at Tarmyntir. “But Comes Niall, Lady Moriah, and Magistrius Decimus, you are invited to dine with me tonight. I would hear more of your deeds in Cintarra. Rest until then.”

      “I shall arrange things with the servants, husband,” said Valeria.

      With that, Ridmark stepped forward to talk with Accolon. The High Queen summoned some of her servants, and they escorted Niall, Moriah, and Decimus into the camp while Valeria herself took Tywall under her wing.

      “Did you just make me the Comes of Rhudlan?” said Niall.

      “Yes,” said Moriah with a complete lack of guilt. “If it helps, Lord Hadrian used to be the Comes of Greenbridge, so I suppose I just claimed those lands as well.”

      “For God’s sake, I don’t want to be the Comes of Rhudlan,” said Niall.

      Moriah shrugged as they followed the servants. “Would you rather someone like Lhanwyn Corinium receive the town? Or Ricatus Eborium?”

      “Of course not,” said Niall.

      “Then you had better do something about it,” said Moriah. “If there’s anything I’ve learned since Delwen and Gunther were murdered, it’s that if you want to do something about a problem, you had better do it yourself. The Cintarran nobles were corrupt, you know that. Think of how much trouble would have been avoided if so many nobles hadn’t been eager to listen to the Drakocenti. Maybe Cintarra wouldn’t have fallen to the Heptarchy, or the Dragon Cult wouldn’t have done so much damage.”

      “True,” conceded Niall.

      “It seems I shall be the Magistrius of the Comes of Rhudlan once again,” said Decimus.

      “See?” said Moriah. “There we go. You don’t want poor Decimus to spend the rest of his life wandering through Andomhaim, do you?”

      “I’m glad someone benefits,” said Niall. “But I don’t know how to be a Comes.”

      “I will advise you, of course,” said Decimus.

      “And I’ll help you. Obviously,” said Moriah. “You didn’t think I would push you into the water and then laugh while you flailed about?”

      “I don’t know,” said Niall. “That does sound like the sort of thing you would do.”

      “True,” said Moriah. She grinned at him. “But I would throw you a rope.”

      Niall hesitated. He ought to have been angry, he knew. He didn’t want to be a Comes, though he had to admit that it didn’t sound as unpleasant as he thought. But he found that he could not be upset at Moriah, not after all they had been through together.

      “Niall!”

      The woman’s voice rang over the crowds of the camp, and Niall turned.

      A gray-haired woman ran towards him, her face thin and a bit worn, though she nonetheless ran with remarkable vigor. Niall blinked at her, and then he smiled and ran to meet her. He caught his aunt Rhiain in a hug, and her arms wrapped tight around him.

      “I knew you were alive, boy, I knew you were still alive,” said Rhiain, tears in her eyes. “Everyone thought you were dead, even Lady Calliande, but I knew you were alive, no matter what anyone else said.”

      For the second time that day, Niall felt tears starting in his eyes. “I’m glad you’re safe. I…Lady Calliande said you were a Magistria now?”

      “An initiate of the Order,” said Rhiain. “I’ve been helping Lady Calliande with the wounded. I…” She blinked at him. “Is that a soulblade?”

      “I think you and the Comes have some tales to trade,” said Moriah.

      “Comes?” said Rhiain, and Moriah grinned again.
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      That night, after dinner was finished, Ridmark talked with the High King of Andomhaim and his advisors.

      The dinner had turned into a larger affair than Ridmark had expected. News had spread through the camp that Tywall Gwyrdragon had escaped from Cintarra with Excalibur. Tywall was only a boy and one who had suffered a great deal, but he still was the lawful heir and ruler of Cintarra, second only to the High King in the lands around the city. Such things had a powerful hold upon the minds of men. Combined with the victories at Shadow Crown Hill and Tarlion, perhaps the return of both the Prince of Cintarra and the sword of the High King was a sign of God’s favor, that His hand had at last turned against the invaders who had enjoyed so much success.

      Ridmark didn’t know. He did know that there would be hard fighting ahead.

      In the end, all the Duxi attended, along with most of the chief Comities and the kings of the allied orcish kingdoms. Caius and the chief Taalmaks of the dwarven force came as well, and Niall had to tell the tale yet again of their escape from Cintarra. He seemed uncomfortable with the attention, but most of his own focus was on Moriah. She had traded her worn traveling clothes for a rich gown that dipped rather low in the front. Valeria must have loaned her some clothes. Niall seemed to have a difficult time turning his attention from her, and he turned a little redder every time he looked at her. Ridmark wondered how close they had become in Cintarra.

      But he did not begrudge Niall, Moriah, and Decimus their triumph. It was nothing short of astonishing that they had managed to escape from Cintarra at all, let alone with Excalibur and Prince Tywall. The young knight, the spymaster, and the Magistrius deserved their moment of victory, though both Moriah and Decimus seemed more pleased that Niall was becoming the Comes of Rhudlan than Niall himself did.

      They ate on trestle tables before the pavilion, with light provided by torches as the sun slipped towards the western sky. Accolon had come to prefer holding court here rather than in Castra Melidern, partly to appear more accessible to his nobles and soldiers and partly because it took twice as long for any messengers to reach the great hall of the castra. Toasts were drunk in the memory of Arandar Pendragon, to Niall and Moriah (to Moriah’s amusement and to Niall’s embarrassment), and to victory over the Heptarchy. Ridmark sipped his wine with each toast, but did not drink too much. He needed to keep a clear head tonight.

      Accolon did not drink all that much, either.

      The dinner ended, the guests returning to their individual camps. Ridmark saw Moriah slip away as Niall talked with his aunt Rhiain. Valeria sent the guests on their way, her servants attending to the last of the food and drink. In a very short time, she had assembled a competent household staff. It boded well for her time as High Queen of the realm.

      Accolon beckoned, and Ridmark followed him into the pavilion.

      The High King’s closest advisors had gathered. Calliande accompanied Ridmark, and Dux Aridain Martel, soon to be the High King’s brother-in-law, joined them. Morigna stood with Tarmyntir, Madelgarda hovering behind him. She had decided to look after the high elven wizard, though she still claimed not to like him. Selene came as well, and so did Queen Mara and Prince Consort Jager of Nightmane Forest.

      Jager, to Ridmark’s complete lack of surprise, was the first to speak.

      “Well,” said Jager. He was a halfling, a few inches under five feet, with curly brown hair and amber-colored eyes. “It seems you went to the Heptarchy and came back with both Excalibur, the Prince of Cintarra, and an ancient wizard of the high elves.”

      “That is essentially what happened, yes,” said Calliande.

      “This is Tarmyntir of the high elves,” said Ridmark, and the old high elf bowed, grunting a little with the effort. “He has agreed to help us overcome the Heralds of Ruin.”

      “Whatever small aid and counsel I can offer, you shall have,” said Tarmyntir. “But I am bound by my nature and the threefold laws of the high elves. I can offer counsel and make weapons for others to use, but I cannot take up arms myself. Else I shall become worse than the Warden.”

      “You knew the Warden,” said Mara in a quiet voice.

      “Yes, Queen Mara,” said Tarmyntir. “Before he became a dark elf, even.”

      “What was he like?” said Mara.

      Ridmark hadn’t thought to ask that question and found himself curious. The Warden was the power behind the Heralds of Ruin, the dark force who had unleashed the invaders upon Andomhaim. Ridmark had twice faced the Warden in his prison of Urd Morlemoch and had escaped both times, if barely. The Warden was their ultimate foe, and a warrior had to understand his foe to beat him.

      “Better,” said Tarmyntir at last.

      Jager spread his hands. “Better than? My dear sir, I’m afraid that was an incomplete sentence.”

      “A better wizard, a better scholar,” said Tarmyntir. “He was the greatest of us. His spells were like feats of engineering and poetry at the same time, simultaneously beautiful and powerful. Imagine a tower standing a thousand feet tall, and every step you take towards the tower’s crown reveals a different scene of inexpressible beauty. The Warden’s spells were like that when he was still a high elf.”

      “What went wrong?” said Selene. “Because clearly something did.”

      “The shadow of Incariel,” said Tarmyntir. “But it would be glib to blame our woes upon that. The shadow tempted us, but it could only work upon what was already there.” He tapped his chest with two fingers. “Within our hearts was a lust for power, for control. That is what happened, Queen Mara, Lady Selene. You know them as monsters, as the names they present to the world – the Warden, the Theophract, the Confessor, the Traveler, the Sovereign, the others you had faced and fought. You saw what they became. You did not see what they should have been.”

      “But what they became,” said Ridmark, “is what we now must face.” He looked at the High King. “Niall and Moriah brought us Prince Tywall and Excalibur, but they might have given us something even more valuable.”

      Accolon nodded. “A path into Cintarra that Agravhask doesn’t know about.”

      “He does know about it,” Selene corrected. “Niall and Moriah said the priestesses and the Chosen Guards chased them out of the thainkul, and they triggered the flood trap behind them. Agravhask would have left a guard to watch the Shadow Ways.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “The Warlord isn’t the sort of man to leave his flank unguarded. But he won’t expect anyone to return, not through the flood trap. And if we take the thainkul swiftly and make sure that none of the enemy escape, we can sneak into the city unawares.”

      “Opening the gate to our army,” said Accolon.

      “Yes,” said Ridmark.

      Dux Aridain frowned. A big, thick-bearded man, he looked like a blacksmith, which was fair, because he had been a blacksmith’s apprentice before Tarrabus Carhaine’s civil war had wiped out a third of Andomhaim’s nobility. Aridain had risen to the rank of Dux of Caerdracon after the civil war. “The Heptarchy will still have more soldiers than we do, by a considerable margin. Once they realize that the gate is open, they will move to defend it.”

      “We have advantages now that they do not,” said Ridmark. “Weapons that the soldiers of the Heptarchy will never have seen before.”

      “The taalkrazdors,” said Accolon.

      “How many arrived?” said Ridmark.

      “A score,” said Accolon. “That is all that King Axazamar would send.”

      Selene snorted. “If the Heptarchy marched out to face us in the open field, a score might be all that we need.”

      “They won’t,” said Ridmark, “but twenty taalkrazdors, once the gate is open, will be able to create a strong foothold for our troops. Then we can send our best fighters in – the Anathgrimm and the Swordbearers, backed by ghost orc rangers once we have control of the walls – and we can start pushing our way into the city. Agravhask, Aeliana, Merovech, and Ricatus will have no choice but to respond.”

      “You mean to target the Heralds directly,” said Accolon.

      “That is the best plan, lord King,” said Tarmyntir, “if we mean to end this menace for all time. The Heptarchy is not your main foe, though the Seven Temples are nonetheless deadly. Agravhask and the other Heralds are using the Heptarchy as a weapon against you. To open my Great Eye, they need either one of my Keys or all five of the Warden’s dark soulblades gathered in one place.”

      Accolon frowned. “I assume all your Keys are accounted for?”

      “They are,” said Tarmyntir. Ridmark felt the weight of the altered Key in the scabbard at his belt. “The Dragontiarna Knight Third has one, one was destroyed, and the final one is out of reach.”

      “What of the fifth Herald?” said Accolon.

      “The fifth Herald is in the Frankish Empire,” said Tarmyntir.

      “Leading the Order of Blood, from what Third told me,” said Ridmark.

      Accolon frowned. “I thought that the Heralds needed the Theophract to transport them between the worlds, and the Shield Knight slew the Theophract.”

      “He did,” said Tarmyntir, “and Lord Ridmark knows not the mighty deed he did when he cut down that worker of evil. But I expect the Heralds of Ruin will have another method of traveling to this world. Neither the Warden nor the Theophract are the sort of men to leave things to chance.” He gestured at Calliande. “But it was the Theophract who stole the dark soulblade Ghostruin from your Tower, my lady. No one else could have penetrated the wards around that Tower. If we slay the Heralds and secure their dark soulblades in the vaults of the Tower of the Keeper, no one will be able to retrieve them. The threat shall be ended.”

      “If we can kill even one of the Heralds and secure their dark soulblade,” said Ridmark, “that will go a long way towards victory. The others will keep fighting, but without all five swords or one of the Keys, they won’t be able to open the Great Eye and attack the source of power on the world of the Malison.”

      “We should kill Agravhask, if at all possible,” said Accolon. The High King lifted his chin. “And not just because he killed my father. He seems by far the most dangerous of the Heralds and the architect of their greatest triumphs. If we kill him, Merovech, Aeliana, and Ricatus would be unable to take command of the Heptarchy’s forces. We would still face a long and bloody war, but we wouldn’t risk the destruction of our world.”

      “And we hope that the Frankish Empire will deal with the Herald on their world,” said Calliande.

      “Rilmael seemed a sensible sort,” said Morigna, “and Third is a deadly warrior. Even more so now that she is a Dragontiarna Knight.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark, thinking of his old friend and how her time in the Frankish Empire had changed her. She seemed happier now but no less dangerous and skilled for it.

      He wished that she was here now.

      “But you think this is the best course forward,” said Accolon. “To take Niall’s and Moriah’s path through the Deeps into Cintarra?”

      “I do,” said Ridmark. “Otherwise, we shall break our army against the walls of Cintarra to no purpose, and Agravhask and the Seven Temples will have all the time they need to subjugate Andomhaim and open the Great Eye.”

      “So be it,” said Accolon. “If that is your counsel, that is what we shall do. Let us make our plans.”
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      Niall had gotten lost in the camp.

      He had never been here before, and his disorientation was not helped by the amount of wine he had drunk at the dinner. Niall had not planned to become drunk, and he didn’t think he was actually inebriated, but there was a noticeable buzz inside his head. Queen Valeria’s servants had shown Niall where his tent was, not all that far from the High King’s pavilion, but so much had happened today he had forgotten where it was. Rhiain was alive. The High King had welcomed them back. After so much danger and battle, they had gotten Prince Tywall to safety. Accolon had made Niall the Comes of Rhudlan, an office that Ricatus had coveted so much he had sold his soul to the dark soulblade he now carried.

      Moriah in that gown.

      That mostly filled Niall’s thoughts. He had spent days at a time with Moriah over the last few months, and he had forgotten just how good she looked. Which was stupid, because he had seen her every day. But he had forgotten how lovely she looked when she wasn’t covered in sweat and grime and dwarven scout armor.

      They had slept together once, after the escape from the archbishop’s palace but before they had fled into the Deeps. Maybe she had decided that it had been a mistake, that she had been overcome by emotion and the strain of the situation. There hadn’t really been a chance to sleep with her again or even to talk about it. Every moment since they then had been running for their lives, first through the Deeps, and then from the arachar patrols near Cintarra.

      Maybe she had changed her mind about him.

      Tomorrow, Niall resolved. He would talk to her tomorrow. Niall had already decided that he was going to ask her to marry him if they escaped from Cintarra. Maybe now that he was the Comes of Rhudlan, she would be amenable to the idea, but Niall laughed at the thought even as it crossed his mind.

      Moriah Rhosmor was not a woman to be impressed by rank.

      He stopped in an aisle lined by tents, looked around, spotted the towers of Castra Melidern outlined against the darkening sky, and oriented himself. Niall had managed to escape from the Deeps, that endless underground maze, only to get lost in an army camp. He would have laughed if it had not been so annoying.

      Well, they had only escaped from the Deeps because Moriah and Decimus had been able to read the map in Brother Luke’s old chronicle. If the Dominus Christus admitted Niall to paradise after he died, he hoped to find Brother Luke and thank the old friar. They would not have gotten out of the Deeps without his map.

      At last, Niall found his tent. Thankfully, it was not ostentatious in the least, little different than the hundreds of other tents the High King provided to his household knights and men-at-arms. Niall raised the flap and started to step inside.

      A dark form moved in the gloom.

      Niall’s hand dropped to Starflame’s hilt.
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      “Niall?” said Moriah, and he froze in the tent’s entrance.

      Four of the thirteen moons were out tonight, and their light outlined Niall in the tent flap. Moriah knew that the position and configuration of the thirteen moons could alter the power of certain magical spells, but she had never bothered to memorize the information, and from the top of her head, she could only remember the names of five or six of them.

      Tonight, their combined glow made a strange greenish-blue light, almost like they were underwater, and she saw Niall illuminated in their glow. His hand fell to his sword hilt as she spoke.

      “Don’t cut off my head,” said Moriah. “I’ll be very annoyed if you do.”

      “Oh,” said Niall, releasing the soulblade’s hilt. “I didn’t expect…this isn’t your tent, is it?”

      She laughed. “You haven’t figured it out yet?”

      Niall frowned. “Figured out what?”

      Moriah let the silence draw on a bit. She lay in Niall’s bedroll, the blanket pulled up to her chin.

      “I told you,” said Moriah, “that if we got out of the Deeps, that if we lived through it, you were going to enjoy it.” She flipped aside the blanket and stretched. “I keep my word.”

      Niall’s eyes went enormous when he saw that she was naked. That was really quite gratifying.

      “Are you going to close the tent flap?” said Moriah. “Else anyone who wanders by is going to get an eyeful.”

      Niall let out a sound that was halfway between an exasperated sigh and a groan of need. “You always talk too much.”

      “Oh?” said Moriah. “What are you going to do to shut me up?”

      As it turned out, he had an excellent way to keep her quiet. Niall was out of his armor and clothes faster than she would have expected, almost ripping them in his frenzy, and then he joined her. As with the first time, he was better at this than she would have thought, and his stamina lasted longer than she would have expected.

      After, Niall lay atop her, breathing hard and panting while Moriah stroked his back.

      “Did I wear you out?” she murmured after a while.

      His voice was half a growl when he answered. “What do you think?”

      The second time was considerably longer and very enjoyable.

      Moriah supposed Niall hadn’t actually shut her up, given how loud she got at the end, but that was all right.

      After, Niall rolled off her and sprawled next to her with a sigh, and Moriah rested her head on his chest. A relaxed warmth filled her, and she felt peculiarly safe. Safety was an illusion, she knew, especially with the High King’s army getting ready to march on Cintarra. Perhaps she felt safe with Niall. He had shown that she could rely on him again and again, and if not for his help, they all would have been killed in Cintarra.

      “Are you angry with me?” said Moriah.

      Niall coughed out a startled laugh. “What? What gave you that idea?”

      “For suggesting that Accolon make you the Comes of Rhudlan,” said Moriah.

      “Oh. That. Well, no,” said Niall. His right arm coiled around her, and she gripped his hand. “I think it would have happened anyway. Or something like that. You’re right, the Heptarchy killed most of the Cintarran nobles. If we win the war, Accolon would have to appoint new ones. And it would be churlish to refuse a gift from a king.”

      “Very sensible, my lord Comes,” said Moriah.

      “Don’t start that,” said Niall, and Moriah laughed. “And he made you the Lady of Greenbridge. And you’ll get Hadrian Vindon’s domus.”

      “I don’t know,” said Moriah. “It seems premature. The Heptarchy holds both the domus and Greenbridge, and they’ll have the entire realm if we lose the war. What do you really want, Sir Niall?”

      She felt him take a deep breath, as if steeling himself.

      “I want you,” he said. “I want you to marry me.”

      Moriah blinked a few times and rolled over, levering up on her elbow to look him in the face.

      “Why?” she said.

      He flushed again. It amused her how easily she could embarrass him. She would have to remember to do that sparingly.

      “If…you don’t want to…” he started.

      “I didn’t say yes or no,” said Moriah, “but I would like to know why. Is it because we slept together twice? That’s not a good reason for marrying someone.”

      “It was three times, actually,” said Niall.

      “Someone’s proud of himself,” said Moriah, patting his chest. “But if you’re worried about my honor or your conscience…”

      “No,” said Niall. “Well, a little, but…I’m not good at speeches. So I’ll just say this. If I’m going to be the Comes of Rhudlan, there’s no one else I want to help me. We’d never have gotten out of Cintarra if you hadn’t been there. You’re brave as a Swordbearer and smarter than I am. You’re very beautiful, but…”

      “But that fades,” said Moriah. “If we both live long enough, maybe we’ll both be so fat that Hadrian Vindon will look sleek by comparison.”

      Niall shuddered, and she kept herself from laughing. “You’re right. My uncle always said I should marry a woman who has a spine and a good heart rather than just a pretty face, and you have a spine, a good heart, and a pretty face.”

      “So sure about the heart?” said Moriah. “I’m the Wraith, a master thief of Cintarra. I’m cold and ruthless and greedy.”

      “No, you’re not,” said Niall. “You were so upset when Elena and Giselda were arrested you cried, and I had never seen you cry before. If you were really greedy and ruthless and…and all those other things you said, you wouldn’t have rescued Tywall, you wouldn’t have kept your word to Accolon, and you wouldn’t have done all those other things you did. You’re not as cynical as you pretend.”

      “Mmm,” said Moriah. “And you’re not quite the rural rube you pretend to be.”

      “Thank you,” said Niall. “I think. And I love you, Moriah.” The words warmed her more than she would have thought. “Stay with me. If I have to be a Swordbearer and a noble, I want to do it with your help. If we win the war, and you become Prince Tywall’s spymaster, we can do it together. But I don’t want to do it without…”

      Moriah leaned down and kissed him, long and slowly.

      “I love you, too,” said Moriah. His words had struck her more than she had expected. God and the saints, was she about to start weeping like a lovestruck virgin? “I never thought I would marry at all. I thought the only reason was for money and security, but I could steal my own money, and I don’t think there’s any such thing as security. But you’re right. Whatever happens next, I would rather face it with you than by myself.” She blinked in surprise. “I never thought that would happen. But it’s true.”

      Niall kissed her again, and his arms wrapped around her back, holding her against him.

      “Good,” said Niall. “I’m glad.” He smiled. “I’m glad.”

      “Your aunt’s going to be delighted,” said Moriah.

      Niall laughed. “She told me you would make a good wife.”

      “I always thought she was clever,” said Moriah. “Maybe we should get some sleep. I expect the High King will want to talk to us tomorrow about the path into Cintarra.”

      “Aye,” said Niall. “Eventually.”

      He moved with steel strength and flipped her onto her back so swiftly that Moriah let out a startled laugh.

      “For God’s sake,” said Moriah as he eased her legs apart. “Haven’t I worn you down yet?”

      He grinned down at her. “Do you think you can?”

      She did, in the end, though it took longer than she thought. Not that she minded.
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      The four Heralds of Ruin and the First of the Devout met in the Prince of Cintarra’s chapel for their discussion.

      Aeliana looked at the other three Heralds and the mutated orc. In theory, the Heralds were equal, peers in the service of their lord the Warden of Urd Morlemoch and his great vision to remake the cosmos. They had all followed the instructions of the Theophract, working together to prepare for the opening of the Great Eye and the destruction of Cathair Kaldran.

      But the Theophract was dead, slain upon the crest of Shadow Crown Hill on the day the host of Andomhaim crushed the Dragon Cult.

      Killed by Ridmark Arban.

      A shiver of hatred and rage, old and hard as a mountain, burned through Aeliana’s mind, but she pushed it aside.

      The Theophract had been able to command the Heralds, but with his death, there was no one to direct their efforts. And not all the Heralds were equal in ability. Merovech was a mighty warrior and a charismatic leader, but his madness and mercurial nature hindered him, and even the suppression spell the priestesses had placed over his insanity had made him calmly erratic rather than wildly erratic. Ricatus Eborium had no vision and was more concerned with his petty grudges than anything else. The final Herald, the bearer of Shadowruin, was in the Frankish Empire and could not alter the course of events in Andomhaim.

      Merovech’s army had been destroyed, and the soldiers of the Heptarchy would not follow Ricatus Eborium. All of Aeliana’s training had been as an assassin, and she thought like a sister of the Red Family. She could rule, she knew, if she obtained the power – but she knew nothing of strategy and tactics or how to lead tens of thousands of men into battle. The soldiers of the Heptarchy would not follow her, and even if Aeliana somehow convinced them to obey her, she would have no idea what to do with them other than telling them to go find and destroy the enemy.

      Unlike many others, Aeliana was not so arrogant to believe that something she did not know how to do would be easy.

      Which meant that, by default, Agravhask of Mazulrast had taken command of the Heralds of Ruin.

      Aeliana was mildly surprised that she did not mind and was even pleased.

      “In light of Mhalkhor’s arrival,” said Agravhask, “we must decide how to proceed.” His voice was a deep rumble and was almost always calm, even meditative. It sounded like the voice of a scholar, or perhaps a priest expounding upon the words of scripture. But Agravhask’s appearance did not match his appearance. He was a huge arachar orc, a tower of muscle nearly eight feet tall. One of his arms likely weighed almost as much as Aeliana’s entire body. The Warlord wore simple crimson plate armor, the dark soulblade Shieldruin in its scabbard upon his belt. He looked huge and ponderous, but he could move as quick as a striking serpent.

      The late, unlamented Rzarn Malvaxon had found that out the hard way in the final instant of his life.

      Aeliana turned her attention to other Heralds. They had gathered in the Prince’s chapel since the priestesses never came here. They had not yet gotten around to converting the chapel of the Prince’s Palace to a shrine to the seven urdmordar goddesses of the Heptarchy. It was almost midnight, the greenish-blue light shining through the windows of stained glass to illuminate the stone floor, the altar, and the wooden crucifix on the far wall. The four Heralds and the first of the Devout stood in a loose ring before the dais.

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” said Ricatus Eborium, traitor knight and bearer of the dark soulblade Ghostruin. “Mhalkhor has brought thirty thousand Devout to our cause. And you say that Accolon and his dogs have no idea they are nearby?”

      “They do not, Herald,” said Mhalkhor, his voice deep but a bit gurgling. Something about it made Aeliana think of congealed blood. “Our wizards have worked a great spell of concealment. So long as we do not attack, not even the Sight of the Keeper of Andomhaim can find us.”

      “A great advantage!” said Ricatus. He was a fit man of middle years, lean and strong, though he had always seemed a bit withered to Aeliana, certainly when compared to Merovech’s masculine vigor. “The boy king and his bootlickers will never see the Devout coming! If our forces here strike simultaneously with the Devout, we might crush the army of Andomhaim between us.”

      “It would be pleasant,” said Merovech Valdraxis in his toneless voice, “to see them all burn.” He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with dark hair and a close-cropped beard. Golden fire burned within in his eyes and in his veins, a sign of his transformation into a Dragonmaeloch. Taztaloria and the other spiderling priestesses thought they had placed a spell of mental domination over him. What they actually had done was to suppress the worst of his mental instability, though he still wasn’t particularly sane.

      “If we march at once and attack alongside the Devout, we could crush them!” said Ricatus, his dark eyes shining with excitement at the idea.

      “Perhaps,” said Agravhask. “Or perhaps not.”

      “All warfare is risk,” said Ricatus. “You have said so yourself, Warlord.”

      Aeliana would have bristled at his tone, but Agravhask remained unmoved. “Indeed, but not all risks are worth taking, nor do all gambles offer equal rewards. Perhaps we will crush the men of Andomhaim. What then?”

      Ricatus blinked. “We will have destroyed our enemies!”

      “We will have destroyed some of our enemies, but at considerable cost to our forces,” said Agravhask. “Additionally, the priestesses of the Seven Temples will remain a threat. They will not support our lord the Warden’s great vision, and should they see the Devout and realize they serve the Warden, the priestesses will turn upon us.”

      “But…” started Ricatus, but Agravhask kept talking without pause.

      “For that matter, the army gathered at Castra Melidern is far stronger than the one I faced at Cintarra,” said Agravhask. “The Order of the Arcanii has joined the High King, and we have seen their effectiveness both at Shadow Crown Hill and Tarlion.” Aeliana remembered fire and lightning falling from the sky, ripping through the ranks of the terrified Dragon Cultists. “Our scouts report that the dwarves of Khald Tormen and the orcs of Rhaluusk have joined the High King, along with reinforcements from the rest of Andomhaim. We may march forth only to be overcome ourselves.”

      “We have twice the numbers of Accolon!” said Ricatus.

      “Numbers alone do not win victory,” said Agravhask.

      “Our god has placed us into your hands, Warlord,” said Mhalkhor. “We shall do as you command.”

      Ricatus shot a sour look at the Devout orc, but Mhalkhor didn’t seem to notice. Or he noticed and didn’t care.

      Aeliana considered the First of the Devout. The Warden had created a kindred of mutant orcs to serve him and revere him as a god, and he had imbued them with the ability to wield dark magic. Unlike most orcs, Mhalkhor had gray skin, somehow corpselike, and twin tumors that bulged from his temples. Those tumors pulsed with blue light, and the same blue glow sometimes showed in his veins and his black eyes. Mhalkhor wore a loose black robe that concealed chain mail, and in his right hand, he carried a staff. It had been made from ebony and red gold, its top crowned with a fist-sized crystalline orb that gave off a faint crimson glow. The orb was held in place by a carving of a red dragon, making it look as if the dragon carried the orb in its talons.

      According to both Merovech and Agravhask, the staff gave its bearer the power to command dragons. At the moment, it did the Heralds little good. There were no dragons in Andomhaim.

      But if they reached the world of the Malison and Cathair Kaldran, the staff would be a powerful weapon. An overwhelming one, really.

      First, though, they had to open the Great Eye and reach the world of the Malison.

      “Then what does the Warlord command?” said Ricatus with a hint of bitterness. “Shall we simply sit here and…”

      Agravhask looked at him. His expression did not change in the slightest, but Ricatus fell silent.

      “Shall we simply wait here, then?” said Ricatus in a tone that managed a modicum of respect.

      “In short, yes,” said Agravhask.

      “We have a powerful army capable of destroying the host of Andomhaim, and we will wait?” said Ricatus.

      “Patience is ever the most difficult skill for a warrior to master,” said Agravhask. “But waiting offers us the most advantages, which is fortunate because we have no choice but to wait. The final Herald shall join us in Andomhaim, either with the Key of Tarmyntir or Shadowruin. Either all five of our lord’s soulblades or the Key shall give us the power to open the Great Eye, and then our real work can begin.”

      Again, Aeliana felt a flicker of old anger. She had carried the Key of Tarmyntir, had used it to begin to open the Great Eye. So much difficulty and trouble could have been avoided if she could have simply unlocked the Great Eye. But Ridmark and his friends had interrupted her.

      Another setback to lay at Ridmark’s door, another debt she would take in blood from him.

      “You place great faith in this Herald,” said Ricatus.

      “Our lord the Warden chose this Herald,” said Agravhask. “Of the five of us, the bearer of Shadowruin is the greatest wizard and the only one who can find a way to cross between worlds without the magic of the Theophract or the gate near Castra Melidern. We need only wait until the bearer of Shadowruin joins us, and then we can depart Cintarra to begin the attack on Cathair Kaldran.”

      “You want to preserve the Devout for the attack on Cathair Kaldran,” said Aeliana, understanding coming to her. Ricatus blinked in surprise. “That’s why you don’t want to use them against the host of Andomhaim. You want to preserve them for the final battle.”

      “You see keenly, Lady Carhaine,” said Agravhask.

      “Clever of you,” said Merovech. “The cloak elves are not to be underestimated. Especially when they are wise enough to listen to that pestilential Rilmael.”

      “In any event, we cannot allow the priestesses to encounter the Devout,” said Agravhask. “The predecessors to the Seven Temples fought against our lord the Warden in ancient times, and the senior priestesses would recognize the Devout for what they are. Should that happen, Taztaloria and the other high priestesses will swiftly deduce that we received our dark soulblades from Urd Morlemoch, and we shall lose control of the army.”

      “That cannot happen,” said Aeliana. The Dragon Cult had been destroyed, which meant the Heptarchy’s invasion force was the strongest army under the command of the Heralds, depending on how many undead the bearer of Shadowruin had amassed.

      “It would be a significant setback,” said Agravhask. His black gaze turned back to Ricatus. “Even without those considerations, waiting here offers us the greatest advantages. We do not have to attack the High King, but Accolon Pendragon must attack us. Even with the victory at Shadow Crown Hill,” a brief snarl went over Merovech’s face, the golden fire in his eyes brightening, “he is still a young king, untested in his authority and prestige. He will have no choice but to dislodge the invaders from his realm. More importantly, the Shield Knight, the Keeper, and the Guardian Rilmael will have informed Accolon of the conflict’s true stakes. To stop our lord the Warden from reforging the cosmos, our enemies know they must drive us from Cintarra before we can open the Great Eye. They will march on Cintarra, and if we remain here, we shall have all the advantages of the defender.”

      “Taking a fortified city is no easy feat,” said Merovech.

      “Especially when we have twice as many men as the enemy,” said Ricatus.

      “A siege is not inevitable,” said Agravhask. “The final Herald might join us before Accolon Pendragon’s army can arrive, depending on how long it takes for the bearer of Shadowruin to gather the necessary power. But if the final Herald does not arrive in time, we shall destroy Andomhaim’s army and its allies against the walls of Cintarra. Then we shall have time to prepare for the assault on Cathair Kaldran at our leisure.”

      “What then are your instructions, Warlord?” said Mhalkhor.

      “Cross to the eastern side of the River Cintarra and approach the city,” said Agravhask. “Have your warriors await five miles down the coast road. The full attention of the priestesses is on Accolon’s army, which will approach us from the western side of the river. You will draw no attention on the coast road.”

      “And if we encounter any witnesses?” said Mhalkhor.

      “Kill them and dispose of the corpses as you see fit,” said Agravhask.

      “As you wish, Warlord,” said Mhalkhor. He gestured, shadows and blue fire twisting around his free hand, and vanished in a flicker of darkness.

      Ricatus flinched. “Where did he go?”

      “A travel spell, I expect,” said Agravhask. “He would have learned it from our lord. Doubtless we can contact him with our dark soulblades should the need arise. I suggest you get some rest. Accolon Pendragon will most certainly march against us soon.”

      “And I will kill him this time,” said Ricatus, stroking Ghostruin’s hilt.

      Aeliana bit back the acerbic comment that formed on her tongue. The last time Ricatus had tried to kill Accolon, not only had he failed, but the Theophract had gotten killed in the process. Some of her disdain must have shown on her face because Ricatus scowled and stalked from the chapel. Merovech smiled that eerie, emotionless smile he had acquired and left, leaving Aeliana alone with Agravhask.

      “You do not object to our strategy, Lady Carhaine?” said Agravhask.

      “No. Why should I? It’s the best course,” said Aeliana. “Merovech and Ricatus would charge out to fight Accolon and get all our soldiers slaughtered. We would have to start over from scratch.”

      “Ricatus is unduly ruled by his hatred of the High King,” said Agravhask. “Just as the Theophract was influenced by his loathing of the Guardian Rilmael. Our purpose is to prepare the way for our lord the Warden to reforge the cosmos. Not to indulge in personal vengeance.”

      Aeliana said nothing. There was criticism in his words, she knew. She would kill Ridmark Arban for all that he had cost her. She wanted to kill his wife and children in front of him first and only then kill him. However, the times she had faced Ridmark hadn’t gone at all well, and she wasn’t eager to repeat the experience.

      But when the Warden was victorious, when he seized the power of the Tomb of the Ascendant Dragon and reforged the cosmos, Aeliana would have her revenge.

      She realized that she was willing to accept the criticism from Agravhask because he was the same sort of warrior as Ridmark Arban. The Shield Knight was one of the great warriors of their age. Much as Aeliana hated him, she was willing to concede that. How else had Ridmark overcome her father? For that matter, how else had the army of Andomhaim defeated the Dragon Cult? Accolon Pendragon might not have been a fool, but he was still young and inexperienced. He would have listened to the counsel of a more experienced leader like Ridmark. It had been Ridmark’s hand, not Accolon Pendragon’s, that had cut down the Theophract, that had been behind the victory at Shadow Crown Hill.

      But Agravhask was a warrior as Ridmark was, which was why Aeliana was willing to follow him. The difference between Ridmark and Agravhask was that, in the end, Ridmark was a man who fought for petty trivialities, for his family and his king.

      Agravhask fought to help the Warden reforge the cosmos.

      “No,” said Aeliana at last. “And when the Warden seizes the Tomb of the Ascendant Dragon, we shall have revenge upon all our foes.”

      “Indeed,” said Agravhask. He beckoned with a massive hand, and Aeliana followed him towards the chapel doors. “But Ricatus and Merovech may prove a problem.”

      Aeliana frowned. “Should we kill them?”

      “Such action would be premature,” said Agravhask. “If the bearer of Shadowruin cannot secure the Key of Tarmyntir, we would need all five dark soulblades to open the Great Eye. Killing either Ricatus or Merovech would require us to find new bearers for their soulblades, and I can think of no viable candidates.”

      “Nor can I,” said Aeliana.

      “Besides, they will have their uses,” said Agravhask. He pushed open the doors, and they stepped into one of the many gardens of the Prince’s Palace, the light of the moons casting their mixed greenish-blue light over the bushes and the trees. “Ricatus is a capable fighter, and Merovech is a Dragonmaeloch. His power might turn the balance at a critical junction.”

      “The Anathgrimm were ready for him,” said Aeliana with a sour grimace, remembering the lightning-wreathed chains that the spiny orcs’ ballistae had fired into him.

      “The Anathgrimm are only a portion of Accolon Pendragon’s combined force,” said Agravhask. “They will not be everywhere. And an army is never more vulnerable than when it is arrayed to besiege a fortification.”

      “Agreed,” said Aeliana. That was true enough. If Accolon put Cintarra under siege, of necessity he would have to raise several camps outside of ballista range from the walls. Such camps would be vulnerable to raiders – or to Merovech taking dragon form, circling around the city, and attacking from behind.

      “I suspect we shall find out soon enough,” said Agravhask. “Accolon will have to move soon, or else he shall lose his authority and the respect of his nobles.”

      “As if that boy deserves their respect,” said Aeliana.

      “He has claimed his father’s throne without contest and has already presided over the destruction of the Dragon Cult,” said Agravhask. “Do not allow your spite for the son of the man who overthrew your father to cloud your judgment, Lady Carhaine. An inexperienced foe can be no less dangerous for his inexperience.”

      Aeliana drew in a long breath, putting aside her irritation at the rebuke. He was, after all, correct. “As you say.”

      “We shall gather in the great hall tomorrow,” said Agravhask. “The priestesses will want to discuss strategy. It is just as well that Accolon will march soon. The priestesses are eager to bring the rest of Andomhaim under the shadow of the Seven Temples. Taztaloria is wise enough to see the need for patience, but the rest of the high priestesses thirst for battle.”

      “They’re going to be a problem,” said Aeliana.

      “Agreed,” said Agravhask with glacial calm. “But the proper moment to deal with them has not yet come.”

      Aeliana returned to her room. Taztaloria and the other high priestesses had decided that they were going to make Aeliana their puppet High Queen of Andomhaim once the realm had been subdued, but they didn’t quite trust her. So she had a nice room in a tower, but not a suite, and several servants who had been conscripted from the city’s population and no doubt instructed to spy upon her.

      Given that Ruinheart and the Mark of the Herald gave her the power to climb sheer walls as if they had been nothing more than ladders, returning to her room unnoticed through the window was easy.

      Merovech was waiting in her bed, already naked.

      The familiar wave of lust rolled through Aeliana. They were both Heralds of Ruin, imbued with the Warden’s power, and the power called to itself. That manifested as an uncontrollable attraction in Aeliana, which would have been intolerable, but she had the same effect on Merovech.

      “You took too damned long,” said Merovech in his flat, dead voice.

      A pulse of annoyance went through Aeliana even as she removed her clothes. It was just as well that Merovech was both a fine specimen of a man and a vigorous lover because she found him damned irritating otherwise.

      “Some of us were busy planning, my lord Duke,” said Aeliana, tossing aside her boots. “Our lord’s will shall not be executed by lounging around in bed.”

      “Ha,” said Merovech. “You and the red orc both think too damned much.”

      “You think too damned little,” said Aeliana, stepping out of her trousers.

      “Bah,” said Merovech. He smirked up at her. “There’s nothing to think about. The Warden wants to destroy the cosmos, and we’re going to destroy it.”

      “Maybe if you had thought about it a little more,” said Aeliana, “your army wouldn’t have gotten destroyed at Shadow Crown Hill.”

      Merovech stared at her, the golden fire in his eyes brightening.

      He moved so fast that she barely tracked the movement. One moment he was in her bed, glaring up at her. The next he crashed into her, and her bare back slammed into the stone wall, his hands like iron bands around her upper arms. He snarled at her, and Aeliana glared back at him even as his body pressed against hers.

      Suddenly that sensation and the lust it triggered overwhelmed all others.

      “Damn you,” hissed Aeliana. “If you weren’t a Herald, I would kill you.”

      “You would try and fail,” said Merovech. He seized her legs and lifted them, and Aeliana wrapped them around his waist. “But since you can’t kill me, what shall you do instead?”

      He was right. She couldn’t kill him.

      So she did the next best thing, which was intensely enjoyable, and they eventually tired each other enough to sleep, though Aeliana made Merovech go to his own bedroom.

      She might have found him uncontrollably desirable, but she refused to share her bed when she slept.
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      The next day the Heralds of Ruin and the chief priestesses and commanders of the Heptarchy invasion gathered in the great hall.

      Aeliana stood near the dais, taking note of the others. Agravhask stood at his accustomed place on the edge of the dais, a grim, towering figure in his crimson armor. At the corner of the dais was a case of black metal and glass holding the pickled head of Arandar Pendragon, which Agravhask had cut from the High King’s shoulders. The dais had once also held a second case containing Excalibur, but the Wraith and her band of rebels had stolen the sword before they had fled into the Deeps. They had likely starved to death in the Deeps by now or been taken captive by the dvargir. Aeliana found it amusing to think that the House of Pendragon’s precious heirloom, the sword of Arthur Pendragon, might spend all eternity gathering dust on some dvargir noble’s trophy shelf.

      Ricatus and Merovech stood near Aeliana. Merovech watched the others with a bland, indifferent expression while Ricatus wore his usual scowl. Aeliana ignored them and watched the leaders of the Heptarchy. Taztaloria, High Priestess of the Temple of the Crimson, was the senior priestess and the most powerful, and the other priestesses clustered around her like a flock of black-robed crows. Aeliana noted them and the commanders of the soldiers – the brutal Vhastur of the arachar orcs, Valdrammis the kyralven battle wizard, Milchikai of the Azrikai halflings, and the others. The commanders were loyal to Agravhask and only followed the priestesses out of fear.

      That might prove useful before too much longer.

      “The scouts report,” said Agravhask. “Accolon Pendragon has broken camp, and the army of Andomhaim marches south to Cintarra.”

      A murmur went through the assembled priestesses and commanders.

      “This is urgent news,” said a scar-faced priestess named Velscorzia, who headed the priestesses of the Temple of the Viridian. She was shrill, humorless, and unpleasant, and lacked the understated aura of iron authority that surrounded Taztaloria. Nonetheless, a spiderling could not attain the rank of high priestess without great skill at dark magic, and Aeliana would not want to face Velscorzia in a straight fight. “We should have been informed at once, Warlord.”

      “Agreed,” said Agravhask. “The report came a quarter of an hour ago. We must now consider our response.”

      “Let us march out and destroy them!” said Vhastur. Aeliana resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Vhastur was competent enough, but he had never encountered a problem that he didn’t try to solve with mass public executions. Someday one of his own soldiers would cut his throat while he slept. “We at last have the opportunity to break the host of Andomhaim. Let us march forth and crush them.”

      “To do so would sacrifice many advantages,” said Agravhask. “We have a secure base of supply, while the High King must extend his supply lines. The fortifications here are strong and well-prepared for an extended siege. Additionally, our numbers count for even more within the walls of the city. We do not have to attack the High King. Accolon Pendragon has no choice but to attack us, or else he shall lose his authority and his throne. While we do not wish to delay carrying out the will of the goddesses, we may conquer Andomhaim at our leisure.”

      “In warfare, victory often goes to the commander who seizes the initiative,” said Valdrammis. The kyralven battle wizard spoke in quiet, controlled tones, but the kyralves usually did, no doubt to protect themselves from the wrath of the spiderlings. “Yet we are forcing Accolon to react to us.”

      “Correct,” said Taztaloria. “Better to compel our enemies to come to us. We shall prepare the battlefield and fight on ground of our choosing.”

      Agravhask, Aeliana reflected, was right to be wary of the priestesses. Ricatus held them in disdain, but he was a fool. Taztaloria had power, and more importantly, she had the self-control to use it effectively. She would not be an opponent to underestimate.

      “We must prepare our defenses,” said Agravhask. “We can expect Accolon to attack along the western bank of the river. Our scouting parties will focus…”

      The voice slithered through the inside of Aeliana’s head, and she felt Ruinheart pulse in its scabbard. Ricatus stiffened next to her, but Merovech and Agravhask gave no reaction.

      “Wait for me,” said the voice of the bearer of Shadowruin inside her head. “I will soon join you before the Great Eye.”

      Agravhask kept talking, giving commands for the defense, but Aeliana knew that he and the other Heralds had heard the message.

      The final Herald was going to join them. Aeliana didn’t know how, but the bearer of Shadowruin was coming.

      And when all five Heralds had gathered, they would open the Great Eye and claim the Tomb of the Ascendant Dragon for the Warden.
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      Moriah cracked open one eye.

      The tent was empty, a few shafts of light leaking through the flap. Moriah yawned and sat up, running a hand through her hair. The lack of greasy feeling startled her, but Queen Valeria had been kind enough to provide them with a bath before last night’s dinner. After all the weeks of running and hiding in the Shadow Ways beneath Cintarra, Moriah couldn’t remember the last time she had bathed.

      She had a vague recollection of Niall awakening and slipping out soon after dawn. When Moriah had been a thief, she had conducted most of her work at night, and that hadn’t changed once she had become Accolon’s spymaster. Niall, though, was used to waking at the crack of dawn to work on his uncle’s farm, and becoming a knight and a Swordbearer hadn’t changed that.

      Moriah found herself grinning like a fool. She shouldn’t have been in such a good mood. The realm was still at war, and Cintarra was in the iron grasp of the Heptarchy. They all might be dead in another few days. Yet Moriah was betrothed now, and she found that thinking about it cheered her. She had always intended to become wealthy through her own efforts (or thefts, mostly) and had no intention of following her half-sister Caitrin’s plan of gaining security through ensnaring a wealthy man.

      But she and Niall had gone into deadly danger together, and he had never wavered.

      If that didn’t show a man’s quality, then what did?

      And while there were more important things, Moriah had found last night very enjoyable.

      She stood, stretched, and dressed, her scout armor and wraithcloak going into her satchel. Moriah stepped out of the tent and squinted into the morning sunlight. It wasn’t all that long after dawn, come to think of it. Niall’s tendency to rise early must be wearing off on her.

      Moriah decided to find some breakfast, and then a voice interrupted her thoughts.

      “You look well-rested.”

      Moriah turned and saw a tall woman with silver hair walking towards her. The points of her elven ears rose from her hair, and her eyes were likewise silver. She wore dark boots, trousers, and a leather jerkin, and carried a sword and a dwarven axe at her belt.

      “Lady Selene,” said Moriah.

      Selene grinned at her. The former urdhracos grinned a lot and had a manner best described as cheerful loquaciousness. But her amiable nature concealed a dangerous and sharp mind. Moriah had the sudden feeling that Selene knew exactly how she had spent the night.

      Not that it would have been a particularly difficult deduction.

      “Ah, good, you’re up,” said Selene. “The High King and Lord Ridmark want to talk to you and Sir Niall.”

      “About what?”

      Moriah turned as Niall approached, holding a small loaf of bread. He smiled when he saw her, and Moriah was surprised at the wave of warmth that went through her.

      “You found breakfast,” said Moriah.

      “I did,” said Niall. He broke the loaf in two and offered her one of the pieces. Moriah took it, hesitated, and then gave him a quick kiss. She enjoyed both Niall’s startled blink and Selene’s smirk. Well, she was going to marry Niall, so everyone would know it soon enough.

      “I thought you two might have gotten close in Cintarra,” said Selene.

      That was one way to put it.

      “Lady Moriah has consented to become my wife,” said Niall.

      “Congratulations,” said Selene. “Or condolences, I’m not sure which. You realize that Accolon will have to give his consent since you’re now the Comes of Rhudlan.”

      An alarmed look went over Niall’s face, and Moriah kept a straight face. “I wouldn’t worry about it, Niall.”

      “He would likely give you anything you ask, within reason,” said Selene. “You did bring him Excalibur and the Prince of Cintarra. Compared to that, the comarchates of Rhudlan and Greenbridge and a marriage are a small reward.”

      “I don’t think it’s a small reward,” said Niall, “and the High King can keep Rhudlan for all I care.”

      Selene laughed. “Is he always so gallant?”

      “I think it’s endearing,” said Moriah.

      “Given that you’re going to marry him, that’s probably a good thing,” said Selene. “Speaking of the High King, he sent me to bring you to him. The army is getting ready to march, and he has a task for you.”

      Moriah took a deep breath and looked at Niall, and she saw the understanding reflected in his eyes.

      “It’s about how we got out of Cintarra, isn’t it?” said Niall.

      Moriah nodded. “He wants to send someone into the city.” When she and Niall had told their tale to Lord Ridmark, she had seen the idea go through the Shield Knight’s eyes. The Heptarchy had a better position and a stronger army than the High King, even with the aid of the taalkrazdors and the Arcanii of Owyllain. Getting a force into the city, one that could open the gates for the besiegers, could turn the tide.

      Except it wasn’t a secret way into the city. The Heptarchy knew about the path into the Shadow Ways. The priestesses and the Chosen Guards had attacked the ruined thainkul in force, and Moriah, Niall, and Decimus had barely gotten Prince Tywall and the rebels out. If not for the water gate and the locking mechanism the ancient dwarves had left behind to defend their settlement, Moriah and the others would have perished.

      But the priestesses knew about the path into the Shadow Ways, and neither they nor Agravhask would be foolish enough to leave it unguarded. There would be a garrison of arachar soldiers in the thainkul, with Chosen Guards and maybe even priestesses among them. There was no way Moriah and Niall could sneak back into the city.

      Maybe Lord Ridmark had a plan.

      “I’m ready if you are,” said Moriah.

      Niall nodded. “Lead the way, my lady.”

      They followed Selene through the camp to the High King’s pavilion.
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      “Thank you for coming,” said Ridmark as Sir Tamlin Thunderbolt and Sir Calem Whitecloak stepped into the pavilion.

      The two Knights of the Order of the Arcanii nodded to him. Tamlin was a tall man with thick black hair and gray eyes, and he wore golden elven armor taken from the ruins of Cathair Selenias, a steel sword on his belt. He had a ready smile, but sometimes shadows came over his face, no doubt when he thought of his past. Belatedly, Ridmark realized that Tamlin was now a nephew of the new High Queen of Andomhaim. His mother Cathala had been one of the many daughters of the King of Echion and had shared Valeria’s beauty and skill with magic, though Cathala’s heart had been rotten, and her arrogance had almost unleashed disaster upon Owyllain.

      Calem Whitecloak was a somber man who wore dark elven armor and a wraithcloak. He had a hard face and vivid green eyes, and the only time Ridmark usually saw him smile was when he was with his wife Kalussa. Like Tamlin, he was an Arcanius Knight, and fearsomely skilled with a sword. Both of the Arcanii preferred the magic of elemental air, though Calem was the stronger wizard of the two.

      But Calem had no pride in him. He had paid a fearsome price for his power.

      Tamlin grinned. “When the Shield Knight calls, we come. You have something dangerous for us to do, I expect.”

      “Yes,” said Ridmark, and he turned towards Accolon as Tamlin and Calem stepped into the pavilion. Most of the space was taken up by a table filled with a map of the River Cintarra’s valley. Warlord Shalmathrak’s ghost orc rangers had been busy, and they had a good idea of the position of Agravhask’s forces. Painted clay tokens marked the locations of the various armies.

      Accolon frowned down at the map, Calliande and the Magistrius Decimus standing at his side. Prince Tywall hovered close to Accolon. The High King now carried Excalibur in his scabbard, and his right hand rested idly on the ancient sword’s pommel.

      A jolt of memory went through Ridmark, and he remembered Arandar holding Excalibur for the first time over fifteen years ago after the defeat of Tarrabus Carhaine. Perhaps that was a good sign. The final battle against the Enlightened of Incariel had been a near-fought thing, but the Enlightened had been defeated.

      “Sir Calem, Sir Tamlin, welcome,” said Accolon, straightening up. The two Arcanii bowed.

      “As I told Lord Ridmark, we are glad to help,” said Tamlin. “Besides, I think we might be family now.”

      Accolon smiled. “Yes, I believe your mother was one of my wife’s older half-sisters. I confess I cannot keep all the royals of Owyllain straight, but I dare not forget any of them, lest I inadvertently cause grievous offense.”

      “Valeria can help you with that,” said Calliande.

      “And thank God for it,” said Accolon.

      “I wouldn’t worry overmuch about it, my lord,” said Tamlin. “Royal blood is far more common in Owyllain than it is here. Andomhaim has one High King, but Owyllain has nine cities, each with its own king. Keeping track of all the royal cousins employs a small army of scribes.”

      “My wife could help with that as well,” said Calem. “She knows every royal of any blood in Owyllain and has strong opinions if anyone forgets them.”

      “Yes, and she has strong opinions on every topic she hears,” said Tamlin.

      Having met Kalussa Pendragon Whitecloak, Ridmark could not disagree.

      “But I do not think you summoned us here to discuss the lineage of Owyllain, High King,” said Calem. “More urgent matters press.”

      “Indeed,” said Accolon. “We…”

      The pavilion’s flap rustled, and Selene entered, followed by Moriah and Niall.

      “Lady Moriah, Sir Niall,” said Accolon. “Thank you for coming. I imagine you have guessed what we must discuss.”

      “Before we start on that,” said Selene, “you should know that Niall has asked Moriah to marry him.”

      Niall’s mouth fell open, and he closed it. Moriah sighed and folded her arms, but she smiled as she did it.

      Tamlin grinned and clapped Niall on the shoulder. “Congratulations, sir.” Decimus followed Tamlin’s example.

      Accolon raised an eyebrow. “I’m assuming she said yes?”

      “She did, yes, my lord,” said Niall. “I would have told you, but it was only last night, and, er, I didn’t yet have the chance…”

      Ridmark could guess what had distracted the two of them.

      “Well, Prince Tywall,” said Accolon, looking at the boy. “The Comes of Rhudlan and the Lady of Greenbridge are your vassals. Do you give them leave to wed?”

      “Will they help me govern Cintarra if we defeat the Heptarchy?” said Tywall.

      “Of course, my lord,” said Niall.

      Moriah smiled. “We went to a lot of work to keep you alive, lord Prince. It would be regrettable if that was wasted.”

      “Then I give my consent,” said Tywall with solemn gravity.

      “I would ask what you wish for a wedding gift,” said Accolon to Moriah, “but I’m afraid you would want all the jewels in the Prince’s Palace.”

      Moriah shrugged. “The arachar would have looted all the jewels by now anyway. Besides, steel is often more useful than gold.”

      “Agreed,” said Accolon. “But matters of steel must concern us now. You know why I have asked you here, I assume.”

      Niall nodded. “You want us to lead soldiers through the Deeps to the Shadow Ways.”

      “The Keeper has reviewed Brother Luke’s chronicle,” said Accolon. He nodded towards the corner of the table, where the friar’s tome sat. “Decimus explained the path you took, and Lord Ridmark believes you can lead a small party of knights, Arcanii and Swordbearers through the Deeps to the Shadow Ways. From there, you can make your way to the northern gate of the Western City of Cintarra and open it to our army. Once the gate is open, I will send in the dwarven taalkrazdors to secure the forum, and we will push into the city. The second battle for Cintarra shall then begin in earnest.” He looked from Niall to Moriah. “Can you do this? Can you lead Lord Ridmark’s party through the Deeps to the Shadow Ways?”

      Niall and Moriah shared a look.

      “We can,” said Niall. “But…”

      “But there will be problems,” said Moriah.

      “For one, the journey through the Deeps,” said Niall. “It will take several days, and there are dangers.”

      Accolon nodded. “That is why I mean to send you with a party of Swordbearers and Arcanii. That will allow you to overcome any foes you encounter.”

      “There were fights in the Deeps where more Swordbearers would have been useful,” said Niall.

      “Someone who could throw lightning and fire as well,” said Moriah. “The next big problem will be the locks. I told you about the flooding mechanism the dwarves had to protect their thainkul. The Heptarchy must have left it closed to seal off the entrance. I can use my wraithcloak to pass through the water…”

      “As can I, Lady Moriah,” said Calem.

      “But once we open the gates, it will be obvious,” said Moriah. “The noise from the flooding will be immense, and the arachar garrison will know that we’re coming. Worse, they will have more than enough time to send someone to warn Agravhask. And I don’t know how far the Swordbearers and the Arcanii will have to be from the gate to keep from drowning.”

      “I might be able to help with that,” said Selene.

      “You can breathe underwater?” said Moriah.

      “No,” said Selene. “But I have some other tricks.”

      She snapped her fingers. The movement wasn’t necessary to employ her power, but Selene did enjoy a good dramatic gesture. Silver light flashed around her, and her appearance changed. She took on the guise of the spiderling priestess Siaxala.

      Niall took a long step back, hissing in alarm, his hand falling to Starflame’s hilt.

      “Niall,” said Moriah, grabbing his forearm.

      “Yes,” said Niall. He took a long breath and released his sword. “Right. I forgot that you can do that.”

      Selene’s illusionary face grinned at him. “That’s very flattering. I suppose I must look just like one of the spiderlings.”

      “You do,” said Niall. “God and the saints. If I walked into the pavilion right now, I would think you were here to kill the High King.”

      “Niall,” said Moriah again. “If she looks just like a priestess…that means any arachar orcs, kyralves, or Azrikai halflings who see her will assume she’s a priestess. They’ll do whatever she tells them to do. Think about all the times we could have avoided trouble if we had someone who could impersonate a priestess. We could have ordered an arachar patrol to walk right into an ambush or to avoid us, and they would have obeyed. No one in the Heptarchy will disobey a priestess.” She frowned. “Unless you run into a priestess of higher rank.”

      “That’s what the Swordbearers are for,” said Selene with her mad grin. She snapped her fingers again, the illusionary guise of the priestess vanishing as she resumed her normal appearance.

      “I will ask the Guardian Morigna to accompany you as well,” said Accolon. “She can also disguise herself as a priestess, and she has the power of the Sight.”

      “Whether through subterfuge or force,” said Ridmark, “we will have to neutralize the garrison in the thainkul. Then we will make our way to the surface and open the northern gate. By the time we are there, Accolon’s army will have arrived and laid siege to Cintarra.”

      Niall frowned. “How will you know when to attack?”

      “This.” Calliande reached into her cloak and drew out a small stone sphere. It easily rested in her fist, and its surface had been inscribed with arcane sigils. “My apprentice Antenora made this. When it is activated, it will give off a brilliant light, visible at day or night. That will be the signal to attack.”

      “The dwarven taalkrazdors will strike first and hold the forum beyond the gate,” said Accolon. “The Anathgrimm and the Swordbearers will follow.”

      “It will be a bloody fight, lord King,” said Tamlin. “Street to street fighting is a nasty business, especially when elemental magic is involved. Cintarra is bisected by a river, aye? Warlord Agravhask might abandon the Western City, withdraw to the Eastern City, and destroy the bridges behind him. If we do this, we might retake Cintarra, but leave it rubble and ashes in the process.”

      “We might,” said Accolon, “but we have no other choice. You all know the real stakes of this war. The people of Cintarra have suffered grievously, but far worse shall befall if the Warden’s Heralds of Ruin fulfill their mission. We must retake the city and kill the Heralds, regardless of the cost.”

      “Warlord Agravhask will know you’re coming,” said Moriah.

      “I expect so,” said Accolon. “It will be difficult to hide an army of this size.”

      “More than that,” said Moriah. She shivered, her sardonic mask cracking for a moment. “Niall and I saw him fight.” Niall nodded in agreement. “I heard you talking with the Guardian Morigna, Lord Ridmark, before the city fell. She said that Agravhask had the wisdom of King Solomon from the scriptures.” Ridmark remembered that conversation. “She wasn’t wrong. That’s what he’s like. It feels like he looks at you, and he knows all your secrets. He will know that we’re coming, and he’ll be ready for us.”

      “All that you say is true,” said Accolon. “But Agravhask is not infallible, and neither are his lieutenants and the other Heralds of Ruin. He cannot be everywhere.”

      “If we act swiftly, we can open the gate and admit the taalkrazdors before anyone can stop us,” said Ridmark.

      “We only need to kill one of the Heralds and take the dark soulblade,” said Calliande. “If the dark soulblade is secured in the Tower of the Keeper, the advantage will be ours. The Theophract stole Ghostruin from the Tower, but the Theophract is dead, and none of the Heralds have his power. We will still have a long war ahead of us, but at least we need not fear that the Warden will destroy the world.”

      “You have already done a great service to Cintarra and Andomhaim by bringing me both Prince Tywall and Excalibur,” said Accolon. “I regret that I must ask more of you, but Andomhaim needs you. Will you lead Lord Ridmark to Cintarra and open the northern gate?”

      Niall and Moriah shared a look. Ridmark had the impression they were having a discussion without need for conversation.

      “When do we leave?” said Niall at last.

      “The army marches tomorrow,” said Ridmark. “We leave today.”
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      A short time later, Ridmark’s party gathered in the shadow of Castra Melidern’s hill.

      He led a small group. Twenty Swordbearers, including Sir Gavin, who had accompanied him to the Heptarchy and on many other adventures. Twenty Arcanius Knights skilled with both sword and spell, led by Sir Tamlin and Sir Calem. Five Magistri, including Decimus, who had said that he was sworn to Sir Niall, and with Sir Niall and his betrothed he would go. Selene came to masquerade as a priestess as necessary, and so did Morigna.

      Ridmark would enter the heart of the Heptarchy’s power in Andomhaim with about fifty men and women.

      But those fifty were powerful. Twenty Swordbearers would be a terror on the battlefield, and the Arcanii could unleash devastating elemental magic. Calliande and Antenora had wanted to come as well, but Ridmark had persuaded Calliande to remain behind to guide Accolon. For that matter, if the Heptarchy decided to march from Cintarra and attack the besiegers, Accolon would need Calliande’s help to defeat the dark powers of the priestesses. Antenora had also been deep in conversation with Tarmyntir, and the two of them had been building siege weapons.

      Ridmark was half-hopeful, half-disturbed to see what they would create.

      He mounted his horse, and Tamlin and Calem joined him.

      “We’ve done this sort of thing before a few times, haven’t we?” said Tamlin.

      Calem nodded. “We entered both Tusked Skull Citadel and the Confessor’s stronghold of Urd Maelwyn by stealth.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. Those battles had been close-fought things, but they had prevailed in the end.

      Then again, they could just have easily lost.

      But Ridmark’s course was set. They would either retake Cintarra and drive back the Heptarchy and the Heralds of Ruin, or this would be the last battle of Andomhaim.

      He joined the rest of the riders, and they headed southwest, making for where Niall and Moriah had escaped from the Deeps.

      Behind them, the army of Andomhaim prepared to march south to the walls of Cintarra.
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      The frantic messenger came from the town of Kaldorf.

      After Griesburg had submitted to the Emperor, the Imperial host had continued its northward march. Chilmar had left behind a small garrison, mostly older men and those recovering from injuries, but that had really been more of a formality. Both the aldermen and the burghers were terrified of Theudeuric and the Order of Blood and wanted the Emperor to prevail. Tyrcamber supposed treachery was always a danger, but he doubted the men of Griesburg had any fight left in them.

      The mountains loomed ever closer, and to the north, Tyrcamber saw a large gap opening in their distant wall. That was the Iron Lake, he knew, and Castle Aginwulf overlooked its waters.

      They were not far from the stronghold of Theudeuric and Duchess Rosalyn.

      The discussions around Everard Roland and his councilors changed from containing raiding parties to preparing for the siege. Castle Aginwulf, like Castle Valdraxis, was a strong fortress, built up over successive generations to serve as a worthy seat for a Duke of the Empire. The castle was the size of a small city, occupying a mountain spur that thrust into the cold waters of the lake. Its walls were tall and strong, and its towers had an excellent field of fire overlooking the narrow road that led to the castle’s only gate. Worse, the Dukes of Corbrast had dug deep dungeons and galleries beneath their castle, constructing vast chambers to house supplies.

      Tyrcamber didn’t know how his father and the Emperor intended to take the castle, but he hoped they had a good plan. He knew it would likely involve him, perhaps even rely on him. Still, the Emperor had all five of the Masters of the Imperial Orders to advise him, along with Duke Chilmar and the other chief dukes and counts of the Empire. They had considerable military experience between them, and Tyrcamber hoped they would come up with a good plan.

      But he feared that no matter what they did, thousands of men would die in the coming siege.

      Thousands of lives lost, deaths that would go to feed Theudeuric’s grim necromantic spell.

      Theudeuric and Duchess Rosalyn had abandoned the outlying towns and villages around Castle Aginwulf without much of a fight. Bands of black knights flew over the moors on skeletal horses, using necromancy to raise the goblin warriors from their ancient barrows, and the army had been under constant harassment as they marched north from Griesburg. Men died in those skirmishes, the power of their deaths drained away to feed Theudeuric’s spell, but the host was in no serious danger.

      So Tyrcamber was surprised when the messenger from Kaldorf arrived.

      “We are under attack, my lord Emperor,” said the messenger, standing before Everard Roland. He was a ragged-looking man of middle years named Aldrich, and he was having trouble keeping his feet. The messenger kept swaying to the side, and one of the Knights of Embers assigned to guard the Emperor that day had prudently moved to Aldrich’s side, ready to keep him from falling over.

      “Speak, then,” said Everard. “What force assails you?”

      “The undead of the Order of Blood, my lord,” said Aldrich. He spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “When Duchess Rosalyn declared for the Order and let the black knights raise their banners openly in Corbrast…there was nothing we could do to stop it. We let them tax us and take a share of our crops and cattle…”

      Everard lifted a hand. “There was nothing you could have done. The commoners follow their lords. The fault lies with the false Duchess and her disloyal vassals.”

      “So long as we paid our taxes, we were left in peace,” said Aldrich. “When your army came to Corbrast, we feared it would be made a wasteland, but then we heard how other towns were left in peace so long as they submitted. My lord Emperor, we wish to submit to you, and so we waited for you to arrive. But the undead came down from the castle and are attacking Kaldorf. If you do not send aid, the black knights said they would break into the town and kill everyone within.”

      “Undead?” said Chilmar, his voice hard. “What manner of undead?”

      Aldrich shrugged. “Many skeletons arrayed in mail with swords and shields. Some wraiths, I think, and a dozen of the black knights on their undead horses. Three or four hundred muridachs as well. My lords, only the old men and the sick are left in Kaldorf, everyone else has been recruited for the Duchess’s army. If we do not receive aid, they will put everyone in the village to the sword.”

      “If Kaldorf is surrounded,” said Chilmar, “how did you come to reach us? It seems unlikely that one horseman could elude so many foes.”

      “The black knights let me go,” said Aldrich. “Our aldermen tried to negotiate with the Knights of Blood. They said that one rider could come to the Emperor’s army to seek aid. If no aid comes by dawn…they will break the gates and kill everyone in the town.” He let out a weary sigh. “We shall fight, all of us, for there is no other choice. But we will be overwhelmed and slain. Or perhaps some of us will be overcome by the Dragon Curse, and a newmade dragon shall burn Kaldorf to ashes in its madness.”

      “Go and rest,” said the Emperor. “One of my squires will see to it that you are fed. I shall send men to Kaldorf this very hour.”

      Aldrich offered a bow, almost weeping with gratitude, and one of the Emperor’s squires led the shuffling man to get some food.

      “This seems like a trap,” said Duke Faramund at once.

      “For once, I quite agree,” said Chilmar, glancing at the younger duke. “The Order of Blood has been abandoning the towns and villages of northern Corbrast without a fight. For them to attack Kaldorf now seems curious.”

      “Is there any special about Kaldorf that would hold the Order’s attention?” said Everard, looking at Rincimar.

      Rincimar only shrugged. “None that I know of, my lord. Griesburg is the largest town in northern Corbrast, and its aldermen and people were eager to submit to the Empire. The people of Kaldorf mostly sell wool cloth and goat cheese. Hardly anything to draw the attention of the lords of the Empire.”

      “I suspect,” said the Guardian Rilmael, “that it has nothing to do with Kaldorf, and everything to do with us.” He stood with Third at the edge of the circle of lords gathered around the Emperor’s pavilion. “Theudeuric wishes our attention drawn to the town for some reason.”

      “Then we had best disappoint him,” said Chilmar.

      “I will not leave my subjects to be slaughtered by the necromancers,” said Everard. “How many people live in Kaldorf, Marshal?”

      “About three thousand, give or take,” said Rincimar. “Probably less since the Order of Blood declared itself.”

      “If this is a trap, it would be folly to walk into it,” said Chilmar.

      “A bear trap is deadly to flesh and bone,” said Rilmael, “but thrust a rod of iron into the same trap, and its teeth shatter. There are two ways to defeat a trap, my lords. Either ignore it entirely…”

      “Or spring the trap and give it more than it can contain,” said Chilmar. “Is that what you suggest?”

      “Aye,” said Rilmael. “The black knights, the muridachs, and the undead warriors cannot hurt anyone if they are burned to ashes in the fires of a Dragontiarna.”

      A short time later, Tyrcamber rode north across the moors, making for the town of Kaldorf. He did not go alone. Two hundred knights of the Order of Embers rode with him, along with two hundred more from the Order of Iron. Two griffins flew overhead, stark against the harsh light of the sky fire. Sir Angaric commanded the Knights of Embers, while Master Grimoald of the Order of Iron led his knights. Tyrcamber had first met Master Grimoald years ago during the siege of Tongur, before he had even joined the Order of Embers. Grimoald had seemed like a gaunt old wolf then, and the years since had made him even harsher but no weaker.

      Rilmael and Third rode with Tyrcamber, the Guardian holding his staff, Third sitting at ease in her saddle, the golden armor of a Dragontiarna flashing in the glow of the sky fire. Her expression was serene, but her eyes were dark and hard, and Tyrcamber knew that her swords were ready in their scabbards.

      One of the griffins shrieked and began spiraling back down towards the earth.

      “The scouts have seen something,” said Grimoald.

      “That they have,” said Angaric. The knights slowed, and soon the columns came to a halt. The griffin circled down and landed in front of them with a grunt and a flap of its wings. Atop the beast sat Tyrcamber’s friend Sir Olivier, who he had first met in Mourdrech years ago. Olivier, like so many of the Knights of the Griffin, was a spare, wiry man, making it easier for his griffin to carry him across long leagues.

      “What news, Sir Olivier?” said Rilmael.

      Olivier looked them over and scratched the side of his griffin’s neck. He had named the fierce beast Thunder Cloud, and the griffin purred as he scratched it. Tyrcamber thought it strange to hear such a gentle noise from so dangerous of a creature.

      “It is as the messenger said, my lords,” said Olivier. “Kaldorf is under siege. Two or three hundred undead and about the same number of muridachs. Some wraiths as well, maybe a score. A dozen black knights on those undead horses of theirs.”

      “What are they doing?” said Grimoald.

      “At the moment, nothing,” said Olivier. “The muridachs are a little restless, but they’re gathered before Kaldorf’s southern wall. I think they’re waiting for us.”

      “Foolish of them,” said Grimoald. “Surely they must know we can crush them with ease.”

      “There’s something else,” said Olivier. “One of the black knights has a sword of red flame and a living woman with him.”

      Tyrcamber shared a look with Rilmael and Third.

      “Theudeuric himself,” said Rilmael.

      “And Duchess Rosalyn,” said Tyrcamber, remembering how Rosalyn had smirked after Ruari had killed Brunhilda.

      “The crimson sword will be Shadowruin,” said Third. Theudeuric had almost killed her with that sword outside the walls of Sinderost, and if not for Rilmael’s intervention, she would have died.

      “The Master of Blood himself?” said Grimoald. “What the devil would he be doing here with such a small force?”

      “Nothing good,” said Tyrcamber. He remembered the traps that Theudeuric had set for them already. Was Theudeuric about to unleash a similar stratagem?

      “Perhaps we should withdraw and obtain reinforcements from the army,” said Angaric.

      Grimoald scowled. “Against so small a foe? We have a chance to cut the head from the serpent, Sir Angaric, if we kill Rosalyn and Theudeuric both.”

      “Theudeuric is an army in his own right,” said Rilmael, “and Duchess Rosalyn a necromancer of considerable power.”

      “But Theudeuric may not have reckoned with the power of two Dragontiarna Knights,” said Grimoald, glancing at Tyrcamber and Third.

      “No,” said Rilmael. “Then again, he might well have.”

      Grimoald frowned. “Then you suggest we summon reinforcements as well, Guardian?”

      “If we do, Theudeuric will kill everyone in Kaldorf,” said Rilmael. “Have you wondered why he has not simply laid northern Corbrast waste, my lord? He is working a great spell of necromancy in Castle Aginwulf, a spell powered by death. I feared that he would slaughter everyone in Corbrast as the Order of Blood withdrew north. Why has he not? Death on that scale would allow him to complete his dark spell all the sooner.”

      Grimoald shrugged. “Not mercy, obviously. Perhaps his spell has a limit to the amount of power it can draw at any one time. Too much, and he will overload the casting or subject himself to the Dragon Curse.”

      Tyrcamber shook his head. “Necromancy is impervious to the Malison. If you ever have the misfortune to speak with a Knight of Blood, they never shut up about it.”

      “Or,” said Rilmael, “he is trying to draw us into a trap.”

      Third frowned. “That is what you said at the council.”

      “It is.” Rilmael sighed. “We didn’t see Theudeuric’s trap with the Laethstones until it was nearly too late, and I was in Andomhaim when he sent Rosalyn to corrupt Duchess Brunhilda.”

      “Then what do you counsel we do now?” said Grimoald.

      “We walk into the trap and see what Theudeuric intends,” said Rilmael. “He might be clever, but cleverness will only take him so far against two Dragontiarna Knights.”

      “That sounds like overconfidence,” said Third.

      “It’s not,” said Rilmael. “It’s caution. If we turn around and do nothing, Theudeuric will kill everyone in Kaldorf, and he’ll repeat the same stratagem with more towns until he draws us out. If we fight Theudeuric here, we will save the people of Kaldorf, and we might have a chance to learn more of his plan. And perhaps even kill him and take Shadowruin, if we are fortunate.”

      “And if we are not fortunate?” said Grimoald.

      “Battle is ever a throw of the dice,” said Rilmael.

      Grimoald snorted at that. “So be it. Let us cast the dice and see where they land.”

      Sir Olivier took to the skies again, and the horsemen resumed their ride north.
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      Third held both her magic and the power of her blood ready as Kaldorf came into sight.

      Even after her abilities as a wizard had reawakened, even after she gained the power of a Dragontiarna, she still preferred her swords over any other method of combat. Part of it was that she enjoyed swordplay more than magic. And part of it was simple prudence. If she attacked with her most powerful weapons first, she would have nothing to fall back upon if the battle went ill.

      But she had fought Theudeuric before, and she knew his measure. Third was far stronger than she had been the first time she had faced Theudeuric, but it would be foolish to assume that her enemy had not likewise grown in power.

      No, when Third encountered him for the next time, she intended to kill him and make sure Shadowruin was kept safe.

      Her gaze roamed over Kaldorf. It looked a great deal like Griesburg, albeit smaller and a bit shabbier. A wall of stone encircled the town’s hilltop, but it was smaller and in poorer repair than the defenses of Griesburg. Nevertheless, it would be enough to keep bandits and minor undead at bay.

      The wall would barely slow the muridach warriors and black knights gathered below the hill.

      Sir Olivier’s report had been correct. Third counted about three hundred minor undead and two hundred and fifty muridach warriors. A group of about twenty wraiths floated over a dozen black knights atop their skeletal horses, the dark bones held together by tendrils of ghostly blue fire. She recognized Theudeuric in their midst, Shadowruin burning with crimson flame in his right hand. Next to him atop her own undead horse was a slim, dark-haired woman in close-fitting armor, tendrils of azure flame coiling around her hands and forearms.

      Duchess Rosalyn Aginwulf.

      “She can change her appearance,” murmured Tyrcamber.

      “She disguised herself as Rogotha to corrupt your brother,” said Rilmael.

      “Aye, but when she revealed herself, she had black hair,” said Tyrcamber. “Do you remember the parley near Castle Valdraxis? She had red hair then.”

      Grimoald grunted. “Why are we discussing the vanity of women before a battle, my lord?”

      “Because if Duchess Rosalyn can change her appearance,” said Rilmael, “she might have some subtle plan to confound us. Her necromancy will give her great control over her own flesh and blood. She could speed and slow her heart at will and reshape her skeleton and face as she wished.”

      “A cunning foe,” said Grimoald.

      “Then again,” said Third, “she might have simply changed her hair out of vanity.” Grimoald glanced at her, startled. “You will notice that Rosalyn has never chosen to take the guise of an ugly woman.”

      Angaric let out a startled laugh. “That’s true enough.”

      “Theudeuric’s moving,” said Rilmael.

      The Master of the Order of Blood rode his undead horse forward a few paces, shadows and blue fire streaming from the skeletal mount. Rosalyn remained at his side, her expression placid, though the blue flame kept streaming around her hands.

      “Welcome!” Theudeuric’s voice rang over the gap between the two forces, driven to great volume by a spell. The master of the black knights had a deep, melodious voice, one that would have been well-suited to a bard or perhaps the sort of preacher who could hold congregations mesmerized with his sermons. “I perceive that not one but two Dragontiarna Knights have come. And the Guardian himself! Truly, this is indeed an honor.”

      Grimoald looked to Rilmael, and the Guardian nodded and worked a spell.

      “You let the messenger reach the Emperor,” said Grimoald, Rilmael’s spell raising his voice to match Theudeuric’s. “Why?”

      “Is that Master Grimoald of the Order of Iron that I hear?” said Theudeuric. “I’m afraid I didn’t intend to speak with you, my lord. Iron has its uses, but what is the magic of elemental earth compared to the power of life and death?”

      “Unlike your necromancy,” said Grimoald, “it is not a filthy abomination. Shall I continue?”

      “No need,” said Theudeuric. “I’m afraid that you and I have nothing to say to one another. Rather, I would wish to speak to the Dragontiarna Knight.”

      “Me?” said Tyrcamber.

      “Not you, my redoubtable Sir Tyrcamber,” said Theudeuric. “Like Master Grimoald, you and I have nothing to say to each other, and our disagreements can only be resolved by the sword. No, I wish to speak to Lady Third, the urdhracos who became a Dragontiarna.”

      Third saw the others look at her in surprise. But she also felt the weight and power of Theudeuric’s gaze.

      “Your reason has failed you,” said Third, “if you think to persuade me with anything other than force.”

      “Come, now, my lady,” said Theudeuric. “What does the Frankish Empire matter to you? What does this world? You are far from your homeland and kin. For that matter, you have evolved beyond both base humanity and the madness of the dark elves to become something more. Something greater and stronger.”

      “Does this flattery have a point?” said Third. “We fought outside of Sinderost, and you almost slew me. It is unlikely that I shall listen to anything you have to say.”

      “You were strong then, and you are stronger now,” said Theudeuric. “The Order of Blood works to improve humanity. Think of how much greater you are than the common mass of mankind. You can help us shape and guide humanity, to lead it to greater glory.”

      “No,” said Third. “I have heard these lies before. They always end in ruin and desolation. And from you, they are doubly false.”

      They were too far apart for Third to observe Theudeuric’s expression, but she did see his head tilt to the side.

      “How so?” said Theudeuric. “I have told you no lies.”

      “You care nothing for the Order of Blood,” said Third. “You are a servant of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch, a Herald of Ruin. You are only using the Order of Blood as a tool to help your true master enslave the cosmos.”

      Theudeuric said nothing. Rosalyn turned her head and considered him.

      “I take it you failed to mention that to the other Knights of Blood?” said Third.

      Theudeuric laughed. There was no malice or anger in the sound, just genuine amusement. “I see the Guardian Rilmael has filled your head with all kinds of nonsense, my lady. But such is his usual strategy. He taught humanity just enough about magic to control us, but when the Order of Blood grew beyond his control, he drove us out. No doubt he thinks to make you into a weapon as well.”

      “It seems you have nothing to discuss with anyone,” said Grimoald. “I suggest you withdraw from Kaldorf, or else we shall destroy you. You do not have enough force to stand against our knights, let alone two Dragontiarna.”

      “I have nothing to say with you, Master Grimoald,” said Theudeuric, “but one final request of importance to lay before Lady Third.”

      “And what is that?” said Third.

      “Give me the Key of Tarmyntir,” said Theudeuric.

      Third said nothing. The Key of Tarmyntir waited in a dagger sheath upon her belt. Third wished that she could have been rid of the thing, that she could have secured it in a safe place like the Tower of the Keeper, but the Key was too dangerous to hide anywhere and too powerful to destroy.

      She was tired of carrying it. At least here, though, it was far from the Great Eye. But if Theudeuric killed her and took the Key, the Herald would travel to Andomhaim. Theudeuric would use it to open the Great Eye for the other Heralds, and the forces Agravhask and the Warden’s other servants had gathered would attack Cathair Kaldran.

      “No,” said Third.

      “You have decided to defend the Empire,” said Theudeuric. “Well and good. Give me the Key, and the Order of Blood will depart the Empire at once. We will offer no further resistance to Emperor Everard Roland and his followers. The Empire will be safe, and the war would be over.”

      “What is this Key of Tarmyntir?” murmured Grimoald.

      “Ruin,” said Rilmael. “The destruction of the Empire and countless other worlds.”

      “And Lady Third has this thing?” blinked Grimoald.

      Rilmael shrugged. “Where safer for such a thing than the possession of a Dragontiarna Knight?”

      Grimoald had no answer for that.

      “You should know better than to make such an offer,” said Third. “I know what you will do with the Key. You would leave the Empire only to destroy it.”

      “A pity you lack vision,” said Theudeuric. “But, well. The Dragontiarna were ever anomalies in the natural order of things, and such anomalies will be repaired when the Order of Blood remakes the world.”

      He pointed Shadowruin, and the undead and the muridachs surged forward.

      “To arms!” said Grimoald, Sir Angaric echoing his cry. “To arms!”

      Theudeuric had decided to take the Key of Tarmyntir by force.
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      Tyrcamber dropped from his saddle, drawing Kyathar and calling his magic.

      A man on horseback usually had the advantage over one on foot, but that was no longer true for Tyrcamber. On foot, he could take dragon form without accidentally killing his horse in the process of transformation, which he had only done once. His father had never let him hear the end of it, and Tyrcamber had been embarrassed and regretful. The poor horse hadn’t deserved to be squished beneath the bulk of a transformed Dragontiarna Knight.

      The undead and the muridachs rushed forward in an undisciplined mob. They ought to have advanced in a line, the muridach warriors casting and holding Shield spells to guard one another. Or, at the very least, the undead should have attacked in a rush, distracting the knights of Embers and Iron while the muridachs made an orderly advance. Instead, they came forward in a disorganized mass. Clearly, Theudeuric did not care what happened to his warriors, whether living or dead.

      But while Theudeuric might not care what happened to his warriors, Tyrcamber doubted that Theudeuric would simply waste them in a burst of spite. Perhaps he was throwing them away as a distraction or to pin down the knights while he prepared some other attack.

      Well, if Tyrcamber destroyed the muridachs and the undead, they could no longer serve as a distraction.

      He pointed Kyathar, summoning as much magical force as his mind would hold. Once, such a torrent of power would have triggered the Dragon Curse and its transformation, but Tyrcamber was part of the Malison now and it was part of him. Kyathar’s crystalline blade erupted with elemental flames, and Tyrcamber cast the Fire Stream spell, one of the spells the Order of Embers taught its more powerful knights. A bar of flame as thick as Tyrcamber’s leg ripped from the end of the sword, and he slashed the weapon. The elemental flames ripped through the undead, destroying a score of the creatures and setting a dozen more ablaze.

      Tyrcamber started to draw in power for another spell, and several things happened at once.

      The undead horses of the black knights leaped into the air, great wings of shadow and blue fire swirling around them. The Knights of Blood scattered in all directions, holding Shield spells even as they summoned necromantic magic. In the same instant, the ground shuddered, and dozens of undead goblins clawed their way free from the earth, leathery and withered. They were more dangerous than the minor undead that Theudeuric had brought to Kaldorf, and the wraiths began to drift forward.

      Tyrcamber cursed under his breath. The undead goblins had arisen among the orderly lines of the Knights of Iron and Embers, and he heard Grimoald and Angaric shouting orders as they responded to the new danger. The men of the Imperial Orders could handle any one of those threats with ease, but Theudeuric would attack from all directions at once. The black knights would rain necromantic spells from the sky as the undead goblins disrupted the formations of the loyal men, and then the muridachs and the wraiths would attack.

      “Tyrcamber!” Rilmael’s voice rose over the din of battle, and Tyrcamber shot a look to the side to see Third striding in front of the Guardian, her swords crackling with lightning and flame. “Take to the air and attack the black knights! I will block their spell.”

      Even as he spoke, Rilmael thrust his staff over his head. The Knights of Blood flying overhead hurled volleys of necromantic spells, bursts of dark magic that would drain the life of anyone they touched. It was an impressive display of necromantic skill, but the Guardian of Cathair Kaldran was a match for it. An immense dome of fiery light spread overhead, a great Shield spell, and the necromantic spells hammered into it without effect.

      Tyrcamber sheathed Kyathar, ran forward, and called on the power of the Malison.

      The fire exploded through him, and his body transformed, swelling into immensity. Tyrcamber took the form of the mighty golden dragon. He opened his jaws, and the flames exploded over his fangs, rolling forward to engulf the nearest undead and muridachs.

      He did not hesitate but flexed his wings and leaped into the sky, hurtling like a massive arrow towards the circling Knights of Blood. More fire lanced from Tyrcamber, and it engulfed the nearest black knight before the undead wizard could change course. The dragon fire turned the bones of the undead horse to soot, and the Knight of Blood fell before Tyrcamber’s fire could immolate him. But that didn’t matter since the undead knight plummeted a hundred feet to the ground. He would receive a new body in Castle Aginwulf soon enough, but for now, he was out of the fight.

      Tyrcamber banked, and the black knights turned their attention from the Imperial Orders to their own defense.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A score of undead goblins converged on Third, all of them casting spells, and she acted.

      First, she cast the Armor spell. It was one of the Seven Spells that Rilmael had taught the men of the Empire, and Third had known a variant of it during her long centuries as an urdhracos. Elemental flame exploded from her limbs, sheathing her body in a blazing corona, and anyone that drew too near would burn in the heat of the flames.

      She reached for the song in her blood, the song of power that had replaced the dark will of her father. Blue flame swallowed Third, and when it faded, she had moved, traveling to reappear behind the ring of undead goblins that had begun to encircle her. The creatures reacted at once, sensing her magic rather than seeing her with their eyes.

      Third was just faster.

      She fell upon them like a hurricane, Storm and Inferno flying around her. Storm crackled in her left hand, and Third used the elven longsword to block and parry. The elemental lightning didn’t do much against the undead goblins, but that was all right because Inferno more than made up for the lack. The enspelled blade sliced through undead flesh, setting it ablaze. Third flickered through the undead, disappearing and reappearing, and soon she had cut down all the undead goblins that had menaced her.

      Tyrcamber’s battle cry filled the air, and Third shot a glance upward. Some of the black knights continued their attacks against the Knights of Iron and Embers, but Rilmael’s Shield spell held their dark magic back. Others fought Tyrcamber himself, hurling their full power against him. The magic-infused scales of a Dragontiarna repelled their attacks, and if the knights drew close enough to attack with their swords or spears, Tyrcamber ripped them from the sky.

      Meanwhile, the Knights of Iron had dismounted, sheathing themselves in their own version of the Armor spell. Purple light flickered over their chain mail and their shields. The Order of Iron, Rilmael had told her, specialized in earth magic, and the Knights of Iron could encase themselves in Armor spells that made their flesh harder than granite. The Knights of Embers remained upon their horses, casting spells of fire, and rained fireballs and Lance spells upon the charging undead and muridachs.

      The battle was going well. Third did not think the men of the Imperial Orders would suffer more than a dozen losses by the time the fighting was undead, but Theudeuric’s small force would have been wiped out. Surely he would not have thrown his fighters away for nothing? Third shot a quick glance towards the sky, but she could not spot the crimson fire of Shadowruin.

      Even as she looked, Third saw a flicker of darkness to the north.

      She whirled to see Rosalyn Aginwulf gliding towards her. The traitorous Duchess was sheathed in form-fitting black armor, and shadows and blue fire coiled around her hands. She was floating three or four feet off the ground, and a wild, bright smile was on her face. Wings of shadow and blue fire coiled behind her back, their power holding her aloft.

      Third started to reach for the fiery song in her blood, intending to transport herself behind Rosalyn and cut her throat before the Duchess reacted. A knight would have thought that a dishonorable way to kill someone, but for a necromancer of Rosalyn’s power, anything else would have been folly.

      Rosalyn grinned and made a pushing gesture, and a haze of shadow erupted her from a ring. It spread out in all directions, engulfing Third, and she felt the dark power settle around her. It blocked Third’s ability to travel, but she had fought under the constraint of such spells before.

      She pointed Inferno and cast the Lance spell, flinging a burst of elemental flame at Rosalyn. The Duchess made a pushing gesture, and a Shield of flickering shadow appeared before her, blocking the spell.

      “You should give me the Key,” murmured Rosalyn, her soft voice barely audible over the roar of the battle. “It will go easier that way.”

      Third did not answer, but strode towards her foe, swords held ready to strike.

      Rosalyn made a lifting gesture, and shadowy mist swirled over the ground. A dozen wraiths, hooded specters of shadow and blue flame, rose from the earth. A deathly chill washed over Third. As a hybrid of human and dark elf, her life force was stronger than that of a normal human. But the presence of wraiths sucked away life, and the presence of so many of them in a small area reinforced the effect. Third abandoned her Armor spell and cast the Ward spell instead, blocking the wraiths’ life-drinking power.

      But the Ward spell would not work if the wraiths came into physical contact, and the specters rushed towards her. Rosalyn began another spell, gesturing with both hands, something that looked like a miniature vortex of blue fire twisting within her fingers.

      Third dashed forward and attacked, Storm and Inferno blurring before her. She destroyed one wraith and then another. Both elemental lightning and elemental flame were effective against immaterial undead like the wraiths. She also cast the Sword spell, pouring more elemental fire into Inferno, and the blade shone as if it had been forged from the sky fire itself.

      Yet it still took Third several blows to bring down a wraith, and she had to remain in constant motion, whirling and striking to avoid their attacks. She wished that Ridmark was here, that they could go into battle against the wraiths as they had fought alongside each other so many times before. A Swordbearer’s soulblade would rip apart a wraith with a single blow, and the soulblade would also protect its bearer from the black knights’ dark magic.

      If Ridmark had been here, Third knew, this would have been Theudeuric’s last battle.

      But Ridmark was not here, and Rosalyn cast her spell.

      The Duchess thrust her hands, and something that looked like a blazing chain of blue fire leaped from her fingers and swept towards Third. Her first thought that it was a binding spell, that Rosalyn intended to immobilize her, but the end of the chain struck Third’s hip, and she felt nothing.

      No, she did feel a faint tugging.

      But it wasn’t aimed at her. Rosalyn was trying to take the Key of Tarmyntir. Third felt the Key’s scabbard straining against her belt, felt the dark magic wrapping around the mighty artifact.

      Third jumped back and cast the Shield spell, cutting the flow of power. The chain snapped like a cut rope under tension, but it twisted and coiled in the air, shooting forward to strike at Third again. Once more, the spell touched the Key, and Third felt it trying to pull the relic to Rosalyn’s waiting hand.

      That had been the entire point of this attack. Not Kaldorf, not the Dragontiarna, not Theudeuric himself. The Master and the Duchess had set a trap to claim the Key. Rilmael had been right, they had been able to blunt the trap and would wipe out Theudeuric’s force. But if Rosalyn escaped with the Key, she would hand it over to Theudeuric. The bearer of Shadowruin would escape to Andomhaim, and the Heralds would use the Key to open the Great Eye and attack Cathair Kaldran.

      Unless, of course, Third killed Rosalyn Aginwulf right now.

      The danger of setting a trap was that you might catch more than you could handle.

      Third threw herself into the attack, dodging around the wraiths’ grasp and hammering at them with swords and spells. She considered taking her dragon form and discarded the idea. The Theophract had been able to block her ability to transform at Shadow Crown Hill, and Rosalyn might have a similar power. Third sliced through wraith after wraith, pushing closer to the floating necromancer. Rosalyn snarled as she sent the chain lashing at the Key, but again and again Third used a Shield spell to break the flow of power.

      But the closer she got to Rosalyn, the easier it was for the Duchess to rework the chain. Third was almost close enough to attack, to hammer at Rosalyn’s wards and send Storm and Inferno plunging into her flesh.

      A flare of crimson light caught her eye, and Third looked up.

      A skeletal horse plunged towards her, ghostly wings spread on either side of it. Theudeuric rode upon the horse’s back, Shadowruin blazing red in his right fist. Details flashed through Third’s mind in an instant – Theudeuric’s scholarly, almost ascetic features, made inhuman by the gray skin, the black veins threading beneath his flesh, and the blood-colored eyes. The Master of the Order of Blood was a powerful wizard, but Shadowruin was far stronger than any spell he could work. Theudeuric wouldn’t bother with casting a spell, he would just take Third’s head off with Shadowruin.

      Horsemen had tried to kill Third any number of times. Not flying horsemen, admittedly, but the principles of defending against them was still the same. She waited until the last possible second and flung herself to the side, rolling across the ground as she did. Theudeuric swooped past her, Shadowruin like a sheet of bloody fire, and Third put every bit of power she could manage into a spell. A Lance ripped from her hand and blasted into the side of the skeletal horse. Theudeuric had sheathed both himself and his mount in potent wards, and Third’s spell failed to breach them.

      But the sheer power she had put into her spell translated into kinetic force, and the blast threw Theudeuric’s mount to the side. The winged horse veered away, ghostly wings spreading wide, and Third rolled to one knee.

      As she did, Rosalyn made a beckoning gesture, and the glowing chain yanked the Key from the scabbard at Third’s belt.

      For lack of any better options, Third leaped to her feet and stomped upon the Key, driving its intricate head into the earth and pinning it beneath her right boot. She cast the Shield spell again, breaking Rosalyn’s chain, and it snapped back, rearing up like a serpent about to strike. Theudeuric circled over the battlefield, turning to face her again.

      Third braced herself, summoning power for spells as she held her swords ready. She could have held either Theudeuric or Rosalyn at bay, maybe overcome them in single combat, but facing both at once was far harder.

      A lightning bolt ripped from the sky and struck Theudeuric, knocking him to the side again, and his skeletal horse veered left. Rosalyn’s gaze snapped to the side, and Third looked in that direction just in time to see Tyrcamber Rigamond dive towards her. Dragon fire lanced from his jaws and swept across Rosalyn, and the blue chain vanished as Rosalyn withdrew all her power into a defensive spell.

      Third snatched the Key of Tarmyntir and jammed it back into her scabbard. The glare of the dragon fire cleared, and she saw Rosalyn standing in a haze of shadow and blue flame, a warding spell that had turned aside Tyrcamber’s fury. The grass around her had been reduced to ashes, the ground itself baked into a black char, but Rosalyn’s magic had let her withstand the dragon fire. Rilmael walked towards them, gray cloak streaming from his shoulders, lightning crackling around his staff as he held his power ready to strike.

      Elsewhere the battle was nearly over. The Knights of Iron advanced in good order, and the remaining muridachs fled to the north. All the undead had been cut down, and Third saw only a few Knights of Blood left upon their winged mounts, vanishing as they retreated towards the mountains.

      Rosalyn looked towards Third and smiled, and leaped into the air, wings of shadow unfolding around her. Third braced herself, swords coming up in guard, but Rosalyn soared over the roofs of the town. Theudeuric flew besides her, and the Master and the Duchess vanished.

      It seemed that the battle for Kaldorf was over.
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      Third let out a long breath and lowered her swords. She half-expected more undead goblins to erupt from the earth, or maybe a dozen wraiths, but no additional undead appeared. Theudeuric and Rosalyn had indeed retreated. Kaldorf meant nothing to the Herald of Ruin, and doubtless he cared nothing for the Order of Blood or the Frankish Empire itself. The Order was his weapon, and the people of the Empire his raw materials. He had come here for the Key, and if Third had been a little slower, or Tyrcamber a little less ferocious, Theudeuric and Rosalyn would have escaped with the mighty artifact.

      Third would have to be on her guard against other attempts.

      “Are you all right?” said Rilmael, coming to her side.

      “They were here for the Key,” said Third.

      “To hell with the Key,” said Rilmael. “Are you all right?”

      Third blinked at him and felt a wave of affection. She was so often heedless with her own life that it was pleasant to be reminded that someone cared whether she lived or died.

      “I am well,” said Third. “Tired, but unharmed. You?”

      “I’m not even tired,” said Rilmael. He looked towards the north, expression grim. “It is as you said. Theudeuric wasn’t here to fight, and he didn’t commit himself to the battle. He was only here to distract me while Rosalyn stole the Key. If you hadn’t been ready for it, she would have escaped with it.”

      “I wasn’t ready,” said Third. “I merely reacted in time.”

      “The damned thing,” said Rilmael, shaking his head. “I told Tarmyntir to destroy the Great Eye and the Keys once the Liberated passed through. If the Theophract hadn’t killed him fifteen thousand years ago, I would find him and hit him over the head with my staff a few times.”

      “Would that not be beneath the dignity of a Guardian?” said Third in a dry voice.

      Rilmael snorted. “Guardians don’t have dignity, my love. They have results or failures.”

      The ground shook as Tyrcamber landed, his talons digging furrows into the earth. Golden fire blazed over him, and he shrank back into his true form – a tall, strong knight with close-cropped blond hair, a haunted expression, and brilliant golden eyes. He shook his head a few times as if arguing with himself or just shaking off vertigo, and then he walked to join them. Sir Angaric and Master Grimoald approached. Both of the knights looked satisfied.

      “The day is ours,” said Angaric.

      “This day, anyway,” said Grimoald. “For all the power of Theudeuric and the traitor whore, it seems that they did not commit to the fight.”

      “They did not,” said Rilmael. “They were here to steal the Key from Lady Third, not fight us. If not for her quick thinking, they would have stolen the relic.”

      Grimoald scowled. “What does this relic do?”

      Third wondered if Rilmael would refuse to answer, but he spoke.

      “It will unlock part of the Malison,” said Rilmael. That was true enough. “Theudeuric thinks it will bestow greater power on his master the Warden, but he’s wrong. He might as well try to put spurs and a bridle upon a thunderstorm. At best, he’ll destroy the Empire with the relic. At worst, he’ll annihilate the entire world and several others besides.”

      Third supposed that Rilmael had a great deal of practice at answering questions without mentioning the Tomb of the Ascendant Dragon.

      “The Order of Blood has been a blight upon the Empire for centuries,” said Grimoald. “Delving into secrets that no man should know. Well, the Dragon Cult perished on this other world. Perhaps we can rid our world of the Order of Blood.”

      “Someone’s coming from the gate,” said Angaric.

      Third turned her head. The gates of Kaldorf had opened, and an old man limped out. He wore a crimson alderman’s robe and cap, but he looked old and sick, and he leaned heavily upon a thick cane as he walked, taking care to keep his balance on the slope of the hill. Mindful of the man’s age, Tyrcamber hurried over, and Third and the others followed suit.

      “You came,” croaked the old man, coming to a somewhat wobbling stop. “You came. I feared that no one would come, and that the necromancers would kill all the women and the children.”

      “We received your messenger,” said Tyrcamber. “I am Tyrcamber Rigamond, Dragontiarna Knight…”

      “I know who you are, my lord,” said the old man. “My name is Markus, and the Duchess said you would come.”

      “Perhaps we should go inside,” said Rilmael, “and you can tell us more.”
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      Markus led Tyrcamber and the others to the castle at the center of Kaldorf.

      It wasn’t much of a castle, a square stone keep surrounded by a palisade of wooden logs. The keep looked as old as the weathered wall around the town, but it still stood, which was the important part. The alderman took them to the keep’s great hall, a small rectangular room of stone with a wooden table. Markus insisted upon bringing them wine and refreshment. After seeing the gaunt, hungry look of the town’s people, Tyrcamber would have refused, but he knew that it would insult the old man.

      So, he drank the wine and ate the bread that the castle’s servants produced.

      “This is our lord’s castle,” said Markus, sitting down with a grunt. “The Count of Kaldorf has ruled here for as long as anyone can remember. Of course, he joined with the Duchess when she declared for the Order of Blood, and we haven’t seen him since. Suppose he’s become one of those gray devils in black armor now.”

      “Many of the nobles of Corbrast have become undead,” said Rilmael.

      “The Emperor shall choose new and worthy nobility for Corbrast once the Fallen Order is defeated,” said Grimoald.

      “Aye,” said Markus. “Let us pray that day comes swiftly. But you’re here, so I see young Aldrich reached the Emperor’s army.”

      Aldrich had been middle-aged, Tyrcamber remembered, but from Markus’s perspective, the messenger must have seemed a youthful man.

      “Aye, he did,” said Rilmael.

      “We want to swear to the Emperor,” said Markus. “We’ve had enough of horrors and walking corpses. We just want to be left in peace.”

      “The Emperor will accept back all who come freely,” said Grimoald. “The lords and knights who sided with Theudeuric will find both their lands and lives forfeit, but the Emperor in his wisdom knows that the peasants and the townsmen had no choice but to submit to Theudeuric.”

      “You were right, there was no other choice,” said Markus. He shuddered. “Soon after Emperor Alarius fell and the Order of Blood came out of the shadows, some towns and castles thought to defy the Order. Theudeuric made examples of them, and I expect the undead who had once been the inhabitants of those places still march in his army.” The old man shrugged. “But until today, the Knights of Blood mostly left us in peace. So long as we sent a share of our crops and wool to Castle Aginwulf, the black knights did not trouble us.”

      “That changed,” said Rilmael. “What exactly happened?”

      “Master Theudeuric and Duchess Rosalyn arrived at our gates,” said Markus. “We knew that the Emperor was marching on Castle Aginwulf, and we thought perhaps we might at last be free of the Fallen Order. I thought Master Theudeuric was rushing to Castle Aginwulf, but the muridachs and the undead stopped outside our gate.”

      “What did he want?” said Tyrcamber.

      “Theudeuric and the Duchess summoned me,” said Markus. “They commanded me to come alone before them. They ordered me to send a messenger to the Emperor’s host at once. If the messenger returned with aid in time, they would spare Kaldorf. If he did not, they would raze the town to the ground and move on to the next.” Markus ran a shaking hand through his beard. “I do not understand. What did we do to deserve such a threat?”

      “Nothing,” said Rilmael, “save to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. It wasn’t about you or your people.” He gestured at Third. “It was about the Dragontiarna Knights. Theudeuric wanted to lure them here.”

      A faint smile went over Markus’s lined face. “Then it seems you thwarted his design, my lords. It will take more than the Fallen Order to overcome the Dragontiarna Knights.”

      Tyrcamber said nothing. The battle hadn’t been about the Dragontiarna, it had been about the Key of Tarmyntir. They might have driven off Theudeuric once, but Tyrcamber knew that the master of the necromancers would try again.

      “I would like to ask you some questions,” said Tyrcamber. “The Order of Blood has a strategy that we do not yet understand, and the more we know about our foe, the better chance we have against them.”

      “Of course, Sir Tyrcamber,” said Markus, straightening up. Likely it had been a long time since anyone had asked his opinion about anything. “I shall be glad to answer any questions you have.”

      “The great spell that Theudeuric and the necromancers have been casting at Castle Aginwulf,” said Tyrcamber. “Do you know of it?”

      Markus offered a slow nod. “We do. It raises any man who dies within Corbrast as an undead creature if too much time passes. Those in the town who are strongest with the Lance spell remain on constant guard. Any corpse has to be burned immediately.”

      “Do you know what the spell does?” said Tyrcamber. “Have any of the black knights mentioned its purpose?”

      “They have not, sir,” said Markus. “But I heard them speaking when they passed through Kaldorf. They discussed the spell and said it was a tax upon death.”

      “A tax?” said Rilmael.

      Markus nodded. “They also called it a harvest. The harvest of death, they said, would give the Order of Blood victory over all its foes.”

      Tyrcamber shared a look with Angaric. That didn’t sound good.

      “Beyond that, I know nothing more,” said Markus. “But…I do have some news that I only heard yesterday, and the Fallen Order may not yet know of it.”

      “What news?” said Tyrcamber.

      “The dwarves have been seen moving in the foothills of the mountains,” said Markus.

      “The dwarves?” said Grimoald. “Preposterous, sir! The dwarves never leave their buried city of Khald Akkar.”

      “I beg your pardon, my lord, but that is not entirely true,” said Markus. “We men of Kaldorf and all of northern Corbrast have long grazed our sheep in the foothills of the mountains, and jotunmiri and ogres come from the peaks and muridachs from the forests to the west. We must remain ever vigilant…and yesterday our shepherds saw a band of dwarves moving through the foothills.”

      “Are you certain?” said Grimoald.

      “Entirely,” said Markus. “The men of Kaldorf know the lore our fathers passed down to us. When the dwarves leave Khald Akkar, they travel hooded and masked, in armor and cloaks that blend with the colors around them.” The Rangers of Cathair Kaldran had similar cloaks. “They do not steal our sheep nor come near the villages of men, but they nonetheless slay anyone who draws too close. Our shepherds keep well away from the dwarves, for they encase themselves in armor that no blade of steel can penetrate.”

      “Where were the dwarves going?” said Tyrcamber.

      “Northeast,” said Markus. “Beyond that, I cannot say. Our shepherds knew better than to follow them. Indeed, they saw the dwarves only through chance when they followed some stray sheep. Else they would not have seen the dwarves at all. Their cloaks merge with the colors of the hill very well.”

      Northeast, Tyrcamber thought, would take the dwarves to Castle Aginwulf.

      Had Theudeuric made an alliance with the dwarves of Khald Akkar? It seemed impossible. The dwarves hated all other kindreds and rarely left their hidden fortress. Yet Tyrcamber had seen any number of strange things over the last several years. What was one more?

      “Thank you for your news,” said Grimoald. “The Emperor will expect us back soon. Usually, the Emperor has required the aldermen of the town to swear to him in person, but because of your advanced age, I suggest you wait. The army will pass Kaldorf tomorrow, and you can make your submission to the Emperor then.”

      Markus inclined his head. “That is kind, my lord. Please tell the Emperor that I will be overjoyed to swear to him on the morrow.”

      They exchanged farewells and departed the castle.

      “Ridiculous,” said Grimoald as they left the town’s gate. “The shepherds must have been frightened. The dwarves of Khald Akkar do not involve themselves in the affairs of humans.”

      Angaric cleared his throat. “I beg your pardon, my lord, but that is not entirely true.”

      Grimoald gave him a sidelong look. “And just why is that? Given your love of history, sir, I suspect we are about to hear a lecture.”

      “I am curious,” said Third. “The dwarves of Khald Akkar seem strange. I have spoken with the dwarves of Andomhaim, and while they prefer to keep their own company, they trade a great deal with the surrounding lands. They are not as hostile as the dwarves of Khald Akkar.”

      “I suspect that is because the dwarves of this world and the dwarves of Andomhaim follow two different branches of the same religion,” said Rilmael. “The dwarves of Andomhaim worship the gods of stone and silence?”

      “For the most part,” said Third. “The word of the Dominus Christus has spread to them, but not to very many.”

      “The dwarves of Khald Akkar follow a harsher version of the faith of the gods of stone and silence,” said Rilmael. “They regard the surface world as cursed and blighted and only travel here at great need. They’ve built themselves a vast network of buried farms and mines near Khald Akkar and only need to come to the surface rarely.”

      “There is some contact,” said Angaric. “The dwarves cannot obtain everything they need themselves, so they will trade with the muridach cities and the goblin tribes and with some of the northern lords of the Empire. But the trade must be conducted in secret, and the dwarves respond to any attempt to cheat them with overwhelming violence.”

      “Or to any treachery,” said Rilmael. “Trading with the dwarves is profitable but risky. If a single dwarf is slain, the dwarves respond by slaughtering everyone involved. They’ve wiped out entire muridach cities and goblin tribes in vengeance, every last man, woman, and child.”

      “I know the Emperors in times past have sent ambassadors to the dwarves,” said Grimoald. “They were all refused, every one of them, and told never to return.”

      “Perhaps the dwarves are simply observing,” said Tyrcamber. “They might seek to shut themselves away in their underground fortress, but they must know that events in the Empire will affect them. Maybe they are simply watching the fight to see who will win.”

      “At least we don’t have to worry about the dwarves allying with the Order of Blood,” said Grimoald. “They won’t be our friends, but they won’t be Theudeuric’s, either.”

      “Perhaps not,” said Third, her voice grim. “Theudeuric might be able to corrupt them to his side.”

      “Surely not,” said Grimoald, looking at Rilmael. “The dwarves would not even ally with your kindred against the Dragon Imperator, if I remember correctly.”

      “In Andomhaim, there is a kindred called the ghost orcs,” said Third. “For the entire history of Andomhaim, they remained within their borders, refusing to engage with the rest of the world. But they had a Herald of Ruin among them, and he tried to conquer the ghost orcs and lead them against Andomhaim. If he had not been slain, the High King of Andomhaim would have faced a new foe.”

      “You think there is another Herald among the dwarves?” said Grimoald.

      “No,” said Rilmael. “The other four Heralds are in Andomhaim. But Theudeuric might have convinced the dwarves to join his side.”

      Tyrcamber found that thought disturbing. Items fashioned of dwarven steel were rare, but he had seen a few of them, and they were stronger and lighter than normal steel. Dwarven weapons were deadly and dwarven armor was robust, and an army equipped with such armor and blades would be deadly.

      “I think we had better return and tell this to the Emperor at once,” said Tyrcamber.

      “I quite agree,” said Grimoald, and they rejoined the Knights of Iron and Embers and rode south.

      Tyrcamber kept a close eye for any sign of Theudeuric or Rosalyn, but no more attackers showed themselves.
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      Ridmark and the others rode southwest, making for the hill with the entrance to the Deeps.

      They made good time and rode unchallenged over the fields and the narrow dirt lanes that connected the small villages of the Prince of Cintarra’s lands. Ridmark had feared that they might not be able to find the entrance to the Deeps again, but Niall, Moriah, and Decimus knew the way. A day after they left Castra Melidern and Accolon’s army, they came to a low range of grassy hills. The landscape nearby was deserted, with no villages or farms. Ridmark suspected there had been villages here in centuries past, but they had likely been wiped out by Mhorite raiders or perhaps creatures emerging from the Deeps.

      “There it is,” said Niall, pointing at a hill.

      It was higher than the others, and the foundation of a ruined stone tower encircled the brow of the hill like a stone crown. It was impossible to tell who had built the tower in centuries past. Perhaps it had been the work of the orcish tribes who had once dwelled here. Or maybe settlers from Cintarra had built it, only to be overwhelmed and slain by orcish raiders from Kothluusk or the Wilderland. Ridmark had seen countless such ruins during his travels, ruins whose history had been forgotten. The crumbled tower was one more.

      But this ruin held an entrance to the Deeps.

      “Aye,” said Moriah. “Never thought I would come here again.”

      The column of horsemen dismounted and began to unload their baggage. Every Swordbearer, Arcanius, and Magistrius who would accompany Ridmark into the Deeps had a pack loaded with supplies, including a skin of water. Niall, Moriah, and Decimus had said that they had found drinkable water during their journey, but conditions could change swiftly in the dark caverns of the Deeps. For that matter, they might not be able to find any food in Cintarra. Best to be prepared.

      But Ridmark suspected the battle would be decided one way or another before they had a chance to starve to death.

      “Make sure everyone is ready to move,” said Ridmark to Moriah, and she nodded. “Sir Niall, Sir Gavin! Guardian Morigna!” The two Swordbearers dismounted and joined him, followed by Morigna. Gavin’s expression was hard, but he was otherwise calm. He had done this kind of thing with Ridmark many times before. Niall seemed more nervous, but he didn’t flinch or turn back. He was younger and less experienced than Gavin, but he had still seen a lot of battle, especially for such a young man.

      And Gavin had been younger than Niall when Ridmark had met him for the first time.

      Morigna, as always, looked aloof and confident, no matter how she happened to be feeling.

      “We’re going to have a look around,” said Ridmark. “You said there’s a tunnel that leads into the dwarven thainkul?” Niall nodded. “We’ll make sure that it’s clear and then lead everyone into the thainkul proper.”

      “And then to the Deeps,” said Gavin.

      Ridmark nodded, and they started up the hill as Moriah directed the unloading. Grass cloaked the hill, and the sun shone overhead, a few puffy white clouds drifting past and casting shadows over the landscape. Ridmark glanced towards the sky, wondering when he would see it again.

      He had taken long journeys through the Deeps before and knew that neither sun nor moon shone in its caverns.

      They reached the top of the hill and stepped into the ring of the crumbled tower’s foundation. Within the center of the ring, Ridmark saw a cellar, a dark hole vanishing into the earth.

      “There’s light coming from that tunnel,” said Gavin, shading his eyes.

      Niall nodded. “It’s the glow from the thainkul. The dwarves had all these glowing crystals. It wasn’t terribly bright, but we didn’t have any trouble seeing down there.”

      Ridmark climbed into the cellar. Before the entrance to the tunnel, he drew Oathshield and shifted Aegisikon to its shield form. Oathshield’s blade flashed in the sunlight, but the sword did not burst into white flames, and he did not feel any rage from the sword. That was good – no creatures of dark magic were nearby.

      “Follow me,” said Ridmark.

      “I should probably go first, my lord,” said Niall at once. “I’ve been here before.”

      That was a good argument, so Ridmark inclined his head. Niall took a deep breath, like a man bracing himself to relive some painful memory, and Ridmark, Morigna, and Gavin followed the young Swordbearer into the darkness of the tunnel. It was gloomy after the sunlit day, but there was enough light that Ridmark could keep his footing. The narrow tunnel twisted and bent through the rock, the air around Ridmark going chill as they went deeper.

      The tunnel ended in a large natural cavern, and Ridmark found himself looking at a dwarven thainkul.

      Once nine kingdoms of the dwarves had been scattered across the Deeps. Five of them had been destroyed by the dark elves and the urdmordar, and a sixth had fallen to the fury of the Frostborn. Three kingdoms remained beneath the mountains of Kothluusk, their dwarven inhabitants secure in their underground fortress-cities. But at the height of their nine kingdoms, the dwarves had built vast realms throughout the Deeps, with countless thainkuls, dwarven fortress-towns, hidden in the caverns. Ridmark had seen scores of ruined thainkuls during his travels.

      The dwarves had shaped the cavern into a chamber that looked like an arena. Tiers of stone descended to the center of the cavern’s floor, in which a pool of water churned and seethed. Dwarven houses of stone rose on the tiers, blocky and solid, looking as if they could last forever. They had surely outlasted their builders. On the far side of the cavern, a stream flowed down the tiers in a succession of waterfalls, coming to the churning round pool. Ridmark knew that the pool must have an outlet somewhere, perhaps a submerged drain, or else the cavern would have flooded long ago.

      “Thainkul Azkoron,” said Niall, his voice quiet. “I guess that’s what it used to be named.”

      “What happened?” said Gavin, looking at the stone houses. “The urdmordar wiped them out?”

      “An urdhracos, I think,” said Niall. He pointed with Starflame at a large house overlooking the churning pool. “The urdhracos had a trophy room in there. That’s where Moriah found the rest of her scout armor, though I have no idea how most of the armor ended up in the Shadow Ways. Outside the main gates are a lot of dwarven or maybe dvargir skulls mounted on spears. I think the urdhracos killed them all and left the skulls as a warning.” He shook his head. “We barely got away. If Moriah hadn’t distracted the urdhracos, our bones would lie here now.”

      “Do you see anything?” said Ridmark to Morigna.

      The Guardian said nothing for a moment, her green eyes hazy as they scanned the cavern. Finally, she shook her head and seemed to come back to herself.

      “Nothing threatening,” said Morigna. “There are old wards here, left over from when the dwarves still held this place, but they were all broken long ago. I do not see any threatening auras. Only dark…echoes of past grief. I fear you were right, Sir Niall. An urdhracos came upon the dwarves and slew them all.”

      “Poor fools,” said Gavin.

      “If another urdhracos finds us,” said Ridmark, “it’s going to be in for an unpleasant surprise.” He turned to Gavin and Niall. “The way looks clear. Let’s get moving. I want to be clear of Thainkul Azkoron and five or six miles into the Deeps by the time we stop to rest.”

      Urgency gnawed at Ridmark’s mind. The High King’s army had broken camp soon after Ridmark had left, and he knew it would take the force at least five days to come within sight of Cintarra, likely longer. Ridmark wanted to cross the Deeps and reach Cintarra as soon as possible. The longer Accolon laid siege to Cintarra, the more likely it was that something would go wrong. Or that Agravhask would launch an attack of his own, one that might take the army of Andomhaim off-guard. In war, Ridmark had learned, victory usually went to the commander who took the initiative, who forced his foe to react. He could not imagine Agravhask calmly sitting by and letting Accolon retake Cintarra.

      For that matter, there was still the risk of the final Herald, Theudeuric of the Fallen Order, who commanded an undead army in the Frankish Empire. If he found a way to join his fellow Heralds, they would open the Great Eye, and the Order of Blood’s undead army might join Agravhask’s strength.

      Which meant Ridmark needed to open the gate of Cintarra as soon as possible.

      He strode back up the tunnel to the surface, Niall and Gavin following.
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      Niall climbed out of the cellar and back onto the hilltop, and he was embarrassed by how much better he felt, by how happy he was to see the sunlight. During the long journey through the Deeps to Thainkul Azkoron, he had kept up a cheerful face, urging the soldiers and the women onward, reassuring Prince Tywall, and making sure that everyone kept moving. Niall had done that for the benefit of the others, but he had mostly believed it himself.

      Mostly.

      Climbing back down that tunnel and into the thainkul had been harder than he expected, bringing back memories of the endless dark of the Deeps, of the growing certainty that he had admitted to no one, not even himself, that they would never see the sun again, that their bones would lie in the silent caverns until the return of the Dominus Christus.

      Seeing the sunlight felt like returning to life itself, and Niall did not want to go back down into the darkness.

      But he had his duty. If Accolon did not retake Cintarra, the brutal tyranny that Niall had seen under the Seven Temples would engulf the rest of Andomhaim, assuming Agravhask and the other Heralds did not blow up the world first in the name of the Warden. And it would be different this time, Niall told himself. During the last trip, Niall had been the only Swordbearer, and Decimus the only Magistrius. Combined with Moriah’s scout armor, it had been up to the three of them to deal with any creatures of dark magic, and they had barely managed to defeat the urdhracos that had made her lair in the dwarven ruins.

      But now Niall was traveling with dozens of battle-hardened Swordbearers, Arcanius Knights, and Magistri. They would make short work of a lone urdhracos or even a pack of urvaalgs. And they were led by the Shield Knight himself. Niall had seen Lord Ridmark fight at Castarium and Cynan’s Tower and knew that the man’s legend was not exaggerated.

      If anyone could do this, they could, and they had to do it.

      There was no other choice.

      Moriah waited for them at the edge of the ruined tower, and Niall immediately felt better when he saw her. Sir Tamlin Thunderbolt, Sir Calem Whitecloak, Lady Selene, and Decimus stood near her. Niall found that he liked Tamlin. The Arcanius Knight was an affable, good-natured man, the sort of knight who made friends easily. Niall would have believed that Tamlin had a different woman in every city of Owyllain, but rumor said he was devoted to his wife Tamara and would not even take a concubine, even though concubinage was a common practice in the Nine Cities. By contrast, Sir Calem was somber, his manners correct but stiff and formal. Something about his precise, economical movements inspired uneasiness, like watching a lion go motionless as it prepared to pounce upon its prey. Niall had known men like Calem in Ebor –quiet and disliking casual conversation, but nonetheless men whose help you wanted in a crisis.

      “The thainkul’s open?” said Moriah.

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “It doesn’t look like anyone has had time to claim it since you slew the urdhracos. We’re ready?”

      “We are,” said Moriah. “Everyone is carrying a pack of supplies. We should have enough food to get us to Cintarra and for a week beyond. After that…”

      “After that,” said Calem, “the matter will be decided one way or another.”

      Moriah shrugged. “Or we can steal some food. I’ve had some practice at it.”

      Tamlin grinned that charming smile at her, and Niall felt a little flicker of jealousy. “Is it true that you really left a Cintarran lord naked and hog-tied on the serving platter at his own feast?”

      “That was never proven,” said Moriah, and Selene laughed. “Besides, the lord in question was both a traitor to both the High King and an apostate to the church. I was defending the realm from his treason and the dark cult of the Drakocenti.”

      “The fact that you robbed him was purely incidental?” said Selene.

      “Exactly,” said Moriah. “I’m glad you understand.”

      “Let’s get moving,” said Ridmark. Ridmark and Calem would walk in the front, along with Niall and Moriah, since they were the ones who knew the path through the Deeps. Morigna would stay close to them since she had the Sight and could warn of dangers in advance. The Magistri would remain in the middle, protected by Swordbearers and Arcanius Knights, and Tamlin would guard the back with more Arcanii and Knights of the Soulblade.

      Niall took one last look at the sunlit plains. He saw their escort of men-at-arms riding north, taking the horses back to the High King’s army, and Niall allowed himself a single second to wish he was going with them and not back into the Deeps.

      But the men-at-arms would be going into danger as well. Niall had been in sieges before, at Rhudlan and Cynan’s Tower, but both times he had been on the defending side. He had killed men climbing ladders and siege towers, and he had seen just what advantages a strong wall gave to the defenders. This time the enemy would have those defenses.

      Which made it all the more urgent that Niall open the gate to Accolon’s army.

      He took a deep breath and saw Moriah looking at him.

      “Back to the Shadow Ways,” she said, voice quiet.

      “Aye, I’ve missed them so,” said Niall, and a crooked grin flashed over her face.

      “A pity Krastikon isn’t here,” said Tamlin to Calem as the men got themselves in order. “It would be just like the old days during the War of the Seven Swords.”

      “Who?” said Moriah.

      “Tamlin’s half-brother,” said Selene. “Married to Queen Zenobia of Trojas, which makes Krastikon her Prince Consort.”

      “If you will recall, Sir Tamlin,” said Calem, “during the old days, we were constantly chased by the seven Maledicti priests. And there were basilisks as well.”

      “Basilisks?” said Niall, alarmed.

      “You didn’t see any basilisks in the Deeps, did you?” said Tamlin.

      “No,” said Niall, who wasn’t even entirely sure what a basilisk was. It didn’t sound like anything he wanted to encounter, though.

      “Don’t worry, Sir Niall,” said Selene with her mad grin. “If you had encountered a basilisk, you would have known it. All the statues with surprised expressions are a subtle hint.”

      “Basilisks and underground ruins,” said Tamlin with a rueful shake of his head. “Those were the days.”

      “Your view of the past, Sir Tamlin,” said Morigna, “is entirely too rosy.”

      “Let’s go,” said Ridmark, who seemed disinclined to reminisce about the old days.

      Ridmark and Calem started into the tunnel, and Niall and Moriah followed the two knights. The rest of the men came in pairs, a long column stretching behind them. Niall’s first impulse was to step back and make sure that everyone had gotten into the cellar and then the tunnel without incident, but he soon realized that was unnecessary. He had been thinking of the previous journey through the Deeps, when he had helped the rebels, many of whom had been old and exhausted. By contrast, all the Swordbearers and Arcanii were strong and fit.

      They filed into the domed cavern and the thainkul, descending to the lowest tier that overlooked the churning pool. The echoes of the splashing water rolled off the walls and the ceiling in a never-ending subtle murmur, and Niall remembered the desperate fight with the powerful urdhracos, how he had only been able to slay the creature when Moriah had knocked it from the air.

      “All right,” said Moriah, pointing to the side. Niall saw the entrance to the pillared hall that led to the Deeps. “We’ll go through there. Through there is the gate of Thainkul Azkoron, and then the way to the Deeps proper. It’s about a day to the first dwarven milestone, and…”

      “Ridmark!”

      Morigna’s voice was strident, her green eyes wide as she looked at the pillared hall. Purple fire glowed along the length of her black staff.

      “What is it?” said Ridmark, and Oathshield began to flicker with white fire.

      At the same instant, Niall felt the jolt, and Starflame stirred in his grasp, the soulblade awakening, white fire playing along the sword’s edges.

      Creatures of dark magic were approaching.

      “Urvaalgs,” said Morigna. “A lot of urvaalgs, and I think there is an ursaar with them.”

      “Look,” said Moriah. In the pillared hall, the air began to ripple and distort. It looked like the way the air would ripple over the ground on a hot, cloudless day, but the sun had never shone in this place. Niall had seen that kind of distortion in the Shadow Ways.

      It was an urvaalg using its power and stealth.

      “Swordbearers, to me!” shouted Ridmark, taking two long steps towards the pool, Oathshield burning hotter in his fist. “Arcanii, strike at that gate!”

      The Arcanius Knights raised their hands and cast spells.

      The noise and light were tremendous. Calem and Tamlin hurled brilliants spears fashioned of lightning at the entrance to the pillared hall. Some of the Arcanii cast spheres of fire that exploded on impact, weaker versions of the spells that Niall had seen Lady Antenora use. Morigna hurled a roiling globe of mist that struck the ground and flowed out, filling the air with a sizzling sound as the acid chewed into the stone.

      The rippling vanished, and the urvaalgs attacked as they abandoned their efforts at stealth.

      There were a lot of urvaalgs, at least a score of the creatures, and behind them, Niall saw two ursaars. The urvaalgs looked like someone had taken the worst features of wolves and apes and fused them into a single creature, a ghastly hybrid that could either run on all fours or stride upon its hind legs at need. They had black claws like jagged daggers, and their eyes burned like coals. The ursaars looked like bears, albeit enormous bears with glistening gray hides in lieu of fur, and the creatures moved forward with quicksilver speed.

      The urvaalgs charged to meet the Swordbearers, and battle was joined.

      One of the urvaalgs lunged at Niall, and he sidestepped, bringing Starflame down in a blazing chop. The soulblade sunk into the urvaalg’s neck, and white fire poured from the sword. The urvaalg loosed a furious metallic scream, and Niall ripped the blade free and swung again. This time he took its head the rest of the way off, and the urvaalg fell motionless to the ground, smoke rising from the stump of its neck.

      Another urvaalg leaped at him, and Niall dodged. The creature landed on all fours, talons rasping against the stone, and pivoted to face him. Before it could attack, a slender figure covered in bronze armor and a tattered white cloak struck from the side. Moriah punched the urvaalg in the neck, and the magic of her dwarven scout armor lent her blow far more strength than it would have otherwise. The urvaalg’s head snapped to the side, and Niall killed it with a stab between the ribs, Starflame finding the creature’s corrupted heart.

      Niall shot a quick look around and saw the Swordbearers and the Arcanii hammering at the urvaalgs, cutting the creatures down one by one. Lighting and elemental flame illuminated the gloom of the thainkul, accompanied by the brilliant white flame of the soulblades. Ridmark and Gavin battled one of the ursaars, circling around the creature and dividing its attention while Selene confused it with illusionary images. The Guardian Morigna fought the second ursaar, using her magic to make the ground beneath its paws ripple and fold like a banner in the wind. Decimus and the other Magistri took the opportunity to attack, hurling shafts of white fire that burned into the ursaar’s side.

      “Come on!” said Niall. “We can get more urvaalgs.”

      Moriah nodded and followed him into the fight. Her blows distracted the urvaalgs, and before they could attack her, Niall struck them down. One by one, the urvaalgs fell, and soon only the ursaars were left. Ridmark killed one, leaping upon its back to drive Oathshield into the creature’s skull. A half-dozen Swordbearers swarmed the remaining ursaar, soulblades rising and falling, and hacked the creature to smoking pieces.

      Niall looked around for more foes, breathing hard. As he did, Starflame’s fire began to dim, and he felt the sword’s fury fade. There were no creatures of dark magic left.

      The Swordbearers and the Arcanii had killed them all.

      Decimus and the other Magistri moved through the Swordbearers and the Arcanii, healing wounds.

      “I’ll be damned,” murmured Moriah, her helmet retracting into her shoulder plates. “No one died.”

      “No,” said Niall, amazed. “If that many urvaalgs had come across us the last time, we would have been…”

      “Done,” said Moriah. “We would have been done. You and Decimus would have taken a few of the damned things with you, but they would have torn us apart.”

      “A Swordbearer is a formidable weapon against creatures of dark magic,” said Morigna, who had overheard their conversation. “That is why Andomhaim never fell to the urdmordar or the dark elves. The archmage Ardrhythain founded the Order of the Soulblade among the men of Andomhaim, and the Swordbearers drove back the urdmordar.”

      “And that’s why my father and the Sovereign were able to fight Owyllain for so long,” said Selene, coming to join Morigna. “Owyllain had no Swordbearers. When Rhodruthain finally brought a Knight of the Soulblade to Owyllain, the War of the Seven Swords ended in a year.”

      “And now you are the heir to that tradition, Sir Niall,” said Morigna.

      Selene grinned at him. “And you thought that becoming Comes of Rhudlan was going to be a heavy responsibility.”

      Niall said nothing. He could see their point. Nobles came and went, but only a Swordbearer could slay a creature of dark magic like an urdhracos. Perhaps Niall’s office as a Swordbearer would be a far greater responsibility than his title as Comes of Rhudlan.

      “I thought Guardians were supposed to inspire people,” said Moriah.

      “Wherever did you get that idea?” said Morigna.

      “That’s really more of the Keeper’s role,” said Selene.

      “She is better at it,” conceded Morigna.

      Niall said nothing as he looked over the others and the carcasses of the slain urvaalgs. Twenty urvaalgs and a pair of ursaars, and they had come through the fight with only minor wounds. The Guardian was right. The Swordbearers were a powerful force, and likely Andomhaim would have fallen without them.

      But High King Arandar and Sir Rufinius had been Swordbearers as well, and Agravhask had still killed them. Niall had seen the power of the spiderling priestesses, and they were far stronger than mere urvaalgs.

      A short time later, the wounds had been healed, and they left Thainkul Azkoron, Niall and Moriah leading the way into the dark maze of the Deeps.
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      It took Accolon Pendragon’s army five days to march from Castra Melidern to the walls of Cintarra.

      A fast rider could have managed it in three days, maybe less if he had access to fresh remounts, but the gathered army of Andomhaim was a cumbersome thing and could only move so fast. The marching columns stretched for miles, endless lines of footmen and cavalry and supply wagons.

      Five days of marching brought the army to Cintarra’s walls, but Calliande saw the first fire drake on the third day.

      It was not long after dawn, and Calliande rode atop her horse near the High King’s banner, her attention on the Sight and her surroundings. She would have preferred to lose herself in thought, to worry about her husband and children, but she could not permit herself that luxury. Calliande was the Keeper of Andomhaim, and both the army and the High King of Andomhaim needed the Keeper’s counsel and abilities. She had to be at her best, her mind clear and focused on her duties.

      So, she permitted herself the same ritual every morning. She first used the Sight to seek for her children. They were of her flesh and blood, and Calliande could use the Sight to find them anywhere. The Sight showed her that Gareth, Joachim, and Rhoanna were safe and well within the walls of Tarlion. Or as safe as they could be. Agravhask had sent a fleet to attack Cintarra, and if they had not reacted at once, even Tarlion would have fallen to the fury of the Heptarchy.

      Once Calliande had confirmed that her children were safe for another day, she gripped a sheathed dagger and cast a spell using it as a focus. Ridmark had given her that dagger as a gift soon after they had met for the first time, and Calliande had saved her life with the weapon. That gave the dagger a link back to Ridmark, and Calliande could use it to find him. Ridmark was still alive, and he was somewhere to the south.

      And down, somewhat, which meant he was beneath the surface.

      Ridmark had entered the Deeps.

      Calliande said a prayer after that, thanking God that they were still alive and asking Him to look over her family until they could be reunited once more.

      And once that prayer was said, Calliande turned her full attention to the tasks of the day.

      But thoughts of her family remained ever at the edges of her mind.

      On the morning of the third day, Calliande was riding close to Accolon’s banner. There was nothing else that required her attention at the moment, and she wanted to make sure the High King was safe. Ricatus Eborium and the Theophract had already tried to kill him, and while Ridmark had cut down the Theophract, Ricatus had escaped. Calliande had come to know the bitter, arrogant knight a little, and she knew Ricatus’s pride would not let that failure go unavenged. For that matter, with the Theophract dead, it seemed that Agravhask was the leader of the Warden’s servants, and the Warlord was a cunning foe who might try to kill the young High King to throw his foes into disarray.

      Fortunately, Accolon was well-protected. He now carried Excalibur, the ancient sword of the High Kings of Andomhaim and Britannia, and the weapon was both a soulblade and could cut through anything. Queen Valeria remained close to her husband, and she could wield elemental magic with considerable skill. A dozen Swordbearers followed the High King at all times, along with his advisors, many of them veteran knights. Master Tamara and a score of powerful Arcanii accompanied the High King, all of them powerful with magic.

      And Calliande herself had some experience with battle.

      If anyone tried to kill the High King, they would face a formidable fight, but Calliande knew the Heralds would not make the attempt unless they were ready.

      Which was why the fire drake caught Calliande’s attention.

      She spurred her horse forward, moving to join Accolon and the crowd of advisors around him. The fire drake circled overhead, perhaps five hundred yards further south. Calliande could just glimpse a red-armored figure riding on the creature’s back. A Chosen Guard, one of the elite soldiers of the Heptarchy, able to wield both sword and spells with equal skill.

      “Keeper,” called Accolon. “That is one of the Heptarchy’s fire drakes, is it not?”

      “Aye,” said Calliande. “Unless I miss my guess, it’s keeping an eye on us.”

      Dux Aridain Martel snorted. “As if it’s possible to hide an army of this size.”

      “Likely they want to know exactly where we are,” said Accolon.

      “Or where you are, husband,” said Valeria, “if the traitor Ricatus thinks to make another attempt on your life.”

      “Perhaps we can discourage the scout,” said Calliande. “Can you hit him from here, Tamara?”

      Tamara, the Master of the Order of the Arcanii, shaded her eyes and squinted at the drake. She was a striking figure, with her long black hair bound in a tight braid, her right eye a cold blue, her left a brilliant purple. She usually wore a long coat of scutian leather but had traded it for the overlapping steel armor of the Arcanii. Tamara was a powerful wizard, the strongest human wielder of elemental magic that Calliande had ever met.

      “Maybe,” said Tamara at last, lifting her golden staff from her stirrup. “If he was a simple arachar and not a Chosen Guard, it would be easier. He can probably deflect anything I throw at him from this distance.”

      “Though I expect he will not want to linger while you rain lightning bolts upon him,” said Calliande.

      Tamara grinned. “A good argument.”

      She raised the golden staff over her head and cast a spell. Lightning crackled down her staff, and Calliande saw the surge of elemental power.

      A second later, a bolt of lightning fell from the cloudless sky and curled towards the fire drake. The drake jerked to the side, and the Chosen Guard on its back gestured. Shadows coiled around the drake and the red-armored figure, and Tamara cast her spell again. Another lightning blast lashed at the drake, and it clipped the creature, but the ward of dark magic absorbed the worst of the spell.

      Tamara began to call power again, but the Chosen Guard had seen enough. The drake banked and turned south and soon vanished from sight over the horizon.

      “Good shot,” said Calliande.

      “Indeed,” said Accolon. “If the Arcanii had been with us when the Heptarchy’s fleet landed, the battle would have gone quite differently.”

      “I regret we were not able to come sooner,” said Tamara.

      “You have done much since you arrived,” said Calliande. That was not flattery but the simple truth. Without the Arcanii, they likely would not have been able to defeat the Dragon Cult at Shadow Crown Hill. And without the aid of the Arcanius Knights, Ridmark would not have been able to draw the Heptarchy warships to their doom at Tarlion.

      “They’ll be ready for us now,” cautioned Tamara. “We took the Dragon Cult off-guard, and the Heptarchy fleet wasn’t expecting us. But they’ll be ready to face elemental magic at Cintarra.”

      “Good,” said Accolon. “If your Arcanius Knights draw their attention with powerful elemental magic, then we shall hold the enemy’s attention, which will make the surprise all the more effective when Lord Ridmark opens the gate.”

      Calliande thought of the thousands of Heptarchy soldiers within Cintarra and pushed the thought from her mind.

      “Lord Ridmark is very good at delivering the sort of surprises the enemy does not like,” said Tamara. “I recall Cathair Caedyn, Najaris, the siege of Urd Maelwyn…”

      “Indeed,” said Calliande. She did not want to talk about Ridmark because that would cause her to worry. “High King, I shall speak with my apprentice and Lord Tarmyntir. I want to see how they are progressing with the siege weapons.”

      Accolon frowned. “Do you think that Tarmyntir can construct these siege weapons he promised?”

      If given enough time, Calliande suspected, Tarmyntir could build a weapon that would crack the earth beneath Cintarra and drown the city in the earth’s fiery blood. Ardrhythain had asked Tarmyntir to build a portal that would allow the Liberated elves to depart, and instead of a simple portal, he had built the Great Eye, which could open a gate to anywhere in the cosmos.

      Perhaps it was just as well Tarmyntir didn’t have much time before the siege began.

      “I believe he can,” said Calliande. “I will see how the work progresses.”

      Accolon bade her well, turning his attention to Dux Aridain, and Calliande rode north, following the lines of marching soldiers. Twice she had to stop to speak with some of the Magistri and once to resolve a minor dispute between two knights. They ought to have taken the disagreement to their liege lord, but he was likely to have been harsher than Calliande. She persuaded the knights to lay aside their argument and compromise, and the ride of another mile brought Calliande to the supply wagons carrying the siege equipment. Anathgrimm warriors marched next to the wagons, stern and formidable in their steel armor and masks of black bone. Most of the siege engines had come from Nightmane Forest, drawn from the storehouses the Traveler had built and that Mara had claimed.

      Calliande found Antenora, Tarmyntir, and Madelgarda riding together. Antenora and Tarmyntir were deep in conversation, while Madelgarda watched them with an expression somewhat akin to amused befuddlement.

      “Ah, Keeper,” said Antenora. “Please, join us.”

      Calliande smiled and looked at Madelgarda. “Are you enjoying their conversation?”

      Madelgarda snorted. She now wore the white robe of a novice of the Magistri, bound about the waist with a black sash. Her face still had its harsh edge, though she did not look quite so hunted.

      “I have no idea what they are saying, Keeper,” said Madelgarda. “They might as well have been speaking gibberish or the secret tongue of the spiderlings.”

      “We were discussing the enchantments I could cast with the equipment at hand,” said Tarmyntir with his weary calm. “As you know, steel, wood, stone, and iron can only hold a limited amount of magical power before they are destroyed.”

      “The ballistae bolts and catapult stones,” said Calliande. “Can you enspell them?”

      “Easily,” said Tarmyntir. “For me, the spell is trivial. I can enspell as many of them as you wish without unduly affecting my strength. In this, at least, I can offer my aid to your cause.”

      “Good,” said Calliande. She let out a long breath. “We will have to hold you to that.”

      “Let us hope that we can overcome the Heralds of Ruin here,” said Tarmyntir, “and there will be no need for more potent weapons than these.”

      Calliande hoped that as well.

      The journey continued for another two days, the marching columns screened by mounted scouts and Shaluuskan rangers. They encountered no foes, though mounted Heptarchy scouts watched the army from afar, withdrawing rather than risking combat. The fire drakes circled from a distance but never came close enough to attack or to risk themselves. It was clear that Agravhask had ordered his men not to engage but to watch Accolon’s army as it marched south.

      Which meant that Agravhask intended to fight at Cintarra itself.

      On the fifth day, the walls of Cintarra came into sight.

      The army had advanced cautiously, ready for an attack from the city. They had passed many villages and small towns, and Calliande was pleased to see they had been left intact. She had feared that Agravhask would burn the countryside to ashes as he withdrew, leaving a barren wasteland around the walls of Cintarra. But the villagers and townsmen had been left in peace, and while the Heptarchy had taken some of their food, they hadn’t taken enough to inflict starvation. All the Heptarchy forces had pulled back into the city proper.

      Agravhask was ready for them.

      Calliande looked at Cintarra, at the towers of the Prince’s Palace and the cathedral and the domi of the nobles rising over the walls. The Cintarra nobility liked to build a single slender tower rising from their houses. Or they had, anyway, until the Heptarchy had killed them all. From a distance, Cintarra looked like a small forest of stone towers. When Calliande had come here with Ridmark after the battle of Castarium, hundreds of banners had flown from the towers and walls of Cintarra, both the green dragon sigil of the Gwyrdragons and the nobles of the city.

      Countless banners still flew from the walls and towers, but they were all black, marked with the crimson spider sigil of the Seven Temples of the Heptarchy.

      Steel gleamed on the walls, and with her material eyes, Calliande saw arachar orcs standing reading to fight. With the Sight she saw overlapping spells of dark magic laid over the walls, wards waiting to repel any magical attack. Before the walls, Agravhask’s soldiers had dug rows of trenches, lining them with sharpened wooden stakes. The only clear space was before the gate to the Western City proper, and Calliande had enough experience of sieges to see the design. The defenses were meant to funnel any attackers towards the gate, where archers and ballistae would rain death upon the men of Andomhaim. The trenches would make it nearly impossible to take any ladders or siege towers to the walls, at least without first filling the ditches, and doing so would require an appalling cost in lives.

      She looked east across the River Cintarra. Seven bridges joined the Western City of Cintarra to the Eastern City, and some of the lords had proposed sending barges and rafts down the river and into Cintarra. Calliande saw right away that would have been futile. Of old, the Princes of Cintarra had reinforced their walls with watchtowers overlooking the river, and an iron chain had been drawn up between them. Any boats would halt against the chain, making them easy prey for the archers and siege engines waiting on the northernmost of the city’s seven bridges.

      Agravhask had prepared well for the attack, but the army of Andomhaim had lords familiar with siege warfare. Men went to work, digging a broad trench and raising a low earthwork wall out of range of the catapults on the city’s watch towers. That would prevent any skirmishers from attacking the siege camps the army now assembled.

      There was little Calliande needed to do at the moment, so she remained near the High King and listened to the reports from the scouts.

      “My rangers have crossed the river and returned,” said Warlord Shalmathrak, a still figure in leather armor, his gray-skinned face somber. “Queen Mara’s castra has been burned, and the walls pulled down.”

      Mara and Jager were nearby, along with a guard of Anathgrimm, and Jager let out a sigh. “I think of the cost of building that castra and shudder.”

      “It is just as well,” said Accolon. “I thought Agravhask might try to hold the castra against us, but it seems he would rather abandon it and deny us its use.” He shook his head. “It is not as if we have the numbers to attack both the Western and the Eastern City simultaneously.”

      “Not yet, anyway,” said Jager. “Still, we shall have no problem supplying the army. It’s a simple task to float supplies down the River Cintarra, and I’ve the Anathgrimm building new quays further up the river.”

      “What of the Heptarchy warships?” said Dux Aridain. “Agravhask might think to send soldiers to make trouble elsewhere in the realm while we focus upon Cintarra. Andomhaim has many miles of coast, and most of them are lightly defended since we never before faced a foe from across the southern sea.”

      “The enemy’s warships remain in place,” said Shalmathrak. “Some in the harbor, some patrolling the mouth of the river and the seas to the south. I suspect the commanders of the red orcs do not want us to bring a force into the harbor by stealth.”

      “Agravhask won’t send soldiers anywhere else,” said Calliande, and the others looked at her. “If he was truly loyal to the Heptarchy, aye, it would make sense for him to send raiders elsewhere into Andomhaim. But he won’t. He wants to open the Great Eye and seize the world of the Malison for the Warden, and he’ll need every soldier here to do it.”

      “Just as the War of the Seven Swords was decided at Cathair Animus,” said Tamara, “so will the war of the Heralds be decided here.”

      “I agree, my lady,” said Accolon. “We…”

      Dark magic blazed before Calliande’s Sight, and a second later, she saw the blue light crackling along the ramparts of the city.
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      The legions of the Heptarchy arrayed themselves for battle.

      Aeliana rode for the northern gate of the Eastern City, Ricatus on her left and Merovech on her right. Her seneschal Volker trailed after her, somber in his black robe. She followed Warlord Agravhask, who rode an enormous draft horse that was probably the only animal in Cintarra that could bear his armored bulk. High Priestess Taztaloria and a half-dozen of the other chief priestesses flanked the Warlord. Between the other commanders and the Chosen Guards, nearly fifty riders headed for the gate.

      Aeliana watched with interest and growing admiration as the soldiers of the Heptarchy moved to their posts. There was no panic, no frantic rushing. There wasn’t even any shouting, save for when a captain needed to make himself heard over the clatter of hooves or the tramp of boots. The arachar soldiers, the Azrikai engineers, and the kyralven battle wizards moved about their tasks with smooth efficiency. Cintarra was already a crowded city, but Agravhask had housed tens of thousands of soldiers here without trouble, billeting them in the abandoned domi of the slain nobles, the Prince’s Palace, and the various forums throughout the city. The city’s population had been ordered to keep off the main streets under pain of summary execution, and large bodies of soldiers moved with ease. No matter where Accolon chose to attack, Agravhask could quickly concentrate troops to repel the enemy, with ample soldiers in reserve.

      Watching the Heptarchy’s army was like observing the movement of some clockwork machine. Compared to that, the undisciplined feudal levies of the Dragon Cult seemed like amateurish rabble. The pride of the Dragon Cult’s knights and the skill of their wizards hadn’t been enough to prevail against the Swordbearers and the Magistri.

      The skill and discipline of the Heptarchy soldiers might be more than enough.

      But it wasn’t the Seven Temples that had made this deadly army. It was Agravhask who had built and trained it into a deadly instrument. Aeliana saw that she had been wise to defer leadership to the Warlord. The Heralds were all equals, but Agravhask was the one with the will and the military skill to command tens of thousands of fighting men.

      They rode into the forum before the northern gate of the Eastern City. The forum was a large square lined with shops and taverns. In more peaceful times, it had been filled with merchant stalls. All of that had been cleared away, and currently a reserve force of arachar orcs waited in the forum, ready to reinforce the defenders on the wall. The gates were massive, twenty feet tall and wide, and flanked by thick octagonal towers topped with catapults. Each one of those towers would have made an impressive keep for a rural lord, but here they were just part of Cintarra’s defenses.

      Agravhask and the others dismounted, and the Warlord turned to face them.

      “High Priestess,” said Agravhask to Taztaloria. “Let us see our foes with our own eyes. Lady Carhaine, Lord Merovech, Sir Ricatus, please accompany us. The rest of you remain here. Space will be tight upon the ramparts.”

      Taztaloria beckoned, and six of her Chosen Guards dismounted and joined her. The Warlord and the High Priestess climbed the stairs to the ramparts, Taztaloria’s Chosen Guards following, and Aeliana and the other Heralds came after. Aeliana could see Ricatus’s anger at having to walk in the back, but he was wise enough to keep his opinions on the matter to himself.

      They climbed the ramparts, and Aeliana looked past the battlements and saw tens of thousands of men and orcs arranging themselves beyond the reach of the city’s catapults. Some of them were raising camps, others were digging a trench and piling the earth into a low wall. Aeliana remembered what she had heard about the siege of Tarlion when she had been a girl, the battle where her father had been defeated. The men of Andomhaim were building a circumvallation wall, though Cintarra was too large for them to entirely encircle, and the river would have made it impossible in any event.

      “Warlord.” Milchikai, the chief of the Azrikai halflings, saluted Agravhask and bowed to the High Priestess. The Azrikai halflings shaved their heads and tattooed their faces with strange designs, and they regarded the halflings of Andomhaim with bemusement. “All the siege engines are ready, though the enemy has not yet drawn close enough for our weapons to reach them.”

      “As expected,” said Agravhask. “You have done well, Milchikai. The city is ready for the assault.”

      “We should not let the enemy have things entirely their own way,” said Taztaloria. “Is there nothing we can do to hinder them?”

      “Our fire drakes would be shot from the sky before they can inflict any meaningful losses, and they cannot be replaced,” said Agravhask. “The bombards have been dismantled and unloaded from the ships, but I do not want to fire them from the walls unless we have no other choice. If the devices malfunction and explode, they could rip a significant breach in the wall.” That was true, but not the entire truth. Agravhask wanted to keep the bombards ready for the assault on Cathair Kaldran. Though if one of the devices blew up and tore a hole in Cintarra’s wall, it would be a serious problem. “Sending horsemen would be costly since the men of Andomhaim would expect that and are even now fortifying against raiders. Any attack at this stage of the siege would have to be magical in nature.”

      Taztaloria smiled, her green eyes glimmering. “I suspected you would say that, Warlord. It is time that my sisters and I take the measure of the Magistri and the Keeper of Andomhaim.”

      “Forgive my presumption, High Priestess,” said Aeliana, and Taztaloria’s uncanny gaze turned towards her, “but I counsel caution. The Keeper of Andomhaim is not to be taken lightly. If not for the office of the Keeper, Andomhaim would have fallen to its foes long ago. And Calliande Arban is a formidable adversary.”

      “She is a woman with a woman’s weak heart,” said Ricatus with obvious scorn. Taztaloria turned a mild glance in his direction. “I fought alongside her at the siege of Cynan’s Tower and during the fall of Cintarra. For all her power, she spent more time fussing about the wounded and worrying about the poor of the city rather doing anything productive.”

      “Given all the soldiers she has healed,” said Aeliana with a cold smile, “the army outside our walls is far larger than it otherwise would have been.” Once against Aeliana wished that Vhalmharak had not fallen in battle. He would have made a far worthier bearer for Ghostruin than Ricatus Eborium.

      “What we should have done is taken one of her children and killed it,” said Ricatus. “Before the War of the Seven Swords, the Keeper gave birth to a daughter who died after a few days, and she was so stricken with grief that she was not seen in public for a year. Kill one of her brats, and she will be crippled with sorrow.”

      Aeliana just stared at Ricatus for a few heartbeats. Could he really, truly be that stupid?

      “If you killed one of her children, it would make her twice as dangerous,” said Aeliana. “Her wrath would have no limits, and the conscience that now restrains her would vanish. Would you be so foolish as to kill a cub in front of a she-bear? The Keeper would hunt you to the ends of the earth, and your death would be useless save as a salutary lesson about the price of folly.”

      Ricatus glared at her, but Taztaloria let out a quiet laugh.

      “You are wise, Lady Carhaine, for one so young,” said Taztaloria. “You shall make a shrewd High Queen of Andomhaim once we have placed you upon your father’s throne.”

      “Much work must first be done,” said Agravhask.

      “I entirely agree,” said Taztaloria. “We shall begin now.”

      She turned to one of her Chosen Guards and gave instructions, and the mutant orc ran off. A few moments later, a hundred priestesses in their black robes gathered in the street below the walls, and they began casting spells, feeding their power into Taztaloria, who would direct and control it.

      Taztaloria raised her hands, blue fire curling around them, and all eight of her eyes opened, glowing with power.

      She made a chopping gesture, and Aeliana watched as a globe of blue flame and shadow fell towards the army of Andomhaim.
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      The Magistri and the Arcanius Knights gathered in haste.

      Calliande saw the dark power gathering along the walls of Cintarra, and she realized what was happening. The distance between the city and the besiegers made it impossible to fight with archers or siege engines, but the priestesses still wanted to attack. Agravhask would not let them waste his troops in a futile attack, especially after High Priestess Mayascora had gotten herself and eight thousand arachar killed. Likely her unfortunate example had convinced the other priestesses of the wisdom of heeding the Warlord’s counsel.

      But neither the priestesses nor Agravhask would wish their foes to work unhindered, which meant they would strike through dark magic.

      Over a hundred Magistri had gathered around Calliande, all of them summoning their magic, and the Arcanius Knights assembled around Tamara. Antenora stood next to Calliande, holding her staff with both hands. Tarmyntir waited to Antenora, leaning on his staff. Calliande had thought that the high elven wizard could not defend himself, but his self-imposed penance only meant that he could not harm his attackers. Deflecting dark magic was easy enough for Tarmyntir, but he could not strike back at his attackers.

      And he could tell Calliande what they faced.

      “A single powerful spell of dark magic,” said Tarmyntir. “The priestesses are combining their powers to strike directly at you. I suggest you have each of the individual Magistri cast their warding spells and then infuse your own ward with the mantle of the Keeper. That will multiply the effect exponentially, and you can then break their own wards while the Arcanii strike back.”

      “Agreed,” said Calliande. She had used some variation on that tactic countless times with Antenora, Morigna, Tamara, and the Arcanius Knights. Dark magic offered more raw power than elemental magic, and it was difficult for a spell of elemental magic to break through a ward charged with dark magic. But the magic of the Well of Tarlion, backed by the Keeper’s mantle, could tear through the dark wards, clearing the way for the Arcanii to strike.

      The blue light on the ramparts brightened, and Calliande braced herself.

      “Here it comes,” said Tarmyntir, unnecessarily.

      “Magistri!” said Calliande. “Now!”

      As one, a hundred Magistri cast their warding spells, a dome of hazy white light surrounding them. Calliande threw her own power into the ward, infusing it with the magic of the Keeper’s mantle. As Tarmyntir had said, the magic of the Keeper spread over the other wards like oil across the surface of water, adding its strength to their defense.

      A second later, the spiderlings unleashed their attack.

      A huge globe of shadow and blue flame fell from the sky. It looked like a hole punched into nothingness, a hole ringed by twisting coronas of blue flame. It was a spell drawn from the dark places between the stars, malignant energy that would suck away all life and leave only withered corpses in its wake. It hurtled towards Calliande like a meteor, and it struck the interlocking wards.

      There was a brilliant flash of white light, a howling noise, and Calliande rocked back a few steps, holding her spell. Strain rolled through her mind, but she had done this many, many times before, and her will held.

      The power of the dark magic dissipated.

      “Strike!” called Calliande. “Tamara!”

      Tamara yelled her own instructions to the Arcanii, and they began their own spells, lightning and fire playing along their hands. Calliande pointed her staff at the walls as the Magistri summoned magic, and a few seconds later, they unleashed their power. A brilliant shaft of white flame, thick as a horse, slashed from the Magistri and cut across the walls. Blue light flared over the ramparts, and some of the warding spells around the priestesses collapsed.

      “Now!” called Tamara.

      They cast their spells, and Tamara lifted her golden staff. A massive lightning bolt howled down from the sky and struck the ramparts, the booming thunderclap rolling over the fields. Calliande saw a score of arachar orcs go flying, some of them on fire. Tamara struck again, but by then, the priestesses had recovered. More azure light pulsed around the walls of Cintarra as they rebuilt their spells, and Tamara’s lightning bolt bounced off the regenerated wards.

      The Arcanii ceased their attack, and Calliande focused her mind for another spell, but the dark magic behind the walls dissipated.

      It seemed that the priestesses were not yet ready to force the battle.

      But Calliande would have to remain upon her guard.
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      “Remarkable,” said Taztaloria, peering over the battlements. The High Priestess of the Temple of the Crimson did not seem angry by the loss of a score of arachar soldiers, only fascinated and perhaps a little annoyed. “I’ve never encountered magical force of that nature. What do you know of the mantle of the Keeper, Lady Carhaine?”

      “Not as much as I might wish, High Priestess,” said Aeliana. “Humanity is not native to this world, but our ancestors came here a thousand years ago from Old Earth, from a kingdom called Britannia. The Keeper was the High King’s advisor in Britannia and accompanied him here.”

      “Indeed,” said Taztaloria. “Magic from another world. Yes, that would explain much. The Keeper has a staff of office, correct?”

      Aeliana nodded. “Yes, a wooden staff.”

      “No need to keep her alive, then,” said Taztaloria. “Once we kill her, the mantle of power will be stored in her staff until it chooses a new bearer. That shall give us ample time to study the trapped power.” Her smile was cold and mirthless. “Though such scholarly pursuits shall have to wait until the Warlord has destroyed all resistance and we have put you upon your father’s throne in the name of the seven goddesses.”

      “Of course, High Priestess,” said Aeliana, watching Taztaloria. Of late, the spiderling had spoken more and more of what they would do once Accolon was dead and Andomhaim conquered. Aeliana wasn’t sure if Taztaloria really believed that or if she had come to suspect that the dark soulblades had come from the Warden of Urd Morlemoch. The spiderlings were so cunning that it was difficult to know what they were thinking, and Aeliana was careful to guard her tongue around them.

      Taztaloria turned to Agravhask. “Shall you let the enemy come to us, Warlord, or will you provoke them into a response?”

      “The first,” said Agravhask. “For now. At the moment, the enemy’s confidence is high. After we repulse their first few attacks, they will grow increasingly alarmed, and it will be easier to provoke them into foolish actions. Once we force the High King to respond to our counterattack, we shall have him, and we can break the army of Andomhaim.”

      “That shall be a glorious day, Warlord,” said Taztaloria. “This is a rich land, and its resources and people shall serve the seven goddesses well. First, we must break them of their defiance and foolish pride.”

      “Of course, High Priestess,” said Agravhask. “But we must do that by defeating their army. If you will excuse me, I must see to the other aspects of our defense.”

      Taztaloria inclined her head in a regal nod and turned back to the battlements, watching the army. Agravhask descended back to the forum, Aeliana, Ricatus, and Merovech following him.

      “Do you truly intend to let Accolon come to us?” said Aeliana in a low voice.

      “Yes,” said Agravhask. “That cedes the initiative to him, but our defenses here are strong enough that the High King shall pay a steep price for it. Depending on how long we must wait, it may become prudent to take more aggressive action.”

      Aeliana stepped towards her waiting horse and paused. Volker stood next to it, looking sober and scholarly in his dark robe. Agravhask had put out the word among the commanders and the high priestesses that Volker served as the seneschal of the future High Queen of Andomhaim, and so he had been allowed to come and go as he pleased.

      Which had made him perfect as a messenger to Mhalkhor and the Devout.

      “My lady,” said Volker with a precise bow. “Your friends send word. They have done as you asked.”

      “Good,” said Aeliana, sharing a glance with Agravhask. That meant Mhalkhor and his army of mutant orcs had taken position outside of Cintarra’s eastern gate along the coast road, hidden from both the High King’s army and the priestesses. There they would wait until Agravhask called for them.

      Knowing the Warlord, he would wait for the precise moment they were needed.

      Though Aeliana wasn’t sure if he would use them against the men of Andomhaim or the priestesses of the Seven Temples.
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      “There,” said Moriah, pointing. “The first milestone.”

      They had left Thainkul Azkoron and headed into the twisting, endless maze of the Deeps, with Moriah, Niall, and Decimus acting as guides for the party. Decimus had made sure to bring Brother Luke’s chronicle in case they became lost. The long-dead friar had done a superb job of copying the map to Thainkul Azkoron, and Moriah knew he had done a good job because they hadn’t gotten lost and starved to death.

      But so far, she hadn’t needed the map. The details of that journey were burned into her memory as if they had been etched in stone. She remembered the endless gloom of the caverns, the eerie glow of the ghost mushrooms. The chambers with crystalline pools of clear water, strange, eyeless fish darting back and forth within them. Or the chambers with lakes of molten stone, so hot it had felt like walking through an oven.

      Or the kobolds. She remembered fighting the damned kobolds.

      Not for the first time, Moriah reflected that it was nothing short of astonishing that she was still alive. She ought to have been killed a dozen times during her years as a master thief…and then she had done a damned foolish thing like walking into the Deeps.

      Maybe God really did love fools.

      The cavern holding the milestone was oval-shaped, perhaps a hundred yards long from one end to another. Patches of ghost mushrooms covered the floor, giving off a sullen red glow. Moriah had seen ghost mushrooms that glowed red, green, and blue, and she assumed that had some sort of significance, but she didn’t want to find out. Undoubtedly, they were all equally poisonous when consumed.

      The dwarven milestone rose in the precise center of the cavern. The rectangular stele was about four feet tall, its sides sharp and crisp. Its surface had been carved with dwarven glyphs and something that looked like a map, though Moriah could not make sense of it. The map that Brother Luke had set down in his chronicle had been complicated, though it seemed simple next to the dwarven diagram.

      “That’s the first of them?” said Lord Ridmark.

      “Aye,” said Moriah. Behind Moriah, the rest of the Swordbearers and the Arcanii came into the cavern. Ridmark walked towards the milestone with Sir Gavin, and Moriah and Niall followed him. The two Swordbearers stopped a short distance from the stele.

      “It looks just like the ones in Khald Tormen, doesn’t it?” said Gavin. The younger knight ran a finger along the glyphs cut into the stone. “And it looks like it was carved yesterday, not thousands of years ago.”

      “It does,” said the Guardian Morigna. “I remember well the milestones in Khald Azalar.”

      “The dwarves make things to last,” said Ridmark.

      “Just as well for me,” said Gavin, tapping the round shield of dwarven steel that he carried.

      “Brother Luke’s chronicle said the milestones mark the distance to the Stone Heart,” said Niall. “What is that, my lord?”

      Moriah did not expect an answer, but to her surprise, Ridmark had one.

      “The place where the dwarves first entered this world,” said Ridmark. “Like the halflings and the orcs, they aren’t native here, but the dark elves summoned the dwarves. The dark elves couldn’t control them, and the dwarves went their own way. Some tried to control the shadow of Incariel for themselves, and they became the dvargir. Others stayed true to the gods of stone and silence and founded nine kingdoms for themselves. Only three of them made it to the modern age. The Stone Heart itself is a massive soulstone, big as a house. You don’t even have to be a wizard to feel the power coming off it.” He glanced at Niall. “Maybe now that you’re going to become the Comes of Rhudlan, perhaps you and your future wife will see it someday.”

      “I would like that,” said Niall. “It would mean we won the war, and the realm is at peace.”

      Gavin laughed. “A good answer.”

      Ridmark turned to Moriah. “Tell the men to stop here. This cavern has only one exit and one entrance, so it’s as defensible of a location as we are likely to find. We’ll rest here for six hours and continue on in the morning.”

      “Not that daylight ever comes here,” said Gavin.

      “We’re traveling with Magistri,” said Ridmark. “We’ll always know exactly what time it is.”

      Moriah spread the word with Selene’s help, and soon the Swordbearers, Arcanii, and Magistri had stopped around the dwarven milestone. She had been about to suggest that Ridmark make sure that everyone saw the stone, that the men knew they were on the right path and not lost, but he had already done it. The Shield Knight assigned a pair of Swordbearers and a pair of Arcanii to watch either exit from the cavern for enemies, and the rest of the men sat down to eat.

      She found herself sitting next to Niall and Sir Gavin, across from Lord Ridmark, Sir Calem, Sir Tamlin, the Guardian Morigna, and Lady Selene. It was a strange experience. Moriah had met Ridmark briefly before the fall of the Drakocenti and the Heptarchy’s first attack on Cintarra, and she had seen him again a few times before the arrival of Agravhask’s fleet. Yet Moriah did not know the Shield Knight all that well. He had a tremendous reputation, one that she had thought exaggerated until she had seen him fight. This was the man who had driven back the Frostborn, defeated the usurper king Tarrabus Carhaine, and had crushed the Dragon Cult at Shadow Crown Hill. Yet he looked like a knight of middle years, his expression distracted as he ate a piece of bread.

      Moriah was comfortable with Selene, but she was deep in conversation with Morigna, discussing events in Owyllain after the fall of the Sovereign and the end of the War of the Seven Swords.

      “I have a question, Lord Ridmark,” said Moriah.

      He nodded and took a drink from his waterskin.

      “You can open gates with your sword,” said Moriah. “Why not open a gate into the Prince’s Palace and seize the city that way? That’s not impudence, just honest curiosity.”

      Ridmark raised an eyebrow. “No impudence? From the Wraith of Cintarra?”

      Moriah shook her head. “I’m going to be the Lady of Greenbridge and Rhudlan.” She felt Niall squeeze her hand. “From a noblewoman, that’s not impudence, it’s charm.”

      Tamlin laughed, and Calem snorted. “She has you there.”

      “Too much could go wrong,” said Ridmark. “For one thing, those gates are too powerful. The priestesses might be cruel, but they’re not stupid. They would sense the gate and realize what is happening. We’d have every Chosen Guard and priestess in the city swarming over us in a matter of moments. Agravhask and the Heralds as well, and you know how dangerous they are.” Moriah had seen the Warlord fight and had no desire to ever face him in combat. “For that matter, I can’t hold the gate open for long. Ten minutes, a quarter of an hour at most. That’s only enough time to move a thousand men, and probably less since anyone coming through the gate would have to fight. Then the gate would close, I wouldn’t be able to use the power of the Shield Knight for another day, and we’d all be slaughtered.”

      “Good reasons,” said Moriah.

      Ridmark smiled. It softened the hard lines of his face somewhat. “I wish it would be that easy, that someone could just wave their hand and make a problem go away. People think the High King can do that, but all power has limits, and a king’s power especially.”

      “I suppose there are always consequences,” said Niall.

      “What do you mean?” said Ridmark.

      “Well, I heard the story about the Scepter Bank in Cintarra after it was all over,” said Niall. “One of the Princes founded it, aye? They thought it would help Cintarra become richer. And it did, but it let Cyprian and the Drakocenti take over. The Princes didn’t intend for that to happen, but it did.”

      Tamlin nodded. “Unintended consequences. That has been the entire tale of my life, sir.”

      “During the Frostborn war,” said Ridmark, “Calliande and I went to Cathair Solas to ask the archmage Ardrhythain for the sword of the Dragon Knight. While I sought for the sword, Calliande asked why Ardrhythain didn’t do more to help us, why he didn’t use his power to destroy the Frostborn and the dark elves.”

      “The threefold law, aye?” said Moriah. “That’s why that fool Tarmyntir couldn’t help us.”

      Tamlin raised his eyebrows. “You called a wizard of the high elves a fool. Brave of you.”

      “I said worse to his face,” said Moriah. “Of course, it wasn’t brave to insult him, he won’t even lift a hand to defend himself from harsh words, let alone the Seven Temples, which is why Lord Ridmark had to fetch him out of the Heptarchy. Ardrhythain made the soulblades and the Magistri, so at least he helped us. But he couldn’t do more because of the threefold law.”

      “That’s part of it,” said Ridmark. “But the rest of it was unintended consequences. Ardrhythain created the Magistri to help defend Andomhaim, but some of the Magistri turned to dark magic, creating both the necromancers of the Eternalists and the Enlightened of Incariel.”

      “Ardrhythain couldn’t have known that would happen,” said Niall.

      “He didn’t,” said Ridmark, “but it happened despite his intentions, and thousands suffered and died because of his decision. He’s lived for a hundred thousand years, and he thinks in those terms, how a decision he makes today might affect those who live a hundred or even a thousand years from now.” He shook his head. “Not the sort of responsibility I would want.”

      “I already have more responsibility than I ever wanted,” said Niall.

      Tamlin grinned. “But all that responsibility has won you the hand of a lovely maiden, Sir Niall.”

      Moriah hadn’t been a maiden since before she had met Niall, but she wasn’t going to mention that. And to judge from his enthusiasm, Niall clearly hadn’t minded.

      “You are right,” said Morigna, turning to their conversation. “When Ardrhythain asked if I desired to become the Guardian of humanity, I wished to take up the work. But I had no idea that I would be reborn in the body of an elven woman.”

      “All I wanted was to work my uncle’s farm,” said Niall.

      Tamlin laughed. “I wanted to be a monk.” Calem rolled his eyes a little at that. It was the first sign of humor Moriah had seen from the grim Arcanius Knight, and it made her like him more.

      “A monk?” said Niall. “Why didn’t you take vows?”

      “He liked women entirely too much,” said Calem.

      “I suppose that would make taking a monk’s vows rather difficult,” said Niall.

      “Taking the vows is simple enough,” said Ridmark. “Keeping them is something else entirely.”

      “And I’ve seen you with Kalussa, Sir Calem,” said Tamlin. “You wouldn’t have made a good monk, either.”

      Calem shrugged. “I was raised to be an assassin, not a monk.”

      “I suppose we have all gone elsewhere than our childhood ambitions,” said Tamlin. “What did you want to be as a child, Lady Moriah?”

      Moriah thought about it. “Rich.” The others laughed. “I have another question, Lord Ridmark.”

      The Shield Knight inclined his head.

      “Oathshield lets you open a gate anywhere,” said Moriah.

      “So long as I have visited a location before, or I have a wizard with the Sight who can guide me,” said Ridmark.

      Moriah wasn’t sure if she should ask the next question, but she pressed on. “So why don’t you open a gate to Cathair Solas and ask Ardrhythain for the Sword of the Dragon Knight?”

      Silence answered her. Both Tamlin and Calem looked surprised. Niall frowned, as if unsure why it was an awkward question.

      “I know you gave it back because the power was too much,” said Moriah, “but if there was ever a time that we needed the Dragon Knight to return, it is now.”

      “A fair question,” said Ridmark. “The answer is that I’m not sure what would happen. The Dragon Knight is too much power to be loosed in the world…and I am not sure I could survive taking up that sword again. I am not sure anyone could. Calliande brought Swordbearers with her to Cathair Solas, and of all of them, only Kalomarus and I survived touching that weapon.”
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      The journey through the Deeps continued, and Ridmark remained wary, expecting an ambush at any moment.

      Despite that, they made good time through the caverns. Niall, Moriah, and Decimus knew the way, and they had already encountered any natural hazards on the path. They were able to guide the party around such dangers without too much trouble, and they did not lose much time. Nor did they come under attack. The kobolds had attacked the rebels as they escaped, but attacking fifty well-armed and armored Swordbearers and Arcanius Knights was a far less attractive proposition.

      As they traveled, Ridmark thought about Moriah’s question, about why he hadn’t asked for Ardrhythain’s help or the Sword of the Dragon Knight.

      He had told her the truth, but not all the truth.

      During the final battle with the Frostborn, Ardrhythain had been ready to destroy Tarlion and most of Andomhaim to stop Incariel from escaping its prison. Millions of people would have died, and millions more in the years to come as a consequence of the earthquakes and the alteration of the climate caused by so much dust thrown into the air. Yet that was still a better alternative than allowing Incariel to escape. If that happened, the world would be enslaved for the rest of time. If Ardrhythain had destroyed Tarlion and sealed the Well, millions would have died in the explosion…but in time, the world would heal. Future generations would live who would not have if Incariel had gained its freedom.

      Such catastrophic destruction might be the price of asking for Ardrhythain’s help.

      Until Ridmark had no choice, no other choice at all, he would not take such an enormous risk. He had no way of knowing what the consequences might be. Three times the men of Andomhaim had asked for Ardrhythain’s help – once when Calliande’s predecessor as Keeper had asked for aid against the urdmordar, creating the Swordbearers and the Magistri. A second time when Calliande had asked for the power of the Dragon Knight against the Frostborn. And a third and final time when Ridmark had accompanied Calliande back to Cathair Solas to take the Sword of the Dragon Knight for himself.

      That had almost killed him. The Sword had forced him to face his own weakness, his inability to mourn properly for those he had lost – his mother, his first wife Aelia, his lover Morigna. Ridmark had faced that weakness and overcome it, becoming the Dragon Knight, but it had nearly killed him in the process.

      And if he had failed, Ardrhythain would have sealed the Well of Tarlion to stop Incariel, destroying most of Andomhaim in the process. Ardrhythain would help those who asked – but the cost of his aid might be far greater than Ridmark could imagine.

      Best not to ask for it unless there was no other choice.

      They traveled further into the Deeps, passing through the endless twisting tunnels, and finally came to a large cavern that looked like a forest, albeit a forest of mushrooms instead of trees. Huge ironstalk mushrooms rose from the ground, tall as the tower of a village church, their caps spreading overhead. A thick layer of ghost mushrooms coated the floor, coming to knee height and giving off a sullen blue glow. A narrow stream ran down the center of the cavern, the echoes of its splashes bouncing endlessly off the walls and ceiling.

      “I remember this cavern,” said Moriah, looking around. Her voice was metallic and flat through the faceplate of her dwarven helmet.

      “We were attacked here,” said Niall. “Kobolds. They had some sort of poisonous fog in clay spheres. Anyone who breathed in the fog fell asleep.”

      “A dvargir weapon,” said Ridmark. Malabrance and his warriors had used a similar weapon in the Stranglers’ Jungle, and Ridmark had seen it before during his dealings with the dvargir. “Did the kobolds have brands?”

      “No, they painted their scales,” said Moriah. “No brands.”

      “Probably an independent tribe, then,” said Tamlin. “They might have bought the weapon from the dvargir. Or they might have stolen it.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “They…”

      He frowned, an old memory of another journey through the Deeps coming to the forefront of his mind. Kobolds, dvargir, urvaalgs, and ursaars were not the only hazards of the Deeps. Other creatures dwelled here, creatures that likewise preferred to attack from ambush. Ridmark did not see anything moving beneath the shadows of the ironstalk mushrooms, not precisely.

      But the shadows looked wrong.

      “Tamlin,” said Ridmark, and the younger knight stepped closer. “That large ironstalk mushroom on the right. Do you see it?”

      “Aye,” said Tamlin. “Hard to miss.”

      “Hit it with your lightning spell,” said Ridmark. “I want to see what happens.”

      Tamlin shrugged. He cast the spell, and a spear fashioned of crackling lightning appeared in his hand. A quick step forward and he hurled the javelin, and it struck the stalk of the huge mushroom, exploding in a brilliant burst of dazzling sparks that cast harsh shadows across the cavern.

      And in that harsh light, Ridmark saw a dozen deep orcs prowling forward, swords and nets in hand.

      His suspicion had been right. The deep orcs had been using the ironstalk mushrooms as cover, gliding from shadow to shadow. The creatures were thinner than normal orcs, their skins a sickly yellowish-green. Instead of eyes, they had a thick band of veined flesh that wrapped around their heads, allowing them to see heat instead of light, and enormous pointed ears that gave them aural sensitivity far greater than that of a human.

      And there were quite a lot of them.

      “To arms!” shouted Ridmark, drawing Oathshield and sending Aegisikon to its staff form. “To arms, to arms!”

      Dozens of deep orcs rushed from the ironstalk mushrooms in all directions, intent on their prey.

      But the battle was short and sharp. The deep orcs might have seen the humans and thought to sell them as slaves to the dvargir, but they hadn’t reckoned with facing so many Swordbearers and Arcanii. The Knights of the Soulblade rushed forward, moving with the superhuman speed granted by their soulblades, the Arcanius Knights who preferred hand to hand combat following them. The remaining Arcanii began flinging spells, fire and lightning and acid ripping through the chamber. A dozen deep orcs fell even before the Swordbearers closed, and then the fighting began in earnest.

      Ridmark killed two deep orcs, their blows rebounding from Aegisikon while Oathshield found their flesh. Morigna cast a spell that made the ground fold and ripple, knocking dozens of deep orcs from their feet. Around him, the Swordbearers crashed into the deep orcs, and a few moments later, the battle was over. Scores of slain deep orcs lay on the ground, while the rest scattered, vanishing back into the forest of mushrooms.

      “Hold!” shouted Ridmark. “Hold! Don’t follow them. They’ll lead us into a trap.”

      The Swordbearers stopped, and Ridmark took stock of his men. To his relief, they hadn’t lost anyone. The deep orcs had been lightly armored and no match for Swordbearers in their fury. Had they taken the party unawares, it would have been a different story, but they had sprung the trap before the deep orcs had been ready to face them.

      “How did you know?” said Moriah. “I didn’t see the deep orcs at all. I had no idea they were there.”

      “Experience, I suspect,” said Ridmark. “I’ve been ambushed by deep orcs a few times. It is not something I wish to repeat.”

      “You should have had me cast the sensing spell,” said Morigna. “I would have detected their weight pressing against the stone floor.”

      “Good idea,” said Ridmark. “Hold that spell in place until I tell you otherwise.”

      They pressed onward into the Deeps, following the trail of the dwarven milestones.
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      Two days after the duel of spells, the siege of Cintarra was well underway.

      Though Calliande knew they could not starve out their foes. Cintarra was well-supplied, and if food ran low, Agravhask might slaughter the city’s population to eliminate needless mouths. Calliande hoped it would not come to that.

      She doubted it would – one way or another, the war with the Heralds would be resolved soon.

      Worry gnawed at her for many reasons, but Ridmark was the foremost. There had been no sign of him, no trace of anyone attempting to open the northern gate of the Eastern City. Accolon had placed the dwarven taalkrazdors closer to the southern edge of their camp, ready to charge in an instant if the city’s gate opened. With them waited several thousand Anathgrimm warriors and Rhaluuskan and Khaluuskan orcs, eager to storm the city and start slaughtering arachar. If Ridmark opened the gate, even for a little while, they would be ready to attack.

      But there was no sign of him.

      Calliande told herself not to worry. Moriah, Niall, and Decimus didn’t know how long it would take to traverse the Deeps to reach the Shadow Ways. When they had made the first journey, they had taken the old and the sick with them, and their pace had slowed. Ridmark, Morigna, and Selene had only taken strong, fit Swordbearers, Arcanius Knights, and Magistri with them. They would be able to travel swiftly, and they would fight their way through any of the hazards of the Deeps they encountered. For that matter, Calliande cast the seeking spell upon her dagger every morning, and Ridmark’s location kept changing.

      He was still alive, and he might open the gate at any moment. Accolon had ordered a constant watch kept upon the gate, and the orcish soldiers slept in shifts, keeping themselves in readiness to attack.

      For the enemy’s part, they did not stir from Cintarra. The gates remained closed. Sometimes fire drakes flew overhead, Chosen Guards upon their backs, but they flew high enough to remain out of range of arrows and ballistae, which meant they offered no threat to the army of Andomhaim.

      But the High King could not leave the enemy undisturbed. Agravhask might have decided to wait out the siege behind the walls until the final Herald joined him, but he might have a plan to smash Accolon’s army. They could not leave the Heptarchy soldiers to prepare undisturbed. Accolon could have launched assaults on the walls, but that would have been a useless waste. The attacks would have been repulsed with heavy casualties, and the lives of the soldiers would have been squandered.

      Instead, they began assembling siege engines.

      The men of Andomhaim had used siege machinery for the entire history of the realm, ballistae and onagers and catapults. The engines used a combination of gears, springs, and torsion to fling missiles at their targets. Calliande had only a vague understanding of the mechanical principles involved, but she did have a good grasp of the machinery’s range. Accolon had raised his siege camps out of the range of the engines upon the walls of Cintarra, which meant they were not close enough for their machinery to attack anyone on Cintarra’s walls.

      At least, traditional siege engines could not manage it.

      The weapons that Antenora had built were something else entirely.

      Antenora had spent fifteen centuries upon Old Earth, trying to defend the people of humanity’s homeworld from dark magic. In that millennium and a half, the scholars and philosophers of Old Earth had raised their sciences and engineering to staggering levels. Antenora had told Calliande of horseless carriages powered by oil-burning engines, of winged metal tubes that flew hundreds of miles an hour through the air. The men of Old Earth had also built deadly weapons – a sort of metal tube that hurled metal slugs with enough speed to drill a hole through flesh, toxic gases that killed anyone who breathed them, and bombs so powerful they could turn an entire city into ashes in the blink of an eye.

      Perhaps it was just as well that Malahan Pendragon and his followers had escaped the sort of place that Old Earth had become.

      Antenora had brought a great deal of knowledge with her from Old Earth. She would not share the worst of it with the men of Andomhaim. For that matter, even if she had been inclined to share, the lords of the realm could not make use of the darkest of Antenora’s secrets. The most lethal weapons of Old Earth were powered by a poisonous metal called plutonium, and Antenora had told Calliande it would take all of Andomhaim decades if not centuries of labor to build the machinery necessary to make even an ounce of plutonium.

      It was just as well. Calliande would not have trusted the nobles of Andomhaim with such weapons, to say nothing of the harm someone like Tarrabus Carhaine or Cyprian of the Scepter Bank could have worked with them.

      But Antenora had less dangerous knowledge, and with the help of the Anathgrimm and Tarmyntir, she had used it to construct the largest catapults that Calliande had ever seen.

      They were enormous, their throwing arms so long that they were taller than an ancient tree. Thick wooden posts had been driven into the ground to hold the mighty catapults in place, and a series of stone counterweights powered the machines. Queen Mara had lent Antenora as many Anathgrimm soldiers as she needed, and the Anathgrimm had responded with vigor. The Anathgrimm were unafraid of hard work, but the prospect of building siege weapons filled the Anathgrimm warriors with an emotion Calliande could only describe as dark glee.

      Under Antenora’s direction, the Anathgrimm had constructed twelve of the huge catapults, with Antenora called “trebuchets,” which apparently came from a Frankish word meaning “overthrow.” Watching the weapons fire did put Calliande in mind of a man making an overhand cast of a stone, so she supposed the term fit.

      As the Anathgrimm assembled the weapons, stonemasons from the militia soldiers began to shape the stone balls the trebuchets would fire. They had no shortage of stones – every spring, Calliande knew, the farmers along the River Cintarra had to pull stones out of their fields, which they used to build fences. The soldiers dismantled some of those fences and hauled the larger stones to the trebuchets, which the masons then chiseled into spheres.

      And once they had been made into spheres, Tarmyntir enspelled them.

      As defenseless as Tarmyntir was, Calliande quickly saw that he was still a wizard of immense magical power. She had known that, of course. A weak wizard would not have been able to create an artifact like the Great Eye or the Key that he had given Ridmark. But knowing something intellectually and seeing it with her own eyes and her own Sight was something else entirely. Antenora could have enspelled the spheres, but it would have taken her time and effort.

      Tarmyntir did it with a furrow of his brow and a gesture of his staff. Runes appeared on the spheres as if cut by chisels, glowing with sullen fire. The power he expended in the casting was so great that Calliande could feel it even without the Sight, and it didn’t tire Tarmyntir at all. Had the high elf cast aside his personal penance and his self-imposed rules, Tarmyntir could have conquered Andomhaim in the space of a few days.

      No wonder his rules were so strict.

      “I regret the necessity of this,” said Tarmyntir, leaning on his staff as he gazed at a small, tidy pyramid of enspelled trebuchet stones. The nearby Anathgrimm and human masons gave him wary looks, keeping well away.

      “Of making weapons?” said Calliande.

      “Aye, Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Tarmyntir. He looked towards the distant ramparts of Cintarra, where the arachar orcs stood guard, the banners of the Heptarchy flying from the watch towers. “I wish to free the peoples of the Heptarchy from the tyranny of the Seven Temples, not kill them. The arachar orcs are another victim of the Heptarchy. The Visionary put the taint of her dark power into their blood, and she has bred generations of them. I would free them from her as well.”

      “But you cannot free the nations of the Heptarchy without fighting the urdmordar,” said Calliande, “and the arachar will fight to defend the Seven Temples.”

      “I know it well,” said Tarmyntir.

      “And these arachar are not even fighting for the Heptarchy, though they know it not,” said Calliande. “They are fighting for the Heralds of Ruin and the Warden. The weapons you make today will help us stop the Warden from opening the Great Eye and claiming the power of the Ascendant Dragon for himself.”

      “That is so,” said Tarmyntir, though he still sounded weary.

      “Look at it this way,” said Calliande. “Neither the Heptarchy nor the Heralds of Ruin shall be defeated without battle. By killing the arachar now, perhaps you will save many more in the future.”

      A faint smile went over Tarmyntir’s face. “You are very persuasive.”

      “I’ve had a lot of practice.”

      “Strange to think that a woman so young has so much experience of war,” said Tarmyntir.

      “Young?” said Calliande. “I’m not young, not even by the standards of humans. I was born two hundred and fifty years ago. Even if you only count the years I was not bound in magical sleep, I am a woman of middle years with four children.” Three who had lived, at least. “And I have seen a great deal of war, Lord Tarmyntir, and I have healed practically every wound of war that the human body can endure.”

      There were so many of them, alas.

      “Of course,” said Tarmyntir. “Forgive me. I am so old that I no longer know how long that I have lived, save that it is many times longer than human civilization itself has existed.” He let out a breath. “There was a time when the elves had no conception of war, only of creation and preservation. To us, war would have been as alien as the depths of the sea would have been to a soaring hawk. Then some of us found Incariel, the dark elves were born, and unending war came to us.”

      “A hundred thousand years of war,” said Calliande, who had heard both high elves and dark elves use that phrase.

      “Yes,” said Tarmyntir. “Ardrhythain and the Liberated handled it better, I am afraid. I never reconciled myself to violence. So I cannot fight, not without descending into madness.” He sighed and tapped the end of his staff against the ground. “At least I can forge weapons for others to use in battle.”

      “You can,” said Calliande. “And it is time to use those weapons. The High King wants to target the catapults and start testing the defenses.”

      Tarmyntir nodded. “You realize that this will provoke a strong response from the enemy.”

      “Yes,” said Calliande. “But if the gate isn’t opened…”

      No. Ridmark would open the gate. He wouldn’t fail, and she would see him again. Calliande had to keep telling herself that.

      “We will need to attack the city ourselves,” she continued. “This will not end without battle, one way or another.”
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      Aeliana stood on the ramparts of the Western City and watched the work underway in Accolon’s camp.

      The catapults were huge. Aeliana knew little about siege engines or machinery, though she had fired crossbows numerous times when she had been a sister of the Red Family. Shooting an unsuspecting quarry in the back from a distance was an excellent way to carry out an assassination. But she had never seen catapults like this, monstrous constructions of wood and steel that almost looked like unfinished houses.

      “A fascinating machine, Warlord,” said Milchikai.

      “Elaborate,” said Agravhask.

      Aeliana looked sidelong at her companions. Agravhask, Taztaloria, and Milchikai stood at the battlements, flanked by Chosen Guards. Ricatus and Merovech waited nearby, both men watching the besieging army with interest. Merovech had led vast armies in battle, and as tedious and petty as Ricatus was, he at least had a thorough knowledge of military matters. Volker stood at Aeliana’s left, waiting for commands from his mistress.

      “Catapults usually employ torsion to fire their missiles,” said Milchikai. “Such catapults are easier to build, use, and transport. The engines constructed by our enemies are counterweight catapults. The motion of the firing arm is created by the rotational movement of the counterweight.”

      “Why do we have no such catapults, engineer?” said Taztaloria.

      “They are difficult to dismantle and move, honored priestess,” said Milchikai. “Transporting them by sea is equally vexatious. Using the raw materials in the city, we could construct our own counterweight engines. But finding timbers of the necessary strength would prove challenging, and we might have to dismantle some of the warships…”

      “No need,” said Agravhask. “We have sufficient means here to strike back.”

      “The engines are inconvenient but will not decide the battle,” said Taztaloria. “The magical attacks concern me more. Someone has charged the missiles waiting near the catapults with spells of great power.”

      “The Keeper and her apprentice,” said Aeliana.

      “No,” said Taztaloria. “Something different. I think elven magic is at play here.”

      “The high elves?” said Aeliana, taken aback. She knew that Ridmark had taken the Sword of the Dragon Knight from Cathair Solas during the Frostborn war. If he had asked the high elves for help again…

      “No,” said Taztaloria. “If the high elves had come to the aid of Andomhaim, we would know it by now. No, this is something different. Perhaps similar to the elves of the Hidden City within the Heptarchy who call themselves the Liberated but spend their days hiding from us. This is another mystery we will need to solve once Andomhaim falls.”

      “They are preparing to fire their catapults,” said Milchikai.

      “Then we had best respond,” said Agravhask.
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      No one knew just how the Heptarchy would react, so Accolon wanted to be ready.

      Calliande watched as Anathgrimm orcs and human engineers swarmed over the trebuchets, more Anathgrimm soldiers and Swordbearers assembling near the dwarven taalkrazdors. The Heptarchy might open the gate to send soldiers to deal with the catapults. If that happened, Accolon wanted the taalkrazdors ready to charge the gate and storm the city.

      There was another danger. Merovech Valdraxis was inside Cintarra, and he was a Dragonmaeloch. If he took his dragon form, he could do staggering harm to the army of Andomhaim. For that matter, he might attack the catapults. The wooden trebuchets were vulnerable to dragon fire. Half of their components were coated in grease. The engines would go up like kindling in Merovech’s breath.

      To counter the threat, Mara sent her ballista teams near the trebuchets. Before the battle at Shadow Crown Hill, Ridmark and Antenora had foreseen the danger of Merovech’s dragon form, and so Antenora had built her ballistae. They were based on the small portable ballistae the Anathgrimm had used to shoot down frost drakes during the Frostborn war, but Antenora had added a winch holding an enspelled chain. When one of the bolts impacted with its target, the chain discharged magical lightning. That had knocked Merovech from the sky long enough for Ridmark and the Anathgrimm to deal critical wounds to him. Merovech had escaped, unfortunately, but the sight of their dragon god falling from the sky had been enough to break the morale of the remaining Dragon Cultists, and the men of Andomhaim had rolled over them.

      Given Merovech’s pride and questionable grasp on sanity, Calliande suspected the Dragonmaeloch would be eager to avenge his defeat.

      She waited near the High King’s horse, watching as the teams worked on the trebuchets. The ballista crews were in place as well, and the Magistri and the Arcanii were ready. The trebuchets would outrange the engines on Cintarra’s walls, but the Heptarchy had more magic users. The priestesses and the battle wizards would respond to the trebuchets’ attack, and Calliande needed to be ready.

      “Begin,” called Accolon, his voice calm, though his eyes were wary as he watched the walls.

      The Anathgrimm and the engineers shouted orders, and as one, the trebuchets released.

      The great engines let out groaning noises, and their arms shot forward, the slings at their ends releasing. Twelve large stones soared through the air in high arcs and fell like meteors towards the walls of Cintarra.

      Not all the stones struck their target. Antenora had said the engines would need calibration and adjustment to improve their accuracy, and she had been right. Nine of the twelve stones fell short, landing in the field between the siege camps and the wall. When the stones landed, they threw up fountains of disturbed dirt, accompanied by blasts of elemental fire as the spells upon them discharged.

      But three of the stones slammed into the walls and erupted into flames. The sound of the explosions rolled over the fields, and Calliande saw that the impact of the stones had left craters into the face of the wall. Even without the spells on the stones, they could start bombarding the wall. Enough pounding and they might force open a breach, making a path to attack.

      Which they would need to do, if Ridmark didn’t open the gate…

      No, she couldn’t think that way. Ridmark would succeed. He would open the gate, and she would see him again.

      A cheer went up from the Anathgrimm orcs and the engineers, and the men swarmed over the engines, preparing to fire again.

      “A good volley,” said Accolon.

      “Aye,” said Calliande. “But the Heptarchy cannot let those strikes go unanswered.”

      Even as she spoke, the Sight revealed a massive surge of dark magic along the wall.
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      Aeliana had watched the catapults release with unease. She had a vision of the stones knocking down the wall, the rampart collapsing beneath her boots. But Agravhask didn’t move, and neither did Milchikai, and Aeliana supposed both the Warlord and the Azrikai engineer knew more about siege weapons than she did.

      Nine of the catapults missed, their shots falling short, but three of them struck the wall. The ramparts shivered beneath her, a vibration going through the stonework, and fire erupted from spells upon the missiles. Aeliana looked over the ramparts and saw that the impact had dug small craters into the wall.

      Nothing to cause concern…but the counterweight catapults could fire again and again, and given enough time, they would start battering breaches into the wall.

      “There is a danger, Warlord,” said Milchikai. “If they target the catapults on a single region of the wall, they might cause a collapse. Our own engines cannot match their range.”

      “Fortunately, we have weapons other than siege engines,” said Agravhask. “High Priestess?”

      “We shall strike with magic, Warlord,” said Taztaloria. She flexed her hands, blue fire coiling around her fingers, and Aeliana saw a similar glow coming from the forum before the gate. More priestesses and kyralven Ordinariates had gathered, summoning their dark magic. “And it is time, Duke Merovech, for you to join the battle.”

      Merovech looked at the priestess, the golden fire in his eyes brightening, his expression empty of any emotion. Somehow it was more unsettling than his wild mood swings.

      “My sisters and I shall attack to hold the attention of the enemy wizards,” said Taztaloria. “Once we have engaged, take your dragon form. Destroy as many of the catapults as you can.”

      “Very well,” said Merovech, turning to face the battlements. The golden fire began to shine brighter in his veins.

      Taztaloria and the priestesses began casting spells, and Aeliana watched the duel of magic begin. The spiderlings summoned enormous spheres of dark magic that hurtled towards the army of Andomhaim, and the Magistri answered with wards of white light that blocked the attacks. The Keeper and the Magistri launched attacks of their own, shafts of white light ripping at the wards. Some of the spiderlings and the Ordinariates rebuilt the wards, while others continued the assault.

      “Ah,” said Merovech, letting out a long breath. He sounded deeply contented. “It’s been far too long since I burned anything.”

      He seized the battlements, vaulted over them, and disappeared from sight.

      “What the hell?” said Ricatus.

      “Fear not, Sir Ricatus,” said Volker. “It will take more than a fall to overcome a Dragonmaeloch.”

      Ricatus started to sneer out an answer, and then the black dragon hurtled skyward.

      Merovech’s dragon form was immense, his scales black as night and harder than steel. Golden fire blazed in his eyes, and his vast wings were like sails fashioned from darkness. His talons were longer than swords, and his tail was thicker and longer than the throwing arms of the counterweight catapults.

      In his dragon shape, Merovech could fight an entire army on his own, but claws and fangs were not his most potent weapon.

      The great black dragon shot towards the army of Andomhaim, flying low over the ground, fire blazing to life behinds his jaws.

      A second later, a cone of fire exploded from Merovech’s head, the flames engulfing one of the catapults, transforming the siege engine into a pyre.
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      The counterattack came with lightning swiftness.

      Calliande had expected the spells from the priestesses. The Magistri had been ready, and under her guidance, they cast warding spells. The spiderlings hurled blasts of dark magic at the catapults, trying to kill the crews and turn the wood to splinters and the steel to rust, but the wards of the Magistri deflected the attacks. Calliande sent shafts of white fire at the walls, breaking the priestesses’ wards along enough for the Arcanii to throw fire and lightning into the gap.

      She did not know how long the duel of spells could last. The priestesses were powerful and skilled, but even their stamina could not endure forever, and eventually they would have to stop to rest. The magical battle would end in a draw, as it had before…but the trebuchets could continue firing. The Anathgrimm engineers and Antenora’s machines could pound a breach into Cintarra’s walls, and Agravhask would have no choice but to respond.

      The response came in the form of a Dragonmaeloch.

      The black dragon shot towards the army, flying low, barely four or five yards above the ground. The Anathgrimm had been ready for him, their ballistae waiting, but they had expected Merovech to attack from above as he had at Shadow Crown Hill.

      Which meant the ballistae were pointing at the sky, not low towards the ground.

      The Anathgrimm reacted, but not fast enough. Merovech shot right towards the High King’s banner, and Calliande yelled and cast a spell, putting all her power and the magic of the Keeper’s mantle into it. A shimmering wall of translucent white light rose before them about two seconds before Merovech’s fire lashed into it. The dragon fire hit hard, and even through the ward, Calliande felt the pulsing heat of the flame. The horses around her shifted and whinnied, and men raised their hands to shield their faces. But her magic held against the dragon fire.

      Merovech banked right, flying to the east, and he smashed into the nearest trebuchet. The sheer power and speed of his flight tore the engine to bits, the massive timbers flying like they were no more than toothpicks. His flight carried him to the next engine, and fire lashed from his jaws, engulfing the trebuchet in a burning halo. The heat of his dragon fire ignited both the timbers and a dozen men standing nearby.

      But by then, the Anathgrimm had reacted, and a half-dozen ballistae fired. Six bolts dragging slender chains shot towards Merovech. Four of them missed the black dragon in his blurring speed, but two struck his flank.

      The chains erupted with lightning.

      Merovech howled as the shock passed through him, and his wings spasmed. He landed hard upon all four limbs, his talons digging into the earth. The black dragon screamed again and swept his head back and forth, sending a massive curtain of flame rolling across the ground. The flames touched two more of the trebuchets and the engines ignited, the heat forcing back the Anathgrimm who had advanced on him.

      But forcing Merovech to the ground had made him an easier target, and Tamara and the Arcanii struck. Three bolts of lightning hammered from the sky, each one rocking Merovech back. The dragon roared again, more fire pouring from his jaws.

      Calliande felt a surge of dark magic from the walls. The priestesses were casting another spell, preparing to target the Arcanii. The Arcanius Knights knew some wards against dark magic, but they were insufficient against the spiderling priestesses. Calliande shouted for the nearest Magistri to aid her, and again she cast the warding spell, their combined powers forming a dome of glimmering white light. A torrent of dark magic ripped from the walls, but the ward held against it.

      Merovech leaped into the air, his wings flapping, and Calliande drew more power to her mind. She wondered if the battle of Cintarra was about to start right now, if the arachar orcs would pour forth in support of the dragon as the priestesses and the kyralves flung spells. She turned towards Accolon, intending to warn him.

      Instead, Merovech flew back towards Cintarra. Golden fire washed over his form, and the dragon disappeared into the ramparts as he resumed human shape.
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      Aeliana watched as Merovech shrank back into human shape, landing with a wince atop the ramparts. He looked unharmed, though his face was pale and drawn. She wondered if Merovech would go into a fury, attacking the army of Andomhaim without restraint. If he did, the priestesses would continue their attack, and Accolon would have no choice but to respond.

      The battle might be decided then and there.

      But it seemed that neither Agravhask nor Accolon were ready to commit to the final fight. Perhaps it was just as well. If Agravhask marched the arachar orcs to fight the army of Andomhaim, the forces of the Heptarchy would almost certainly win.

      But Aeliana had been sure they would win at Shadow Crown Hill as well. And even if they won here, their army might be so weakened that they could not take Cathair Kaldran.

      “Why have you returned?” said Taztaloria.

      “There are too many enemy wizards, High Priestess,” said Merovech in his flat voice. “And too many of those damned spiny orcs with their ballistae. If I attack, I will be overwhelmed and slain. Unless you wish to launch an all-out assault at this time.”

      Taztaloria glanced at Agravhask and then shook her head.

      “It is too soon,” said Taztaloria. “I presume, Warlord, you will only wish to respond if they continue firing those counterweight catapults?”

      “Your logic is sound, honored priestess,” said Agravhask. “It is not yet time to commit to the final battle.”

      “As you say,” said Taztaloria. A glimmer of green light went through her eyes. “But we will need to strike soon, Warlord. Accolon Pendragon might be a young king, but the longer we wait within Cintarra, the stronger he will have the opportunity to become. We shall need to remove him soon.”

      “Agreed,” said Agravhask. “Before much longer, Accolon will have to launch a substantial attack upon the city. Once he does, we will repulse the assault and then launch a counterattack of our own. That will have a significant chance of breaking the army of Andomhaim.”

      “Very well,” said Taztaloria. “I will speak with my sisters. Summon me if the enemy attacks again.”

      The High Priestess left the ramparts, her subordinate priestesses and Chosen Guards following.

      “She is growing impatient,” said Aeliana in a low voice. “She knows we have twice the strength of the High King’s army and wants to use it.”

      “She does,” agreed Agravhask with his wintry calm. “But we know that we must conserve our strength for the battle ahead. Nor does she know about the Devout. We shall need to act soon. Whether the High Priestess approves or not.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Calm returned to the siege camps, along with the scent of wood smoke.

      And the faint odor of burned flesh.

      The lords and allied kings met beneath the Pendragon banner to discuss the attack, and Calliande came to advise Accolon. She was tired and had a headache. After Merovech had retreated to the walls, Calliande had gone to the wounded men, those who had been burned but not yet died, and used her magic to heal them. She had healed every wound of war imaginable, but burns were the worst. To use healing magic, a Magistrius or Magistria had to pull the pain of the wound into their own bodies, feeling the agony of it as it had been in their own flesh.

      Burns hurt. A lot.

      But she had saved a score of men who otherwise would have died, and that was worth the cost of fatigue and a headache.

      “The enemy has not stirred since?” said Dux Constantine Licinius.

      “No,” said Warlord Shalmathrak. The ghost orc was solemn in his cloak and leather armor, his gray-skinned face stern and somehow alien. “My rangers watch the city on all sides. No other forces have come forth.”

      “A response, then,” said Dux Aridain. “Our new catapults can strike their walls, but if we do, they will attack with dragon fire and dark magic.”

      “Aye,” said Accolon. “It seems best to wait on Lord Ridmark for now.” He looked at Calliande. “You can still sense him with your magic?”

      “I can,” said Calliande, her hand brushing the dagger on her belt. “I don’t know exactly where he is, but I do know he is still alive.”

      “Then we shall wait on him to open the gate,” said Accolon. “Let us hope it is soon. Otherwise, this battle shall be far bloodier.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          
            Castle Aginwulf

          

        

      

    

    
      The mountains rose before the army of the Empire like a mighty wall, and for the first time, Tyrcamber Rigamond looked on Castle Aginwulf with his own eyes.

      And right away, he saw that they had a serious problem.

      A gap in the mountains opened ahead, and a lake filled it. This was the Iron Lake, and its valley marked the northernmost boundary of both the duchy of Corbrast and the Frankish Empire. The lake was a deep, cold blue. Rincimar said that in winter, the lake often froze solid, the ice so thick that a loaded sleigh and a team of horses could travel across without fear of drowning.

      An outthrust spur of the mountain stabbed into the lake, forming a small, flat-topped plateau. The spur was surrounded by the waters of the lake on three sides, with only a narrow road climbing to its top.

      Castle Aginwulf filled the plateau.

      Its curtain walls came right to the edge of the plateau, and the slopes were so steep it would be almost impossible to climb to the walls without falling into the lake. Watch towers rose from the wall every hundred yards, topped with catapults. A dozen massive keeps loomed within the walls, each one crowned with more siege engines. A second, higher wall connected each of the immense drum towers, forming a second courtyard.

      It would have been hard to defend such a large fortress, save for three things. First, water surrounded the castle on three sides. Attacking a castle wall was one of the hardest things that an army could attempt. Making a contested water landing was just as difficult, and any army trying to attack Castle Aginwulf would both have to make a hostile water landing and then scale the steep slope to the castle wall.

      Second, the road to the castle’s only gate was narrow and well-covered by both the fortified gate and the watch towers in the curtain walls. Any troops advancing up the road would face murderous arrow and missile fire from the towers, to say nothing of the necromantic spells that the Knights of Blood could unleash upon their foes.

      Third, and perhaps worst of all, they had no hope of starving out the castle’s garrison. The vast majority of Theudeuric’s forces were undead. During the final days of the army’s march to Castle Aginwulf, the raids on the marching columns had stopped. The undead goblins emerging from the burial mounds had turned north, streaming into the castle. Theudeuric’s and Rosalyn’s force had been strengthened considerably by the undead goblins.

      Tyrcamber could not see any way of storming the castle without a bloodbath. He, Third, and Ruari could take dragon form and attack from above, as could the Knights of the Griffin with their stormhawks, but the ballistae mounted on the castle’s keeps might drive them back. For that matter, the Knights of Blood themselves had their winged undead mounts, to say nothing of their powerful necromantic spells.

      And over all that lay the aura of Theudeuric’s great spell.

      He could see it now, a swirling vortex of ghostly blue flame spinning over the castle’s towers. It was only dimly visible during the day against the glow of the sky fire. But when night fell, it grew brighter and starker. The energy released from every death in Corbrast was drawn into that vortex.

      If the Emperor’s army stormed Castle Aginwulf, thousands of men would fall. The energy from those deaths would be sucked into the vortex, giving Theudeuric’s spell an immense amount of power to…

      To do what, exactly?

      Tyrcamber didn’t know. No one did. Not even Rilmael, who had forgotten more about magic than Tyrcamber would ever know. It unsettled Tyrcamber that the Guardian could not discern the purpose of Theudeuric’s spell. For all the battles that Tyrcamber had witnessed, he still had not seen warfare on the scale of the Guardian. What manner of battle spell could Theudeuric be readying? Tyrcamber had grim visions of a plague that would sweep the Empire, leaving empty towns and villages in its wake or of a spell that would raise anyone in the world who died as an undead minion of the Order of Blood.

      No one wanted to launch a direct assault on the castle, but the siege began anyway. The Imperial Orders and the forces of the individual Dukes raised siege camps, blocking the road to Castle Aginwulf. Any remaining undead goblins in the countryside were hunted down and destroyed. Whatever other dangers they faced, at least they would not need to fear getting attacked from behind by Theudeuric’s allies.

      This, Tyrcamber knew, was the final battle. If they took the castle, the Order of Blood would be destroyed, and the Empire would be reunified at last, with a strong and vigorous Emperor on the Imperial throne. For that matter, the soulstones holding the spirits of the black knights would be hidden somewhere within Castle Aginwulf, and if they were destroyed, they could break the back of the Fallen Order. More than that, they could take Shadowruin from Theudeuric’s corpse, securing the dark soulblade and blocking the plans of the Heralds of Ruin. To steal the source of power in Cathair Kaldran, Rilmael had said that the Heralds needed all five dark soulblades and the Key of Tarmyntir that Third carried. Denying the Heralds even one of the dark soulblades would hinder that plan.

      Skirmishes began between the Order of Blood and the besiegers. Griffins and stormhawks circled overhead, their riders flinging spells into the castle, the stormhawks calling upon their power of lightning. The black knights answered by taking to the air on their undead horses, casting spells of their own. Once that happened, the Knights of Embers and Winter threw their powers into the fray, hurling fireballs that immolated the winged horses and shafts of freezing mist that locked the undead knights in place. Elemental cold could not kill an undead Knight of Blood, but the ice locked their limbs, causing them to fall from the back of their horses and into the lake, or if they were very unlucky, into the courtyard of the castle.

      It was all dramatic, and it held the attention of the army on the ground, but Tyrcamber knew it would not decide the battle.

      He didn’t know what would…and no doubt they wouldn’t realize the deciding point until it had already happened.

      “It’s almost, but not quite, like the stalemate we had before the coronation,” said Angaric, pointing at the chessboard.

      “Are you still going on about that game?” said Daniel.

      Tyrcamber rolled his eyes, took a drink from his wineskin, and passed it to Ruari.

      At the moment, there was nothing for him to do. He could take his dragon form and attack the castle, but if he did, the necromancers would overwhelm him in short order, and that might trigger the final battle between the Order of Blood and the Emperor, which would bring enough death to finish Theudeuric’s spell. There wasn’t much for Ruari to do, either, save for monitoring the hospital tents. Any Knights of the Griffin who took wounds while airborne tended to return in small pieces, assuming their corpses were ever found.

      So Tyrcamber spent the days of the siege walking among the common soldiers and talking with them, or taking his dragon form and overflying the countryside, making sure that Theudeuric did not have a second army of muridach warriors or goblin mercenaries sneaking up behind. When he wasn’t doing that, he spent time with Ruari or his friends from before he had become a Dragontiarna.

      Right now, Tyrcamber, Ruari, Angaric, and Sir Daniel Tremond sat in a loose circle. Tyrcamber and Ruari were eating lunch while Angaric and Daniel played chess on a folding wooden board with stone pieces.

      Ruari produced her tablet and wrote on it.

      WHAT IS THIS GAME? I HAVE SEEN IT MORE AND MORE AMONG THE MEN.

      “You want to tell her?” said Tyrcamber, gesturing with a piece of bread at Angaric. “You always enjoy listening to yourself talk.”

      “That is both insulting and entirely true,” said Angaric. “Fortunately, everyone else enjoys listening to me as well.” Daniel snorted, his ascetic face furrowed with concentration as he stared at the chessboard. “The game, my lady, is called chess. I first encountered it when your noble husband and I ventured to the world of Andomhaim and visited the town of Castarium.”

      Ruari’s stylus flicked over the tablet.

      THE GAME ORIGINATED THERE?

      “Ah!” said Angaric. “Now that is an interesting tale. It seems the game was quite novel in Andomhaim as well. Evidently, the Keeper’s apprentice, a woman named Antenora, had recently escaped from Old Earth and brought the knowledge of the game with her. According to Lady Antenora, it originated in the far eastern countries beyond the old Empire of the Romans and worked its way west in the centuries since. She brought the knowledge of the game with her to Andomhaim, and I’m told it has become quite popular. I had some of Lord Ridmark’s men teach me, and I paid a mason among the common soldiers to carve these pieces to my specifications. I’m quite surprised the game has caught on among our army the way it has.”

      “I am not,” said Daniel. “Soldiering is interminable tedium and toil mixed with a few moments of terror every so often.” He shifted, smoothing the front of his black surcoat, which was adorned with the silver eye of his Order. “Anything to pass the tedium is welcome.”

      “You were just excited to find another way to gamble,” said Tyrcamber. Ruari laughed in silence at that.

      “True,” said Angaric. “But unlike cards and dice, the clergy cannot condemn chess.” He picked up a piece carved like a stylized miter. “You see? The bishop is one of the strongest pieces on the board. Only the castle and the queen are more powerful. What churchman would condemn a game with powerful bishops?”

      “Abbots, most likely,” said Daniel in a dry voice. “They are ever resentful of a bishop’s powers.”

      “But what does this have to do with the siege?” said Tyrcamber.

      “Stalemate,” said Angaric. “Our redoubtable Sir Daniel and I played a chess game right before the coronation. It was a close thing, but in the end, we stalemated. Neither one of us could make a move, and so the game ended. That’s what we have with the Order of Blood right now. They’re trapped in the castle. But if we attack, we’ll lose a third of our army…”

      “If we’re fortunate,” murmured Daniel.

      “And Theudeuric will have enough power to finish that spell of his,” said Angaric, waving a hand at the blue vortex. “Whatever the damned thing is.”

      “Nothing good, I am certain,” said Daniel.

      Tyrcamber drew breath to answer, and then a flash of golden metal caught his eye.

      He turned and saw Rilmael and Third walking towards them, cloaks streaming behind them in the wind coming from the mountains. The Guardian had his dragon-headed staff in his right hand. The hilts of Third’s longswords rose over her shoulders, though Tyrcamber had no doubt she could have them in her hands in the blink of an eye.

      An odd thought flashed through Tyrcamber’s mind. Rilmael had watched over the Empire for its entire history, and Third was a thousand years old. Tyrcamber had a brief image of the two of them traveling across the Empire long, long after he had died. It was a reassuring thought to know that they would continue long after he was dust and bones.

      Assuming Theudeuric’s spell did not first kill them all, of course.

      “Ah, Lord Guardian, Lady Third,” said Angaric. “Come to join our game? You can play me after I defeat Sir Daniel here.”

      Daniel snorted. “Such arrogance is unbecoming in a knight of the Imperial Orders.”

      “Really? Since when?” said Angaric, and Ruari laughed her silent laugh again.

      “We had such games in the kingdoms of the cloak elves when they were young,” said Rilmael, looking down at the chessboard. “This has sixty-four squares, aye? Our games had a hundred and twenty-eight. Though the board was more cumbersome. After the cloak elves retreated to Cathair Kaldran, the game fell out of fashion. I suppose we preferred less warlike entertainments.”

      Third leaned forward, peered at the board, and nodded to Daniel. “My counsel is to move your queen’s knight there.” She pointed at a square.

      Daniel grunted and slid the knight to the appropriate space. “Checkmate.”

      “What?” Angaric scowled at the board. “That is not checkmate. That is not…damnation.” He sighed and tipped over his king. “The victory is yours, sir. Though it hardly counts, given that you had Lady Third’s help.”

      “Is not the wisdom to listen to wise counsel its own reward?” said Daniel.

      Angaric rolled his eyes. “Spoken like a true Knight of the Third Eye.” He looked at Third. “How did you know to make that move?”

      Third shrugged. “Antenora taught me the game when she and her husband visited my sister’s hall in Marhosk. A pleasant enough way to pass the time when travel is impossible.”

      “I suspect you have not come here to watch Sir Angaric lose at chess,” said Tyrcamber. Angaric made an exasperated noise.

      “No,” said Rilmael. “Something is about to happen.”

      “That’s maddeningly vague,” said Tyrcamber.

      “The Sight is often maddeningly vague,” said Rilmael. “But I had a brief vision of the future. Something of potential significance is about to happen.”

      “Theudeuric will attack?” said Tyrcamber. “The Order of Blood will march from the castle?”

      “No,” said Rilmael. “We’re about to face a choice. I don’t know what manner of choice, but…”

      A shrill cry rang overhead. Tyrcamber and the others looked up to see a griffin circling overhead, descending rapidly towards them.

      “That’s Thunder Cloud and Sir Olivier,” said Daniel.

      Angaric folded up the chessboard and tucked the pieces into a pouch, and Tyrcamber and the others stood up. Olivier landed a few yards away, Thunder Cloud snorting as she pawed at the earth, her brilliant golden eyes considering Tyrcamber as if he was a particularly tasty morsel of food.

      “Sir Tyrcamber!” said Olivier. “Thank God. I have urgent news.”

      “What is it?” said Tyrcamber. “My father? My sister?”

      “No,” said Olivier. He looked at Rilmael, and relief went over his leathery face. “Guardian? I am glad you are here. We have sore need of your counsel.”

      “What’s happened?” said Tyrcamber.

      “I don’t know,” said Olivier, “but the dwarves want to talk to you.”

      The words made no sense. It took Tyrcamber’s brain a moment to catch up.

      “What?” he said. “To me?”

      “About a mile west of here,” said Olivier. “I spotted a group of a dozen dwarves. I recognized them from the descriptions we heard from Markus of Kaldorf. Short, broad, bronze armor, masked helmets, cloaks of shifting colors. Except they had taken off their cloaks and were just standing there in the open, and they started waving to me. I landed nearby, and they asked me to find a Dragontiarna to speak with them. Demanded, actually.”

      Rilmael frowned. “They spoke Frankish?”

      “No, Latin.”

      “This has to be a trap,” said Angaric. “A clever scheme of Theudeuric’s. The dwarves never ask to speak to anyone. If someone tries to speak with them, they either ignore it or become violent.”

      “I don’t think they were undead,” said Olivier. “Thunder Cloud would have smelled it if they were undead.” He patted the griffin’s neck. “And I cast the Sense spell. Their armor had spells on it like I’ve never detected before, and so did their cloaks, but they didn’t have any illusion spells around them, nor any spells of necromancy.”

      “Why would the dwarves want to speak with us?” said Angaric. “In the entire history of the Empire, they’ve never tried to communicate with the Dragontiarna Knights.”

      Ruari’s stylus flicked over the tablet and she turned it to face them.

      PERHAPS THEUDEURIC AND ROSALYN ARE UNSAVORY NEIGHBORS.

      They all looked at her tablet and then at each other.

      “That may well be it,” said Rilmael. “But there is only one way to find out.”

      Tyrcamber nodded and turned to Angaric and Daniel. “Can you find the Emperor and tell him what’s happened? If the dwarves really do want to speak with us, the Emperor and my father must know.”

      “We will,” said Angaric. “Do be careful. This might still be a trap.”

      “If it is,” said Rilmael, “the dwarves may come to regret trying to trap three Dragontiarna Knights.”

      Angaric and Daniel found their horses and rode off to the Emperor’s camp, while Tyrcamber, Third, and Ruari spread out to give themselves room to transform. Tyrcamber took his dragon form, and Third and Ruari followed suit. Third’s dragon form was a little smaller than Tyrcamber’s, her scales as black as her eyes in her true shape. Ruari’s form was smaller than either of them, her scales the same eerie blue as her eyes. Rilmael climbed upon Third’s back and settled between her wings, using a spell to hold himself in place.

      “Follow me,” said Olivier, and he urged Thunder Cloud to the air once more. The griffin flew to the west, the mountains rising to the north and the moors sloping away to the south.

      They did not fly for long. After about a mile, Thunder Cloud began circling towards the earth near a low, shallow hill that had likely started as another goblin mound to judge from the patches of overturned earth on its sides.

      A dozen squat figures in bronze armor stood atop the hill.

      Tyrcamber landed and shrank into human form, Ruari following suit. Rilmael dismounted from the black dragon, and Third resumed her normal shape. Olivier remained atop Thunder Cloud, stroking the griffin’s neck.

      “She doesn’t like the smell of the dwarves?” said Tyrcamber. That could be a bad sign.

      “No,” said Olivier. “But she’s never smelled them before. Griffins don’t like new scents.”

      “Wait here,” said Tyrcamber. “If this goes wrong, someone will need to tell the Emperor what happened.”

      Olivier nodded, and Rilmael and Third moved to Tyrcamber’s left and right. Neither one of them held weapons, but Tyrcamber knew just how quickly they could attack with either blade or spell. Ruari remained behind Tyrcamber, but he felt the surge of power as she prepared her magic.

      He climbed the hill with the others and came face to face with the dwarves, the light of the sky fire glinting off their armor.

      They were shorter than humans, but wider of hip and shoulder. The dwarves were encased from head to foot in bronze-colored armor of dwarven steel, and Tyrcamber sensed the spells worked into the metal. Each of the dwarves wore masked helmets that concealed their features, and cloaks streamed from their shoulders. Tyrcamber first thought the cloaks had a gradient of colors, greenish-gray towards the bottom and yellow-orange towards the cowl, but he realized they were mimicking the colors of the grass and the sky fire. If the dwarves had raised their cowls, they would have been invisible from both the air and on the ground save at close range.

      They all carried swords at their belts and heavy crossbows slung over their backs.

      One of the dwarves stepped forward, his helmet swiveling in Tyrcamber’s direction. A voice came from the mask of the helmet, strange and metallic and distorted.

      “Are you a Dragontiarna Knight, human?” said the dwarf in accented Latin.

      “I am,” said Tyrcamber. “I am Tyrcamber Rigamond, and this is my wife Ruari. This is Third of Nightmane Forest, and we three are Dragontiarna.” He gestured to Rilmael. “And this is…”

      “We know the meddler of Cathair Kaldran, human,” said the dwarf. Disdain filled the metallic voice. “Wait a moment.”

      The dwarves began speaking in a strange, jagged language. Tyrcamber supposed it was their native tongue.

      “That is unfortunate,” murmured Third in Frankish. A look of amusement went over her features.

      “What is?” said Rilmael.

      “Do you speak the dwarven tongue?” said Third.

      Rilmael shook his head. “I’ve never spoken with the dwarves long enough to learn it. But I’m going to guess that you do.”

      Third smiled briefly. “Quite well, as it happens.” Tyrcamber suppressed a laugh. “Theirs is a different dialect than the dwarven of Khald Tormen, but understandable enough. Let us see…I am afraid they are saying some unflattering things about you, my love.”

      “I can imagine,” said Rilmael.

      “They wanted to speak to the Dragontiarna without your presence,” said Third. “Some of them want to continue, while others are arguing that they should approach the Emperor himself since the Emperor can command the Dragontiarna. Others think this entire plan was a bad idea, and they should return to Khald Akkar at once.”

      A few of the armored heads turned in Third’s direction. Tyrcamber supposed they had recognized the name of their city.

      “Shall I let them know they are not having a private discussion?” said Third.

      “You may as well,” said Rilmael. “It seems only polite.”

      Third lifted her voice and began speaking in the dwarves’ jagged language.

      That got an immediate reaction. The dwarves whirled, all of them staring at her. It put Tyrcamber in mind of bronze cooking pots turning in surprise, and it would have been comical had the situation not been so serious.

      Third spoke for a while, and then the dwarven leader began talking in Latin. Evidently, the knowledge that Third could speak dwarven had removed the need for secret discussions.

      “How do you speak our tongue, elf?” said the leader. “None of the mongrels of the unclean surface world know our holy tongue.”

      “I am not from this world,” said Third. “I was born on another and traveled to the Frankish Empire through the use of magic. Near my homeland are three kingdoms of the khaldari. I learned the language from them.”

      “Elves are not native to this world,” said the leader.

      “Neither are dwarves,” said Third. “And yet here we are.”

      The dwarven leader let out a hissing sound. It put Tyrcamber in mind of steam escaping from a kettle. “And you and the two humans are Dragontiarna Knights?”

      “We are,” said Third. “I understand you wish to speak with us?”

      The leader seemed to straighten inside his massive armor. “I am the Taalkhan Azularax of Khald Akkar, and I have taken upon myself the burden of defiling speech with the surface maggots.”

      “That would be us, I assume,” said Tyrcamber.

      Azularax’s armored helmet turned in his direction. “Do not misunderstand. It is not your fault that you are unclean maggots, nor your fault that you are vermin. It is simply your nature. One might as well condemn water for flowing downhill.”

      “I suspect,” said Tyrcamber, “that you did not come all this way to insult us in person. It’s a long walk from Khald Akkar.”

      “Indeed,” said Azularax. “Only the most desperate need drives us forth from the sacred precincts of Khald Akkar, hallowed to the gods of stone and silence. We would speak with your Emperor, Dragontiarna. You will take us to him at once.”

      It was plain that the dwarves rarely dealt with other kindreds because they clearly had no experience of diplomacy.

      “Why?” said Tyrcamber.

      “Our purpose is immaterial,” said Azularax. “You will take us to your Emperor.”

      “I may only be a surface maggot,” said Tyrcamber, “but I am a knight and therefore sworn to protect the Emperor. How do I know your intentions are honorable?”

      Azularax made a dismissive gesture. “What have you to fear from us? You are Dragontiarna. Our armor is potent, but it cannot stop the blast of dragon fire. Should you wish to slay us, we cannot stop you.”

      “I am a Dragontiarna,” said Tyrcamber, “but I am neither all-powerful nor all-knowing. I must know your intentions before I bring you to the Emperor.”

      Again, Azularax made that hissing noise. Tyrcamber wondered if it was an expression of anger or some function of the spells upon the armor. “Very well, Dragontiarna. In the castle to the north dark magic gathers. It is the ancient power of the dark elves. Specifically, magic controlled and fashioned by an artifact of the Warden, the greatest wizard ever spawned by the accursed elves of darkness.”

      “We know this already,” said Tyrcamber.

      “What you do not know is that you cannot stop them,” said Azularax. “Should you attack the castle, the spells of the necromancers will harvest the lives of the slain, and the Warden’s design shall be complete. We have not the power to stop the necromancers, and you have not the knowledge. Together, perhaps, we might undo their design. And then I can return to the soothing shadows of holy Khald Akkar and no longer defile myself in the filth of the surface world.”

      “The enemy of my enemy is my friend, is that it?” said Tyrcamber.

      Azularax scoffed. “You are vermin of the unclean surface world. But our stonescribes have meditated upon the sacred tablets and concluded that it is better that the khaldari should work with the surface vermin than perish at the hands of the dark elves. Even you, human, must wish to continue the miserable facsimile of a life that you possess.”

      “An eloquent persuasion,” said Rilmael.

      “Bah,” said Azularax. “We know of you, meddler. You have come before to the gates of Khald Akkar, seeking our aid in the guise of offering counsel, but you have nothing we need. All you do is in defense of the cloak elves. We care nothing for their fate and will not be drawn into your scheming webs.”

      “But you will ally with humans?” said Rilmael.

      “Humans live but a few brief decades,” said Azularax. “Two or three generations and all the humans who have spoken with us will have died of old age. Their descendants shall forget us and trouble us no further.”

      “You want to speak with the Emperor,” said Tyrcamber. “What do you offer that makes it worth the Emperor’s time to speak with you?”

      “As I said, knowledge,” said Azularax. “You cannot defeat the necromancers without the knowledge we possess, and we have not the power to fight them on our own.”

      Tyrcamber considered that, nodded, and turned to face Rilmael.

      “I think we should take them to speak with Everard and my father,” said Tyrcamber in Frankish.

      “But alone, with none of the Dukes or Masters present,” said Rilmael. “They are proud men, and the dwarves will not hide their contempt. Someone will lose their temper and attack the dwarves, and we’ll have another foe.”

      “We should send Olivier ahead,” said Tyrcamber. “Have him inform the Emperor and make preparations. A pavilion where the Emperor can meet alone with the dwarves.”

      Ruari tapped his shoulder, and he looked at her as she wrote on her tablet.

      I WILL GO WITH OLIVIER AND TELL THE EMPEROR. WE CAN USE ONE OF THE HOSPITAL TENTS FOR THE MEETING.

      “Good idea,” said Tyrcamber, and she smiled.

      “Have you reached a decision, Dragontiarna?” said Azularax. “Or will you continue to jabber in your primitive tongue?”

      Ruari scribbled another sentence on her tablet.

      IT IS WELL THAT THE EMPEROR IS A PATIENT MAN.

      She turned and hurried down the hill to join Sir Olivier, and a moment later, the griffin and the blue dragon took flight together.

      “Taalkhan Azularax,” said Tyrcamber, switching back to Latin. He supposed that ‘taalkhan’ was a dwarven title and made a note to ask Third about it. “We shall escort you to the Emperor, though I warn you that any treachery will cost your life.”

      “The mountains shall turn to dust and the seas boil to ash before a taalkhan of Khald Akkar breaks his word,” announced Azularax.

      “Splendid,” said Tyrcamber. “This way, please.”
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      The first meeting between an Emperor of the Franks and a prince of the dwarves of Khald Akkar took place in a hospital tent.

      Third supposed it was a humble place for such a momentous event. Then again, Ruari and the physicians under her authority kept a very orderly hospital. Rows of empty cots stood in lines, awaiting the wounded, and locked trunks held a variety of medical supplies. Third had seen some hospital tents that resembled the workshop of a drunken back-alley Cintarran butcher, and she supposed the wounded of the Emperor’s army were fortunate that they fell under the calm, cold-eyed authority of Ruari Rigamond.

      Emperor Everard Roland stood in the center of the aisle between the cots, solemn and lordly in his silver armor. This close to him, Third could sense the faint aura of mind magic that surrounded him at all times. Chilmar Rigamond stood next to Everard, a harsher, sterner figure than the bright young Emperor. Third, Rilmael, Tyrcamber, and Ruari waited near the Emperor and the Imperial Chancellor, ready to respond to any attack, though Third was certain that the dwarves did not intend treachery. It was clear that these dwarves followed a harsher version of the creed of the gods of stone and silence than did the dwarves Third had known back in Andomhaim, with stricter commandments and doctrines.

      Which meant that only the most desperate need would have driven them here to speak with Everard.

      “So you are the Emperor of the humans,” said Azularax.

      “It is an honor to meet you,” said Everard. “A Taalkhan of the dwarves and the Emperor of the Franks can speak…”

      “It would have been better if we had never spoken at all,” said Azularax. “To stand here among the filth of the unclean surface world is a grievous affront to the gods of stone and silence.” Chilmar scowled, but Everard stilled him with a small gesture of his hand. For all that the Chancellor spoke at meetings of the Imperial Council, it was Everard’s will that governed matters.

      “Perhaps that is wisest,” said Everard. “Sometimes, the best neighbors are those who ignore each other. But dire need must have driven you to the surface, I deem. For who shall follow the commandments of the gods of stone and silence if the necromancers destroy the world?”

      Azularax shifted and made a growling noise, and the other dwarves looked at one another.

      “It pains me to hear an unclean human tongue speak of the gods of stone and silence,” said Azularax, “but you are wise for a lord of the humans. Yes. Urgent need has driven us to you. Better that we work with the unclean dwellers of the surface world than to let holy Khald Akkar fall into ruin.”

      “Then let us take counsel together,” said Everard, “and prevail over our foes. And once victorious, we need never speak again.”

      “What do you know of the dark power within the castle?” said Azularax.

      “Castle Aginwulf is ruled by the Order of Blood, necromancers who have betrayed both the Empire and the church of the Dominus Christus in pursuit of dark power,” said Everard. “But the necromancers themselves have been betrayed, though they know it not. Theudeuric, the Master of the Order, is a Herald of Ruin, a servant of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch. He bears a dark soulblade called Shadowruin, a weapon imbued with the Warden’s power.”

      “Yes,” hissed Azularax. “You know not the evil you face. The dark elves were a kindred of mighty sorcerers, and of them, the Warden was the greatest and the darkest. He and his apprentice the Theophract have worked great harm to the khaldari.”

      “The Theophract is dead,” said Third.

      “What?” said Azularax. “Impossible!”

      “He went to my homeworld, the homeworld of the elves,” said Third. “There he laid a trap to destroy all his foes in one stroke, and the Guardian Rilmael and I were almost slain. But my friend the Shield Knight wields a mighty high elven soulblade, and he came to our aid at the last moment. He slew the Theophract.”

      “Then this Shield Knight worked a mighty deed,” said Azularax. “The Theophract often tried to break into Khald Akkar to work mischief, but the wards of our stonescribes thwarted him. Nevertheless, if he came across any of our kindred as we traveled, he would kill them all, save for one survivor sent to carry back word.”

      “That sounds like the Theophract,” said Rilmael.

      “This Shield Knight, was he a warrior of the high elves?” said Azularax.

      “He bore a high elven soulblade,” said Third, “but he is human.”

      “A human slew the Theophract?” said Azularax. “Preposterous.”

      “I saw it with my own eyes,” said Third. She shrugged. “I will tell you the tale again, but in the dwarven language, if you wish.”

      Oddly, the dwarven prince seemed to accept that. The fact that Third could speak the khaldari language seemed to inspire a level of trust in him, even if she was still an unclean dweller in the filth of the surface world.

      “Remarkable,” said Azularax. “He must be a fell warrior indeed.”

      “Yes, he is,” said Third. She wished Ridmark was here with her now. Third had neither false pride nor false modesty about her abilities and knew that she was one of the most dangerous fighters in the Imperial army. Yet Ridmark had an implacability to him, a determination that she found inspiring. Men would follow Third because she had an excellent chance of killing anything that attacked them. But men would follow Ridmark because he inspired them. He would have looked at Castle Aginwulf, come up with a plan, made his followers believe it was possible…and then actually do it.

      And he would do all that without talking very much.

      Tyrcamber had something of the same aura, but not quite as much. He had been too damaged by the ordeal of transforming into a Dragontiarna Knight, a process that had made him seem otherworldly and remote at times. Ridmark might have been a Swordbearer, but in the end, he was simply a man…and a man that other men wanted to follow into battle.

      She wished Ridmark was here. Theudeuric and Rosalyn Aginwulf would have had much more to fear if the Shield Knight had attacked their stronghold.

      “The Shield Knight rid both the Empire, the cloak elves, and the dwarves of a deadly enemy,” said Everard. “But we stray from the point. The Theophract is dead, but Theudeuric of the Fallen Order still lives and threatens us both.”

      “You have sensed the great spell that the necromancers have gathered around the castle,” said Azularax. “The bearer of the Warden’s sword, this Theudeuric, has worked it with the Warden’s power. He is waiting for you to attack. When you do, there will be a great slaughter, and Theudeuric will harvest power from it. The spell will be finished, and disaster will befall both the khaldari and the unclean surface world.”

      “Do you know what the spell does?” said Rilmael.

      Azularax’s helmet turned in his direction, and Third had the impression that the dwarf was scowling behind it.

      “No,” said Azularax. “But we need not know its purpose, do we? The Warden was a terrible enemy to the khaldari before we came to this world, and his servant the Theophract was almost as deadly. If it is the Warden’s magic, then it is a threat to the holy city of Khald Akkar and its people.” A smug note entered the metallic voice. “But we know something that the necromancers do not.”

      “What is it?” said Everard with what Third thought was remarkable patience.

      “Castle Aginwulf is only a few centuries old,” said Azularax, “but many different fortresses have stood upon that mountain spur in the centuries past. The umbral elves had a citadel there, as did the goblins and the ogres and the jotunmiri, and there was once a muridach city that extended deep into the mountains. When the castle was built, the human lords sealed off the underground galleries, but the necromancers opened them up again to house their corrupted soulstones. They know many of those galleries, but not all.”

      “But you do,” said Third, following his chain of logic, “and you know a secret way into Castle Aginwulf.”

      “Your sight is keen, Dragontiarna,” said Azularax. “We of Khald Akkar know a secret path into Castle Aginwulf. I have been sent by the King of our holy city to make this proposal. We will show you the secret door into Castle Aginwulf. Your Dragontiarna Knights will walk this path, and you shall enter the castle and kill the lord of the necromancers. When he is slain, the spell fashioned from the Warden’s magic will shatter, and the necromancers will be thrown into disarray. You can slaughter them all without empowering the dark spell.”

      “An interesting proposition, my lord,” said Everard. “How do we know that you speak the truth?”

      Azularax drew himself up. “Because I, Azularax, Taalkhan and heir to the throne of Khald Akkar have come myself to make this offer. To prove the truth of my words, I shall guide the Dragontiarna Knights into Castle Aginwulf myself. The servant of the Warden threatens the unclean surface world, but more importantly, he threatens the holy city of Khald Akkar. My life and the lives of my taalmaks are an acceptable risk.”

      The Emperor, the Imperial Chancellor, and the Guardian discussed the offer, but in the end, Third knew there was only one choice they could make.

      That night, they would follow Azularax into the secret door, and they would surprise Theudeuric the Herald of Ruin and cut him down.

      Or they would die trying.
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      The journey through the Deeps took a little under a week, and it went far easier than Moriah Rhosmor dared hope.

      Their desperate flight from Cintarra had taken longer, but many of the rebels had been elderly and weak, and Moriah and Niall had refused to leave anyone behind. They hadn’t carried many supplies, which ought to have made them faster, but weakness and hunger had slowed them down.

      By contrast, the Swordbearers, Arcanius Knights, and Magistri were well-fed and well-equipped. The High Queen had provided them with excellent supplies. Moriah had only spoken briefly with Valeria, Accolon’s new wife and High Queen, but she seemed thorough and well-organized. A wise choice for the new ruler of Andomhaim, who Moriah knew had been quite fond of beautiful women, Moriah’s half-sister Caitrin among them. If Moriah understood correctly, the men of Owyllain often took concubines and Valeria was a royal of the city of Echion, so perhaps in a few years, Valeria would recruit concubines for him.

      To judge from the uncomfortable look on Niall’s face whenever the topic of a noble’s mistress came up, Moriah suspected it was not something she would have to fear.

      They were attacked twice more during the journey through the Deeps, once by urvaalgs, and once by kobold raiders, perhaps kobolds from the same tribe that had attacked the rebels during their escape. Both times the Swordbearers made swift work of the enemy, cutting them down while the Arcanii flung fire and lightning into the foe. Moriah didn’t even need to draw her sword either time.

      “God and the saints,” she said after the second battle. “I wish we had had Swordbearers with us the last time.”

      “You did have a Swordbearer with you the last time,” said Niall, wiping the sweat from his forehead.

      “That was the only reason we survived,” said Moriah. “We might have saved more if there had been more Swordbearers with us.” They had lost people during the journey, and they had almost all been killed once they reached the surface. If Ridmark had not come across them, if Tarmyntir had not accidentally thrown off the Shield Knight’s gate, then they would have all perished.

      Moriah supposed that Tarmyntir had actually managed to do something right, if only by accident.

      “You always regret the men you lose under your command,” Lord Ridmark said, voice quiet and grim. “Then you remember them by trying to save more the next time.”

      But no other attacks came, and after a journey of little under a week, they reached the entrance to the dwarven thainkul where Moriah, Niall, and Decimus had hidden with Prince Tywall from the soldiers of the Heptarchy.

      And right away, Moriah saw that something was wrong.

      A stream flowed through the center of the cavern, plunging into the heart of the Deeps. The cavern ought to have been sealed off with two massive doors of dwarven steel to create a lake that barred entrance into the thainkul. Instead, the doors had been retracted to allow the stream to flow. At the far end of the cavern, Moriah saw the tunnel that led into the thainkul proper, along with the dim light generated by the dwarven glowstones.

      “They opened the lock,” said Moriah, unnecessarily. She was wearing her scout armor and wraithcloak, and with the helmet, she had no trouble seeing in the gloom of the Deeps.

      Niall frowned. “Why would they do that? So long as the doors were closed, no one could get through.”

      “Because,” said Selene, “Agravhask isn’t stupid. He realized that you might survive and come back, and he wanted to catch you. So he left the lock doors open, and I wager that he has a troop of arachar orcs and battle wizards waiting inside to ambush us.”

      “It is worse than that, I fear,” said Morigna. “I can see the auras of numerous Chosen Guards within the thainkul.”

      “How many?” said Ridmark.

      “At least six,” said Morigna. “Maybe more.”

      “If there are Chosen Guards,” said Niall, “then they’ll have arachar soldiers as well, maybe kyralven battle wizards.”

      “They might even have siege engines pointed at the tunnel entrance,” said Moriah.

      “Maybe we should ask Lady Selene and the Guardian to disguise themselves as priestesses,” said Niall. “Then they can walk up the tunnel and order the Chosen Guards to leave.”

      “Aye, but there’s a problem,” said Ridmark. “You know about urshanes?”

      “Creatures of the Deeps,” said Niall. “They can take the form of anyone.”

      “The Chosen Guards will know about urshanes as well,” said Ridmark. “If they see two priestesses walk out of the Deeps and into the thainkul, they will be suspicious.”

      “We may have to fight our way through,” said Sir Calem. “We cannot allow a single one of our foes to escape. If they do, they will alert their commanders, and we shall lose all element of surprise.”

      “They won’t believe it if a priestess walks out of the Deeps,” said Moriah. “They’ll assume it’s an urshane, aye, or maybe another urdhracos?” Ridmark nodded. “But what if a priestess walks out of the tunnel leading back to the Shadow Ways? They will believe that, won’t they?”

      “Probably,” said Ridmark. His brow furrowed. “You have an idea, don’t you?”

      Moriah took a deep breath. “When I use my wraithcloak, I can take someone with me. I suggest I use my wraithcloak, become immaterial, and take Selene with me. When we get into the thainkul, I can become solid again, Selene can disguise herself as a priestess, and she can tell the Chosen Guards what to do.”

      “That’s risky,” said Niall at once. “Going in alone.”

      He was worried about her. Moriah was touched.

      “She won’t be alone,” said Selene. “I’ll go with her.”

      Tamlin frowned. “I’ve seen Calem when he uses his wraithcloak. He looks like, well, a wraith. Won’t the arachar orcs be able to see you?”

      Moriah shook her head. “I’m familiar with the thainkul, Sir Tamlin. I know where all the houses are.” She pointed at the stream flowing down from the tunnel. “The thainkul is a natural cavern shaped like a shallow valley. The dwarves carved the slopes of the valley into tiers and built houses on them. I can go through the tiers, come up in one of the houses, and we can sneak out from there.”

      “I think this is the best chance we have of getting through unnoticed,” said Selene. “Calem’s right. If even one of the arachar escape to warn the priestesses or Agravhask, this is pointless. Every arachar in the city will start searching for us, and there is no way we’ll get that gate open for the army.”

      “All right,” said Ridmark. “But Calem has a wraithcloak as well. Moriah, you’ll take Selene. Calem will take Morigna. She has more practice masquerading a spiderling, and she can give the orders to the arachar.”

      “What should I tell them?” said Morigna. “If I simply order them to abandon their posts, that will arouse their suspicions, and they will report it to someone.”

      “No,” said Ridmark. “Moriah, where would be the best place to ambush them?”

      Moriah thought about it. “Probably on the left-hand side of the cavern, on the lowest tier overlooking the stream. There’s a house there with a courtyard, and you can’t see the entrance to this cave from there. But you’ll have to be quiet going up the tunnel. The noise from the stream will cover some of the echoes, but not all of them.”

      “I will do my best,” said Morigna, “to hold their attention.”

      “What will you do?” said Gavin.

      “I will preach a sermon at them,” said Morigna.

      “A sermon?” said Gavin.

      “I heard Caius give you enough of them,” said Morigna with a hint of acerbity. “I imagine I picked up the basics.” Gavin rolled his eyes. Moriah had the impression that she had just witnessed a variant of a well-worn argument they had been repeated for years.

      “I am reasonably sure that Caius never gave a sermon for the false goddesses of the Heptarchy,” said Gavin.

      “Well, I shall have to improvise,” said Morigna. She looked at Ridmark. “Not for long, hopefully.”

      “No,” said Ridmark. “We’ll give you…ten minutes?” Moriah thought about it and shook her head. “Fifteen minutes.” She nodded. “Nine hundred seconds from the time you disappear into the wall. We’ll move up the tunnel and strike after nine hundred seconds.”

      “Are you sure about this?” said Niall.

      “Fear not,” said Morigna. “Both Selene and I have considerable experience at disguising ourselves as priestesses by now.”

      “It will work,” said Moriah. “Easier than when we stole Excalibur out of the throne room.”

      Niall snorted. “You stole Excalibur. We just ran for it together after that.”

      But he made no further protest. It surprised Moriah how much she had come to rely on his opinion. She had never really cared what anyone thought about anything before.

      “All right,” said Moriah. She looked at Calem. “Can you move quietly?”

      “I’ve had some practice, yes,” said Calem. Tamlin snorted at that. Moriah wondered if that was a joke, but decided she didn’t care.

      “Ready?” said Moriah.

      The others got into position. Ridmark, Gavin, and Tamlin moved the Swordbearers and the Arcanii towards the entrance to the tunnel, the Magistri following. They were at least making an effort to remain quiet, though they still made more noise than Moriah would have liked. She really hoped Morigna could preach enough of a sermon to hold the attention of Chosen Guards and arachar orcs.

      Moriah gripped Selene’s shoulder, and Calem took Morigna’s arm.

      “Follow me,” said Moriah, and Calem gave a grave nod. “On three. One, two, three.”

      Moriah reached for her mental link with her wraithcloak and drew on its power. Her form became immaterial, and she brought Selene with her. It was harder than if she went alone, but it was still a lot easier than moving Niall. Something about the power of the soulstone in his soulblade made it extremely difficult to turn him immaterial, and it drained her cloak’s power far quicker than otherwise.

      But Selene was easier to move, and Moriah hurtled forward. When immaterial, she could move much quicker, and she flowed into the wall, taking Selene with her. Moriah hated moving through solid rock. It felt like getting buried alive, and if her cloak’s power ran out, she and Selene would in fact be buried alive within dozens of yard of solid rock.

      Nevertheless, she felt the texture of the rock change, and Moriah shifted direction. She flowed up and saw air and dim light again. Moriah had come through the floor of the houses on the upper tier of the thainkul, and she turned her head to see two more ghostly forms rise through the floor. Calem and Morigna, and it seemed that Calem had no trouble following Moriah. Come to think of it, he had been right behind her. Maybe he had more experience using the wraithcloak than Moriah had thought.

      She released the power of her cloak and returned to material form, Selene next to her, and Calem and Morigna became solid. They stood in the main room of long-abandoned dwarven house, a stone table running its length. Moriah raised a finger to her lips. Or to her helmet, anyway. The others nodded, and Moriah eased forward to peer through the windows into the thainkul.

      It looked much as she remembered – a massive natural cavern shaped like a valley, a stream flowing through its center. A large stone mansion rose from the arch over the mouth of the tunnel. Within it was the entrance to the hidden cellar where Moriah and the others had made their base while seeking a way to get Tywall out of the city. Though Moriah supposed it made sense that the thainkul had not changed in the days she had been gone. The dwarves had built it thousands of years before humans had first come to Cintarra, and no doubt it would be here thousands of years after Moriah had died.

      The garrison was new, though.

      Arachar orcs waited on either side of the canal, facing the tunnel. There were thirty on the left side of the stream, thirty on the right. Each side had a large ballista pointing into the tunnel. In the close confines of the cavern, the bolts ricocheting off the wall would be murderous. Both groups of arachar included four Chosen Guards in their crimson plate armor. Moriah was worried their third eyes would detect the magical aura of her armor and cloak, but their full attention was on the tunnel and the stream. The arachar and the Chosen Guards were attentive to their duties.

      Under normal circumstances, that would have been bad. But it had let Moriah and the others sneak into the thainkul.

      “Good,” said Morigna. “Selene and I will disguise ourselves as priestesses. You and Calem remain here. I will draw the arachar into the courtyard across the stream.”

      “Hurry,” said Moriah, thinking of Niall making his way up the tunnel with the rest of the men.

      “We shall,” said Morigna, and she cast a spell. Gray light flashed around her, and the elven Guardian vanished, replaced by a gaunt, pale spiderling woman in a black robe. Selene gestured, silver light flashing around her, and she likewise took the guise of a spiderling priestess.

      They looked just like the priestesses of the Seven Temples. Moriah had known about Selene’s powers of illusion, had seen the former urdhracos use them on occasion. But Moriah had spent a long time running from the priestesses and standing this close to them made her skin crawl, made her fingers itch to grasp her sword hilt.

      Selene’s illusionary face grinned at her. The expression looked out of place on a spiderling priestess. “Bit unsettling, isn’t it?”

      “Aye,” said Moriah, wondering how Selene had known. Her helmet ought to have concealed her expression.

      “Clearly our disguise works,” said Morigna. “Come, let us speak to the arachar.”

      Calem nodded. “Lady Moriah and I will watch from the window. If the enemy sees through your disguise, we shall come to your aid.” Moriah wasn’t sure what the two of them could do against that many arachar, but the sound of the fighting would draw Niall and Ridmark and the rest of the knights.

      Morigna and Selene slipped through the front door of the house and circled around the tiers, making it look as if they had come from the tunnel leading to the dwarven levels of the Shadow Ways. Calem moved to one of the house’s windows, going to one knee to look through it, and Moriah knelt next to him, watching the arachar. She was struck by how motionless Calem went, the only movement the faint rise and fall of his chest beneath his armor and an occasional blink. She had seen him fight in the Deeps, so she knew he was a skillful fighter and a powerful wizard, but it began to occur to her that this was a very dangerous man. If he had been an assassin, he must have been a fearsomely effective one.

      Though his somber intensity made her miss Niall’s good-natured earnestness.

      God and the saints, she really was in love, wasn’t she? Moriah resolved to join the attack as soon as the Swordbearers appeared. The thought of seeing Niall die in battle made bitter acid fill her throat, and every arachar orc she slew was one less that had a chance of killing him.

      A moment later, Morigna’s strident voice filled the cavern, and the arachar orcs and the Chosen Guards turned to face her. Moriah leaned forward a little to see better, and she saw Morigna and Selene walking towards the garrison, their black robes swirling around them. She could not hear what Morigna was saying, but the tone was harsh, commanding.

      Moriah held her breath, watching the arachar. Both Selene and Morigna claimed that the third eyes of the Chosen Guards would not be able to detect their illusions. But if they had been wrong, the arachar were about to attack.

      Yet the ruse worked. The arachar orcs and the Chosen Guards obediently filed towards Morigna and walked towards the large house on the lowest tier. The arachar orcs crammed into the house’s courtyard, and Morigna began to address them, her voice rising and falling in an angry oration.

      The arachar orcs were in a supremely disadvantageous position to fend off any attackers.

      Moriah glanced towards the tunnel to the Deeps, hoping that Niall and the others would hurry up.
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      Niall followed Lord Ridmark, Sir Gavin, and Sir Tamlin up the tunnel, his heart thundering in his ears.

      He remembered his last visit to this tunnel very well, remembered fleeing with Moriah as Chosen Guards and arachar orcs pursued them. Ricatus Eborium had accompanied that attack, and Niall remembered the dark fire that had howled around the traitor’s crimson blade as they fought. Ghostruin, Lady Calliande had said that sword was named, and suddenly Niall wondered if Ricatus would be waiting for them in the thainkul.

      It was an absurd thought. Knowing Ricatus’s lust for honors and lands, no doubt he was with Agravhask and the priestesses, ingratiating himself to the Heptarchy. The other Heralds of Ruin might have a plan to rip down the cosmos and remake it for their lord the Warden, but Niall doubted Ricatus wanted anything so grand. He had joined because he thought the Heralds would win.

      Niall hoped that Ricatus was there nonetheless, that they would have a chance to finish the fight they had started in the thainkul…

      No, that was a foolish thought. If a Herald of Ruin was there, that made their task all the harder. Better to hope that Ricatus and the others were far away.

      The light ahead brightened, and Lord Ridmark, Sir Gavin, and Sir Tamlin stepped into the thainkul. The familiar sound of the rushing stream filled Niall’s ears, echoing off the tiers rising on either side of the canal, and the dim light from the glowstones lay everywhere. A woman’s harsh voice rang over the cavern, speaking arachar orcish with vigor and fury.

      That was Morigna addressing the arachar soldiers. Two ballistae pointed towards the tunnel, the weapons loaded, and bedrolls and supplies rested on the lowest tiers. The arachar orcs had indeed been ready and waiting for them.

      Ridmark turned to Tamlin and whispered some instructions, and the rest of the men filed out of the tunnel. The Arcanii came to the forefront. The entire party moved in silence along the tier, and the courtyard came into sight.

      Everything happened at once then.

      The arachar orcs and the Chosen Guards had followed Morigna’s instructions, packing themselves into the courtyard of the dwarven house. They just barely fit in there, though they had to stand shoulder to shoulder to manage it. Morigna addressed them, hands uplifted, and Selene waited at her side.

      One of the Chosen Guards saw them and shouted something, and the arachar began to advance. Morigna screeched at them to remain where they were, but it was too late. The battle fury had come upon the arachar, and they would fight and kill first and deal with the priestesses after the battle.

      But the Arcanii were already casting their spells, and they hurled a volley of fire and lightning and jagged ice spears into the packed mass of the arachar. The noise was immense, the echoes so loud that Niall wondered if this was what it felt like to stand inside a ringing bell. The volley of elemental magic ripped into the arachar, and fully two-thirds of them perished, burned or frozen by the Arcanius Knights.

      But the remaining third charged, and all the Chosen Guards survived the magical barrage, shadowy wards flaring around them and soaking up the elemental magic. Starflame jolted in Niall’s hand, the soulblade’s white fire and anger blazing to life in response to the dark magic around the Chosen Guards.

      Lord Ridmark yelled something, and with a shout, the Swordbearers rushed past the Arcanii to engage the Chosen Guards and the remaining arachar.

      The battle was one-sided. The Chosen Guards were skillful fighters, equipped with the best armor the Heptarchy could produce and wards of dark magic. But the soulblades made the Swordbearers stronger and faster, and the soulblades also sheared through the dark wards with ease. Niall attacked a Chosen Guard, forcing the big orc back, and before his foe could recover, Sir Gavin killed the Chosen Guard with a swift chop of his soulblade.

      Something gray and blurred shot overhead and hardened into Moriah and Sir Calem, who landed behind the surviving arachar and Chosen Guards. Moriah took an arachar soldier with a quick stab while Calem blurred forward, moving even faster than the Swordbearers, his sword a column of crackling lightning.

      The battle was soon over.

      Niall lowered his sword, breathing hard. He saw Moriah in her dwarven armor and tattered white cloak, which made him feel better. Some of the Arcanii and Swordbearers had taken wounds, a few of them severe, but already Decimus and the Magistri were working to cast spells of healing. The Swordbearers helped as well. Soulblades could summon a limited amount of healing magic, more effective for its bearer than for anyone else, but every bit helped.

      He had just started to move to help with the healing when Lord Ridmark intercepted him.

      “No,” said Ridmark. “We have enough healers for the moment. Help us move the bodies. If we get them out of sight, that will give us a few hours before the alarm is raised.”

      Niall blinked. Alarm? He thought they had killed all the arachar. But he realized the danger. Agravhask would not simply send soldiers here and forget about them. Messengers would come at least daily to check on their status. For that matter, the Warlord probably rotated the soldiers regularly to keep them fresh and attentive to their duty.

      They might have only a few hours until their presence was discovered.

      Which meant they had to act right now.

      In short order, they had dragged the bodies into the dwarven houses, disarmed the ballistae, and taken what they could carry from the orcs’ store of food. Best not to waste anything, Niall supposed. By then, the Magistri had finished their healing spells, and Ridmark turned to address the men.

      “We’re heading into the Shadow Ways,” said Ridmark. “Moriah, do you know a location close to the surface but away from the main paths the arachar will patrol?”

      “Several,” said Moriah. “I don’t know how thoroughly the Heptarchy will patrol the Shadow Ways, but we shouldn’t stay in any one location for too long.”

      Ridmark nodded. “We’ll need to take a look at the northern gate as soon as possible.”

      “I know someone who might help,” said Moriah. “Helmut, a halfling bowyer who owns the Loyal Servant, an inn that caters to the city’s halflings. And the Azrikai halflings now, as well. He has spies everywhere.”

      “Wouldn’t he have been arrested after you escaped?” said Ridmark.

      “Maybe,” said Moriah. Niall knew she had worried about that. “But it’s not likely. Those of his relatives who helped us escaped through the Deeps are with the High King’s army now. And Helmut is clever. There is nothing connecting him to the rebels. It’s possible he was arrested, but I frankly doubt the Heptarchy even realized that he had anything to do with us.”

      “Good,” said Ridmark. “You will take me to speak with Helmut. Selene will accompany us disguised as a priestess. The Guardian will stay with the rest of the men.” He kept speaking before Morigna could protest. “Your Sight will warn them if any foes approach.”

      “I should come as well,” said Niall. “Helmut knows me, and I know Cintarra by now. And if you are discovered, two Swordbearers will have a better chance than just one.”

      “Very well,” said Ridmark. “Let’s get moving. I don’t know how much time we have before the alarm is raised, so we’ll have to make the most of it.”

      They left the ruined thainkul and headed into the Shadow Ways, leaving the dead arachar behind.
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      Ridmark waited in the alley as Selene looked around the corner.

      Moriah had led them in haste through the Shadow Ways. She had taken them to the upper levels, those built by humans after the founding of Cintarra, and then to a funerary chapel with a crumbled wall. The chapel had two entrances, and the tunnel behind the crumbled wall led to the orcish levels, which mean the men would have three paths of retreat should the enemy approach. Morigna held her Sight ready to watch for any foes, and the Arcanii and the Swordbearers both posted lookouts. They would not be taken unawares.

      Once the men were settled, Moriah led Ridmark, Selene, and Niall to the surface. They emerged into an abandoned warehouse and slipped into an alley. Night had fallen over Cintarra, with three of the thirteen moons in the sky overhead. The dim light would make it easier to move unnoticed, but it would still be difficult to remain unseen.

      Ridmark knew it would be difficult because he heard the tramp of boots against the street and the shouts of arachar commanders. Torchlight blazed in various places throughout the city, or light from bonfires in the forums. Night had fallen over Cintarra, but the vigilance of the arachar orcs had not waned. To judge from the patrols, Ridmark thought that Accolon’s army had reached Cintarra.

      Which meant he needed to get the gate open and soon.

      “It should be clear,” said Selene, leaning back. She was wrapped in the illusionary guise of the spiderling priestess Siaxala, which should allow them to get past any arachar orcs or kyralves they encountered. Evading the attention of the spiderlings themselves might be harder. “How far to this tavern?”

      “Not far,” said Moriah. “Two blocks.” She looked back at Ridmark and Niall. “Keep your hoods up. And if we run into anyone, anyone at all, keep quiet and let Selene do the talking.”

      Ridmark nodded, drawing up the hood of his cloak, Aegisikon in its staff form in his right hand. Niall did the same, and Selene strode from the alley, Ridmark, Moriah, and Niall following her. Cintarra lay dark and quiet beneath the light of the three moons, save for the noise of marching arachar soldiers. It angered Ridmark. It reminded him of Caelvhast, a city that had been dominated by the iron fist of the Seven Temples since before the realm of Andomhaim had been founded. Cintarra had not been perfect, but it had been far better than it was now, and the Heptarchy would make it worse yet.

      Unless, of course, Agravhask opened the Great Eye, and the Warden destroyed the world.

      Ridmark intended to stop both outcomes.

      They came to a part of Cintarra he had never visited before. Moriah had told him that halflings lived in the northwestern corner of the city, a combination of domestic servants and merchants and craftsmen. Ridmark had heard about this city within a city before from Jager – the former Master Thief of Cintarra had spent a great deal of time here before he and Mara went on the run from the assassins of the Red Family.

      They came to a forum ringed with shops. The doors were shorter and smaller than most of those throughout the city, built to halfling size, not human. Selene led the way to a large tavern on the far side of the forum. Its door was locked and barred, its shutters closed. It was past midnight, and the Warlord had decreed a curfew for the city. Even soldiers who did not have duty were expected to be in their beds.

      Selene strode to the door, stooped a little, and began pounding on it.

      About a minute later a woman's quiet voice came through the door. “Who is it?”

      “Open in the name of the Temple of the Crimson!” said Selene.

      Ridmark cast a quick look around the forum, but so far, the noise hadn’t drawn any observers. But he wondered if anyone was watching from nearby windows. The Heptarchy might already have recruited willing informers among the people of the city.

      The door opened a few inches, and Ridmark found himself looking at a young halfling woman with enormous blue eyes and curly brown hair. She flinched when she saw Selene.

      “Is this the tavern owned by Helmut of Cintarra?” said Selene.

      “It is, honored priestess,” said the woman.

      “Wake him,” said Selene. “I must speak with him alone.”

      The woman swallowed, looking trapped. “He’s already up. This way, please. I am sorry about the low ceilings.”

      Selene stooped and went into the tavern, and Ridmark and the others followed her. He was the tallest of the four, and he had to stoop uncomfortably. The ceiling was low, and the furniture and tables had been sized for halflings. It was clear that the Loyal Servant indeed catered to the halfling kindred, and other kindreds would be discouraged due to sheer discomfort. The woman led them across the common room to a wooden door and knocked.

      “Uncle?” she said. “There is a priestess of the Temple of the Crimson here to speak with you.”

      “Please let the honored priestess inside,” said a man’s voice at once.

      The woman opened the door, bowed, and all but fled to the stairs leading to the upper levels.

      The room beyond the door likewise had a low ceiling, and it looked like a combination of a study and a workshop, a lit hearth keeping the chill of the night at bay. A wooden table filled about half the room, holding a variety of papers, ledgers, and crossbows in various stages of assembly. A halfling towards the later end of middle age stood before the table. He had a seamed face, graying, curly black hair, and bright blue eyes, and looked like someone’s kindly halfling uncle.

      Or he would have had his expression not been a carefully guarded mask.

      “Welcome, honored priestess,” said the halfling with a deep bow. “My name is Helmut, and I own this humble tavern. We have the honor of serving the Azrikai engineers who come here to eat and drink. I hope there is not a problem. How might I serve you?”

      Moriah closed the door and drew back her hood.

      Helmut blinked several times and then looked at Selene.

      She grinned at him and released her illusion, resuming her normal form. Helmut flinched back against his table, his eyes going even wider. Niall drew back his own cowl, and Ridmark followed suit.

      “Moriah?” said Helmut. “Sir Niall? Is that really you?”

      “Aye, you old rogue,” said Moriah. “Remember us?”

      “God, the apostles, and all the saints!” said Helmut. “I was almost sure you were dead. I am very pleased that you are not.” He tried to smile at Selene. “You must be the illustrious Lady Selene. I saw you once at the Prince’s Palace.”

      “Very good,” said Selene. “You have a keen eye.”

      Helmut’s gaze turned to Ridmark. His eyes widened in surprise yet again.

      “You…you are the Shield Knight, aren’t you?” said Helmut. “The man who killed Tarrabus Carhaine and stopped the Frostborn?”

      “I had help,” said Ridmark, “but yes, I am the Shield Knight.”

      “If you’re here…then the High King is going to attack the city, isn’t he?” said Helmut. He took in a deep breath. “So here it is. The battle that will decide all our fates. One last toss of the dice, eh?”

      “Are you safe here?” said Moriah. “Do the priestesses suspect you?”

      Helmut’s surprise dissolved into a confident smile. “My dear Wraith, I may be old, but do credit me with some wits even at my advanced age. I was wary after you fled with Prince Tywall, but no, no suspicion ever came to me. The halfling families of Cintarra all know each other anyway, much like the Azrikai do with their clans, so I doubt the priestesses seriously thought about the Loyal Servant. I suppose Vhastur might have wanted to kill every halfling in Cintarra, but that bloody-handed butcher has the same response to any setback. Besides, the Warlord soon had other things to occupy his attention. We had heard that Prince Accolon…ah, the new High King, had whipped the Dragon Cult and was marching on Cintarra.”

      “He did,” said Niall. “Accolon’s army should be laying siege to the city by now.”

      Helmut snorted. “My dear sir, obviously the High King’s army is outside the walls. Every arachar, kyralf, and spiderling in the city is on high alert. Agravhask might work his soldiers hard, but he wouldn’t have them all ready simply to amuse himself.”

      “I’m glad your people are safe, then,” said Moriah. “You took a large risk helping us.”

      Helmut shrugged. “You got the ones who were in the most danger out of the city. The priestesses know that you escaped into the Deeps with Prince Tywall. They still patrol the upper levels of the Shadow Ways…but, well, since you and Niall were the biggest troublemakers in the city, there hasn’t been much need for them to crack the whip, so to speak.”

      “How fares the city?” said Moriah.

      “Poorly,” said Helmut. “But there’s nothing we can do about it, so everyone tries to keep their heads down.” His gaze shifted back to Ridmark. “I expect that is about to change.”

      “We’re going to open the northern gate of the Western City,” said Ridmark. “When we do, I will send a signal to Accolon’s army. Dwarven taalkrazdors will attack first. One of them can fight an army on its own, and the dwarves sent twenty of them. They’ll be followed by Anathgrimm warriors and Rhaluuskan and Khaluuskan orcs. Then we’re going to secure the city block by block and street by street and kill Agravhask and the priestesses in the process.”

      “Just like that,” said Helmut.

      Ridmark inclined his head. “Just like that.”

      “It will be a bloodbath, you know,” said Helmut. “I know lords like to speak of victory before battle, but I’m an old man…and you know as well as I do that a lot of people are about to die.”

      “You’re right,” said Ridmark. “It’s going to be a bloody battle. But if we do nothing, the Heptarchy will hold Cintarra and conquer the rest of Andomhaim in time. The rest of the realm will be like Cintarra before much longer, and there will be no refuge from the priestesses. And it is worse than you know, Master Helmut. Agravhask, Aeliana Carhaine, Merovech Valdraxis, and Ricatus Eborium are all servants of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch. I assume you know about the Great Eye.”

      “Naturally,” said Helmut.

      “If the Heralds open it again, they will destroy the world,” said Ridmark. “We have to stop them, here and now. We have to open that gate tomorrow. A lot of people will die if we do, but if we do not, many more will perish.”

      Helmut let out a long sigh. “I suppose I’ve lived too long, anyway. Though it’s going to be tricky, opening the gate with just the five of us.”

      “We’ve also brought fifty Swordbearers and Arcanius Knights,” said Ridmark.

      Helmut smiled.

      “Well,” he said. “That’s different now, isn’t it? I have a few ideas.”
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      Aeliana’s eyes jerked open as the words echoed in the vaults of her mind.

      It was sometime past midnight, and she lay alone in her bed in the Prince’s Palace. Ruinheart rested in its scabbard next to her bed, and Aeliana’s hand seized the hilt. She felt the dark soulblade’s malevolent power and hunger, and its strength flooded through her.

      The message from the fifth Herald, the bearer of Shadowruin, flickered through her thoughts.

      “I am coming to your world tomorrow,” said the voice. “Prepare.”

      Aeliana sucked in a breath and sat up, intending to dress and find Agravhask.

      If the bearer of Shadowruin was leaving the world of the Malison tomorrow and joining them, they had a great deal of work to do.

      “Volker!” shouted Aeliana.

      Her black-robed seneschal appeared before she had finished dressing. “My lady?”

      “Come with me,” said Aeliana. “I suspect Agravhask will need you to bring a message to the leaders of the Devout very soon.”
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      Calliande awoke and went through her morning ritual – checking on her children with the power of the Sight and casting the spell with the dagger to see if Ridmark was still alive. Her children were safe and her husband was alive, so Calliande said her customary prayer of thanks for those blessings.

      But several dark thoughts brushed against her mind.

      First, she could not use the spell to get an exact fix on Ridmark’s location, but it could point to him much like a compass. Ridmark was nearby, and he was somewhere to the south. That meant he was almost certainly within Cintarra, or maybe underneath it, and he would likely act to open the gate soon.

      Second, the Sight would not stop stirring within Calliande’s mind, no matter how hard she concentrated.

      She had grown up on a fishing village near the southern ocean, across the River Moradel from Tarlion, and Calliande knew all about storms. Sometimes they swept off the sea with sudden violence, faster than anyone react, but sometimes they built slowly. The wind picked up bit by bit during the day, the waves on the sea getting choppier and higher, the air growing cooler. A great wall of dark clouds appeared on the sea, and then the storm was upon them with all its fury and violence.

      The way the Sight kept seething within her mind felt exactly like that. Calliande had experienced this a few times before during the Frostborn war and the War of the Seven Swords, and she knew that a great deal of violence was about to be unleashed, both with sword and with magical spells.

      Blood would soon be spilled.

      A lot of blood.

      There was a very good chance, Calliande realized, that Ridmark would open the northern gate of Cintarra’s Western City today. And when that happened…

      The die would be cast.

      She emerged from her tent, found a man-at-arms, and sent him to the High King with a message, telling Accolon that she expected the gate to open today. But she supposed there was nothing else that Accolon could have done to prepare. The taalkrazdors and the Anathgrimm waited with patient readiness. The remaining trebuchets stood silent but ready. Accolon had decided not to use them again until the attack on the city began, hoping to distract the Heptarchy defenders at a critical moment. The teams of Anathgrimm warriors with the portable ballistae remained vigilant, ready to use their engines if Merovech Valdraxis showed himself. The Swordbearers, the Magistri, and the Arcanii were all ready, as were the tens of thousands of militia soldiers, men-at-arms, and knights. All the work of preparation had been done.

      There was nothing to do but wait.

      Calliande gazed at the walls of Cintarra, fingers drumming against her staff. She needed something to do, something to take her mind off the way the Sight seethed at the edges of her consciousness. Perhaps she would check with the Magistri and see if there was any healing work that needed to be done. Even before battle, injuries happened in an army camp – broken legs from falls, smashed hands from a dropped barrel, broken noses from two soldiers brawling over a whore. Healing someone would let Calliande distract herself from the worry.

      She took a step forward and saw two women hurrying towards her.

      Rhiain had no children of her own, and Niall was the closest thing to a son she had. Nonetheless, the new-made initiate of the Magistri had keen maternal instincts, and she had taken Madelgarda under her wing. The former slave woman of the Heptarchy had been annoyed at first, and then bemused, and had finally given way. Rhiain had taken it upon herself to teach Madelgarda Latin, which was just as well because she would need to learn it to complete her studies at the Tower of the Magistri once the war was over.

      Assuming they won the war, of course.

      “Keeper,” said Rhiain. “We have urgent news.”

      “The gray orc wishes to speak with you at once,” said Madelgarda.

      “Gray orc?” said Calliande.

      “Warlord Shalmathrak,” said Rhiain. “He says it is urgent.”

      “Someone must be hurt,” said Calliande. The ghost orcs and Andomhaim were now allies, and Shalmathrak’s rangers had been a tremendous help. Still, mistrust lingered. The ghost orcs would not let any Magistri heal their wounds, and many of the lords and knights regarded the Shaluuskan orcs as a serpent the High King had gathered to his breast. Perhaps one of Shalmathrak’s rangers had been wounded, and he wished the man healed quietly. “I had better speak to him at once. Please, lead the way.”

      Calliande followed Rhiain and Madelgarda through the rows of tents to the edge of the High King’s camp. With so many different groups of soldiers, the army of Andomhaim had raised multiple camps, and the royal men-at-arms and knights had gathered in their own encampment. Warlord Shalmathrak stood at the southern edge of the tents along with a half-dozen of his rangers, all of them motionless as statues in their leather armor and shifting cloaks.

      “Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Shalmathrak. “Thank you for coming. I must seek your counsel.”

      “Of course,” said Calliande. “How can I assist, Warlord?”

      She expected him to ask her to look at a wounded man and was already preparing to cast the healing spell.

      “Your power of Sight can pierce our invisibility, can it not?” said Shalmathrak.

      Calliande blinked. “Aye, it can.”

      “There is something strange happening along the eastern bank of the River Cintarra,” said Shalmathrak. “It is as if invisible men prowl between the eastern bank of the river and the coast road.”

      “Invisible men?” said Calliande. “More rangers from the Shaluuskan Forest?”

      Shalmathrak shook his head, face concerned behind his tusks. He rarely looked anything other than sober and remote, save perhaps when complaining about Khaluuskan orcs. If he looked this worried, something truly was troubling him.

      “The faithful of Shalask can turn unseen, this you know,” said Shalmathrak. “But we cannot turn unseen to ourselves.”

      “So your power of invisibility only works on other kindreds, not fellow ghost orcs,” said Calliande.

      “That is so,” said Shalmathrak. “My rangers have been watching the countryside around Cintarra for fifteen miles in all directions. We do not want to be taken unawares by another enemy force. We have seen nothing.” He shook his head. “Yet strange tracks keep appearing on the eastern side of the river and along the coast road.”

      “Strange tracks,” said Calliande. “What manner of strange tracks?”

      “Booted feet,” said Shalmathrak. “Made by humans or orcs, I deem. Yet we can find no trace of them.”

      “The dvargir,” said Calliande. “The dvargir can use their powers of shadow to turn unseen.”

      “This is so,” said Shalmathrak, “but the priestesses of Shalask, by their secret lore, can undo the shadow-masks of the dvargir. Many dvargir raiders have learned that the hard way when they came to the Shaluuskan Forest. But your Sight can pierce both the invisibility of my people and the shadows of the dvargir.”

      “Aye, it can,” said Calliande.

      “I ask that you accompany some of my men across the river,” said Shalmathrak. “If foes are hiding unseen on the eastern side, we must know about them before they can do us harm.”

      Calliande said nothing, glancing at the walls to the south. She didn’t want to leave the camp. The gate might open at any moment. When that happened, Ridmark and the army of Andomhaim would need her.

      But what if there was an unseen foe on the eastern side of the river? An army assaulting a fortified position was hideously vulnerable to an attack from the rear. What if Agravhask had a hidden force across the river waiting to strike until the critical moment? That could be disastrous.

      If they lost here, they would lose everything.

      “You’re right,” said Calliande. “We need to know if the enemy is moving on the eastern side of the river. Or if we have a new foe coming upon us.”

      “We have enough foes as it is,” said Shalmathrak.

      “Agreed,” said Calliande. “Let me speak with the High King and see if he can spare some men.”
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      As it happened, the High King was more than willing to spare the men.

      He sent Dux Constantine Licinius, who in addition to the Dux of the Northerland was also a Knight of the Soulblade, bearer of the soulblade Brightherald. With Dux Constantine came a dozen Swordbearers and a hundred of his men-at-arms, all of them veterans of the constant raiding in the Northerland. Tamara dispatched several Arcanii to accompany them, including Kalussa Whitecloak, who had been Calliande’s student and apprentice back in Owyllain. The trials they had endured in Owyllain, followed by marriage to Calem and motherhood, had done much to sand off some of the rough edges of Kalussa’s nature, though she was still somewhat imperious and domineering.

      And she did like to talk.

      “It snows every year in the Northerland?” said Kalussa.

      “Aye,” said Constantine, who regarded her with a mixture of bemusement and courtesy. “I suspect it doesn’t snow very much in Owyllain.”

      “No,” said Kalussa. “I didn’t see snow until I saw the mountains for the first time…”

      “The rafts are ready,” said Shalmathrak, who was no doubt eager to finish the discussion about the weather of Owyllain.

      The River Cintarra was full of barges and rafts, ferrying supplies to the army from Coldinium and Nightmane Forest. The host required an endless supply of food, which meant there were a lot of empty rafts and barges, and Calliande had commandeered three of them. She and Dux Constantine’s horsemen loaded up two of the rafts, Shalmathrak’s rangers took the third, and they rowed across the river to the eastern bank.

      Calliande got her horse under control and looked around. Some of Constantine’s men would hold the barges if they needed to withdraw in haste. But from what Calliande could see, the gate of the Eastern City remained closed. She saw the towers of the cathedral and the Prince’s Palace and the arachar orcs standing guard on the ramparts. But the arachar did not seem inclined to issue forth from city to attack.

      “Keeper,” said Constantine. “What do you see?”

      “Give me a moment,” said Calliande, and she drew on the Sight.

      The power flooded through her mind, and she tried to sort through the sensation.

      It proved more difficult than she had expected. The flickers of vision she had noted before had become stronger. If what she observed had been like one of the storms of her childhood, this morning she had seen the wind rise. Now she saw the storm clouds hurtling towards her and felt the first raindrops start to fall upon her face.

      There was going to be a battle in Cintarra. The Sight could be used to foretell the future, but only to a limited extent. It was much more useful to see things in the present or observe magical auras. Yet there was so much imminent violence that it clouded everything she saw with the Sight, like trying to see through thick fog.

      But there was something wrong.

      There were ripples in the Sight, distortions. Calliande frowned, concentrating, and she saw one of those distortions nearby.

      It was like…

      “A masking spell,” she murmured.

      “Keeper?” said Kalussa.

      “Something is hiding from the Sight,” Calliande responded.

      Constantine looked at the nearby landscape with suspicion. “I thought that was impossible.”

      “It’s not impossible to hide from the Sight,” said Calliande. “It’s just very hard, and you have to know what you’re doing. I’ve encountered it before. The Sculptor in Khald Tormen, back during the Frostborn war.” Shalmathrak and the ghost orcs growled at the mention of the dark elven lord who had once ruled their people. “And I think someone is trying to hide from the Sight right now.”

      She looked at the ground nearby with her physical eyes. They stood on the road leading to the northern gate of Cintarra’s Eastern City. In happier times, the land that stretched towards the east had been mostly farmland, though a large market had spread outside of the northern gate of the Eastern City, a place where caravans could assemble before traveling to Coldinium. In the distance, Calliande glimpsed the broken ruins of Mara’s castra, where she and Jager had kept a garrison of Anathgrimm soldiers to hire out as mercenaries and to guard Anathgrimm caravans on their way to Marhosk.

      This side of the river appeared deserted, with neither Heptarchy patrols nor the men of Andomhaim nearby.

      But Calliande saw one of the strange distortions about a hundred yards away.

      “Follow me,” said Calliande. “I think there’s something over there.”

      She urged her horse past the road and into the nearby field, the others following. Calliande rode about forty yards and stopped, examining the distortion with the Sight.

      “I don’t see anything,” said Constantine.

      “I don’t, either,” said Calliande. “But something is strange. Dux, I think you should have your men draw their swords.”

      Constantine nodded and gave the order, and the Swordbearers and the men of the Northerland drew their blades. Shalmathrak spoke a command in orcish, and his rangers set arrows to their bowstrings.

      “Keeper,” said Shalmathrak in a low voice. “There are a great many recent tracks here.”

      He was right. Calliande saw numerous footprints in the field. The grass had been trampled down by the press of heavy boots.

      “Perhaps some of our men left the tracks,” said Constantine.

      “None of our men have been on the eastern side of the river as far as I know,” said Calliande.

      “And none of the red dogs of the Heptarchy have left the city since the High King’s host arrived,” said Shalmathrak. “My men would have seen it.”

      “Be ready,” said Calliande. “I am going to try a spell.”

      She gripped the staff of the Keeper, pointing at the distortion, and summoned the magic of the Well of Tarlion. White fire glowed along the staff, and Calliande focused the spell. A shaft of white flame leaped from the staff and slashed across the field. It should have passed through the air without slowing. Instead, it seemed to strike something invisible about fifty yards away.

      The air rippled and folded on itself. Suddenly the Sight showed Calliande the traces of a concealment spell, one so potent and yet so subtle that she had been unable to detect it save for a faint distortion.

      The spell collapsed, and the mutant orcs appeared out of nothingness.

      “What the hell?” said Calliande, shocked.

      She had seen orcs like these a long, long time ago.

      The orcs had gray skin rather than the usual green of the orcish kindred. Shalmathrak and his people had gray skin as well, but it was a silvery-gray that looked as if it should have been reflective, no doubt some aspect of the changes the Sculptor had made to their physiology. By contrast, the gray skin of these orcs somehow seemed unnatural, as if they had been twisted by dark magic.

      The gray orcs also had glowing tumors on the side of their hairless heads.

      Each of the mutant orcs had small nodules of warped flesh growing out of their temples, and the tumors glowed with a blue light. Sometimes the blue glow was visible in the veins of their necks and hands. Each of the mutant orcs was well-armored in chain mail and plate, and they carried axes and shields.

      “What are they?” said Kalussa.

      Calliande knew exactly what they were. The Warden of Urd Morlemoch had been trapped within his citadel for fifteen millennia, but he had not been idle during that time. He had created a kindred of mutant orcs to carry out his will, orcs who worshipped him as their god. The Anathgrimm, the Shaluuskan orcs, the deep orcs, and the other variants of the orcish kindred had been created by the sorcery of the dark elves, but the Warden had exceeded them all. His nation of mutant orcs could wield dark magic, every single one of them, some of them with stupendous skill.

      They called themselves the Devout, and Calliande had last seen them as she and Ridmark and their friends had fled Urd Morlemoch, all the Warden’s creatures pursuing them.

      The Devout orcs charged, raising their weapons. Some of them began casting spells.

      “Defend yourselves!” shouted Calliande.

      Shalmathrak and the ghost orc rangers loosed their arrows, and a dozen of the Devout fell dead. Constantine and the Swordbearers charged, calling on their soulblades to protect them from dark magic. Calliande cast a spell of her own, putting all her power into it. She gestured, and a shimmering wall of white light rose from the ground as the Devout released their dark magic. A score of the mutant orcs cast bolts of dark magic, hammering against Calliande’s defenses, but her will held against the onslaught.

      By then, Constantine and his men engaged with the Devout, swords rising and falling, and Shalmathrak and his rangers circled to the side, loosing arrows. Kalussa began hurling blasts of elemental fire. Calliande focused her full attention on defense. Just as all the men of the Frankish Empire could use magic, all the Devout orcs could employ dark magic. But some of them were much better at it than others, and Calliande focused on them, disrupting their spells and defending Constantine and the ghost orcs from their magic.

      The battle was soon over. Five of Constantine’s men-at-arms had been slain, and nine more wounded to varying degrees, but they had wiped out the Devout. Calliande jumped from her saddle and rushed to heal the wounded men and felt a flicker of relief as Kalussa joined her. She had grown quite skilled with the healing spell.

      They had to hurry.

      “Keeper, what were those things?” said Constantine. “I have never seen orcs like that before.”

      “Nor have I,” said Shalmathrak, “and I have ranged the length and breadth of Andomhaim.”

      “Aye,” said Calliande. She paused to heal a man who had taken a sword to the belly, pulling the agony of the wound into her and forcing the magic of the Well of Tarlion to repair his torn flesh. She took a shuddering breath and moved to the next wounded man. “But I would wager you’ve never gone into the Torn Hills or seen the towers of Urd Morlemoch.”

      “Urd Morlemoch?” said Constantine. “These are creatures of the Warden?”

      “They call themselves the Devout,” said Calliande, casting the healing spell. This man had suffered a wound to the shoulder and a broken arm, and it hurt less than the previous soldier. “The Warden created him. They revere him as a god and follow his will in all things.”

      “Then what are they doing here?” said Constantine.

      “At a guess,” said Calliande, “I would say that the Warden sent them to aid the Heralds of Ruin.” She let out another breath and looked at the Dux. “We have to get back to the High King and warn him right now. I have no idea how many Devout orcs are out here. The Warden must have shown them how to cloak themselves from the Sight. But there could be thousands.”

      “Thousands?” said Constantine, aghast.

      “That might be why Warlord Agravhask withdrew all his forces into Cintarra,” said Shalmathrak. “He knew the Devout were marching from Urd Morlemoch and wished to catch us against the walls of Cintarra.”

      “Then we must hasten to the High King,” said Constantine.

      They hurried back to the rafts. As they rowed across the river, Calliande summoned more magic, preparing to cast the mindspeech spell that allowed the Magistri to speak to one another over vast distances. She didn’t like the spell and only used it when necessary, but their need was now dire. If another army was moving to attack, Accolon had to know.

      “Keeper!”

      Calliande opened her eyes and saw Kalussa pointing at Cintarra.

      A brilliant flash of light came from the northern gate of the Western City. It was the enchanted stone that Antenora had given Ridmark to signal when the gate had opened. In fact, Calliande saw that the Western City’s gate was open, and she glimpsed flashes of fire and lightning from within.

      A loud cheer rose from the siege camp, and the immense forms of the dwarven taalkrazdors lumbered forward.

      The battle for Cintarra had begun.
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      Ruari shook Tyrcamber awake.

      He blinked his eyes open and sat up. The tent was dark, though Ruari had summoned a sphere of light that gave off a pale blue glow. Ruari sat next to him, naked, her hair hanging unbound against her pale back, though she held her stylus and tablet. She wrote two words and turned the tablet to face him.

      IT’S TIME.

      Tyrcamber nodded and rose, and she helped him dress and don his armor. The armor of a Dragontiarna Knight was lighter, stronger, and less complicated than the suit of plate armor worn by a Frankish knight, but it nonetheless was helpful to have Ruari’s assistance as he donned it. She knelt before him, settling the sword belt around his waist as he adjusted his gauntlets, and then rose to her feet in one fluid movement and kissed him.

      She wrote on her tablet again.

      BE CAREFUL AND COME BACK TO ME. I LOVE YOU.

      “I love you, too,” said Tyrcamber. “And you be careful as well.”

      She smiled and wrote again.

      I HAVE LESS NEED FOR IT THAN YOU DO.

      Well, that was true enough.

      Tyrcamber kissed her once more and left the tent.

      It was gloomy in the camp, the sky fire still the pale blue of night. The mountains and the dark towers of Castle Aginwulf rose to the north, stark against the dim blue glow. The swirling vortex of Theudeuric’s spell was far more visible at night, churning over the towers of the castle like a spinning whirlpool.

      Tyrcamber strode through the camp until he came to its northern boundary. Thirty serjeants of the Order of Embers waited there, led by serjeant-captain Rudolf, a grim veteran of many fights. Sir Angaric stood with them, rocking a little on his heels, hand resting on his sword hilt. Rilmael and Third waited with Angaric, facing Azularax and his armored escort. The Emperor had given the dwarves their own tent, but they had refused to remove their armor for any reason and had posted one of their number to guard the entrance to their tent while they ate and drank and (presumably) relieved themselves. Tyrcamber would be glad to be done with the arrogant, prickly dwarves, but he needed their help to get into Castle Aginwulf.

      No doubt the dwarves felt the same about him.

      “Sir Tyrcamber,” said Rilmael. “We’re ready.”

      “We are,” said Azularax. “I shall accompany you myself to prove my faith. If we fail, we shall all perish together, and you will know in your dying moments that I spoke the truth.”

      “So be it,” said Rilmael.

      The plan was simple enough. Azularax would lead them to the hidden entrance to the galleries beneath Castle Aginwulf. From there they would traverse the galleries, enter Castle Aginwulf, and open the gate to the waiting army of the Empire.

      And then Tyrcamber, Third, and Rilmael would find Theudeuric and kill him.

      Of everyone in the Imperial army, they had the best chance to do it. Theudeuric was a powerful necromancer, the bearer of the dark soulblade Shadowruin, and a Herald of Ruin. The cloak elves and the Imperial Orders contained the most powerful wizards in the gathered army, but Tyrcamber and Third were Dragontiarna, and Rilmael was the Guardian, with more experience of magic than anyone else. Together, the three of them had the greatest chance of surprising and killing Theudeuric.

      Once Theudeuric was dead, the army of the Empire would still have a hard battle, but no longer an insurmountable battle. Tyrcamber suspected that the Knights of Blood would not follow Rosalyn Aginwulf as eagerly as they obeyed Theudeuric, and they would likely flee with their soulstones. Rosalyn’s levees of common militiamen and men-at-arms would rather surrender rather than fight to the death. The Emperor could retake Castle Aginwulf and have the victory. The remnants of the Fallen Order would no doubt go back into hiding and work evil in future generations, but the Empire would be reunited, and Shadowruin made secure.

      That was the plan, anyway. But in all the battles and fights that Tyrcamber had seen, he had yet to encounter one that went according to plan.

      Rudolf barked an order, and the serjeants brought horses forward. Tyrcamber had wondered if the dwarves would know how to ride, but Azularax and his men scrambled into their saddles with skill, at least once the stirrups had been adjusted for their shorter legs. Once everyone was mounted, they rode northwest across the moors, heading towards the mountains and the maze of foothills at their base.

      After a ride of about an hour, they came to a narrow valley between two rocky foothills, a stream flowing between them. The sky fire was just shading from blue towards yellow-orange in the east, and Tyrcamber gave the valley a dubious look. It was the perfect place for an ambush, but Third and Rilmael looked calm. Tyrcamber supposed if Azularax was leading them into a trap, then this was a roundabout way to do it.

      They headed into the narrow valley, following the line of the stream. Their path brought them to a cliff face of weathered granite that looked as if it stood there for ten thousand years. The stream poured off the top of the cliff in a white spray, and Azularax slowed his horse and reined up.

      “Here, Dragontiarna,” said Azularax. The dwarven prince dismounted and landed with smooth grace, which was odd to see with his bulk and heavy armor. “The hidden entrance to the galleries is behind this waterfall. You shall see.”

      They dismounted from the horses, and Rudolf took charge. Ten of the serjeants he sent to take the horses back to the camp. The remaining twenty would accompany them into the darkness beneath the earth. Tyrcamber, Third, and Rilmael had all wanted to bring more, but Azularax had argued against it. There was not that much space in the underground galleries, the dwarf had claimed, and too many men would simply slow things down and hinder their efforts.

      “Just like Falconberg, eh?” said Angaric, coming to Tyrcamber’s side.

      “Hmm?” said Tyrcamber, looking from the waterfall. “Oh, yes, right.”

      “What happened in Falconberg?” said Third.

      Angaric was more than happy to answer the question. “It was on the eve of the Valedictor’s invasion, my lady. The former Imperial Chancellor traveled to Falconberg to meet with the umbral elves of Sygalynon, to negotiate their neutrality in the war.” It had worked, too. The umbral elves had withdrawn into their forests and not come forth since in all the years of fighting that followed. “The Dragon Cult tried to sabotage the meeting, and so did the muridachs. We went into the catacombs under Falconberg to hunt down the muridachs and the Cult.”

      “And once again we’re about to climb into a dark hole in pursuit of muridachs,” said Tyrcamber. “How does this keep happening?”

      Angaric shrugged. “The glorious life of a knight of the Empire, my friend.”

      “My taalmaks and I are ready,” announced Azularax. “Let us proceed and leave the unclean filth of the surface world behind.”

      “Given what likely awaits us beneath Castle Aginwulf,” said Rilmael, “you might prefer the surface world before all is done.”

      For the first time, Azularax made a sound that might possibly have been a laugh. “The tales never claimed that you were a jocular fellow, Guardian.”

      Tyrcamber conferred with the others, and they settled on a marching order. Azularax and Rilmael would go first because Azularax knew the way and Rilmael had the Sight. Tyrcamber would follow, ready to respond if Azularax betrayed them and to react to the presence of any muridachs and undead. The rest of the dwarves and the men of the Order of Embers would come next, and Third would walk in the middle. With her power to travel, she could react swiftly to any danger.

      Rilmael and Azularax led the way behind the waterfall, Tyrcamber following, and he saw the dark cavern entrance yawning in the cliff face like the open mouth of a giant serpent waiting to swallow them.

      Tyrcamber didn’t like going underground. Third had told him of the Deeps, the vast maze of underground caverns that sprawled beneath the surface of Andomhaim, a maze home to cities and kingdoms of creatures hostile to mankind. There was nothing like that in the Frankish Empire. Yet there were caves, and all kinds of bad things lived in them. In this part of the Empire, muridachs often laired in caves.

      Or urvaalgs or ursaars or the other war beasts of the dark elves.

      And like Angaric had said, once again Tyrcamber was marching into a dark hole in pursuit of muridachs.

      He sighed, shook his head, and followed the Guardian and the dwarven prince into the darkness.
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      Silence ruled in the dark places beneath the surface.

      The subterranean environment did not trouble Third unduly. She had spent a lot of time in the Deeps of Andomhaim, had even traveled underground from Andomhaim to Owyllain, a journey of three and a half thousand miles. Though, to be fair, she had forced the dvargir to grant her passage on one of their underground canals. The dvargir had given their permission to speed her departure from Khaldurmar and had no doubt been glad to see the last of her.

      But these underground galleries were nothing like the Deeps, and Third remained vigilant. Traveling into a new environment was dangerous, especially when that environment was held by an enemy. Fortunately, light was not a problem. Every single member of the party could use magic to one degree or another, thanks to the Dragon Curse, and Rudolf instructed some of the serjeants to maintain spells of illumination.

      The tunnel wound back and forth, and then widened into a large natural cavern. The entrance to the cavern had once been sealed with a wall of worked stone and a gate of wood and iron, but the wall had been smashed into rubble. Beyond was a vast chamber, and Third saw that it had been filled with houses and structures of strange, alien design. The cavern was large enough to hold a small town, and thousands of dark tunnels had been bored into its walls. The floor had been covered in houses and towers of peculiar design. They had been built of stone, yet it looked as if the stone had been poured rather carved, creating structures with no corners or hard edges.

      The entire chamber put Third in mind of a single massive rats’ nest. She had the uncanny feeling that unseen eyes were watching her from the black tunnel mouths.

      “This was a muridach city, was it not?” said Tyrcamber. He pointed at the floor, which was covered with old, yellowing bones. Third saw muridach skulls among them, elongated with enormous chisel-like teeth.

      “Correct, Dragontiarna,” said Azularax. “Fear not. The muridachs here were wiped out long ago. This is a tomb, not a city.”

      “How did the muridachs build those towers?” said Angaric.

      “They dissolved stone in acid and made it into a paste,” said Azularax. “It then dries into whatever shape they wish. The muridachs might not live in the surface world, but they are nonetheless filthy vermin. They prefer to dwell in warrens like this, crawling all over one another like the rats that they are. This way.”

      Azularax led them across the dead muridach city. Third remained vigilant, watching the shadows for any movement, but nothing happened. She saw muridach bones but no living ratmen. Whatever muridachs had lived here had been wiped out long ago, and it seemed that the ratmen had not returned.

      They entered another narrow, twisting tunnel, and in places it grew so tight that they had to turn sideways. Angaric had to suck in his gut and mutter curses as he squeezed through the gap. Third disliked the tunnel because there wasn’t enough room to draw her swords, let alone swing them, but she held her magic ready to strike.

      The narrow tunnel widened into yet another large cavern. This one was perhaps the size of a cathedral, the ceiling covered in thousands of stalactites like glistening stone fangs. A lake filled the central portion of the floor, and the constant sound of dripping water came to Third’s ears. She could smell moisture and the gritty odor of damp stone.

      Along with a dry, dusty scent that seemed out of place with the moisture.

      That of mummified flesh.

      “Silence is necessary now,” said Azularax, and they crossed the cavern, coming to a gap in the wall. A dim blue glow leaked through it, spilling into the gloom of the cave.

      “Extinguish your lights,” said Tyrcamber, and the men complied, canceling their spells of illumination. The cavern was thrown into darkness, but the blue glow kept leaking from the gap ahead.

      “What is that light?” said Third.

      “I see necromantic auras ahead,” said Rilmael.

      “Beyond are the lowest levels of Castle Aginwulf,” said Azularax. “The oldest laboratories of the necromancers, built when they first came here.”

      Rilmael let out an irritated sigh, and Third looked at her lover in surprise. “I spent centuries trying to find the hidden lair of the Order of Blood. All this time, I had no idea the Order’s stronghold was hidden beneath Castle Aginwulf.”

      “The Empire is a large place,” said Tyrcamber.

      “Perhaps you should have looked harder,” said Azularax. Third would have given him an annoyed glance, but she doubted the dwarven Taalkhan would have either noticed or cared. “These levels are usually empty, but you must be wary. Sometimes one of the necromancers comes down here to conduct private experiments, but not very often.”

      “I’ll go first,” said Tyrcamber.

      “Third and I will come with you,” said Rilmael, and Third nodded.

      “I’ll bring up the back,” said Angaric. “All you Guardians and Dragontiarna Knights of legend need someone to blast the undead when they’re about to stab you in the back.”

      “Very thoughtful,” said Tyrcamber. “Draw your weapons, but don’t let them make any light.” Third drew Storm and Inferno from their scabbards, but an effort of will kept the blades from erupting with lightning and flame. Tyrcamber led the way, his crystalline sword glittering in his hand, and Third went on his left and Rilmael on his right. Angaric brought up the back, and Third felt the pulse of his magic as he held his power ready. For all his grandiloquent bluster and debauchery, Angaric was a powerful wizard, and Third would not have wanted to fight him in a contest of magic.

      The gap in the wall opened into a crevice, and at the far side was a ragged tear in the natural stone. Through it, Third saw a room constructed of worked stone, the pale blue glow coming from within it. Tyrcamber went first, and then Rilmael, and Third and Angaric brought up the back.

      The chamber beyond was a vaulted hall, the walls and ceiling built from massive blocks of stone. A row of a half-dozen altars ran down the center of the room, and the blue glow came from arcane symbols written upon their sides. Third felt the cold, greasy chill of necromantic magic radiating from the symbols. Upon each altar lay a naked human corpse, mummified down to skin and bones, the withered lips drawn back from the yellowed teeth in hideous frozen snarls. The mummified corpses had been the source of the dusty smell, though this chamber also held an unpleasant chemical stench.

      “What is this place?” said Tyrcamber in a low voice. “A tomb?”

      “No. A laboratory,” said Rilmael. “These are experiments in raising the undead. Remember Sir Erkan’s laboratory in the ruins beneath Tamisa?” Tyrcamber nodded, his expression grim. The memory must not have been a good one. “This is a similar place, the chamber of a necromancer. Though to judge from the dust, no one has been down here in a long time. We can bring the rest of the men through. But don’t touch any of the sigils.”

      “I’ll tell them,” said Third, and she reached for the fire in her blood, traveling back to the rest of the men with two quick jumps. She conveyed Rilmael’s instructions, and the humans and dwarves began moving forward. She rejoined Rilmael and Tyrcamber as the men filed into the laboratory, giving the mummified corpses wary looks.

      “We should destroy this damned place,” said Rudolf.

      “We will,” said Tyrcamber. “Once Theudeuric is dead.” He turned to Azularax. “You’ve led us this far. Which way?”

      “Follow,” said Azularax, beckoning with an armored hand. “My kindred have explored many of these lower galleries, and the necromancers rarely descend this far. Since the siege began, they come this far below even less.”

      “But with our luck,” said Rilmael, “we might come across one.”

      “You understand the perversity of war,” said Azularax. “Remain vigilant. Follow me, and I shall guide you to the upper levels.”

      They left the vaulted chamber, moving through the corridor on the far side, and made their way through the catacombs of Castle Aginwulf.

      Third memorized the route, knowing that they might need to retreat in haste back to the caverns. Still, Azularax had kept faith with them so far, and Third suspected they would either leave Castle Aginwulf through the front gate or not at all.

      It soon became obvious that the Order of Blood had built a vast fortress beneath Castle Aginwulf. They passed through more laboratories containing altars holding undead of various kinds. Third saw many more withered corpses, but some of the altars held hideous, misshapen things, corpses stitched together to have eight arms or eight legs like some sort of giant spider, or undead things made from both animal and human parts. She also saw the carcasses of urvaalgs and ursaars and even a glass tank full of green slime holding a half-dozen dead urhaalgars. It seemed clear that the Order of Blood had conducted necromantic experiments using beasts of dark magic, and Third supposed she should be grateful that the Order had not unleashed undead urvaalgs upon them.

      They passed through other chambers – one was an immense library, the wooden shelves lined with books and scrolls. Spells of warding and preservation sheathed the shelves, ready to kill anyone who tried to steal a book. Another chamber held mummified corpses, thousands of them stacked and bundled like firewood. A reserve force, Third supposed, ready to be raised and unleashed upon the enemies of the Fallen Order.

      They climbed through three levels of catacombs and came to a fourth. The stairs ended in a broad, wide corridor, and at the end rose another flight of stairs. A strange purple-blue glow came from the steps, and Third felt necromantic magic pulsing in the air.

      “We will go no further,” said Azularax.

      Tyrcamber frowned at the dwarf. “You said you would show us the way into Castle Aginwulf.”

      “And so we have, human,” said Azularax. “Proceed up those stairs, and you shall come to the uppermost level of catacombs beneath the castle.” He paused. “My kindred and I have only explored this far.” There was a grudging admission in the tone. “We dared not go any further. The necromancers come to this level frequently, and there is great dark magic in the next chamber.”

      “Very well,” said Tyrcamber. “I will send someone to tell you once we have won the battle…”

      “Unnecessary,” said Azularax. “We have done our part. Now it is yours.”

      With that, the dwarves turned and retreated down the stairs to the deeper catacombs without another word. Tyrcamber stared after them, a look of pure exasperation on his features. Rudolf shifted as if preparing to attack the dwarves, but Tyrcamber stilled him with a gesture.

      The dwarves disappeared down the stairs.

      “Tell me, my lady,” said Tyrcamber. “You met dwarves on your homeworld. Are they as damned annoying there?”

      “They are not,” said Third.

      “They brought us this far,” said Rilmael. “The rest is up to us.”

      “Aye,” said Tyrcamber. “Can your Sight tell what is in the next chamber?”

      “A powerful necromantic aura,” said Rilmael. “It’s concentrated, like many small auras occupying the same space. Beyond that, I cannot say.”

      “Then let’s find out for ourselves,” said Tyrcamber.

      He headed for the stairs, Kyathar in his right hand, and Third and Rilmael followed, Angaric, Rudolf, and the serjeants guarding their backs. Tyrcamber ascended the stairs, sword ready, and soon they came into the next chamber.

      It was an enormous hall, as large as the great hall of the Imperial Palace in Sinderost, or the High King’s hall in the Citadel of Tarlion. The entire great chamber had been built from polished black stone, and the walls had been honeycombed with thousands of square black niches, each one about a foot wide and a foot deep.

      The eerie bluish-purple glow came from those niches. Because of the brightness, Third could not quite see into them, but she thought that a majority of the niches held small glowing objects. Crystals, maybe?

      Rilmael sucked in a sharp breath as he looked around.

      “So this is where it was,” he murmured.

      “What?” said Tyrcamber.

      Rilmael opened his mouth to answer, and the floor began to boil with black smoke.

      Suddenly a sheet of black smoke covered the floor, which didn’t make sense because smoke rose. At the same time, it grew cold in the chamber. It was already chilly beneath the earth, but the air became freezing cold, Third’s breath steaming in the air.

      She realized the danger as Tyrcamber shouted.

      “Wraiths!” he yelled, casting the Ward spell around himself.

      The other men followed suit as the wraiths rose from the floor like pillars of smoke and ghostly blue fire. There were dozens of the creatures, and most of the serjeants managed to cast the Ward spell in time, protecting themselves from the wraiths’ life-draining auras.

      But four of the serjeants were taken off-guard or simply weren’t fast enough. They fell dead to the floor, reduced to withered corpses in the blink of an eye, their life drained away by the wraiths’ malignant power.

      Everything exploded into violence.

      Rudolf bellowed an order, and the serjeants formed into a square, shields raised, blades drawn back to strike. As one, they cast the Sword spell, sheathing their weapons in elemental flame. Angaric stood in the center of the square, and he began casting Lance spells in rapid succession, using his magic to unravel the creatures. Flames exploded from Tyrcamber as he cast both the Armor and the Shield spells, and he charged forward, whipping Kyathar around him in blazing arcs as he struck. Rilmael slammed the end of his staff against the ground, and an Armor spell fashioned of lightning covered him as he flung bolts into the wraiths, cutting them down one by one.

      Third moved as she cast the Ward spell, shielding herself from the life-draining effect, and she waded into the wraiths. She sheathed Inferno since elemental flame was less effective than lightning against wraiths, and wielded Storm two-handed, swinging the golden blade in massive strokes. Third used her power to disappear and reappear, circling around the serjeants and breaking up the wraiths whenever they threatened to overwhelm the soldiers of the Order of Embers.

      She destroyed wraith after wraith, the creatures unraveling into nothingness. Rilmael charged his Lance spells with the mantle of the Guardian, destroying the wraiths with them. Tyrcamber moved in a whirlwind of flame, scything through the undead.

      Finally, Rilmael destroyed the final specter, and silence returned to the massive chamber. The cold lessened, going from freezing to merely uncomfortable.

      “Is that all of them?” said Rudolf.

      “I believe so,” said Rilmael. “I suspect the wraiths were bound here to guard this chamber. Anyone who entered this hall without using necromantic magic would be attacked.”

      “What is this place?” said Tyrcamber. “Why were so many wraiths guarding it?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” said Rilmael. “Those crystals in the niches? Those are soulstones. This is where the Knights of Blood secure their soulstones once they have bound their spirits within the crystals.”

      Third shaded her eyes and peered into the glowing niches. Every occupied niche held a fist-sized lump of crystal that glowed with a bluish-purple light.

      There had to be at least a thousand soulstones down here, maybe more.

      “God and the saints,” muttered Rudolf.

      “So we could wipe out the Fallen Order right now?” said Tyrcamber. “We just start smashing soulstones?”

      “We can’t,” said Rilmael. “Not yet. We have less than thirty people, and there are more than a thousand soulstones here. We would start destroying the stones, and the Knights would converge on us with every soldier they could summon. They would overwhelm and kill us.” He frowned, gazing at the glowing stones. “And if we did…I think Theudeuric would know at once.”

      “How?” said Third.

      “The Sight,” said Rilmael. “The web of power of Theudeuric’s great spell. He’s drawing power from the soulstones to augment it. If we destroy even one of the soulstones, he’ll sense it and send someone to investigate.”

      “For God’s sake,” said Tyrcamber. “We could wipe out the Fallen Order here and now, but we can’t?”

      Rilmael nodded. “Not yet, anyway.”

      “Well,” said Angaric. He looked at one of the dead men and shook his head. “Suppose we’ll just have kill Theudeuric and then come back here and smash some stones.”

      “Agreed,” said Tyrcamber. “Let’s keep moving.”

      They headed to the archway on the far side of the chamber. Third glanced once more at the niches of glowing soulstones. She knew well the power that soulstones could contain, even minor ones like the crystals the Knights of Blood used to house their corrupted spirits and power their immortality.

      But what kind of spell was Theudeuric casting that he needed to draw on the power of so many stones at once?
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      “Come,” said Agravhask. “It is time.”

      “I am not sure this is a good idea,” said Ricatus.

      Aeliana resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Or to smack him.

      They stood in the forum before the northern gate to the Prince’s Palace. Once, Aeliana remembered, this forum had been filled with merchants selling their goods and lined with the richest shops in Cintarra, shops that catered to the nobles. Indeed, from here Aeliana could see the proud towers of the Cintarran nobles that had clustered around the Prince’s Palace.

      All that was gone now. The merchant forum had become an armed camp, with arachar orcs moving about their business. The shops had been seized, their owners and workers sent to forced labor in the harbor or the Temple of the Crimson if they were literate, the shops themselves now serving as scriptoriums for the Ordinariates. The nobility who had once dwelled in those fine domi had all been slaughtered, the houses taken over by the high priestesses of the various Temples or converted into barracks for arachar soldiers.

      Aeliana looked at all those changes, and she felt…

      Pleasure.

      She was pleased that she had helped in some small way to bring this ruin to Cintarra. After all, Prince Tywall’s father had sided against Tarrabus Carhaine, and Aeliana would have killed the little brat with her own hands had Cyprian not needed him to open the Great Eye. If asked, Aeliana would have said she would have preferred to slaughter the people of the city and burn it to ashes, but this, seeing the city conquered, enslaved, and subjugated…

      This was better.

      A small thing, really, given that the Warden was going to rip down the cosmos and make it anew. But Aeliana still took pleasure in it.

      It gave her the patience to endure Ricatus’s stupidity.

      “Why not?” said Agravhask, calm as ever.

      “You said yourself that the priestesses are formidable foes,” said Ricatus. “They will see through the ruse. We need a better lie…”

      “Lies are a broken sword that cut the hand of the wielder,” said Agravhask.

      “We’re lying to the priestesses,” said Ricatus.

      “No,” said Agravhask. “We are deceiving them. The best way to deceive an opponent, Sir Ricatus, is to tell him the truth in such a way that he will draw an erroneous conclusion. Necessity compels us to act today. By the time the fifth Herald joins us, we must have the priestesses under control.” He turned his head to the east. “And here comes the messenger.”

      A stir went through the forum, and Aeliana saw two arachar horsemen approaching. That was not an unusual sight, but the man walking between them was. Mhalkhor of the Devout strode between the two horsemen, clad in his dark robe, the strange dragon staff in his right hand. The tumors in his temples glowed with blue light, pulses of azure fire sometimes spreading through the veins of his face and neck. The arachar orcs and kyralves going about their business stopped to stare in surprise at the mutant orc. Even in the Heptarchy, they would never have seen a creature like one of the Devout.

      And neither, Agravhask had reasoned, would the priestesses. Not if they were told the truth in a way that led them to an erroneous conclusion.

      A flicker of misgiving went through Aeliana. Much as she disliked Ricatus, she had to concede he had a point. They were about to take an enormous gamble. If it didn’t work, they would lose control of the Heptarchy army, to say nothing of their lives.

      But if it worked, the Heralds of Ruin would have complete control of the priestesses and the arachar legions, and they could augment their strength with the soldiers of the Devout. And once the bearer of Shadowruin joined them, they could open the Great Eye and take their host to Cathair Kaldran.

      The Warden would claim the Tomb of the Ascendant Dragon, and he would remake the cosmos from a ruin of chaos to a place of order.

      Ruinheart whispered with glee in her mind at the thought.

      Aeliana just hoped she got to see Ridmark Arban’s face once he learned that he had lost everything, that his entire life had been for nothing.

      The scouts and Mhalkhor approached, and Aeliana banished all emotions and musing from her mind. Agravhask might have his logic, but they were nonetheless about to take an enormous risk. Seconds might make the difference between victory and defeat, and Aeliana resolved to be ready.

      “Warlord,” said one of the arachar scouts. “We have urgent news.”

      “Speak,” command Agravhask.

      “A group of strange orcs has gathered outside the eastern gate of the city,” said the scout. “About a hundred of them. They claim to be an embassy of a nation called the Devout, and they have come to pledge fealty and vassalage to the Seven Temples.”

      Agravhask’s black eyes shifted to Mhalkhor. “What is your name?”

      Mhalkhor bowed, leaning upon his staff. “I am Mhalkhor, the First of the Devout. Once we served the dark elves, but we have heard rumors of the invasion of the Heptarchy. We have seen the great power of their priestesses and have come to serve the seven goddesses.”

      “Indeed,” said Agravhask. “You have chosen wisely, First of the Devout. Please remain here while I summon the high priestesses.”

      The Warlord gave orders, and messengers galloped off. They did not have to wait long. The priestesses were powerful sorceresses of dark magic, but they all seemed to share the same intense curiosity, which no doubt was one of the reasons they all gossiped about one another constantly. A short time later, the twenty most powerful priestesses in Cintarra rode into the forum, each one accompanied by Chosen Guards. Taztaloria herself led them, and she dismounted and strode to Agravhask.

      “What is this, Warlord?” said the High Priestess of the Temple of the Crimson. She looked at Mhalkhor and frowned, and for a second, all six of her hidden eyes opened. Mhalkhor was a powerful wizard, and Aeliana suspected that Taztaloria could sense his power without working a spell.

      “High Priestess,” said Agravhask. “May I introduce Mhalkhor, First of the Devout? He is the leader of his people and has come to offer them in alliance and vassalage to the Seven Temples. Lord Mhalkhor, this is the honored Taztaloria, High Priestess of the Temple of the Crimson.”

      Taztaloria stepped forward and stared at Mhalkhor, who gazed back with relaxed calm.

      “A wise offer, First of the Devout,” said Taztaloria. “You must know that the Heptarchy will soon conquer all of Andomhaim, and then we shall march upon the surrounding lands.”

      “Such a fate is inevitable,” said Mhalkhor. “The wise seek to ride upon the wave rather than fighting it.”

      “I perceive you have been mutated by dark magic,” said Taztaloria.

      “We have, honored priestess,” said Mhalkhor. “In ancient times, a lord of the dark elves worked his will upon us, reshaping us to serve him. But we have departed his stronghold, and the High King of Andomhaim is our bitter foe. In all the centuries of Andomhaim’s history, few have ever inflicted such defeats on the High King as those won by the legions of the Heptarchy. We have come to your side that we might join you, that Andomhaim might be destroyed and all the world brought to proper order.”

      Aeliana could have laughed. Mhalkhor had spoken no lies, but he still wasn’t telling the truth.

      And she could see that Taztaloria wanted to believe it.

      The spiderling priestesses were curious, but they were also ambitious. Taztaloria had become the High Priestess of the Temple of the Crimson after her predecessor Mayascora had gotten herself killed in a wasteful blunder, which made her one of the seven most powerful priestesses in the Heptarchy. If she secured the conquest of Andomhaim, her prestige would become unassailable. And if she brought the Devout, a nation of powerful mutated orcs, into the Heptarchy without any bloodshed, her authority would rise further.

      The spiderling’s face was calm, but Aeliana could all but see the greed shining in her green eyes.

      “You must realize, of course, that we are at war,” said Taztaloria. “Indeed, the assembled army of the High King and his allies are gathered outside the Western City. We have already skirmished with them. You will soon have a chance to prove your faith, Mhalkhor of the Devout. How many men have you brought to our aid?”

      “I regret, honored priestess, that we have only brought a pittance,” said Mhalkhor. “A mere thirty thousand warriors.”

      Taztaloria didn’t even blink. Aeliana admired the self-control. The other high priestesses did not share that control and began murmuring to one another.

      “Thirty thousand?” said Taztaloria at last.

      “Yes, we are marching along the coast road,” said Mhalkhor.

      “And all of your warriors can use dark magic?” said Taztaloria.

      “We can, honored priestess,” said Mhalkhor. “Not all with equal skill, of course. Magic is like any other talent, possessed in greater or lesser degrees in any individual. But our magic allowed us to cloak our passage from the men of Andomhaim and their damnable Shaluuskan allies. I believe we have come undetected to Cintarra.”

      The murmuring from the other priestesses grew louder. A flicker of annoyance went through Taztaloria’s eyes, and she shot a glance at the other spiderlings. The murmurs stopped. The Chosen Guards remained silent as statues throughout the entire exchange.

      “It occurs to me, Warlord,” said Taztaloria, “that an opportunity presents itself. With thirty thousand men, Mhalkhor’s warriors will present a serious threat to the High King. They could cross the River Cintarra north from here and strike the host of Andomhaim from behind as our men issue from the walls. We could crush the High King between us.”

      “We could,” said Agravhask, “though I expect that Mhalkhor and his people would want some sort of reward.”

      “Ah, we’ve come to the haggling, is that it?” said Taztaloria. “Well, my lord Mhalkhor, what sort of reward would you like once Andomhaim is crushed?”

      “Our needs are simple, honored priestess,” said Mhalkhor. “We have no homeland of our own. Perhaps once the High King is defeated, you might grant us lands within Andomhaim? My people would welcome a homeland of our own and in exchange would serve eagerly in your armies. For is it not the nature of the orc to rejoice in battle?”

      Once again, Aeliana admired the skill of the deception. Mhalkhor had said nothing that was technically untrue. Agravhask had told her that it was common practice in the Heptarchy to uproot a rebellious nation from its homeland, settle them elsewhere, and grant the rebels’ lands to those who had remained loyal to the Seven Temples.

      “I believe we could reach an arrangement, should you be willing to serve the seven goddesses,” said Taztaloria.

      “Why not?” said Mhalkhor. “All men must serve a god, is that not so? The heart is made for worship. The blood gods of the orcish kindred have proven feeble and impotent. But we have seen the power of your goddesses, High Priestess. Cintarra fallen in a day, and the High King slain! Who could refute such a display of power?”

      “I am pleased that you are a man of sound reason,” said Taztaloria. “We must discuss a treaty with the lords of your kindred and sign it this very day. Warlord?”

      “I have ordered the forum before the eastern gate cleared off and guarded,” said Agravhask. “Mhalkhor and his lords will make their vassalage to the Seven Temples there.”

      “We await it eagerly, High Priestess,” said Mhalkhor.

      Taztaloria smiled, and Aeliana saw that the High Priestess had taken the bait.

      “Excellent,” said Taztaloria. “Let us delay no further, then.”

      They set off for the forum before the eastern gate.
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      Taztaloria’s mind whirled with plans as she strode with her Chosen Guards and fellow high priestesses.

      This was a stroke of good fortune, and Taztaloria intended to seize it. It was, of course, possible that Mhalkhor was deceiving her or that this was some sort of elaborate trap. Yet Agravhask had believed the First of the Devout, and the Warlord was a difficult man to fool. For that matter, as far as Taztaloria knew, Agravhask had never spoken a false word to her or any of the other priestesses.

      He would not have lived for so long had he been in the practice of lying to his superiors.

      And it was not outside the realm of possibility that the Devout had seen the Heptarchy invasion and decided to ally themselves with the inevitable victors. Such things had happened before in the Heptarchy’s long history. Not all the nations, city-states, and tribes ruled by the Seven Temples had been subdued through brute force. Some had been wise enough to see where their best interests lay and had voluntarily submitted, sometimes betraying their more rebellious neighbors in the process. Taztaloria suspected a similar dynamic was at play here.

      Perhaps it was a ruse, but the opportunity was too useful to be disregarded. If Mhalkhor had indeed brought such a large host to Cintarra, and if he was willing to follow the lead of Agravhask, the Warlord could smash the High King’s army in a single day. From there, the conquest of the rest of Andomhaim would proceed far quicker than Taztaloria had planned. She might be able to enthrone Aeliana Carhaine as a puppet High Queen in Tarlion within the space of two years.

      And then, once Andomhaim had been secured, it would be time to dispense with Warlord Agravhask.

      Taztaloria’s predecessor had made the mistake of hating the Warlord, which had been a capital error. It had clouded Mayascora’s thinking and led to her untimely demise. Taztaloria didn’t hate Agravhask. Indeed, she admired the clarity of his thinking and his military skill. But he was far too popular with the soldiers, and that dark sword he carried was dangerous. Best to eliminate Agravhask before he became a problem in the future. Taztaloria would reward his service with a quick and painless death. Considering the kind of executions the priestesses could inflict, some of them lasting months, it would be a mercy.

      That, and Agravhask was far too dangerous to toy with. If one had to kill a deadly snake, it was best done quickly with a single killing blow.

      They strode into the forum before the eastern gate, and Taztaloria put aside her musings. Such things were a distraction from the needs of the moment, another capital error. If she handled this negotiation right, she could bring another thirty thousand warriors into the Heptarchy’s force, all in exchange for the promise of land at a future date. Nor would that promise be difficult to keep. Taztaloria suspected they would have to purge many rebels before Andomhaim was subjugated, and there would be lands to spare. Indeed, Mhalkhor’s people might help the devastated lands become productive far sooner than they would have otherwise.

      As Agravhask had promised, the eastern forum had been sealed off, with Chosen Guards blocking the streets. A large group of Devout orcs had gathered in the center of the forum, about seventy strong. Most of them wore chain mail and plate, though about a score of them had robes like Mhalkhor’s. All of the Devout had those strange blue tumors on their temples. No doubt all of them could use dark magic in much the same way that every man of the Dragon Cult had been able to use elemental magic, at least until Merovech had gotten his army wiped out at Shadow Crown Hill.

      Agravhask stopped between Taztaloria and the Devout, and the priestesses and Chosen Guards came to a halt. Mhalkhor walked to the Warlord’s side, and Taztaloria waited for him to make the necessary introductions.

      “Do you have them?” said Agravhask.

      “We do, Warlord,” said Mhalkhor.

      Taztaloria scowled. Did they have what?

      The twenty robed Devout stepped forward and shimmered, their appearances changing as they wrapped spells of illusion about themselves.

      And the twenty Devout took the guise of spiderling priestesses.

      Taztaloria blinked in surprise. She found herself looking at a perfect duplicate of herself, identical in every detail. The other priestesses murmured in surprise, and a few of her Chosen Guards drew their swords.

      “Warlord!” demanded Taztaloria. “What…”

      Violence exploded throughout the courtyard.

      The armored Devout orcs rushed forward, casting spells and raising weapons. Aeliana, Ricatus, and Merovech all drew their dark soulblades, the swords howling with crimson flame. The three of them killed five high priestesses in the blink of an eye. The Chosen Guards blocking the streets blurred, dismissing their illusion spells, and Taztaloria saw that they had been more robed Devout orcs.

      Treachery.

      Taztaloria snarled and drew in enough dark magic to kill every single damned one of the Devout orcs in the square.

      But then Agravhask was in front of her.

      The Warlord moved in a blur, far faster than his size would indicate, and suddenly his huge hands clamped on either side of her head.

      And in that final instant, Taztaloria realized the truth.

      She had been right about Agravhask. He had been far too dangerous to leave alive.

      The Warlord had simply thought the same thing about her…and he had acted first.

      Delay. Another capital error.

      Agravhask snapped her neck without saying a word, and darkness swallowed Taztaloria, the High Priestess of the Temple of the Crimson.
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      Velscorzia, High Priestess of the Temple of the Viridian, shrieked in fury and started to cast a spell.

      Both the shriek and the spell came to an end as Aeliana swept Ruinheart through the priestess’s neck. Velscorzia was a potent sorceress, armored in mighty wards, but that meant nothing to Ruinheart. The dark soulblade sheared through her neck without slowing, and Aeliana felt her sword’s exultation as it feasted upon the life force of the dead spiderling.

      She whirled, seeking another foe, but the fight was over.

      Agravhask’s trap had worked. The priestesses had been slaughtered, as had their accompanying Chosen Guards. Some of the Devout had been killed by the fury of the priestesses, but the trap had closed too quickly for the spiderlings to escape. Agravhask had killed a third of the priestesses himself, both with Shieldruin and by simply snapping their necks. Aeliana wondered if he had killed Taztaloria first out of spite but then realized that Agravhask had simply killed the most dangerous spiderling immediately.

      She looked around as the Devout who had blocked off the streets resumed the forms of Chosen Guards. Agravhask sheathed Shieldruin and looked to Mhalkhor, who had killed three of the Chosen Guards himself, overwhelming their wards with his dark magic.

      “How long will your men be able to maintain their disguises?” said Agravhask.

      Aeliana glanced at the disguised Devout, who stood wrapped in their illusions. They looked exactly like the dead priestesses. The disguise would fool the common soldiers, and she suspected it would trick the lower-ranking priestesses as well. She wondered if a sorceress of sufficient skill would be able to detect the illusion.

      “Indefinitely, Herald,” said Mhalkhor. “Our wizards are trained well in such skills. We can hold the disguises for as long as necessary.”

      “Good,” said Agravhask. “Dispose of the bodies as we discussed and start bringing your men into the city. I shall have our new ‘Taztaloria’ announce that the Devout have joined the Heptarchy. When the final Herald joins us, we will open the Great Eye and march on Cathair Kaldran.”

      “And then our lord and god’s purpose shall be fulfilled,” said Mhalkhor, “and the cosmos be remade.”

      Aeliana felt Ruinheart shiver with anticipation in her hand, and she shared the sword’s eagerness. Was the emotion her own, or did it come from the dark soulblade?

      Ricatus let out a nasty laugh and sheathed Ghostruin. “A pity I didn’t get to kill Taztaloria myself. I would have enjoyed cutting the mouthy bitch’s throat.”

      “Best keep such thoughts to yourself, sir,” said Merovech. “The other priestesses would take it ill.”

      Ricatus gave Merovech an annoyed look. “I know that, I’m not a…”

      Agravhask took a long step towards the northwest, his brow furrowing.

      Aeliana looked in that direction just in time to see a brilliant flash appear over the Western City. The northern part of the Western City, unless she missed her guess. Perhaps the gate itself. Had that been a powerful spell of some kind?

      “What the hell was that?” said Ricatus.

      “Hasten,” said Agravhask. “The city is under attack.”
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      The plan, in the end, was simple enough.

      That was just as well. Ridmark found that the more complicated a plan of battle, the more likely it was going to fall apart.

      Moriah and Helmut had a comprehensive knowledge of the upper levels of the Shadow Ways. After the rebels escaped into the Deeps, the Heptarchy continued its patrols of the Shadow Ways, usually arachar orcs led by kyralven battle wizards, but not with the same intensity as when the priestesses had sought for Prince Tywall. Ridmark and his followers would have no trouble crossing the Shadow Ways to emerge near the northern gate of the Western City.

      After that, it would get harder.

      For obvious reasons, the northern gate was well-defended. Kyralven Ordinariates oversaw the gate, commanding both Chosen Guards and regular arachar soldiers. The forum before the gate, once a merchant square, had been transformed into a rallying point. Reserve companies of soldiers waited there, ready to rush to the ramparts should the defenders need reinforcement. As a final difficulty, Ridmark and his men could not simply push the gates open. The northern gate was controlled by an elaborate mechanism of gears and counterweights. On the plus side, opening the doors would be as easy as pulling a lever.

      On the downside, that lever was very well-guarded.

      Which meant the plan had to be simple.

      They would attack, kill everyone in the gatehouse, open the doors, and hold the gate until the taalkrazdors arrived.

      But Helmut thought he might be able to arrange a distraction.
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      Niall followed Ridmark and Moriah through the Shadow Ways.

      He had gotten to know the Shadow Ways quite well after the Heptarchy had conquered Cintarra, and he had been in this passage before. It was part of the catacombs, the walls lined with niches holding skeletons draped in crumbling shrouds. Moriah had told Niall that in ancient times, the men of Cintarra had dug the Shadow Ways to serve as tombs for the dead of their city. That had worked right up until they had broken into the maze of subterranean ruins, letting in the creatures that roamed the underground labyrinth.

      The practice of burying the dead beneath the city had come to an abrupt halt.

      Niall supposed it was just as well. If the Princes of Cintarra had not dug too deeply, Niall and Moriah would not have been able to escape. The Princes who had ordered the construction of the catacombs had not known that they would one day save the life of their descendant Prince Tywall.

      “Here,” said Moriah, coming to a stop. She pointed at a side passage that opened off the left wall. “The entrance is through there.”

      Ridmark nodded. “You and Calem go together and look. You both have wraithcloaks, so if there are arachar up there, you can withdraw and warn us.”

      Niall could tell that Moriah would have rather gone alone, but she only nodded. For his part, Niall was relieved that Moriah would have someone to watch her back. Calem was just as fast as a Swordbearer and deadly skilled with a sword.

      Moriah and Calem headed into the side passage, and Niall watched as they climbed a ladder of iron rungs set into the wall. Calem went first, easing open a trapdoor, and lifted his head and peered around. He disappeared through the trapdoor, and then Moriah followed him.

      Niall waited, his heart drumming against his ribs as he imagined a mob of arachar orcs attacking Moriah.

      “Lady Moriah is your betrothed?” said Sir Tamlin in a low voice.

      Niall blinked and looked at the older man. “Yes, that’s right.”

      “So how does a Swordbearer become betrothed to a master thief?” said Tamlin.

      “The High King pardoned her,” said Niall at once. Though Accolon had been the Crown Prince then, but Arandar had ratified every decision his son had made in his regency of Cintarra. “And I wasn’t a Swordbearer when we met, I wasn’t even a knight. We…”

      Moriah poked her head down through the trapdoor. “Clear. We can come up.”

      The men started moving forward, heading for the ladder.

      “The wait before a battle is easier when you’re distracted,” said Tamlin.

      “Suppose that’s why soldiers play so much dice,” said Niall.

      One by one, they climbed up the iron ladder and into a warehouse.

      Or, at least, it had once been a warehouse. Now it held spare parts for the ballistae mounted on the city’s walls. The Azrikai engineers had seized the grain that had once been stored here, transferring it to the Heptarchy’s supply caches in the ruins of the harbor district, and had used the warehouse as a workshop for assembling ballistae. Currently, the warehouse was empty save for siege engine parts, shafts of sunlight coming through the skylights overhead.

      This ought to be a safe enough place to wait. Someone would need ballista parts eventually, but Helmut said the men of Andomhaim had stayed out of siege engine range, and so there had been no need for the ballistae to fire. But Niall knew they would not need to wait long.

      Either they were going to open the gate of Cintarra today, or they would all be dead by nightfall.

      It was a sobering thought and no less sobering for all the times that Niall had considered the idea of impending death. He looked at Moriah and was grateful for the time they had enjoyed together, however brief it had been. Niall wanted more time with her, much more time.

      He supposed the only way to gain it was to fight and win.

      “Now we wait?” said Tamlin to Lord Ridmark.

      “It will be a short time,” said Ridmark. “Selene, Moriah, get on the roof and watch. As soon as you see the smoke, we’ll move.” He looked towards the warehouse doors. “But if you don’t see it, we will have to move by midday. I don’t know how long we have until the priestesses discover we killed the guards in the thainkul, but we’ll need to have the gate open by then.”
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      But as it happened, Ridmark had been right. They did not have to wait long.

      They had been in the warehouse for less than a half hour when Selene and Moriah scrambled down the stairs.

      “I see the smoke,” said Selene. “One of the shops near the forum caught fire. That halfling of yours came through.”

      “Helmut always keeps his word,” said Moriah.

      “We have to hurry,” said Ridmark, looking over the knights. “Selene?”

      Selene nodded, grinned, and snapped her fingers. Silver light flashed around her, and once again, she took the guise of Siaxala, spiderling priestess of the Temple of the Crimson.

      “Do I look convincing?” said Selene.

      “Very,” said Ridmark. “Let’s move.”

      He thrust open the doors to the warehouse. They were wide enough to accommodate a wagon and a team, and no doubt in happier times merchant wagons had backed into the warehouse to unload goods. Selene went first, gliding forward with arrogant hauteur, and Ridmark, Niall, Moriah, Tamlin, Gavin, and Calem followed her. The remaining Swordbearers, Arcanius Knights, and Magistri came after.

      They left the main street without anyone seeing them and turned into an alleyway. To the west, Ridmark saw a plume of dense black smoke rising against the sky. Helmut had promised that his associates could set fire to one of the shops overlooking the forum, and the halfling had come through. If they lived through this, Ridmark would make sure that Helmut received a reward from Accolon.

      The narrow alley passed between two shops and opened into the forum, and Ridmark peered through. Hundreds of arachar soldiers occupied the forum, but their attention was on the burning shop, a three-story building of brick and tile that was nonetheless wreathed in flames. Thick black smoke poured from the windows.

      “Selene,” whispered Ridmark. “Go!”

      Selene hastened into the square, her illusionary black robe rippling around her. A few of the arachar saw her, and Selene raised her voice and began to bellow commands. Seeing a priestess, the arachar hastened to obey. Soon Selene had taken command of the firefighting effort, marshaling all the available arachar under her control.

      Which meant that the arachar in the forum were looking at the fire and not at the gate and its towers. Some of the arachar on the ramparts had taken an interest, but with the fire under control, their captains had asserted themselves and ordered the arachar to turn their attention back to the enemy army.

      It was as good of a chance as Ridmark was likely to have.

      “Gavin, Calem,” said Ridmark. “Take your group to the western tower. I’ll take the east. Move!”

      They hurried out of the alley and split up, with Gavin’s and Calem’s group heading towards the western tower and Ridmark hurrying towards the eastern. He broke into a run, Moriah, Niall, and Tamlin right behind him. They had only bare moments before someone realized that something was wrong.

      Ridmark was two-thirds of the way to the gate when he heard the shouts of alarm. They had been discovered. He rushed forward and slammed into the door, a burst of soulblade-enhanced strength ripping aside the bar and sending the door swinging inward to bang against the wall.

      He stepped into a large octagonal room. Four arachar soldiers sat at a table in the center, and they surged to their feet. Ridmark was faster, and he attacked, Oathshield a blur in his hand. He killed two arachar before the remaining soldiers could raise their weapons, and by then, the rest of his men stormed into the room. Tamlin killed another arachar with a blast of magical lightning, and Niall cut down the remaining soldier.

      Oathshield shivered in Ridmark’s hand, the blade burning with white flame, and he shot a look towards the stairs leading up to the next level. A Chosen Guard stood there, stern in his crimson plate armor, blue flames playing around his hands as he began a spell of dark magic. Ridmark sprinted forward, calling on Oathshield’s power to protect, and the three-eyed orc flung a blast of shadow fire. Oathshield blocked the dark spell, and Ridmark bounded up the stairs. The Chosen Guard began to reach for his sword, but Ridmark bashed him across the face with his shield. The three-eyed orc overbalanced and fell off the stone steps, and Ridmark heard his leg break when he hit the floor. Before the Chosen Guard could cast another spell, Moriah finished him off with a quick stab.

      “Quickly!” said Ridmark. “After me!”

      He rushed up the stairs, leading the way to the next room, which was likewise filled with arachar orcs scrambling for their weapons. Ridmark had inspected the walls of Cintarra with Accolon before they left the city to march against the Dragon Cult, and he knew they would have to climb three levels of the tower before reaching the room with the machinery that controlled the gate. Of course, that did not count any forces that might come from the ramparts.

      The arachar orcs fought hard, but it was clear they had not expected Swordbearers and Arcanius Knights, and Ridmark’s men made short work of them. He heard the distant booming of drums through the stone walls of the tower and knew that the alarm had been raised. Time was almost gone.

      They had to open the gate now or never.

      Ridmark cut his way through the third level and kicked open the door to the machinery room.

      It was a long rectangular chamber, with arrow slits on either side overlooking the forum and the road to the north. Gears and machinery lined the stone walls. In the center of the room was a massive steel lever that would open and close the gate’s doors. Three spiderling priestesses in their black robes stood before the lever, flanked by Chosen Guards.

      “Take them!” shouted one of the priestesses in arachar orcish, and as one, both the spiderlings and the Chosen Guards began casting spells.

      Ridmark and the other Swordbearers rushed at the enemy, calling on their soulblades to defend against dark magic, and the Arcanius Knights began casting spells. Dark magic ripped from the hands of the priestesses, and Ridmark deflected a spell, saw Niall do the same. One of the Arcanius Knights screamed as a ribbon of shadow struck him, curling around his throat and crushing his neck. A Chosen Guard stepped into Ridmark’s path, all three eyes shining with blue fire, and Ridmark parried, blocking the three-eyed orc’s shadow-wreathed blade.

      The door on the far side of the machinery room burst open, and Gavin and Calem charged inside, more Swordbearers and Arcanii following them. Calem sailed across the room in a single spell-enhanced leap, his head missing the ceiling by maybe half an inch, and killed one of the priestesses with a chop of his sword.

      The defense collapsed, thought the priestesses took two more Arcanii and one of the Swordbearers with them in death.

      Ridmark wrenched Oathshield free from a dead Chosen Guard and shot a quick look around. The machinery room was secure, but it would not be for long. Through the arrow slits, Ridmark saw mobs of arachar soldiers rushing through the forum. Selene might have been able to distract them with the fire and her illusionary disguise, but that ruse would not last long in the face of an obvious attack on the gate.

      “Gavin, get the gate open,” said Ridmark. “I need to send the signal.” The younger Swordbearer nodded and ran to the lever, pulling on it with both hands. It slid back smoothly, and the gears in the wall turned with a clanging noise, the counterweights sliding through greased grooves. The floor shuddered, and over the clanging, Ridmark heard the groaning as the doors began to swing open.

      He ran to one of the arrow slits facing north and reached into his belt pouch, drawing out the enspelled stone sphere that Antenora had given him. She had said that he would only need concentrate upon it when the time came, that the magic in the stone would respond to his intent. For a second, Ridmark felt foolish, standing there holding a stone, but it began to glow in his hand, and he felt it warm.

      He flung the stone out the arrow slit. The throw should have taken it to the road, but instead the magic of the stone lifted it upward. It glowed with a brilliant light that would be visible even in the brightness of the morning, and Ridmark heard shouts and trumpets from the distant siege camps.

      The army of the High King was coming, and Ridmark glimpsed the glint of light as taalkrazdors began to lumber forward.

      “They’re coming,” said Ridmark, turning from the window.

      “Now what?” said Moriah.

      “Now we hold this room until the taalkrazdors and the Anathgrimm are in the city,” said Ridmark. “We cannot let them close the gate.”

      He gave commands, splitting his men in two once more. One group would hold the entrance to the western tower, the other the eastern, and together they would keep anyone from closing the gate.

      No matter what the cost.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Blood covered the floor of the machinery room, along with the bodies of slain arachar orcs. That did not daunt the soldiers of the Heptarchy, and another wave of them rushed up the stairs, shields leading, swords drawn back to strike.

      Moriah moved to intercept them, her own sword raised.

      The dwarven scout armor gave her advantages, and she used them to full effect. She had realized that the arachar orcs did not have weapons that could penetrate dwarven steel, so Moriah stepped into their attacks, letting their blades hit her cuirass and helmet.

      That hurt. Their blades couldn’t penetrate the armor, and the enspelled dwarven steel soaked up most of the impact, but some of it translated to her flesh. Moriah had no wounds and no broken bones, but if they lived through this, she was going to have some nasty bruises.

      Given all the arachar orcs she had killed today, Moriah wasn’t going to complain about some bruises.

      She fought alongside Niall, Ridmark, Sir Tamlin, and half the remaining Swordbearers and Arcanii, cutting down the arachar as they tried to reach the lever. The Arcanii hung back, flinging bursts of elemental magic down the stairs. That killed some of the arachar, but more of them forced their way up, shielded by the dark magic of priestesses or kyralven Ordinariates.

      Then it fell to Moriah and the others to kill the arachar.

      Greenish-black blood flew from a wound as Moriah killed another arachar, her sword ringing in her grasp. She could see chips forming on the blade. That wasn’t good – the sword hadn’t been forged to handle the augmented strength provided by her armor. Before too much longer, she was going to break the sword against something.

      An arachar orc lunged at Niall, and Moriah stepped up to him and plunged her sword into the soldier’s side. She had spent most of the fight watching Niall’s back, making sure that the arachar didn’t get behind him because he was fighting with a fury, hacking down any arachar and Chosen Guards that got too close. Blasts of fire and lightning ripped past Moriah and the Swordbearers, slashing into the arachar orcs. She made sure to stay out of the way of the spells since she had learned the hard way her armor wasn’t nearly as resilient against magic as it was against physical force.

      The arachar orc she had killed fell over, ripping Moriah’s sword hilt from her hand. The blade had lodged against the orc’s spine, and even with her armor’s enhanced strength, she had been unable to pull the sword free. Well, it had almost been ruined anyway. Moriah ducked and snatched up another sword, one of the blades previously carried by a Chosen Guard. It was a longsword fashioned of red steel. When going into battle, the Chosen Guards wreathed the swords in dark magic, but the weapon itself wasn’t magical, just a piece of well-fashioned metal.

      She killed another arachar orc with the sword and looked for another foe.

      But there were none left.

      Moriah looked around, blinking sweat from her eyes behind her helmet. Dozens of dead arachar choked the floor and the stairs, but no more came from the lower levels of the tower. She shot a quick look over her shoulder across the room and saw that the attackers coming from the western tower had stopped as well.

      “Why would they give up?” said Niall, his voice rough. He was covered in sweat and blood, none of it his own, thankfully.

      Some dust fell from the ceiling, and Moriah felt the floor tremble.

      Her first thought was that it was an earthquake. There had never been an earthquake in Cintarra as far as she knew, but after all the disasters the city had already suffered, why not an earthquake? Her second thought was that the priestesses had gathered to combine their powers and unleash a storm of dark magic upon the gate. But while Niall’s soulblade and the swords of the other Knights of the Soulblade still burned with white fire, the intensity had dimmed. There were fewer wielders of dark magic nearby, not more.

      The shaking got worse.

      “An earthquake?” said Sir Tamlin. A finger of lightning crawled up and down his sword, and for a moment, the harsh smell of ozone drowned out the reek of blood and ruptured bowels. “If there’s an earthquake, we need…”

      “Not an earthquake,” said Ridmark. The Shield Knight had fought like a storm, cutting down Chosen Guard after Chosen Guard. He seemed as grim and as implacable as ever, as if this kind of battle was nothing unusual for him. Maybe it wasn’t.

      “The taalkrazdors,” said Gavin. “The arachar are moving to face the taalkrazdors. Look.”

      He pointed at one of the arrow slits to the north, and Moriah looked through it.

      The sight that greeted her…

      It was like watching an avalanche of dwarven steel roll down the side of a mountain.

      Twenty dwarven taalkrazdors thundered towards Cintarra. The immense suits of dwarven armor stood twelve feet tall, and each one had to weigh thousands of pounds. Yet they ran with light grace, as fast as a running horse if not faster.

      Even as Moriah crossed to the southern wall and looked into the forum, the taalkrazdors stormed through the gate and into the forum. The arachar orcs had rushed into formation, a shield wall blocking off the square. Their shields were raised, their swords drawn back to strike, and they stood with the iron discipline of the Heptarchy soldiers.

      But in all their conquests and battles, the arachar legions of the Heptarchy had never faced the dwarves of the Three Kingdoms.

      The dwarven titans stampeded into the arachar ranks like men running through high grass. The arachar didn’t slow them at all. In a matter of seconds, the entire Heptarchy defense of the forum collapsed. The taalkrazdors wielded immense swords as long as Moriah was tall, and they swung them with blurring speed, cutting down dozens of arachar with every blow. In the blink of an eye, scores of arachar died, and the remaining orcs fell back, pouring into the streets leading to the Western City proper. Some of the taalkrazdors pursued them, while several of them turned and leaped. Once again, the floor shuddered beneath Moriah’s boots, and she heard the clang of impact, followed by screams. A few of the taalkrazdors had scaled the walls and now were clearing the ramparts of arachar orcs.

      Moriah looked back to the north and saw men rushing from Accolon’s camp towards the gate. The Anathgrimm orcs took the lead, somehow maintaining formation even as they sprinted. Humans in armor followed them, several hundred Knights of the Soulblade, ready to combat any enemy priestesses and battle wizards, and then the orcs of Khaluusk and Rhaluusk. The entire army of the High King was unfolding, moving to attack the city and guard its flanks against a counterattack.

      “My God,” Moriah heard herself say. “We did it. We actually did it.”

      Tamlin grinned. “Did you ever doubt, my lady?”

      “Aye, we did it, but this is just the beginning,” said Ridmark. “Agravhask is not going to sit back and let us take the city. We need to secure the Western City as soon as possible. The seven bridges over the River Cintarra. We need to hold them all. The counterattack will come through there. And we need to find and kill Agravhask. Follow me!”

      Ridmark rushed down the stairs, weaving around the dead orcs, and Moriah, Niall, and the others followed him.

      They emerged from the watch tower and into a scene of absolute carnage. Hundreds of dead arachar orcs lay everywhere, crushed and torn by the fury of the taalkrazdors, and Moriah glimpsed the dwarven titans moving down the main streets, smashing through the retreating arachar. She looked towards the walls and saw several taalkrazdors methodically moving down the ramparts, killing arachar along the way.

      “Ridmark!”

      Moriah’s head snapped to the side, and she saw Selene running towards them. The former urdhracos had dropped her illusionary guise and returned to her normal appearance, which was probably wise, given that twenty taalkrazdors had just smashed their way into the city.

      “Good work with the fire,” said Ridmark.

      Selene sighed as she came to a halt. “I wish I could have distracted them longer. Once you had the gate open, they wouldn’t listen to me. They realized what was about to happen.” She glanced around the corpse-strewn forum. “Not that it did them any good, poor devils.”

      “We won’t take them off-guard again,” said Ridmark. “As soon as the enemy gets organized, we can expect a counterattack.” He turned towards the gate as the Anathgrimm started to pour through it, pulled aside some of their centurions, and started giving orders. Companies of Anathgrimm broke off, moving to secure the streets.

      Moriah looked at Niall.

      “Guess we did it,” he said, voice weary.

      “Aye,” said Moriah, “but Lord Ridmark’s right. This is just beginning.”

      Niall nodded, his expression hardening.

      They had taken the gate.

      But the second battle of Cintarra was about to begin in earnest.
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      Tyrcamber and the others moved through the upper catacombs of Castle Aginwulf.

      He had no doubt that Rilmael would be able to find Theudeuric. This close, the Guardian said that his Sight could follow the currents of power with ease. Those currents would lead right to Theudeuric, and Tyrcamber intended to surprise and kill the Master of the Order of Blood.

      No knightly combat, no duels, no declarations or challenges. Tyrcamber intended to take dragon form and burn Theudeuric to cinders. His younger self, the man he had been before he had joined the Order of Embers, would have been horrified at such a thought. Fighting a battle in such a way would be unworthy of a knight. But Tyrcamber had seen endless war since, and he had seen thousands of good men lose their lives. He wanted to defeat the Fallen Order and bring peace to the Empire at last.

      And if ambushing Theudeuric was the best way to do it, so be it.

      They fought three battles in the catacombs’ upper levels. Bands of muridachs lurked in some of the chambers, armored in chain mail and spiked helmets and equipped with swords, spears, axes, and shields. They didn’t dare let a single muridach escape. If any of the ratmen made it to the surface, they could warn the Knights of Blood, and then there was no way Tyrcamber’s party could open the castle’s gates and take Theudeuric off-guard.

      Third’s talents proved useful. When they encountered the muridachs, she transported herself across the room and closed the far door, locking the muridachs within the chamber. They would try to rush her, of course, but her magic held them at bay, and then Tyrcamber and the men of the Order of Embers stormed the room. They cleared the muridachs swiftly, cutting them down with sword and spell.

      “Something’s off,” said Angaric after the third battle. Two score of dead muridachs lay scattered across the floor of a large chamber. Smoke rose from some of their bodies, thanks to the fire magic that Tyrcamber and the men of the Order of Embers had used in the fighting. The only thing that smelled worse than burned muridach flesh was burned muridach fur. Their musky fur smelled bad enough as it was but burning it was somehow worse.

      “You noticed it as well?” said Third.

      “The lack of undead,” said Rilmael. “We should have encountered more undead creatures by now.”

      “We did,” grunted Rudolf, wiping muridach blood from his sword blade. “They took the lives of several of my men.”

      “Aye, the wraiths,” said Rilmael. “But they had been bound to guard the hall of the soulstones. They might have been there for centuries. But what of other undead creatures? Theudeuric had thousands of them. There should be more down here.”

      Tyrcamber shrugged. “The muridachs like to live underground. Perhaps they’re simply more comfortable in these catacombs.”

      “I would think Theudeuric would send some of his undead to keep an eye on them,” said Angaric. “The ratmen might be afraid of him, but the muridachs are treacherous. A little reminder of the power of the Order of Blood might keep them loyal.”

      “Or perhaps the Fallen Order has all the undead upon the castle walls and the courtyard,” said Rudolf.

      “We’ll find out soon enough,” said Tyrcamber. “Let’s keep moving.”

      They left the dead muridachs behind and came to a chamber that looked like a cistern. Dozens of stone pillars supported the ceiling, and a few feet of water covered the floor. A stone walkway ran around the edge of the pool, the water lapping at its edge. Tyrcamber wondered how they had kept the cistern from draining into the catacombs below. The Order of Blood had some capable engineers.

      A faint yellowish-orange light came from a stairwell a quarter of a way around the stone walkway.

      “That’s the sky fire,” said Rudolf, pointing with his sword. “The stairs must lead up to the courtyard.”

      “Aye,” said Tyrcamber. “Follow me. If you see any foes, attack at once. We can’t let anyone escape to warn our enemy.”

      Rudolf nodded and passed the orders to his men.

      They circled around the walkway and came to the base of the stairs. They were broad and shallow and climbed up about forty feet. Over the top of the stairs, Tyrcamber could glimpse the edge of a massive tower and see a patch of the sky fire. They had come to the courtyard…and anyone in the courtyard would see attackers emerging from the cistern stairs.

      “We can’t just rush up there,” said Angaric. “They’ll see us coming a long way off.”

      “I will go ahead and scout,” said Third, sheathing her blades.

      Tyrcamber frowned. “You're wearing Dragontiarna armor. That will be obvious from a distance.”

      “It will,” said Third, “but I have a great deal of experience moving unseen. I can also travel away before anyone sees me, if necessary.”

      “Very well,” said Tyrcamber.

      Third glided up the steps. Despite her armor, she moved with absolutely no sound. Towards the top of the stairs, she ducked and peered over the edge and into the courtyard for a moment. Then she nodded to herself and disappeared in a pulse of blue flame.

      Tyrcamber settled in to wait.

      He did not wait long. About a minute later, blue fire swirled at the base of the stairs, and Third reappeared. Tyrcamber just caught the flicker of relief that went over Rilmael’s face before the Guardian returned to calm.

      “We are in luck,” said Third. “The stairs enter the courtyard only about twenty yards from the gatehouse.”

      “What of the enemy?” said Tyrcamber.

      Third frowned. “Their positions are strange. The undead are on the ramparts. The muridachs have in camps before the curtain walls. As far as I can tell, they are just sitting there. They ought to be patrolling or at least drilling, but they are waiting inside their tents.”

      Rudolf shrugged. “They must not expect an attack.”

      “Makes sense,” said Angaric. “If the Emperor’s army moved to strike, they would see it coming a long way off and would have ample time to prepare.”

      “I know where Theudeuric is,” said Third.

      “Where?” said Rilmael.

      “The great hall of the castle,” said Third. “I can sense him there. All the currents of necromantic power are drawing towards the great hall.” Her frown deepened. “Rilmael, I think he has nearly finished his spell. He is only hours away from completing it.”

      The Guardian nodded. “I can sense that as well.”

      “Meaning that every muridach we kill brings him that much close to finishing that spell,” said Tyrcamber. “And we still don’t know what he plans to do with that damned thing.”

      “No,” said Rilmael. “This is what I suggest, Sir Tyrcamber. You, Sir Angaric, Serjeant-captain Rudolf, and the men of the Order of Embers attack the castle gate. If you take dragon form, Sir Tyrcamber, that might be enough to break the gate.”

      “That will draw attention,” said Angaric.

      “It will,” said Rilmael. “From both the enemy and the Emperor’s army. They will attack at once. You will need only to hold until the Knights of Iron arrive.”

      “Where will we be?” said Third.

      Rilmael met her gaze. “We’re going after Theudeuric.”

      “By yourselves?” said Tyrcamber. “That seems folly.”

      “Third can transport us across the courtyard to the great hall,” said Rilmael. “The two of us can hold Theudeuric until you come to aid us, Sir Tyrcamber. By then, hopefully more reinforcements will have arrived from the Emperor.” He looked them over. “It’s up to us. The Dragontiarna Knights have always been the final defenders of the Frankish Empire, and when the cloak elven kingdoms still held sway, their Dragontiarna were their greatest champions as well.” He looked at Rudolf and the serjeants. “But without the men of the Imperial Orders, the Empire would have fallen long ago. If we are to defeat the Fallen Order and defend the people of the Empire, it is up to us.”

      Rudolf grunted. “Well, Guardian, no one can say that you aren’t willing to put your hand in the fire with the rest of us.”

      Rilmael snorted. “You would be surprised what some people think of me, sir.”

      “Not really. I’m a soldier. I doubt you could say anything that would shock me.”

      Tyrcamber took a deep breath. “Then let’s take the gate. Guardian, Lady Third, I’ll see you in the great hall. Try not to kill Theudeuric before I can arrive to help.”

      “We shall do our best,” said Third.

      Tyrcamber nodded, and they strode up the stairs and into the courtyard of Castle Aginwulf.

      The courtyard was wide and broad, with at least a hundred and fifty yards between the outer wall and the inner wall connecting the keeps. The drum towers were massive and linked by walls that were just slightly taller than the outer curtain wall. Tyrcamber saw ranks of minor undead standing guard upon the outer wall, along with undead goblins, though the inner walls were empty. The muridachs had raised camps along the base of the curtain wall, with the oddly beehive-shaped tents that the ratmen preferred, and just as Third had said, they were off their guard. Tyrcamber saw that no sentinels had been posted, and most of the ratmen were in their tents.

      Between two of the drum towers rose the great hall, a bulky rectangular building that looked like a church without a steeple or towers. Tyrcamber sensed the necromantic currents of power flowing into the great hall, and he saw the vortex of blue flame swirling overhead. As if that were not enough, the narrow windows flashed with harsh azure light. Theudeuric was in that great hall, casting his mighty spell.

      “God be with you, Sir Tyrcamber,” said Third.

      “And you,” said Tyrcamber. “I’ll see you in the great hall.”

      Third gripped Rilmael’s arm, and both of them disappeared in a pulse of blue flame.

      “Let’s move,” said Tyrcamber, and he and the men of the Order of Embers strode towards the castle’s gate. The gate had been built to the scale of the rest of the castle, an archway twenty feet high and twenty wide sealed with immense slabs of oak and iron. Two round towers topped with catapults rose on either side, and muridach warriors stood guard before the entrance to the watch towers.

      They made it about halfway before the guards realized that something was wrong.

      One of the muridach warriors let out a shrill cry of alarm. The cry came to an abrupt end when Rudolf cast a Lance spell that burned off the top of the muridach’s skull. But it was too late, and the cry went up and down the walls.

      “Go!” shouted Tyrcamber.

      “Shield spells!” bellowed Rudolf.

      As one, the serjeants cast Shield spells, and a half-second later, the muridachs and the undead goblins on the walls began hurling Lance spells. Fire and lightning and globes of hissing acid rained from the ramparts, but the Shield spells held. The men rushed towards the eastern gate tower, and Angaric summoned a fireball and hurled it. A sphere of flame the size of a grown man’s fist shot from Angaric’s hand, soared across the courtyard, and struck the thick door in the base of the tower. The fireball struck the door, blasted it off its hinges, and filled the room at the base of the tower with flames. Screams rang out, and the now-familiar odor of burning muridach fur came to Tyrcamber’s nostrils.

      Tyrcamber followed Angaric’s example, calling magic and working a fireball of his own. His spell hit the door to the western tower, blasting it off its hinges and filling the chamber beyond with flames. More screams filled his ears, and a burning muridach clawed its way out of the chamber, only to collapse dead to the courtyard. Horns began blowing from the walls, and muridachs poured from the camps, rushing towards the gate.

      But for now, the path was clear.

      “Get that damned gate open!” bellowed Rudolf. The serjeants hurried forward, throwing aside the heavy locking beams and thrusting the doors open. They swung on their hinges, revealing the road descending towards the Imperial army. Trumpets sounded in the camp of the Empire, and Tyrcamber glimpsed the Knights of Iron and the other heavy troops of the Empire rushing towards the castle.

      But they would not reach the castle before the muridachs pouring from the camps. Hundreds of them stormed towards the gate, and Rudolf, Angaric, and the remaining serjeants would be overrun.

      “Keep them off me for as long as you can,” said Tyrcamber.

      He strode forward, sheathing Kyathar, and he reached for the fire of the Malison. The power flowed through Tyrcamber, and he swelled and transformed, taking his dragon form. The muridachs faltered at the sight, though the undead continued towards the gate.

      Tyrcamber opened his jaws and called his fire.

      Torrents of flame erupted over his fangs, and he swept his head back and forth. Hundreds of undead went up like candles, and hundreds more muridachs died, caught in the torrent of dragon fire. The muridach attack reeled back, and Tyrcamber loosed more dragon fire, incinerating scores of ratmen.

      He did not want to think about how those deaths would empower Theudeuric’s spell, but he had no other choice.

      Tyrcamber’s fire kept the muridachs from overwhelming the gate in a single rush, and he turned the courtyard into a blanket of flame. But the muridachs circled behind him only to meet Angaric and Rudolf and the serjeants, and the men fought for their lives as Tyrcamber tried to keep the muridachs from overwhelming them.
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      The blue fire vanished, and Third and Rilmael appeared on the steps to the great hall.

      She heard the fighting behind them and wished to draw her swords and go to the aid of Tyrcamber and the men of the Order of Embers. They would not last long against the muridach horde. Yet aid was rushing from the Emperor’s army, and the necromantic power radiating from the great hall staggered Third. Theudeuric’s spell was almost finished, and every death in the courtyard was speeding it to completion.

      They had to stop him right now.

      “Straight at Theudeuric,” said Rilmael, lightning blazing along his staff as he summoned power. “Hit him with everything we have. If we can get Shadowruin away from him, that should weaken his magic.”

      “If we cannot defeat him straightaway,” said Third, “we shall have to wait until Tyrcamber can join us.”

      Rilmael nodded. “I’ll breach the doors.”

      “I will engage Theudeuric hand-to-hand,” said Third. “Stay back and hit him with spells, you have the greater magical skill.” She hesitated, wanting to say that she loved him, but knowing the need for haste.

      He only smiled. “I know. There will be time for that once Theudeuric has been slain.”

      “Then let us kill him and bring peace to the Empire,” said Third.

      Rilmael took his staff in both hands and swung it like a club. The head of the staff smashed into the doors with a blast of lightning and thunder as his power discharged. The wards upon the doors to the great hall shattered, and Rilmael’s magic flung them open.

      Third strode forward, raising Storm and Inferno.

      The great hall of Castle Aginwulf was a cavernous, gloomy space, pillars along the walls supporting the vaulted ceiling high overhead. The floor was bare of furniture, the walls empty of adornment. The dais that would have held a high table and the lord’s seat was empty.

      Theudeuric, Master of the Order of Blood, stood in the precise center of the hall. His eyes were closed, his gray-skinned face drawn with strain, symbols of blue fire burning on his black armor. Shadowruin waited in his right hand, blazing with crimson flame. Third sensed the immense torrents of necromantic force swirling through the great hall and knew that Theudeuric’s spell had almost reached its apex.

      But she would stop him before he could finish.

      Third drew on the fiery song in her blood, vanishing in a pulse of blue flame. She reappeared behind Theudeuric and stabbed her blades at his neck, intending to decapitate him.

      But Theudeuric whirled, Shadowruin sweeping for her head with terrific speed. Third reacted on instinct, her attack changing to a defense, and caught Shadowruin in the cross between her swords. The impact rocked her back a step. Thanks to her dark elven heritage, Third was stronger than a human woman and stronger than her size would indicate, but Theudeuric was stronger still.

      She slipped free from Shadowruin’s reach and sidestepped, slashing for Theudeuric’s head. The Master of the Order of Blood leaped backward, and as he did shadows exploded from him. Third had seen Theudeuric use that power before during the siege of Sinderost. He armored himself in wraiths bound to his will, with more of them serving as wings to bear him aloft. The shadowy haze that washed out from him also blocked Third’s power to travel.

      Third took a quick step back, anticipating an attack, and summoned her magic to cast a warding spell. Before Theudeuric could do anything, a lightning bolt slashed across the hall and coiled around him. The wraith-armor shuddered and rippled but held beneath the lightning. Third shot a quick look to the side and saw Rilmael running towards them, staff in hand.

      “Ah,” said Theudeuric. “The Guardian and the Dragontiarna Knight. Two obsolete relics about to perish with the old order of things.”

      “It’s over, Theudeuric,” said Rilmael. “The castle is about to fall.”

      Theudeuric laughed. “I’m afraid you don’t understand what is happening here, Guardian. It’s already too late. But, then, I don’t require your understanding, only your deaths.”

      Theudeuric swooped towards Third, fire crackling around Shadowruin as he cast a spell, and battle magic and the ring of steel against steel filled the great hall of Castle Aginwulf as the fight began.
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      Aeliana realized that something was very wrong.

      Agravhask had mounted his horse and rode in haste for the Prince’s Palace, Aeliana and the others following him. The false priestesses had likewise mounted their slain predecessors’ horses, following the Warlord, and Mhalkhor and the Devout hurried behind. As they rode from the eastern gate towards the Palace, Aeliana heard the distant clanging sound of steel on steel, accompanied by the occasional crackle and explosion of magical spells and a faint but steady roaring noise.

      The sound of thousands of men shouting at once, the sound of an advancing army.

      What the devil had happened while they had been dealing with the Devout? Had Accolon launched an all-out assault on the city? But that was madness. He didn’t have enough men to take the city by storm. Perhaps if he sent his dwarven titans to scale the walls and attack, that might force a breach. But the priestesses had skill enough to break the spells on the taalkrazdors, to rip them open and kill the dwarven warriors within them.

      Of course, Aeliana and the other Heralds had just killed the most powerful priestesses among the Heptarchy force, and she felt a flicker of misgiving. Then again, the wizards of the Devout ought to be able to match the priestesses for raw magical strength. For that matter, the dark soulblades could slice open the taalkrazdors as if they had been made of wet paper, not dwarven steel.

      Though come to think of it, Aeliana really didn’t want to fight a dwarven titan. One mistake, and the dwarven warrior in the armor would pound her into bloody pulp with a single blow.

      They rode into the forum before the Prince’s Palace, and Aeliana saw chaos, but organized chaos. Captains shouted orders, and companies of arachar soldiers moved through the streets. An arachar orc and a kyralven battle wizard saw them approaching and hurried over. The arachar orc was Vhastur, one of Agravhask’s lieutenants, a brutal and efficient killer. The kyralf was Valdrammis, a scholarly, quiet man who nonetheless preferred to incinerate his opponents with fire magic.

      “What news?” called Agravhask, reining up and leaping from his saddle. He did it with a fluid grace that seemed shocking in such an enormous man. Certainly, his speed had caught both Taztaloria and Malvaxon off-guard.

      “Warlord!” said Vhastur. “The enemy attacks! They have opened the northern gate of the Western City.”

      “Impossible!” said Ricatus.

      The arachar orc and the kyralf glanced at Ricatus and turned their attention back to the Warlord.

      “We’ve had messengers from the Western City,” said Valdrammis. “The gate is open, and the enemy is moving to strike in force.”

      “Impossible,” said Ricatus again. Aeliana wished he would stop saying that.

      “No. Just unlikely,” said Agravhask, his calm unfazed by his lieutenants’ alarm. “We can assume that the rebels and Prince Tywall escaped from the Deeps and joined Accolon Pendragon. Someone within the High King’s army, most likely the Shield Knight, saw the strategic possibilities of a secret path into Cintarra and exploited it.”

      “But we left a strong garrison in that dwarven thainkul,” said Ricatus.

      “They are dead,” said Agravhask, “killed to a man so no one could escape to warn us. Recriminations are useless. We must now act to prevent this crisis from worsening.” He turned back to Vhastur and Valdrammis. “Send all the reserve companies to the bridges. We must expect to lose the Western City. But the northern gate of the Eastern City remains secure, and the bridges are obvious bottlenecks. We must therefore hold them. Additionally, sound the recall. All our forces in the Western City must withdraw to the Eastern City at once.”

      Vhastur frowned. “We shall simply abandon the Western City to the enemy?”

      “The Western City is already lost,” said Agravhask. “But we will retake it soon enough.”

      “We have the superior numbers,” said Valdrammis.

      “We do,” said Agravhask. “But those will avail us little in the cramped spaces of the streets. It will be easy enough to trap the army of Andomhaim within the Western City and strangle it.”

      There was no further argument. Valdrammis and Vhastur ran to carry out the will of the Warlord.

      “Sir Ricatus,” said Agravhask. “As I recall, you obtained the power of flight from Ghostruin?”

      Ricatus frowned up at the Warlord. “I did.”

      “Please fly high enough over Cintarra to note the dispositions of the enemy force and return swiftly,” said Agravhask.

      “What if the enemy shoots at me with arrows?” said Ricatus. “Or spells?”

      “Then I suggest you fly high enough to stay out of range,” said Aeliana.

      Ricatus glowered at her.

      “I will go as well,” said Merovech, dismounting from his own horse.

      “I don’t need help,” said Ricatus.

      Merovech turned his burning gaze on Ricatus. “I have rather more experience commanding large numbers of troops than you.”

      “Both of you, go,” said Agravhask. “Quickly. Time is a dwindling commodity.”

      Ricatus hissed through his teeth but nodded and grasped Ghostruin’s hilt. Shadows wreathed him, spreading out into the shape of hazy wings, and he shot into the air, rising with considerable speed. Merovech strode to a relatively clear space in the forum and golden light rolled over his body. He transformed into the shape of the great black dragon and soared into the air, his wings flapping as he spiraled up.

      “Of all the damned times for them to attack,” said Aeliana. “It had to be now. While we were…” She glanced at the false Taztaloria and the other priestesses. “While we were introducing the high priestesses to the Devout.”

      “Behold the perversity of fate,” said Agravhask. Was there something almost like amusement in his calm voice? “The chaos of the cosmos. Something our lord shall correct when he reforges it. But first we must deal with our immediate difficulties.”

      “Do you truly plan to destroy the army of Andomhaim in the Western City?” said Aeliana.

      “If necessary,” said Agravhask. “I would prefer to avoid fighting the army of Andomhaim at all and preserve our strength for the fight at Cathair Kaldran. But war, Lady Carhaine, is a democracy, and the purest one of all. The enemy always gets a vote. We may have no choice but to annihilate the army of Andomhaim before the bearer of Shadowruin joins us.” He shrugged. “The best solution would be to wait until the High King’s army has moved entirely into the Western City and then place a siege of our own upon it, blocking both the gates and the seven bridges. Then we shall burn the Western City down with them inside it.”

      “Killing tens of thousands of people in the process,” said Aeliana.

      He seemed almost surprised. “Do you disapprove?”

      “Not at all,” said Aeliana. “I am pleased you are willing to do what is necessary to fulfill our lord’s vision. Better to just kill all our foes. Ricatus would want to keep them alive so he could gloat at them.”

      “Indeed,” said Agravhask. “What of you, Lady Carhaine? Would you wish the Shield Knight kept alive so you could taunt him in the final instant of his life?”

      Anger rolled through Aeliana at the comment, but he had a point. She would like that. She would like that very much.

      “No,” said Aeliana at last. “Let him burn instead. Let him die with Accolon Pendragon and know that he failed Arandar. Let him burn with his wife and know that his children will grow up as orphans. That suits me very well. But you said it yourself. The enemy might overrule our plans.”

      “Indeed,” said Agravhask. “But let us first hear what Sir Ricatus and Duke Merovech have to say.”

      Ricatus dropped from the sky and landed before them, his wings of shadow dissipating. Aeliana thought it rather showier than necessary. Merovech folded his wings and dove, golden fire enveloping his form. He resumed human form and landed next to Ricatus, who managed not to flinch.

      “What have you seen?” said Agravhask.

      “The gate is indeed open,” said Ricatus. “Those damned dwarven titans were the first ones through, and they shattered the defense. Your troops are falling back everywhere.” He scowled. “Just like the dwarves to be slow. If they had bothered to send aid while we were fighting the Dragon Cult…”

      “You would not now bear Ghostruin,” said Agravhask, which shut Ricatus up. “Duke Merovech?”

      “I suspect the taalkrazdors are creating a perimeter around the northern gate of the Western City,” said Merovech in his emotionless voice. “They also have some taalkrazdors on the ramparts and are methodically clearing the soldiers who have not already withdrawn. The Anathgrimm apes are leading the attack, along with more orcs and Swordbearers.”

      “As expected,” said Agravhask. He turned and summoned messengers, and the Warlord gave his orders. The Heptarchy was to abandon the Western City entirely, withdrawing over the bridges and back to the Eastern City. All seven bridges were to be held and fortified, producing strong points that the enemy would have no choice but to attack. All seven of the bridges were impressive, though the largest of them was the northernmost bridge, which overlooked Cintarra’s river harbor and docks. But the bridges could be held easily enough with a simple barricade, forcing the men of Andomhaim to attack in the face of arrows and missiles from siege engines.

      “What if they cross the river to attack the northern wall of the Eastern City?” said Ricatus.

      “They will not,” said Agravhask. “This is Accolon’s moment to strike, and he knows it. If he means to save his crown and his realm, he will throw all his strength into the attack on the Western City and the bridges. And if I am incorrect, the men of Andomhaim currently have no forces on the eastern side of the river. Such a movement would be obvious, and we would have ample time to prepare. Nonetheless, we will not have to hold for long. I expect the final Herald to join us today.”

      “Assuming nothing goes wrong,” said Aeliana.

      “Something always goes wrong,” said Agravhask. “We must navigate the chaos to our best advantage. Our objective is to preserve as much of our strength as possible for the coming assault on Cathair Kaldran. To that end, Lord Mhalkhor, I wish for you to start bringing the Devout orcs into the city. Once we have the means of opening the Great Eye, we shall have to move with great haste. Additionally, have our ‘priestesses’ move throughout our host. When the time comes to order the men through the gate to Cathair Kaldran, commands from the high priestesses shall help overcome their trepidation.”

      “It shall be done, Herald,” said Mhalkhor, and the Devout orc turned and strode away, swinging his ebony staff as he did.

      Aeliana listened as Agravhask gave a string of orders. He sent commanders to each of the seven bridges, instructing them to hold at all costs. Aeliana wondered at some of his choices and then realized that Agravhask expected that he might have to sacrifice the soldiers at the bridges, leaving them to hold off the foe while the rest of the army departed for Cathair Kaldran.

      Of course, that assumed the final Herald joined them, and they were able to use all five dark soulblades to open the Great Eye.

      The timing would be tight.

      Again Aeliana cursed the ill fortune of it. If they had only one more day! Or perhaps they should have foreseen this and placed a stronger guard in the dwarven thainkul or filled up the tunnel to the Deeps entirely. Yet it had seemed fantastical that the Wraith and Prince Tywall and their little band of rebels could escape the Deeps. Aeliana had been almost certain that they would wander the Deeps until they died of thirst or the dvargir took them into slavery or something ate them. The idea that they had escaped, reached Accolon, and brought back a force to open the gate seemed too fantastical to believe.

      Yet they had done it nonetheless. The evidence was before Aeliana’s eyes.

      It was disturbing how much it reminded her of Shadow Crown Hill. Aeliana had been certain of victory, sure that the day would end with the destruction of Andomhaim’s army and the victory of the Heralds of Ruin. Yet not only had the Dragon Cult been destroyed, the Theophract had been slain, a far heavier blow for the Warden’s cause.

      But perhaps it was different now. Before Shadow Crown Hill, Aeliana had been certain of victory. Now she was worried about defeat. Merovech had been in command at Shadow Crown Hill, but here Agravhask led their force. Perhaps he would find a path to victory where Merovech could not. And while Accolon might have found a way into Cintarra, the Heptarchy still had more than twice as many soldiers.

      Aeliana told herself that.

      Yet the unease would not leave her.

      Ruinheart shivered in its scabbard, and at the same instant, Aeliana saw a look of recognition go over the faces of Agravhask, Ricatus, and Merovech.

      She turned her head just in time to see the pillar of blue fire erupt from the heart of the forum.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            24

          

          
            The Great Spell

          

        

      

    

    
      Third attacked Theudeuric with every bit of skill and power she could muster.

      The Master of the Order of Blood swooped and dove around her, attacking with both spell and sword. Something in the speed of his blurring movements, of the way he hovered and darted back and forth, reminded Third of a hummingbird. Except hummingbirds, for the most part, were harmless. Theudeuric was not, and Third remembered well the bite of Shadowruin as the dark soulblade had plunged through her chest.

      She met his attacks with every weapon at her disposal. Storm and Inferno blazed with magic in her hands, lightning and fire pouring from their blades. Third matched Theudeuric’s blurring speed with the fiery song in her blood, reappearing and disappearing around him. As she did, she called to her magic, the Ward spell protecting her from the life-draining aura of his wraith-armor, and she hammered at him with blast after blast of elemental flame.

      From the outside, their battle must have looked strange, with Third disappearing and reappearing in pulses of blue fire, Theudeuric blurring back and forth, the wraith-armor and the crimson fire of Shadowruin making him into a specter of darkness and bloody flame. It would have made for a nightmarish spectacle.

      Despite that, Rilmael had no problem following it.

      Rilmael drew closer and closer, casting Lance spells infused with the magic of the Guardian’s mantle. He used elemental lightning, the brilliant light of the spells filling the great hall with white light and casting stark shadows everywhere. The power of the Guardian’s mantle proved more effective against Theudeuric’s defenses than Third’s elemental fire, and every hit rocked Theudeuric back, forcing the Herald of Ruin to turn his full attention to his defenses. Third seized the moment to strike, hammering at him with her blades. Several times her swords slipped past Shadowruin to land hits on Theudeuric, lightning and fire ripping from Storm and Inferno to soak into his wraith-armor.

      Theudeuric always reacted at once, snapping up his dark soulblade to deflect or leaping backward to retreat out of her reach. Rilmael took that opportunity to strike with his full power. When Third was close to Theudeuric, the Guardian had to hold back some of his power, but when he had a clear shot, he hit Theudeuric with everything he had. Lighting and fire ripped from the end of his staff, shredding into the wraith armor.

      Under other circumstances, Third might have felt grim amusement. Rilmael had shepherded the Empire since the time of the first Emperor Roland, and she knew how hard he had worked to defend humanity, to keep the dark elves from crushing the Frankish Empire on their way to Cathair Kaldran. The men of the Empire had always carried an undercurrent of suspicion towards Rilmael from lords who believed that Rilmael was only using the Empire as a shield for the cloak elves. That suspicion had been part of the reason the Order of Blood and the Dragon Cult had risen. But they had been the creations of the Theophract to use as weapons against Cathair Kaldran, which would have been amusing, had they had not been so deadly.

      But now Rilmael fought for the Empire and the cloak elves both, battling Theudeuric with the full power of his magic.

      Third pursued Theudeuric, her swords ringing against Shadowruin.
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      Tyrcamber opened his jaws and sent another gout of flame rolling across the courtyard, incinerating scores of undead and muridachs.

      Unfortunately, there were plenty more to take their place.

      The muridach camps had emptied, and the ratmen rushed towards the opened gate. Additional muridachs and undead poured from the drum towers, and they were more organized, forming into lines and casting overlapping Shield spells to defend themselves. The Shield spells were strong enough to hold back the dragon fire, and while Tyrcamber could still incinerate the minor undead and the muridachs who were too slow to get into formation, the great mass of the enemy force was pushing its way towards the gate.

      Angaric, Rudolf, and the serjeants fought there, hurling volleys of magical spells that the few muridachs and undead that got past Tyrcamber. Yet while Tyrcamber held back the enemy in the courtyard, he couldn’t do anything about the foes on the outer curtain wall. More muridachs sprinted along the ramparts to reach the gate. If the reinforcements from the Imperial army did not get here soon, Angaric and Rudolf and their men were going to get forced back, or worse, slaughtered.

      Tyrcamber had no choice left. He needed to take to the air and strike at the enemy from above. That would expose him to ballista fire from the towers of the curtain wall, to say nothing of the spells from the Knights of Blood. Tyrcamber was surprised that the necromancers hadn’t shown themselves yet.

      But they would, and when they did, the men at the gate would be overwhelmed.

      The risk didn’t matter. If Tyrcamber did not act now, they would have no chance of taking the castle. Third and Rilmael would be cut off without aid, and the men charging up the road to the gate would be slaughtered by the muridachs on the ramparts. He tensed, preparing to take wing.

      Something blue flickered against the sky overhead, and the castle shuddered.

      Tyrcamber glanced to the side just in time to see Ruari land on the curtain wall. She crushed a score of murdiachs beneath her dragon form. Her talons gripped the stonework, and her head snapped to the side. White mist exploded from her jaws, and it swept over the ramparts in a howling plume. Dozens of muridach and undead were caught in the mist, which thickened to granite-hard ice. With one blast of her freezing breath, Ruari blocked off the path to the towers of the gate.

      Her head swung to face the courtyard, and again she loosed the freezing mist. She swept it over the courtyard, and the blast of chill air washed over Tyrcamber. A sheet of glacial ice covered a hundred square yards of the courtyard, at least a foot thick, and hundreds of muridachs were caught within it like flies stuck in sap.

      Tyrcamber loosed his fire, and the flames rolled over the ice, which exploded into plumes of steam. The muridachs screamed as they were boiled alive, which was an even worse smell than simply burning them, and a curtain of steam sealed off the courtyard. Ruari leaped into the air, wings flapping, and breathed another cone of freezing air across the ground. Tyrcamber followed with more dragon fire, and fresh steam erupted across the courtyard. It would not last for long, but the curtains of searing air slowed the attack.

      Steel rang against steel behind Tyrcamber, and he turned his head, fearing that more muridachs had gotten behind him.

      Instead, he saw the Knights of Iron rushing to the aid of Angaric and Rudolf and their men, cutting down the last of the muridachs and the undead goblins near the gate in the process. The Knights of Iron studied the magic of elemental earth, and they used its power to infuse their armor with the strength of granite, making it near-impervious to harm. They augmented this advantage by wearing the heaviest armor among the warriors of the Imperial Orders, and both serjeants and knights of the Order of Iron waded into the fray, carrying heavy shields and wielding axes and maces. They poured through the gate, and soon more soldiers rushed past them, spreading into the courtyard like water pouring from a pitcher.

      Ruari circled once overhead and then landed next to Tyrcamber. Golden fire rolled over her body, and she shrank back to human form. Tyrcamber resumed his human shape as well, and the familiar wave of vertigo, of unreality, went over him. He shoved it aside at once. The battle was underway, and he had no time for such things.

      He hurried to Ruari’s side, and she looked up at him, face grave.

      “I thought you were going to stay with the hospital tents,” said Tyrcamber.

      Ruari shook her head and made a swift chopping gesture. Words formed of frost appeared in the air, lasting only a few seconds before they dissipated. She preferred to write on her wax tablet with her stylus, but she did this sometimes when she needed to communicate swiftly.

      NO WOUNDED YET. YOU NEEDED ME.

      Well, she had been right about that. Though Tyrcamber knew soon enough that there would be many wounded men.

      “Come on,” said Tyrcamber. “Rilmael and Third need help.”

      He started forward and then looked at the peaked roof of the great hall.

      “Wait,” Tyrcamber said, and Ruari stopped. “I have an idea.”
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      Shadowruin stabbed for Third’s face, faster than she could hope to dodge.

      She didn’t even try, calling instead on the power in her blood. Blue fire swallowed the world, and she reappeared behind Theudeuric, driving her swords at his back. Once again, her blades struck home, fire and lightning ripping into his wraith-armor. The mantle of shadows rippled and started to rebuild itself, and Rilmael’s lightning tore into Theudeuric. He leaped into the air, his wraith-armor renewing itself as he rose, and hurled a blast of necromantic power at Third. She cast the Shield spell, deflecting the dark power, and answered with a torrent of elemental fire that sank into Theudeuric.

      His wraith-armor wavered beneath the fury of her magic, but it held.

      Once again, Third wished that Ridmark was here. A soulblade would have torn through Theudeuric’s protections, and she could have landed a killing blow on the Master of the Knights of Blood.

      Because she thought that Theudeuric was getting stronger.

      Oceans of necromantic power flowed through the great hall and centered on Theudeuric. Those currents were getting stronger as more dark magic flowed into them. She knew that the battle in the courtyard was underway, that the men of the Empire were storming the castle. They were cutting down the muridach defenders, but the power released by their deaths flowed into Theudeuric’s great spell and made him stronger. Perhaps that was the purpose of the mighty spell, to make Theudeuric immortal and invincible.

      A flicker of motion caught the corner of her eye, a dark shape moving along the balcony on the left. Third didn’t dare turn her attention to look, but she saw a woman in close-fitting dark armor moving along the railing, watching the fight.

      Rosalyn Aginwulf, the Duchess of Corbrast and Theudeuric’s willing ally. She was a powerful necromancer in her own right, and if she flung her power into the fray, that might well turn the battle in Theudeuric’s favor.

      Third needed to cut down Theudeuric right now.

      Then she noticed that the ceiling was glowing.

      No, that wasn’t quite right. The ceiling was…glittering. It only appeared to glow as it reflected the blue light from the vortex of azure flame. A layer of frost covered the vaulted ceiling. But that didn’t make any sense. Third felt cold, but that was an effect of the life-draining forces that surrounded Theudeuric.

      “Third!” shouted Rilmael, and she shot a quick look at him. “A Shield spell! The other Dragontiarna!”

      The other Dragontiarna?

      Then Third understood. Tyrcamber could breathe flame in his dragon form, but his wife Ruari breathed freezing mist. And in the Empire, where everyone could use magic to one degree or another, it was common to break large stones by first hitting them with Lance spells of ice and then with elemental fire.

      Third put her full power into a Shield spell, wrapping it around her in a blaze of yellow-orange light. Theudeuric stared at her, blood-colored eyes narrowed, and then a thin smile went over his gaunt face as he lifted Shadowruin in both hands.

      Right about then, the ceiling exploded in a bloom of dragon fire.

      Not the entire ceiling, but a significant portion of it. Rubble fell in a rain of broken stonework, and a chunk of the ceiling hit Theudeuric and knocked him to the ground. Before he could recover, Tyrcamber dropped through the massive breach in the ceiling, immense in his dragon form, and landed on the floor with a crash. His talons rasped against the flagstones of the floor, and he opened his mouth and breathed more dragon fire as Ruari flew in through the hole above him.

      The torrent of dragon fire struck Theudeuric as he struggled to one knee, and the blazing flame engulfed the Master. On and on it went, so hot that the heat drove away the chill of the wraith-armor, and Third could not see Theudeuric at all in the core of the flame. The fire winked out, and Third saw that a large portion of the floor was glowing with heat, that Theudeuric stood in the center of it. The dragon fire had torn away his wraith-armor, and patches of his black plate armor had warped with the heat. Theudeuric himself looked dazed, shaking his head as he tried to regain his footing.

      Third reached for the fire in her blood and traveled. She reappeared right in front of Theudeuric, and the necromancer’s expression snapped back into focus. He started to lift Shadowruin to strike, but it was too late.

      She slashed Storm to the left and Inferno to the right, like the swords were the blades of a pair of scissors.

      The swords found flesh, and Theudeuric’s head tumbled off his shoulders and rolled away, smoke rising from the cauterized stump of his neck. The armored body fell at Third’s feet with a clang, Shadowruin spinning away from his hand.

      Silence fell over the great hall, broken only by the sound of more rubble falling from the ceiling. Ruari landed next to Tyrcamber, wisps of white mist rising from her fangs. Third turned her head and looked towards the balcony on the right to see Rosalyn Aginwulf standing on the railing, smiling down at them.

      “It’s over, Duchess,” said Rilmael, striding to Third’s side. More lightning wrapped around his staff, throwing its flickering shadows over the floor.

      “Guardian,” said Rosalyn. “I wondered when we would speak.”

      Both Tyrcamber and Ruari turned their heads to face her and the balcony.

      “The Herald of Ruin is dead,” said Rilmael. “You can’t face all of us. Perhaps it is time to surrender.”

      “Guardian,” said Rosalyn, her tone gently chiding. “You should know better. The Herald of Ruin isn’t dead at all.”

      She held out her right hand. As she did, the armor sheathing the limb seemed to unfold and slide up her right forearm, revealing the pale skin beneath.

      A forearm marked by the sigil of a glowing blue dragon-headed man, the Mark of a Herald of Ruin.

      “I think Lady Ruari and Sir Tyrcamber understand, given that I used and discarded her mother and his brother,” said Rosalyn. “I am the bearer of Shadowruin, given to me by the Lord Theophract as I knelt before the Warden in Urd Morlemoch.” She smiled at them. “And I prefer to work from the shadows.”

      Shadows.

      Too late Third understood. Rilmael had said that the Herald of Ruin had subverted the Order of Blood, taking it over and using it as a weapon. The Guardian had been more right than he had known. Not only had the Herald taken over the Order of Blood, but she had also subverted and twisted its Master to her cause.

      And she had done it so subtly, so carefully, that Third had never realized that Rosalyn Aginwulf, not Theudeuric, had been the true Herald of Ruin all along.

      Rosalyn opened her right hand, and several things happened at once.

      Shadowruin leaped off the floor and flew to the hand of its true mistress, erupting into crimson flames once more.

      Shadows exploded from Theudeuric’s headless corpse.

      Darkness howled in all directions, and the chill struck Third and drove her back. She dropped to one knee and called her magic, fighting to stand against the river of necromantic power. All her strength went into holding back the life-draining effect. Dimly she was aware that both Tyrcamber and Ruari had shrunk into their human forms and were likewise struggling to keep back the dark power released from Theudeuric’s corpse.

      Rosalyn leaped from the balcony, Shadowruin a brilliant flare of bloody flame in the darkness. Third was sure that Rosalyn was going to attack, but she landed in a crouch, her free hand coming up in a fist as she did.

      A chain of blue fire stabbed from her hand and lashed at Third’s hip, coiling around the Key’s sheath.

      Third gritted her teeth, reaching for the Key, but her full will and concentration went to holding back the flood of life-draining shadows, and she didn’t reach the Key in time. Rosalyn made a pulling gesture, and the Key of Tarmyntir flew from the scabbard and landed in the Duchess’s waiting hand.

      Even through the haze of shadows, Third saw Rosalyn’s pleased smile, and the Duchess raised Shadowruin over her head. The dark soulblade crackled with red fire, and the vortex of blue flame suddenly poured into Rosalyn.

      And Theudeuric’s great spell – Rosalyn Aginwulf’s great spell – activated.

      Too late Third realized what it was.

      It hadn’t been a weapon, nor had it been a mighty spell of necromancy. It had employed necromancy, but that had only been to gather sufficient power to fulfill its purpose. It was a spell to open a world gate. A small, weak world gate, one that would only last for a few seconds.

      Just long enough to allow a single woman to stride through it.

      A disk of blue fire about the size of a doorway appeared behind Rosalyn, and it rippled, its center clearing. Through the gate, Third could just make out the forum before the Prince’s Palace in Cintarra.

      Rosalyn stepped backward through the gate, and it snapped out of existence. The power drained away, and the world gate collapsed. The haze of shadows pouring from Theudeuric vanished, and the headless corpse crumbled into dust. Third released her protective spell with a shuddering breath, exhaustion rolling through her, and looked at the others. Rilmael, Tyrcamber, and Ruari were likewise unhurt, though they all looked tired, and Ruari was hanging onto Tyrcamber’s arm to stay upright.

      But Rosalyn was gone.

      And worst of all, she had taken the Key of Tarmyntir to Cintarra.

      The ashes of failure were bitter in Third’s mouth.
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      “Ah,” said Agravhask, and Aeliana heard a rare flicker of satisfaction in the Warlord’s tone.

      “What?” said Ricatus, drawing Ghostruin and pointing it at the pillar of blue fire. “What the hell is that?”

      “Did I not tell you, Sir Ricatus, that patience was required?” said Agravhask. “And now our patience has been rewarded.”

      The pillar of blue flame twisted, and for a second, became something that looked like a circular doorway rimmed in blue flame. It reminded Aeliana of the rifts she had opened with the Dwyrstones. Through it, she glimpsed a cavernous, gloomy hall filled with shadows, and a woman in black armor stepped backward through the gate, a dark soulblade burning in her hand.

      The gate snapped out of existence, and the black-armored woman turned.

      Aeliana found herself looking at Rosalyn Aginwulf, the bearer of Shadowruin and the fifth Herald of Ruin.

      She had not seen Rosalyn since their time together in Urd Morlemoch when the Theophract had brought Aeliana, Rosalyn, Agravhask, Merovech, and Vhalmharak together before the Warden to learn from him. To this day, Aeliana was not sure how much time had passed in Urd Morlemoch when she and the others had trained as Heralds. Sometimes she thought it was a few years. Other times she remembered it as centuries. Maybe it was both – the Warden could control the flow of time in his fortress.

      Rosalyn took a long breath, looking around, and sheathed Shadowruin over her shoulder.

      “Strange,” she murmured, speaking Latin with a thick Frankish accent. “Always strange to see a sky without a fire. But this is the cradle world of the elves. Soon it shall be remade according to our lord’s will.”

      “Who the devil are you?” said Ricatus, eyes narrowed as he looked at her.

      “You know who I am,” said Rosalyn. “And you know what I bring.” She lifted her left hand, and a thrill of exultant triumph went through Aeliana. Rosalyn held a dagger-sized silver key with three soulstones glowing in the handle. Aeliana had last carried it before the Great Eye when she had tried to open it, only for Ridmark to stop her.

      But Ridmark could not stop them now.

      “The Key of Tarmyntir,” said Agravhask. “At last.” He looked at the other Heralds. “Let us hasten. The hour to act has come. We must reach the Great Eye at once.”
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      The Heptarchy’s defense of Cintarra was collapsing.

      Ridmark remained near the gate of the Western City, directing the incoming soldiers, and trying to keep some semblance of control over the chaos of the battle. But at the moment, there was little need. The Anathgrimm reported that three of the taalkrazdors had been destroyed, overwhelmed by the dark magic of the priestesses and the elemental fury of the kyralven battle wizards. But the remaining seventeen had smashed through the Heptarchy’s hurried defenses, driving back the arachar orcs. Even better, several of the taalkrazdors had climbed the walls and lumbered along the ramparts, crushing the defenders and driving them to retreat. As more royal men-at-arms came through the gate, Ridmark dispatched them to take and hold the watch towers on the walls of the Western City.

      They might need the siege engines there soon enough.

      The attack had gone better than he had hoped. It seemed inevitable that the Heptarchy would lose the Western City. But for all the damage that the attack had done, the bulk of the arachar orcs escaped over the seven bridges to the Eastern City, and Ridmark knew a far harder fight awaited there. Opening the gate might have taken Agravhask off-guard, but Ridmark suspected the Warlord would react before much longer.

      By the time that happened, the men of Andomhaim needed to have a firm grasp on the Western City, or else the Heptarchy would drive them back out through the gate and all this would have been for nothing.

      The forum before the northern gate had been secured, and Ridmark remained near it, allowing the Swordbearers, Arcanii, and Magistri who had accompanied him through the Deeps to rest. Whenever a lord or knight came through the gate, Ridmark gave them commands, sending them down the streets leading off the forum. He was pleased by the eagerness he saw in the lords and the knights, and the grim but high spirits of the men. The Heptarchy had brought fire and sword to Andomhaim, killing the High King and seizing the realm’s largest and richest city.

      Now, at long last, it was time to repay the invaders with their own coin.

      “Ridmark!”

      He turned his head and saw that a century of Anathgrimm soldiers had come through the gate. They were the Queen’s Guard, the best and fiercest fighters in a nation of battle-mad warriors, commanded by Lord Captain Qhazulak. Queen Mara and Prince Consort Jager walked in their midst. Mara wore her dark elven armor, including a helm with wings like those of a hawk. Jager had likewise donned his armor.

      “I have to say,” said Jager, “that Cintarra has not improved under the rule of the Heptarchy.”

      “No,” said Ridmark. “And it would have gotten far worse before much longer.”

      “How fares the attack?” said Mara, her expression solemn as she gazed over the forum. It did look rather nightmarish. To clear a path for the soldiers coming into the city, Ridmark had ordered the corpses of the slain arachar and priestesses dragged aside and tossed into the nearby alleys. That had cleared the streets, but it made for a grisly sight, and they would have to dispose of the bodies before disease broke out.

      Or before one of the priestesses with a gift for necromancy started raising the slain as undead.

      “As well as we could hope,” said Ridmark. “They weren’t expecting us to open the gates, and they weren’t ready to deal with twenty taalkrazdors. They enemy is falling back towards the seven bridges over the river to the Eastern City.”

      Qhazulak let out a growl. “Those bridges will be a problem.”

      “Aye,” said Mara. “The Heptarchy can make a stand there easily enough.”

      “They will not just stand there, my Queen,” said Qhazulak. “They will wait until they repulse our first assault, and then they will counterattack. If we are not ready, they will drive us out of the city.”

      “I had the same fear,” said Ridmark. “We will have to make sure we have control of the Western City’s walls before we advance over the bridges. If the Heptarchy drives us back, we can use the siege engines on the watchtowers to break up their attack.”

      “If we do that,” said Mara, “any stray bolts will land on the apartment blocks. Many people will die.”

      Ridmark knew that all too well. The Western City was mostly apartments and workshops, with some large houses near the river and the bridges. So far, most of the city’s remaining population had chosen the course of prudence and locked themselves inside their houses. Some had joined the attackers, fighting against the Heptarchy orcs at last. But if an errant catapult stone hit one of the apartment buildings, hundreds of people would die in the collapse.

      Many, many more would die if the Heptarchy reclaimed the city and defeated Accolon’s army.

      “I suggest we fortify the western side of the bridges,” said Qhazulak. “The Anathgrimm can raise earthwork walls and dig ditches swiftly. The Heptarchy will not find it easy to overcome them, especially if we put ballistae into place.”

      “We might also want to send raiding parties through the Shadow Ways to attack the Eastern City,” said Jager. “They might not expect that.”

      “They might try it themselves,” said Ridmark. The last thing they needed was Heptarchy raiders emerging from the Shadow Ways and causing trouble in the Western City. “Whatever happens, we must secure the Western City. We might have taken this half of the city in a day, only to face a long siege of the eastern half.”

      His might kept turning with the problems they faced. Most of the portable ballistae were still outside the walls. Merovech might decide to take his dragon form and burn the Western City. Most of the houses of Cintarra were built of brick and clay tiles, but there was plenty that would burn here, and a brick house could become an oven when surrounded by flames. For that matter, the priestesses might combine their powers to strike, or the kyralven battle wizards could rain elemental flame upon the city.

      Ridmark was surprised that the enemy had not yet reacted in force. He could not imagine that Agravhask would wait much longer to take the initiative. Maybe Ricatus had betrayed the Warlord the way that he had betrayed the High King, but Ridmark doubted that he was that fortunate.

      “Selene!” called Mara.

      Ridmark looked to the side and saw Selene running towards them, arachar blood dripping from her sword and axe. Her expression was grave. She skidded to a stop a few paces away, grinned at Mara, and then turned her attention back to Ridmark.

      “We have a problem,” she said.

      “Just the one?” said Jager.

      “One that’s a bit more urgent than the others,” said Selene. “The River Market?” Ridmark knew it. The market was a forum on the western side of the river’s northernmost bridge, just within Cintarra’s river harbor. In happier days, the rivermen who had fished the river had sold their catches in the forum, along with merchants who sold goods (usually overpriced) to travelers coming down the river from Coldinium. Ridmark suspected the forum had since become a staging area and a camp for the arachar, since Niall and Moriah said that all the city’s forums had become camps for soldiers.

      “Aye, what of it?” said Ridmark.

      “The arachar are rallying there,” said Selene. “They have priestesses and kyralven battle wizards, and they damaged two taalkrazdors that tried to take the square. Reinforcements are coming over the northern bridge to the River Market.”

      Ridmark let out a breath. “And once they have enough men, they can attack the gate and close it. Niall, Tamlin, Calem, Gavin, Moriah!” They came at his call. “We’re going to take the River Market. This is what we’re going to do…”
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      Niall followed Lord Ridmark as he ran through the streets of Cintarra, Moriah at his side.

      All around him the city seethed, human and orcish soldiers rushing into the fray, and he heard steel clanging against steel and the shouts of men in battle. Plumes of black smoke rose over the city where buildings had caught fire in the fighting, whether from accident or magical spells. It reminded Niall of the awful day when Agravhask had attacked and the city had fallen. He remembered the fighting, the screams, the growing panic as the city’s defenses had collapsed after the death of Arandar Pendragon.

      But it was different now. The city was falling to the men of Andomhaim, not the soldiers of the Heptarchy. Though Niall did not fool himself. Agravhask had taken Cintarra in a day, but they would have a much longer and harder battle to retake it.

      He wondered if there would be anything left of Cintarra by the time the fighting was done. Niall had heard Ridmark speak of ruins in the Wilderland, the empty relics left over by fallen dark elven princes and orcish kings. Perhaps that would be the fate of Cintarra. Or maybe someone else would settle in the ruins and build over them, adding yet another level to the Shadow Ways.

      Niall pushed aside the thoughts.

      They hurried along one of the main avenues of the Western City, a broad street with a median running down its center. Statues of long-dead lords and knights, some of them on horseback, dotted the median every so often. The Heptarchy had left the statues untouched so far, mostly because there had been more important tasks and they hadn’t gotten around to pulling them down. Hopefully, they would never have the chance now.

      The street ended, and Niall saw the River Market.

      It had been one of the first forums he had ever seen in Cintarra during his first visit to the city with Rhiain and Mathwyn when his uncle had still been alive. The River Market had been a large, broad forum, lined with shops and filled with the booths of merchants selling goods. All the stalls had been cleared away, and now Heptarchy soldiers occupied the market, bristling with sword and shield. Behind them Niall glimpsed the black-robed forms of priestesses and kyralven battle wizards in their red armor. Past the market lay the River Cintarra itself, the northernmost bridge extending over the water. Beyond the bridge rose the Eastern City, and Niall saw the great spires of the cathedral and the proud towers of the Prince’s Palace.

      All the towers flew the black banners and crimson sigils of the Heptarchy.

      They had gotten into the city, but the battle for Cintarra was far from over.

      “Swordbearers, with me,” said Ridmark, and Gavin and Niall and the other Swordbearers stepped to his side. “Arcanii, stay back until the Anathgrimm are in position. Then we’re both going after the priestesses.”

      Niall glanced at Moriah, but she had to stay with the Arcanii for now. Her scout armor made her dangerous in a fight, but while it gave her some protection against elemental magic, it would not do much to stop the power of a spiderling priestess. She could better serve here keeping any arachar away from the Arcanii. Niall wished she hadn’t needed to come into battle at all, but she had seen just as much danger as he had.

      Then Lord Ridmark started forward, and Niall and the other Swordbearers followed.

      One of the arachar shouted a command, and the soldiers broke into a run, still maintaining their formations as they advanced. The priestesses and the battle wizards cast spells, but the Arcanii struck first. Bolts of lightning stabbed from the sky, followed by balls of fire. The priestesses cast wards to defend themselves, but the blasts struck the arachar soldiers, killing some and wounding more.

      By then the arachar had pulled close, and Niall and the other Swordbearers attacked, drawing on their soulblades for speed and strength. The orderly line of arachar soldiers broke apart into a confused melee, and Niall killed several. The Swordbearers fought alongside another in a loose group. Niall had been surprised that the Knights of the Soulblade did not fight in a shield wall or a similar formation, but he had quickly realized why after the first skirmishes in the Deeps. The Swordbearers were stronger and faster than nearly anyone and fighting in a tight formation would negate the advantages of their speed. Rather, it made sense for them to fight in a looser formation that allowed them to cover one another without neutralizing their swiftness. One Swordbearer was a formidable sight on the battlefield.

      A group of them was a terror.

      Niall killed and killed, arachar blood splashing across his arms and chest.

      Shouts came from the northern and southern streets leading into the River Market. Niall looked to the side and saw formations of Anathgrimm warriors advancing into the forum, shields raised and javelins grasped in their hands. The Anathgrimm centurions shouted commands, and the warriors drew back their arms.

      A second command, and they sent a rain of javelins falling upon the enemy.

      Niall had been unsure how effective that tactic would be, but his opinion had changed the first time after he had seen the Anathgrimm use it against the Dragon Cult. The twin volleys of javelins showered upon the arachar like razor-edged rain, and scores of them died. More were wounded, or had their shields ruined.

      “Forward!” roared one of the Anathgrimm. Niall thought it was Lord Captain Qhazulak, but he wasn’t sure. He had a devil of a time telling the individual Anathgrimm apart. “Show these spider-kissing dogs how the Anathgrimm fight!”

      The Anathgrimm warriors charged and began to methodically drive back the arachar, butchering them step by step. The arachar were excellent soldiers.

      The Anathgrimm were just better.

      Niall followed Lord Ridmark and Sir Gavin and the other Swordbearers as they fought the priestesses, and soon the enemy had been pushed out of the River Market, retreating over the northern bridge back to the Eastern City.
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      Calliande hurried through Cintarra’s streets, Antenora, Kalussa, Tamara, and Tarmyntir following her, along with half a dozen Swordbearers. Accolon had insisted on sending them along with her, and Calliande hadn’t argued.

      There was no time. She had no idea how many Devout orcs were outside of Cintarra, and she had no idea when they would attack. At least they could not cross the river without giving away their presence. Shalmathrak had stationed his rangers on the river’s western bank. While the Devout might have been able to turn themselves invisible, Calliande doubted they could do the same to barges and rafts, and nor would they be able to hide the splashing if they swam the river. If they tried to cross, the Shaluuskan orcs would fill them with arrows.

      Calliande was more worried, far more worried, about the Devout using the city’s bridges to cross the river. From what she had seen as she hurried through the streets, the Western City had all but fallen to the men of Andomhaim. Most of that, she knew, was due to Ridmark’s daring and the valor of the fighting men, who had paid for their advance in blood.

      Or their lives. Not all the corpses she had seen had been arachar orcs.

      Tarmyntir gave a weary shake of his head. “So much death.”

      “Aye, and there will be far more of it if we don’t act,” said Calliande.

      They had taken the Western City, but Calliande wondered if it had been too easy. The arachar orcs had withdrawn in haste, falling back over the bridges to the Eastern City. Surely that made sense. With the gate opened, the defenses of the Western City had been breached, and likely the arachar had wanted to withdraw to a stronger location.

      But what if that had been a ruse?

      What if, even now, the enemy was preparing a massive counterattack, a force of both arachar and Devout orcs? Calliande had warned Accolon, but in the chaos of the battle, there was not much the High King could do about it. By the time his messengers reached the Duxi and the other commanders, it might be too late.

      So Calliande had gone to find Ridmark.

      They strode into the River Market. Dead arachar orcs and some slain Anathgrimm lay everywhere, the stink of blood and burned flesh filling the air. But the enemy had been cleared from the forum, and Calliande saw Anathgrimm orcs hard at work at the western end of the bridge, preparing barricades under Lord Qhazulak’s stern eye. She felt a wave of relief. The Devout had not yet attacked, and Ridmark had not plunged into the Eastern City, intent on driving back the enemy. A brash young knight might have made such a decision, but her husband was too experienced of a warrior to make such a profound mistake.

      She spotted Ridmark standing near the barricade, and a wave of relief went through her. He looked weary, his armor and clothing spattered with arachar blood, but he was alive and unhurt. Her eyes picked out those standing near him – Gavin, Moriah, Niall, Selene, Queen Mara, Prince Jager, Morigna, and the others she knew. Calliande felt the usual guilt once she realized that her husband and friends had survived while so many had not, but she ignored the feeling.

      It felt far worse when her friends died.

      “Ridmark!” called Calliande as she hurried towards him.

      He looked towards her, startlement going over his face, followed by relief and then concern as she joined him.

      “I thought you would stay with the High King,” said Ridmark. “Is he already in the city?”

      “He might be by now,” said Calliande. “It took me a while to get here.” She saw Tamara moving to join Tamlin, Kalussa going to Calem. “But this might be a trap.”

      “What manner of trap?” said Ridmark.

      “The Devout orcs are here,” said Calliande.

      Confusion went over his face. “The Devout? The Warden’s mutant orcs? If they were here, they ought to have shown themselves by now.”

      “They did,” said Calliande. “Shalmathrak and I fought and slew a band of them on the eastern bank. Ridmark, I think there’s an entire army of them outside the eastern walls. They have magic that conceals them from the Sight, and I didn’t notice until I was right on top of them. Shalmathrak and the ghost orcs only found them because they couldn’t account for all the footprints they saw. This entire thing might be a trap.”

      Ridmark frowned.

      “No, not a trap,” said Ridmark. “They weren’t expecting us to open the gate. We hit them hard and cost them dearly. They’ve been on their back foot the entire day and have been scrambling to respond. I think Agravhask must have planned to send the Devout over the river and to ambush our main force from the north. Then he would have marched from Cintarra and crushed Accolon’s army against the Devout. But he wasn’t expecting us to open the gate and attack when we did.”

      “What are we going to do?” said Mara, who had been with Calliande and Ridmark at Urd Morlemoch. “The Devout are dangerous, and most of them can use dark magic. We barely outfought them in the Torn Hills and at Urd Morlemoch.”

      “We were planning to fortify this side of the bridges anyway,” said Ridmark. “We’ll just have to do it more thoroughly.” He rubbed his jaw, thinking. “You found them with the Sight. Can you show Mara, Antenora, and Morigna how to locate them?”

      Calliande nodded. “The Devout will have to drop their masking spells to attack anyway.”

      “I can assist as well,” said Tarmyntir.

      “All right,” said Ridmark. “Queen Mara, we’ll need to send messengers to your men. We need barricades at all seven of the bridges, and we need them now. It’s a lot harder to ambush men behind a barricade than ones standing in the open. Then we’ll…”

      Right about then, a pillar of blue light erupted from the Western City and stabbed into the sky.

      “What the hell?” said Ridmark.

      The Sight blazed to life within Calliande. It was an unpleasant sensation. She saw a haze of magic and blood and death swirling over Cintarra. The future here churned like a cauldron over a fire, hundreds of different potential outcomes coiling around each other.

      But she saw the sudden powerful magic that had emerged within the Eastern City of Cintarra.

      “That’s a world gate,” said Calliande. “Someone just opened a world gate near the Prince’s Palace.” She paused. “No. Multiple world gates, all of them large.”

      “I fear these are dark tidings,” said Tarmyntir, leaning on his staff. “Someone has just opened the Great Eye.”
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      Aeliana ran through the Shadow Ways, her heart racing, her breath coming quick and sharp.

      But she wasn’t nearly as tired as she should have been. The bond with Ruinheart pulsed in her mind, and strength and stamina flowed from the sword, banishing her weariness and making her faster than she should have been. The dark soulblade had always been grudging with its power. She had needed to kill numerous victims to unlock its strength. But now the sword was more generous with its gifts.

      Like it wanted her to go to the Great Eye.

      She followed the other Heralds through the orcish levels of the Shadow Ways. Aeliana and Merovech had shown Agravhask and Ricatus the path to the Great Eye soon after they had arrived in Cintarra. Agravhask now led the way, moving with remarkable speed for his size. Aeliana, Merovech, and Ricatus hurried after, Ricatus grumbling every so often, and Rosalyn ran at Aeliana’s side, a dark shadow in her black armor.

      They had to hurry. Rosalyn had brought them the Key of Tarmyntir that Aeliana had lost to Third. But they had to act right now. With the Great Eye, they could take the entire combined Heptarchy force and the thirty thousand Devout orcs and bring them to assault the Tomb of the Ascendant Dragon. The feeble defenses of the cloak elves could not stand against them. Let Accolon and Ridmark keep Cintarra! It would do them little good. Aeliana would have liked to have killed Ridmark herself first, but there were more urgent matters.

      Perhaps she would get to see her enemies’ expressions when the Warden seized the power of the Ascendant Dragon and remade the cosmos into a new and more orderly form. And perhaps Aeliana would still get to kill Ridmark anyway. The Warden’s new and better cosmos would have no use for men like the Shield Knight, and there would be a great deal of killing to do.

      It was why Merovech had become a Herald of Ruin, after all. He didn’t care about the Warden’s vision for a reforged cosmos. He just wanted to burn things.

      Merovech would have ample opportunity soon enough.

      But the Heralds required haste. The Western City was falling to the enemy, but it was Ridmark’s mind that directed the army of Andomhaim, and Ridmark was too experienced a knight to charge blindly into the Eastern City. If he did, he knew that Agravhask would destroy the army of Andomhaim. Instead, Ridmark would fortify the seven bridges, secure his line of supply, and make sure the walls of the Western City and its siege engines were in the hands of the men of Andomhaim.

      And by the time he did all that, the Great Eye would have been opened, and the army of the Heralds would have laid Cathair Kaldran waste.

      They passed through the orcish and the dvargir levels of the Shadow Ways and came to the ancient elven ruins. Aeliana and the other Heralds ran through the high gallery of white stone that Cyprian and the men of the Scepter Bank had excavated before she had no further use for them, and Aeliana Carhaine came once more the chamber of the Great Eye.

      Twice before she had come here to open it, and twice she had failed.

      But now the Warden’s victory, her victory, was at hand.

      The cavern of the Great Eye was a huge round space 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. Twenty-seven menhirs of white rock encircled the island’s perimeter, Dwyrstones carved with symbols that gave off an eerie blue light in the gloom.

      In the center of the island rose the Great Eye itself.

      The Eye was a ring of silvery metal about thirty yards across, every inch of its surface carved with symbols like those on the white menhirs. If the Eye had been made of silver, it had to be more than a hundred times the entire amount of silver in all of Andomhaim. Even after fifteen millennia, the metal was bright and untarnished. The high elf wizard Tarmyntir had made the thing, allowing the twelve nations of the Liberated escape from this world.

      The fool had no idea that he had forged the instrument of the Warden’s triumph.

      “Come,” said Agravhask. “We must complete one task and then open the Eye.”

      He strode across the causeway to the round island. Bones littered the island, some of them ancient. Others were quite recent, the remains of the Drakocenti cultists who had thought they would become dragon gods only to receive death as their reward. Aeliana ignored their bones as she approached the Eye. Three keyholes were in a neat row at the base of the great ring, perfectly sized to receive the Key that Rosalyn carried.

      “You said we had one more task to complete,” said Ricatus. “What is it?”

      “A simple matter,” said Agravhask. “Draw your swords.”

      Aeliana frowned but drew Ruinheart. Merovech lifted Stormruin, Rosalyn raised Shadowruin, and Ricatus slowly slid Ghostruin from its scabbard.

      “Now,” said Agravhask, reaching for Shieldruin’s hilt, “we must truly become the Heralds of Ruin.”

      “What the devil does that mean?” said Ricatus.

      “We are the vessels of our lord the Warden,” said Agravhask, drawing his dark soulblade, “his Heralds to bring about the destruction of the old cosmos and the rise of the new one. But our lord is bound within Urd Morlemoch. Therefore, he must send us to do his work.”

      “That is why he gave us the Marks of the Herald and the dark soulblades,” said Aeliana, confused and impatient. She knew all this already, but she didn’t know why Agravhask was repeating it.

      “But we need more power to achieve our lord’s goals,” said Agravhask. “We shall truly be the conduits of our lord’s power. Beginning now.”

      He lifted Shieldruin, and even through his armor, Aeliana saw the sudden glow of the Mark of the Herald upon Agravhask’s right forearm. Shieldruin blazed with red flame, glowing bright in the gloom of the chamber of the Great Eye.

      “What is this?” said Ricatus, suspicion replacing his usual truculence. “What are you…”

      Four shafts of red flame leaped from Shieldruin and stabbed into Aeliana and the other Heralds. It coiled around her right forearm, sinking into her Mark of the Herald, and the other three Heralds recoiled in surprise and pain.

      And agony exploded through Aeliana’s mind.

      She rocked back with a scream as pain and power flooded through her. Ruinheart erupted with bloody fire, and she felt burning strength pouring from both her Mark of the Herald and the dark soulblade. Aeliana felt that power sinking like molten talons into her mind and heart.

      It was the overwhelming will of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch.

      Aeliana felt it close around her, felt it twisting her, remaking her. With a shock of terror, Aeliana realized that the Warden was rewriting her will with his own. He had done the same thing with the Theophract, so overwhelming the lesser dark elven wizard’s mind that the Theophract had been incapable of disobeying the Warden’s commands. Indeed, the Warden’s will was the Theophract’s will.

      That was what the Warden would do to the cosmos with the power of the Ascendant Dragon.

      He would take it and rewrite it, and all things would heed his will.

      Aeliana struggled, terrified. She didn’t want to lose herself! She didn’t…

      A second later, the terror vanished, and serene calm filled her.

      At last, all things became clear.

      Power and knowledge filled Aeliana’s mind, the Warden’s magic to draw on as she would, knowledge of spells and sorcery, along with profound serenity. Her will was now the Warden’s. Her purpose was now the Warden’s. How could she have ever thought otherwise? Such thoughts were an aberration, a defect, and had now been corrected.

      She looked at the other Heralds and saw that the same serenity had come over their features. Merovech’s eyes still blazed with golden fire, but the eyes of Ricatus and Rosalyn had turned solid black. They, too, had been filled with the Warden’s mind. Only Agravhask remained unchanged. Why hadn’t he been overwhelmed by the Warden’s power and changed?

      The answer came to her from the Warden’s knowledge. Of the Heralds of Ruin, only Agravhask had truly believed in the Warden’s vision, even before he had come to Urd Morlemoch. Agravhask wanted to rip down the old cosmos and make a new one. Aeliana would have said she wanted that, but what she wanted, truly wanted, was to kill Ridmark Arban and his family for what had happened to her father. Now she understood the Warden’s great vision.

      And, of course, she would still get to kill the Shield Knight.

      “I comprehend now,” murmured Rosalyn. “I truly understand.”

      “Indeed,” said Ricatus. “My previous ambitions were so petty. We shall do far greater things.”

      “And we shall begin at once,” said Agravhask. “Lady Rosalyn, you are the strongest wizard among us. I suggest you employ the Key.” Plans flashed through Aeliana’s mind. “You know what must be done.”

      Rosalyn stepped forward, thrust the Key of Tarmyntir into the central lock, and turned it.

      A massive, resonant clang filled the cavern, so loud it felt as if the noise filled the entire world. A shudder went through the floor, and the thousands of sigils carved into the side of the Eye glowed with white light. The interior circumference of the Eye filled with hazy illumination. Rosalyn let out a long, shuddering groan that sounded like either pain or pleasure, or maybe both, and gripped the Key tighter.

      The new knowledge in Aeliana’s mind told her what Rosalyn was doing. Aeliana had envisioned the Great Eye as a doorway, one that could be opened and closed with the Key. But the Eye was far more than that. Tarmyntir had created an artifact capable of opening multiple world gates at once, and with the Key, Rosalyn had full control over the Eye’s power.

      The magic from the Eye grew stronger, and the sigil glowed brighter.

      The nearby air rippled, and a rift appeared out of nothingness. It looked a great deal like the rifts that Aeliana had opened with the Dwyrstones, but it didn’t flicker nearly as much. The Dwyrstones were the anchors of the Great Eye, and the Mark of the Herald had exploited some of their power to pry open the rifts to the world of the Malison.

      By contrast, opening a rift with the power of the Eye itself was comparatively easy.

      “Come,” said Agravhask. “The soldiers will have need of the Heralds to protect them from the Malison.”

      He strode into the rift, and Aeliana, Ricatus, and Merovech followed him.

      Aeliana felt a moment of whirling disorientation, and the rift carried her from the Great Eye back to the forum before the Prince’s Palace. Soldiers filled the forum, and most of the grim arachar orcs had expressions of astonishment on their faces.

      It was easy to see why.

      Three enormous portals had risen from the ground before the curtain wall of the Prince’s Palace, each one thirty feet wide and thirty feet high. They were lined with blue flame, and Aeliana sensed the currents of mighty power from the Great Eye that maintained the portals. Beyond the magical gates, Aeliana glimpsed white-capped mountains rising above a rocky valley, the sky ablaze with the fire of the Malison. Above the gates rose pillars of ghostly flame that stabbed into the heavens. Aeliana supposed that the Keeper and the others among Accolon’s army that could use the Sight realized what was happening, but it was too late.

      Far too late.

      The cosmos would be remade, and the old world and all those within it would be swept aside.

      Including Ridmark Arban.

      Aeliana felt herself smile at the thought. She would fulfill the will of her lord and take vengeance at the same time. Indeed, the Warden’s will matched hers. Ridmark had thwarted Warden once before, and in some versions of the future, Ridmark could hinder him again.

      But those futures were gone now, and the triumph of the Heralds was at hand.

      “Fear not!” shouted a spiderling woman in the black robes of a priestess. Or, rather, a Devout orc disguised as the High Priestess Taztaloria, who Agravhask had killed a few short hours ago. “The seven goddesses have smiled upon you. They have opened doors to new worlds for us to conquer! March forth and claim them! Go!”

      And the arachar orcs went, marching in good order through the three gates and into the Frankish Empire.

      “Sir Ricatus,” said Agravhask, and the knight looked at the Warlord, his eyes filled with shadow. “Go with them. The power of your soulblade will protect our priestesses and battle wizards from the dangers of the Dragon Curse. We shall need their magic for the assault on Cathair Kaldran.”

      “As you wish,” said Ricatus, and he strode through the gate, shadows already streaming from Ghostruin. The new knowledge in Aeliana’s mind told her that the aura around Ghostruin would protect the wizards among the Heptarchy forces from the Dragon Curse, preventing them from being overwhelmed by the Malison.

      “Warlord,” said Mhalkhor, who stood near the false Taztaloria. “The Devout are ready. The Great Eye has opened another portal near the city’s eastern gate.”

      “Duke Merovech,” said Agravhask. “Please proceed to the army of the Devout. Our lord’s soldiers can all use magic, and they likewise will need protection from the Malison.”

      “Yes,” said Merovech. Shadows twisted with the golden fire inside his eyes. “And soon we shall set this world to burn along with all others.”

      He strode off with Mhalkhor towards the eastern gate.

      The departure from Cintarra took far quicker than Aeliana would have expected. But Agravhask had made his preparations well, and while he had positioned his forces to repel an assault on the city, they were likewise in a position to retreat in haste through the Eye’s gates. It helped that the three gates were enormous, and thousands of soldiers and wagons could pass through them in the space of an hour. Some troops had to be sacrificed, of course, to hold the bridges against the men of Andomhaim. And when the Heptarchy army arrived in the Frankish Empire, it would take the army a few days to reorganize itself and prepare for the attack on Cathair Kaldran.

      But the knowledge Aeliana had obtained from the Warden told her that made no difference. The Great Eye’s portals would take them as close to Cathair Kaldran as the city’s wards would allow, on the southern border of Merovech’s old duchy of Swabathia. A short distance south lay the mountains of Roxaria, in which waited Cathair Kaldran and the Tomb of the Ascendant Dragon.

      In the space of a few hours, the entire Heptarchy army and the host of the Devout left Cintarra through the portals, following the commands of the false priestesses. Agravhask supervised calmly, reinforcing the strange orders among his lieutenants with iron authority.

      “Come, Lady Carhaine,” said Agravhask.

      He strode back through the smaller rift, and Aeliana followed him. They returned to the chamber of the Great Eye. Rosalyn remained standing before the Eye, both hands grasping the Key of Tarmyntir. A faint quiver of fatigue went through her shoulders. She had stood there for hours, directing the Eye’s power with her will, an immense feat of concentration even for a Herald with a dark soulblade.

      “It is done?” said Rosalyn, a rasp in her voice.

      “The army is ready,” said Agravhask. “It merely awaits the five Heralds.”

      Rosalyn nodded and gestured. The rift way vanished, and a new one of similar size appeared a few paces away. She gestured again, and the Eye chimed, its sigils growing dimmer.

      “I have closed the great portals,” said Rosalyn. She twisted the Key and withdrew it from the lock. “When we pass through the rift, the Eye will lock itself behind us.”

      “And it will remain locked?” said Agravhask.

      “Tarmyntir himself might be able to unlock it,” said Rosalyn, “but no one else.” She passed the Key to Aeliana. “Take it, Lady Carhaine. Our lord has foreseen this fate. It is your destiny to open the Tomb of the Ascendant Dragon, and all creation shall raise its voice in triumph when our lord rips down the old cosmos and raises the new.”

      Aeliana took the Key and secured it to her belt, shivering with the pleasure of anticipation.

      Soon, she knew. Soon they would raze Cathair Kaldran to the ground, and the Warden would be victorious.

      “Come,” said Agravhask.

      Aeliana walked with Agravhask and Rosalyn through the rift.

      It snapped shut behind them with a pulse of magic, and Aeliana sensed the finality of it as the Eye locked behind them.

      She stood in a rocky valley in the southern reaches of the duchy of Swabathia, not all that far from where she had found Merovech and the army of the Dragon Cult. The mountains of Roxaria rose to the south, stark against the sky fire. In these mountains, Aeliana knew, waited the hidden city of Cathair Kaldran.

      A city that would have no defense against the vast army organizing itself in the valley for the march into the mountains.

      Aeliana looked at the other Heralds, the fellow bearers of the Warden’s power, and smiled.

      At long, long last, the old order would burn, and the Warden’s perfected cosmos would rise from the ashes.
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            Reunification

          

        

      

    

    
      A somber mood hung over the lords and knights of the Imperial Council.

      It ought to have been a triumphant affair, Tyrcamber thought. After years of bloody war, the Frankish Empire had been reunified. Emperor Everard Roland ruled from the western sea to the southern, from the northern mountains of Corbrast to the deserts of Mourdrech in the south. The Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order had threatened to rip the Empire asunder, but both had been destroyed. Indeed, the vast majority of the Knights of Blood had met the final death today. Theudeuric’s – or rather, Rosalyn’s – great spell had drained the majority of the magical power in the soulstones in the vault below, turning most of them to dust. A few of the Knights of Blood had managed to escape with their soulstones, but not many, and they would have to go into hiding. In future centuries, perhaps the Order of Blood would rise again, but it would not be for many years.

      The banner of the Emperor now flew from the walls of Castle Aginwulf once more, and all the broken pieces of the Empire had been reunified. And it had happened at a lower cost than expected. After Theudeuric’s death and Rosalyn’s escape, the three Dragontiarna had rampaged unopposed over the castle, and the muridachs had broken and fled, flinging themselves over the walls to escape. The common men of Rosalyn’s army had surrendered without a fight, accepting a pardon in exchange for returning to their farms and shops.

      Tens of thousands of ratmen had perished in exchange for a few hundred men of the Empire.

      Castle Aginwulf was theirs, but it had been a hollow victory. Theudeuric was dead, but he had been nothing more than a puppet of Rosalyn Aginwulf, and she had escaped to join the other Heralds of Ruin. Worse, she had escaped with the Key of Tarmyntir. That meant she could open the Great Eye, and the forces of the Heralds of Ruin in Andomhaim would attack Cathair Kaldran in hopes of claiming the hidden power beneath the city.

      Of course, the Heralds would already have a large force within the Empire.

      “My scouts have returned, my lords, and they have found the undead army,” said Master Erchwulf of the Order of the Griffin.

      The lords and knights of the Empire had gathered at the foot of the road leading to Castle Aginwulf’s gate. Tyrcamber supposed Everard could have met with his lords in the castle itself, but the great hall had been destroyed in the fighting, and dead muridachs still filled the courtyard. Men were working to remove their carcasses, burying them in mass graves in the moors nearby, but the castle still stank of slain and burned muridachs.

      “Where are they, Master Erchwulf?” said Everard, calm as ever.

      “About thirty miles south of here and marching hard,” said Erchwulf. “I think there are between twenty to thirty thousand minor undead.”

      “How the devil did they get past us?” said Chilmar, scowling behind his beard. “We had that damned castle sealed off.”

      “The lake, my lord,” said Rilmael, tapping the end of his staff against the ground. “The same thing happened at Sinderost before you arrived from Castle Valdraxis. Theudeuric sent his undead beneath the waters of the river to attack. I suspect Rosalyn sent most of the undead in Castle Aginwulf to the bottom of the Iron Lake.” He pointed at the cold blue expanse of the lake, which spread away at the foot of the mountains. “They likely marched several miles to the east and then turned south and emerged from the water while we were occupied with Castle Aginwulf.”

      “Then why didn’t they attack us as we stormed the castle?” demanded Duke Hulderic. “The army would have been vulnerable to attack from the rear.”

      “Because Rosalyn Aginwulf, the true Herald of Ruin, had no interest in our army,” said Everard. “Guardian, explain.”

      “We all thought Theudeuric was the true master of the Order of Blood and the Herald of Ruin,” said Rilmael. “But Theudeuric was only a puppet, and I doubt he even realized it. Rosalyn was the true Herald, and she used Theudeuric and the Order of Blood as her weapons. The entire purpose of this battle was to allow her to escape to Andomhaim and join the rest of the Heralds. But she will return, and she will not come alone.”

      “Is that why the cloak elves have already left?” said Duke Faramund, pointedly ignoring Chilmar Rigamond.

      “Aye, my lord,” said Rilmael. “The Heralds of Ruin are coming for Cathair Kaldran. High Captain Daalna and High Captain Rhunvell are marching south in haste to defend the city. I shall leave as soon as I can.” He looked at Everard. “My lord Emperor, I urge you to march for Cathair Kaldran as soon as possible.”

      “And why should we rush to defend the cloak elves?” said Duke Cataul. Ruari gave her older brother an icy look. “The Empire is reunified. Surely the cloak elves can defend themselves.”

      “The cloak elves fought at our side against the Order of Blood,” said Chilmar. “Would you have us proven faithless to an ally?”

      “It is a reasonable question, my lord Chilmar,” said Rilmael. “In answer, I can say only this. My lords of the Empire, you all know who I am. You know I have advised the Emperors since the founding of Sinderost. Some believed I did this for my own ends, to use the Empire as a shield for Cathair Kaldran. There is some truth to that, but only for one reason. Whoever would wage war upon Cathair Kaldran must first go through the Empire. I helped defend the Empire to protect your people, but also to defend Cathair Kaldran. The Dragon Cult and the Fallen Order waged war upon the Empire, but they were creations of the Theophract, weapons he fashioned to wield against the cloak elves. Your Empire, your people, suffered because the Theophract wanted to attack Cathair Kaldran. That is why I fought to defend the Empire, my lords. And that is why I will now leave for Cathair Kaldran, to help the defense against the Heralds of Ruin.”

      “And I will go with him,” said Tyrcamber.

      All eyes turned to him. Chilmar raised one eyebrow. Tyrcamber didn’t usually speak at these councils, preferring instead to let his father and the Guardian take the lead. But the situation was too dire. The Heralds of Ruin could not take Cathair Kaldran. Tyrcamber didn’t know what kind of power slept beneath the Tower of the Guardian in the city of the cloak elves, but it couldn’t fall into the hands of people like Merovech Valdraxis and Rosalyn Aginwulf.

      “The Guardian is right,” said Tyrcamber. “This isn’t just a war against the cloak elves. If Cathair Kaldran falls, the entire world will burn. I have fought the Heralds of Ruin, my lord, and I know their powers. You all know that they serve the Warden of Urd Morlemoch, the greatest sorcerer of the dark elves. If the Heralds take Cathair Kaldran, they will gain the power to destroy the Empire and worlds beyond ours. Perhaps even Old Earth itself where humanity was born.” Ruari came to his side, silent and solemn in her golden armor. “I will go to Cathair Kaldran, and I will help the Guardian defend the city.”

      The attention of the crowd turned to the Emperor. By long tradition, only the Emperor could command the Dragontiarna Knights, which could be a problem if the Dragontiarna didn’t want to be commanded. But Tyrcamber’s father had chosen well when he had put Everard Roland upon the throne of the Empire. The new Emperor understood the dangers they faced, and Everard offered a grave nod.

      “Go with my blessing, Sir Tyrcamber, Lady Ruari, and Lady Third,” said Everard. “The army of the five Imperial Orders and the Dukes will follow.” He turned his gaze to the Dukes and the Masters of the Orders. “In past years, our ancestors have fought battles that decided the fate of the Empire – against the xiatami priests, the dark elven lords, the Dragon Imperator, and the Valedictor. Now, once again, we must take up arms and defend the reunified Empire. Go to battle, Guardian and Dragontiarna Knights, and we shall join you soon.”
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      Third walked with Rilmael from the camp, Tyrcamber and Ruari following them.

      Grim determination filled her. She and Rilmael were the only ones in the Empire or Cathair Kaldran who understood the scale of the danger. Tyrcamber and Ruari knew that the Malison radiated from Cathair Kaldran, but Rilmael had told Third the entire truth about the Ascendant Dragon.

      The cosmos itself would burn if the Heralds opened the door beneath the Tower of the Guardian.

      And it would be her fault. Rosalyn Aginwulf had stolen the Key of Tarmyntir from her. Third blamed herself, but not unduly. She had made many mistakes in her life, and the best way forward was to acknowledge them and continue onward.

      Third would defeat the Heralds and retrieve the Key, or she would die trying.

      It was a simple as that.

      “How long will it take to fly to Cathair Kaldran from here?” said Tyrcamber.

      “Two to four days, depending on the weather and how often we rest,” said Rilmael. “We should likely rest as little as possible. I don’t know how quickly the Heralds will be able to open the Great Eye and bring their army through, but they will do it as soon as possible.”

      “Will they simply appear within Cathair Kaldran?” said Tyrcamber.

      “No,” said Rilmael. “We have that advantage, at least. The wards around Cathair Kaldran will block even the gates the Great Eye can create. When the army of the Heralds arrives, it should appear somewhere in the foothills of the mountains of Roxaria. Maybe in Swabathia, maybe along the coast of the southern sea. Daalna would have left a strong guard of Rangers to patrol the paths to the city, so they will give us advance warning.”

      “And then we shall fight,” said Third.

      “Yes,” said Rilmael. They halted, and Third glanced back north towards the towers of Castle Aginwulf. The army of the Empire was breaking camp, preparing for its hasty march south to Roxaria and Cathair Kaldran. “For fifteen thousand years, I have guarded Cathair Kaldran against this day, and it has come at last.”

      Third looked at the Guardian, and Tyrcamber and Ruari came to her side.

      “I have known all the Dragontiarna Knights that both the cloak elves and the Empire produced,” said Rilmael, “and yet I am glad it is you three that are coming with me to this battle.”

      “Thank you,” said Third. “I was made for war, I think…and perhaps everything I have endured has prepared me for this battle.”

      “I just wish there were more of us,” said Tyrcamber.

      “A lone Dragontiarna Knight has changed the course of history more than once,” said Rilmael. “What shall we do with three?”

      They spread out and took their dragon forms. Rilmael climbed upon Third’s back and settled himself between her wings, securing himself with a spell. The three Dragontiarna Knights took flight, heading south with as much speed as they could muster.

      The battle of Cathair Kaldran, and the fate of worlds beyond count, awaited them.
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            The Shield Knight & The Seeress

          

        

      

    

    
      A mixture of jubilation and grim resignation hung over Cintarra.

      For most of the city, the day was one of triumph. The High King’s forces had retaken the city, and the Heptarchy invaders had fled. Granted, they had fled through magical portals, but they had still fled. Ridmark had seen cheering crowds in the street, had seen men ripping down the Heptarchy banners. Some had gone to burn the abandoned warships in the harbor, but Accolon and Ridmark had put a firm stop to that. Every one of those Heptarchy warships had a sea compass, a device that let a vessel navigate the perilous ocean currents, and perhaps Antenora or some clever smith would be able to reproduce it.

      Perhaps one day, warships from Andomhaim would sail to the Heptarchy in repayment for the invasion.

      But that day was a long way off, and right now, celebrating crowds filled the streets of Cintarra, rejoicing in their liberation and the High King’s victory.

      Yet Ridmark knew the victory was a hollow one.

      Agravhask and the Heralds had abandoned Cintarra rather than fight to hold it. And the reason they had abandoned the city was that they had opened the Great Eye. Tarmyntir had thought that the Eye had been opened with the remaining Key rather than the power of the five dark soulblades, which meant that Third might be dead. Perhaps she was still alive, but Ridmark knew that Third would have fought to the death to keep the final Herald from taking the Key of Tarmyntir she carried.

      The army of the Heralds had left Andomhaim, but Ridmark knew where they had gone.

      They had gone to the Frankish Empire to storm Cathair Kaldran and seize the Tomb of the Ascendant Dragon.

      If they claimed that Tomb, the Warden would destroy countless worlds. Tarmyntir had said that the Warden’s plan to remake the cosmos was folly, that it was beyond even the ancient wizard’s immense skill. But he would attempt it, and the backlash of his failure would destroy thousands upon thousands of worlds.

      They had to stop the Heralds of Ruin, but Ridmark knew not how.

      Or he did, rather, and he was bracing himself for what he had to do.

      The day after the city fell, Accolon and his chief advisors met in the great hall of the Prince’s Palace. Ridmark and Calliande came, along with Tarmyntir, Tamara, and the Guardian Morigna. Queen Mara and Prince Jager were there, and so were Aridain Martel and Constantine Licinius. Prince Tywall stood on the dais next to Accolon and Valeria, looking nervous. Moriah and Niall were near the dais, and Tywall kept looking towards them for reassurance.

      When they had arrived, they had found Arandar Pendragon’s head suspended in a glass and metal jar of brine. Accolon had ordered the head removed and burned, and Arandar Pendragon’s ashes would be taken to the tomb of the High Kings in the Citadel of Tarlion.

      If the world lasted that long.

      “This was not a victory but a respite,” said Tarmyntir, voice grave. He looked over the lords and knights. “The Heralds have used the Great Eye to travel to the world of the Malison. If they succeed in their quest, this world and countless others will burn.”

      “Can we follow them?” said Accolon. “You made the Great Eye, Lord Tarmyntir. Can you open it anew?”

      “I can, yes,” said Tarmyntir. “It will take some time, but yes. But I fear what will happen if we face the Heralds again. I sensed the dark powers awakening when the Eye opened. The Warden unlocked the full power of their dark soulblades. All five of the Heralds will be much stronger than once they were. They will draw on the Warden’s own magic, and no one among us will be a match for them.”

      “What must we do, then?” said Accolon, and he fell silent, blinking.

      A pulse of white light appeared in the center of the great hall, and when it cleared, Ridmark saw the ghostly, translucent image of a young woman with thick black hair and cold blue eyes.

      “Rhoanna,” said Calliande.

      “It’s time, Father,” said Rhoanna. “You know what you have to do now. The world needs the Dragon Knight once again.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue: A Lost Dragontiarna

          

        

      

    

    
      Atop the highest tower of Urd Morlemoch rose a ring of standing stones, their black sides pulsing with sinister magic.

      The dark elven wizard known as the Warden stood motionless in the center of the circle, his full will and power pouring through him. Projecting his magic outside of the bounds of his prison to the dark soulblades took all his immense strength, but it was possible. Thanks to the dark soulblades, the Warden could control the very thoughts of four of his five Heralds, project his magic through the swords they wielded.

      He had left Agravhask’s mind alone. There had been no reason to remake it. Agravhask had shared the Warden’s vision even before he came to Urd Morlemoch. He, too, had seen the waste and futile chaos of the cosmos and wished to remake it. For that matter, Agravhask had the mind of a true warrior, and that mind had proven to be one of the Warden’s greatest weapons.

      Certainly, it had proven more reliable than the magic of the Theophract, which had failed at the final test.

      The Warden’s will would shape the new cosmos, and he would have his freedom. For fifteen thousand years, he had been imprisoned within Urd Morlemoch, but in the new cosmos, he would order all things as he wished. His magic would forge a new and better creation, one free of the defects of the old.

      The victory was at hand. All things were now ready, and the final obstacles had been swept away.

      All obstacles except one.

      The Warden’s vision beheld countless potential futures, and he saw them closing off one by one, the future narrowing to his inevitable victory.

      But one obstacle remained.

      The life of Ridmark Arban.

      Aeliana Carhaine had failed to kill him. So had the Theophract and Ricatus Eborium and all the minions and fury of the Heralds of Ruin. The Warden’s bitter foe, the archmage Ardrhythain, had chosen Ridmark, and the Warden conceded that Ardrhythain had chosen well.

      It was time to eliminate that obstacle.

      Four of the Devout orcs remaining in Urd Morlemoch carried a leaden coffin to the tower’s apex and laid it before their master. A portion of the Warden’s attention turned to the coffin. The craftsmanship was crude, but the lead had weathered the centuries well. The Theophract had brought the coffin here at the Warden’s instruction, carrying it from the Frankish Empire. It held the remains of one of the earlier Dragontiarna Knights of the Empire, one who had died defending his people from the Dragon Imperator.

      Or so the men of the Empire believed. The Dragontiarna was not slain but locked in a deep sleep, and life yet clung to his flesh.

      The Warden would take that life and reshape it into a weapon to kill Ridmark Arban.

      And the final obstacle to his victory would be removed.

      "Rise, Sir Andorion,” commanded the Warden. "Rise and kill."

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading DRAGONTIARNA: STORMS!

      Ridmark's final adventure will arrive in DRAGONTIARNA: WARDEN, coming in summer 2021.

      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.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Reading Order

          

        

      

    

    
      The FROSTBORN, SEVENFOLD SWORD, MALISON, and DRAGONTIARNA series all stand alone, but you can read them as an interconnecting epic spanning over forty fantasy novels!

      Below you will find the reading order for all four of these series.

      THE FROSTBORN SERIES

      1.) Frostborn: The Gray Knight

      2.) Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife

      3.) Frostborn: The Undying Wizard

      4.) Frostborn: The Master Thief

      5.) Frostborn: The Iron Tower

      6.) Frostborn: The Dark Warden

      7.) Frostborn: The Gorgon Spirit

      8.) Frostborn: The Broken Mage

      9.) Frostborn: The World Gate

      10.) Frostborn: The High Lords

      11.) Frostborn: The False King

      12.) Frostborn: The Dwarven Prince

      13.) Frostborn: Excalibur

      14.) Frostborn: The Dragon Knight

      15.) Frostborn: The Shadow Prison

      THE SEVENFOLD SWORD SERIES

      1.) Sevenfold Sword: Champion

      2.) Sevenfold Sword: Swordbearer

      3.) Sevenfold Sword: Warlord

      4.) Sevenfold Sword: Necromancer

      5.) Sevenfold Sword: Shadow

      6.) Sevenfold Sword: Unity

      7.) Sevenfold Sword: Sorceress

      8.) Sevenfold Sword: Serpent

      9.) Sevenfold Sword: Tower

      10.) Sevenfold Sword: Maze

      11.) Sevenfold Sword: Guardian

      12.) Sevenfold Sword: Sovereign

      THE MALISON SERIES

      1.) Malison: Dragon Curse

      2.) Malison: Dragon Fury

      3.) Malison: Dragon Umbra

      4.) Malison: Dragon War

      THE DRAGONTIARNA SERIES

      1.) Dragontiarna: Knights

      2.) Dragontiarna: Thieves

      3.) Dragontiarna: Gates

      4.) Dragontiarna: Wraiths

      5.) Dragontiarna: Legions

      6.) Dragontiarna: Defenders

      7.) Dragontiarna: Crowns

      8.) Dragontiarna: Visionary

      9.) Dragontiarna: Storms

      10.) Dragontiarna: Warden

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary of Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      ACCOLON PENDRAGON: The son of High King Arandar and Crown Prince of the realm of Andomhaim.

      ADALBERGA LANDRIC: 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.

      AEGEUS: A Knight of the Order of the Arcanii, strong with water magic. Killed in the Battle of Trojas fighting Lord Taerdyn.

      AELIA LICINIUS ARBAN: The eldest daughter of Gareth Licinius, and the late wife of Ridmark Arban. Killed at Castra Marcaine by Mhalek.

      AELIANA: The illegitimate daughter of Tarrabus Carhaine and former assassin of the Red Family of Cintarra. A Herald of Ruin, and wielder of the dark soulblade Ruinheart.

      AGRAVHASK OF MAZULRAST: The Warlord of the Heptarchy, and bearer of the dark soulblade Shieldruin.

      AGRIMNALAZUR: An urdmordar, slain by Ridmark Arban in Urd Arowyn.

      ALAN RHELLGAR: The lord of Castle Rhellgard in the Frankish Empire. Vassal of Merovech Valdraxis and priest of the Dragon Cult.

      AMRUTHYR: The gray elven lord who built the citadel of Cathair Selenias.

      ANGARIC MEDRAUT: A Knight of the Order of Embers of the Frankish Empire.

      ANGASHALIS: A xiatami priest and Intercessor of Najaris.

      ANSALIA: The daughter of Tarmellion, the last king of Cathair Valwyn.

      ANTENORA: A former apprentice of the last Keeper of Avalon upon Old Earth. Now the apprentice of Calliande of Tarlion. Wife of Sir Gavin of the Northerland.

      ANTHEIA PENDRAGON: The late mother of Kalussa Pendragon.

      ARANDAR PENDRAGON: The High King of Andomhaim and father of Prince Accolon.

      ARCHAELON: A Knight of the Order of the Arcanii. Betrayed Hektor Pendragon, and killed by Ridmark Arban at Castra Chaeldon.

      ARDRHYTHAIN: The last archmage of the high elves, and the founder of the Order of the Magistri and the Order of the Soulblade.

      ARIDAIN MARTEL: The new Dux of Caerdracon in Andomhaim.

      ARISTOTLE TEMPUS: King of Echion in Owyllain, and allied with Hektor Pendragon.

      ARLIACH: A wizard and ranger of the gray elves.

      ARLMAGNAVA: A Frostborn woman, a Seeker of the Order of the Inquisition of the Dominion of the High Lords, the military Order of the Frostborn devoted to spying and recruitment of allies.

      ARMINIOS: A king and Companion of King Hektor, and an experienced ambassador.

      ARTHROLAN: The Consul of the Council of Cathair Kaldran.

      ASPASIA: A former noblewoman and Sister of the Arcanii who turned to dark magic and fled Aenesium. Killed in the fight against Lord Tycharon.

      ATHADIRA: The High Augur of the gray elves. Killed in the siege of Cathair Caedyn.

      ATREUS TRENZIMAR - The King of Cadeira. Formerly allied with Justin Cyros. Died at the Battle of Cathair Animus.

      AUSTRON: A knight of the Order of Blood of the Frankish Empire.

      AXAZAMAR: The King of Khald Tormen and older brother of Narzaxar.

      AZAKHUN: A dwarven Taalmak of Khald Tormen. Caius baptized him into the faith of the Dominus Christus in the Vale of Stone Death.

      THE ARTIFICER: A dark elven noble and wizard, formerly the apprentice of the Warden. His spirit was bound to the Iron Tower. Defeated by Ridmark and his companions.

      AVENTINE ROCARN: A knight in service to Tarrabus Carhaine.

      BELASCO: The bishop of the town of Castarium.

      THE BLADEMASTER: A dark elven noble and a vassal of the Confessor. Killed at the siege of Urd Maelwyn.

      BORS DURIUS: A son of Dux Kors Durius of Durandis.

      BRASIDAS VALAROS: The King of Talyrium. Allied with Justin Cyros. Killed in the battle of Cathair Animus.

      BRUNHILDA TETRAX: The dowager duchess of Carnost in the Frankish Empire, and mother of Cataul and Ruari.

      CADWALL GWYRDRAGON: The Prince of Cintarra, the largest city in Andomhaim. Died of illness a few years ago.

      CAELMARK ARBAN: Ridmark's older brother and the archbishop of Cintarra.

      CAIUS: A dwarven noble of Khald Tormen and a friar of the mendicant orders. The first of the dwarven kindred to convert to the church of the Dominus Christus.

      CAITRIN RHOSMOR: The former lover of Prince Accolon Pendragon, murdered by the Drakocenti.

      CALAZON: A dwarven stonescribe and advisor to Prince Narzaxar.

      CALDORMAN: The abbot of the Monastery of St. Bartholomew near the town of Castarium.

      CALEM: A companion knight of the King of Aenesium and a powerful Arcanius Knight.

      CALLIANDE ARBAN: The Keeper of Tarlion, the guardian of the realm of Andomhaim against the powers of dark magic. The daughter of Joanna and Joachim, and the former student of the Magistrius Marius and the Keeper Ruth. Wife of Ridmark Arban, and the mother of Gareth, Joachim, and Rhoanna.

      CAMORAK: A Magistrius in service to Joram Agramore of Dun Licinia. Prone to drunkenness and boorish comments, but nonetheless a skilled healer.

      CARADOG LORDAC: A knight in service to Tarrabus Carhaine.

      CATHALA: The mother of Tamlin Thunderbolt. Imprisoned by Justin Cyros at the Monastery of St. James. Killed in the battle against Lord Tycharon.

      CATAUL TETRAX: Duke of Carnost in the Frankish Empire.

      CEAROWYN MARDIUS PENDRAGON: The High Queen of Andomhaim and wife of the High King Arandar Pendragon.

      THE CHANTER: A dark elven noble and a vassal of the Confessor.

      CHARLES RHUNMAR: The seneschal of Lady Brunhilda Tetrax of Carnost.

      CHILMAR RIGAMOND: The Duke of Chalons in the Frankish Empire.

      CLAUDIUS AGRELL: A knight in service to Tarrabus Carhaine, serving as Constable of Castra Carhaine.

      CLEMENT: A priest of Aenesium.

      THE CONFESSOR: A dark elven lord, once the lieutenant of the Sovereign. Now the ruler of Urd Maelwyn and the bearer of the Sword of Water. Killed at the battle of Cathair Animus.

      CONNMAR PENDRAGON: The founder of the realm of Owyllain.

      CONRAD RIGAMOND: The eldest son of Chilmar Rigamond and heir to the duchy of Chalons.

      CONSTANTINE LICINIUS: The son of Gareth Licinius, and a Swordbearer, wielder of the soulblade Brightherald. The current Dux of the Northerland.

      CORBANIC LAMORUS: A vassal of the High King, and current Comes of Coldinium. Now serves as Constable of Tarlion.

      CORMARL SCUINAR: The Duke of Ribaria in the Frankish Empire.

      CORTIN LAMORUS: A knight and the son of Corbanic Lamorus. Appointed as the new Dux of Calvus.

      CROWLACHT: A headman of the orcish kingdom of Rhaluusk and a warrior of King Ulakhamar. Fought alongside Ridmark and his friends at the Iron Tower.

      CURZONAR: A Prince of the Range, son of the Red King Turcontar and the First Queen Raszema.

      THE CUTTER: An urdhracos bound to the service of the Sculptor.

      CYAXION TIOPHON: The Regent of Xenorium.

      CYPRIAN OF CINTARRA: The Master of the Scepter Bank and the High One of the Drakocenti. Killed attempting to open the Great Eye.

      DAGMA: Sister of Jager, and former seneschal of the keep of Dun Licinia. Now the seneschal of the Shield Knight and the Keeper.

      DAGOBERT RIGAMOND: The second son of Duke Chilmar Rigamond of Chalons.

      DANIEL TREMUND: A Knight of the Order of the Third Eye of the Frankish Empire.

      DAZLASK: An orcish tavern keeper in Urd Maelwyn.

      THE DARK LADY: A mysterious sorceress who appears in the dreams of Tamlin Thunderbolt. Actually the spirit of the Guardian Morigna.

      DECIMUS: A man-at-arms under the command of Sir Ector Naxius.

      DECIMUS OF RHUDLAN: A Magistrius serving in thte court of Comes Lhanwyn Corinium of Rhudlan.

      DIETER: Husband of Dagma, Jager’s sister. A skilled carpenter.

      ECTOR NAXIUS: A knight in service to Dux Sebastian of Caertigris. Familiar with the manetaurs, the tygrai, and the Range.

      EVERARD ROLAND: A cousion of the slain Emperor, and likely heir to the Frankish Empire.

      THE ELECTOR: A dark elven lord in service to the Confessor.

      ERKAN: A Knight of the Order of Blood and a powerful necromancer.

      ERCHWULF: Master of the Order of the Griffin, one of the five Imperial Orders of the Frankish Empire.

      FARAMUND BERENGAR: The duke of Mourdrech in the Frankish Empire.

      FLAVIUS: The praefectus of the town of Castarium.

      GARETH ARBAN: The eldest son of Ridmark Arban and Calliande Arban.

      GARETH LICINIUS: The Dux of the Northerland, and father of Constantine, Imaria, and Aelia.

      GAVIN: A young man from the village of Aranaeus in the Wilderland, now a Swordbearer and the wielder of the soulblade Truthseeker. Currently a vassal of Dux Constantine of the Northerland.

      GOTHALINZUR: An urdmordar, slain by Ridmark Arban at the village of Victrix.

      GREGOR: An assassin of the Red Family of Cintarra.

      GRIMOALD: The Master of the Order of Iron of the Frankish Empire.

      HADRIAN VINDON: A lord of Cintarra and a member of the Regency Council. Killed by Aeliana Carhaine.

      HEKTOR PENDRAGON: King of Aenesium, wife of Adrastea, and father of Kalussa and Rypheus. Bearer of the Sword of Fire.

      HELMUT: The unofficial leader of the halflings of Cintarra.

      HHAZAKAR: A centurion of the Anathgrimm.

      HULDERIC GRIMNIR: The Duke of Valstrasia in the Frankish Empire.

      IMARIA LICINIUS SHADOWBEARER: The youngest daughter of Gareth Licinius, and a former Magistria of the Order. The new bearer of Incariel’s shadow after the death of Tymandain Shadowbearer. Defeated in the final fight at the Black Mountain.

      JACOB OF CINTARRA: The captain of the guards of the Scepter Bank.

      JAGER: A bold halfling thief and merchant, married to Queen Mara of the Nightmane Forest. Serves as her Prince Consort.

      JOACHIM ARBAN: The youngest son of Ridmark Arban and Calliande Arban.

      JOANNA ARBAN: The daughter of Ridmark Arban and Calliande Arban. Died a few days after birth.

      JOLCUS: An Arcanius Knight skilled with earth magic and the handling of trisalians.

      JORAM AGRAMORE: A knight and vassal of Dux Gareth Licinius. Currently serves as the Comes of Dun Licinia.

      JUSTIN CYROS: The King of Cytheria and bearer of the Sword of Earth.

      KADIUS: A decurion of men-at-arms in the army of Arandar Pendragon.

      KAJALDRAKTHOR: A Frostborn warrior, and Lord Commander of the Order of the Vanguard. Leader of the Frostborn forces in Andomhaim.

      KALDRAINE PENDRAGON: The eldest son of High King Uthanaric Pendragon and heir to the realm of Andomhaim. Murdered during the battle of Dun Calpurnia.

      KALMARK ARBAN: The fourth son of Dux Leogrance Arban of Taliand.

      KALOMARUS: The legendary Dragon Knight, who disappeared after the first defeat of the Frostborn.

      KALRYTHAR: The High Mage of the Council of the cloak elves of Cathair Kaldran.

      KAMATAI: The Tumak (headman) of a tribe of the Takai halflings.

      KAMILIUS: A Companion knight who serves King Lycureon the Young as Constable of Megarium.

      KARL RINCIMAR: The Shield of Falconberg in the Frankish Empire.

      KARLING ROLAND: A cousin of Prince Everard Roland, serving as castellan of Sinderost in Everard's absence.

      KARSAX: A shadowscribe of the dvargir enclave in Caelvhast.

      KEZEDEK: A headman of the sautyri tribe of Myllene.

      KHARLACHT: An orcish warrior of Vhaluusk and follower of Ridmark Arban.

      KHAZAMEK: The Warlord of the city of Vhalorast. Allied with Justin Cyros.

      KHULMAK: An exiled orcish warrior of Mholorast, now a captain of mercenaries.

      KHURAZALIN: An orcish warlock and the Maledictus of Fire.

      KOLMYRION: A gray elven warrior.

      KOTHLARIC PENDRAGON: The High King of Owyllain, betrayed at Cathair Animus after the defeat of the Sovereign. Believed dead, but actually imprisoned within magical crystal at Cathair Animus. Free after the battle of Cathair Animus to resume the rule of Owyllain.

      KORS DURIUS: The Dux of Durandis, Andomhaim’s western march against the mountains of Kothluusk.

      KURASTUS: A Magistrius and the Master of the Order of the Magistri.

      KYRIAN THE PIOUS: King of Callistum in Aenesium, and allied with Hektor Pendragon.

      KURDULKAR: A manetaur Prince of the Range and a follower of the shadow of Incariel. Killed by Ridmark Arban.

      KYRALION: A gray elf of the Unity of the Illicaeryn Jungle, sent as an emissary to the Shield Knight and the Keeper. Now the King of Cathair Caedyn.

      LANETHRAN: A bladweaver of the high elves.

      LEOGRANCE ARBAN: The Dux of Taliand, and the father of Ridmark Arban and Tormark Arban. Killed at the battle of Dun Calpurnia.

      LHANWYN CORINIUM: The Comes of Rhudlan, a town on the western bank of the River Cintarra. Killed attempting to surrender the town to the Dragon Cult.

      LINUS RILLON: A knight of Tarrabus Carhaine and one of the Enlightened of Incariel. Killed by Accolon in self-defense.

      LONGINUS: Knight serving as castellan of the castra of Castarium.

      LUCILLA: A nurse in service to Calliande Arban.

      LYCUREON THE YOUNG: King of Megarium in Owyllain, and allied with Hektor Pendragon.

      LYTHAN RADYR: A lord of Cintarra and a member of the Regency Council.

      MAGATAI: A warrior of the Takai nomads. Survived the Blood Quest to Cathair Avamyr.

      MALABRANCE: The commander of the dvargir enclave in Caelvhast.

      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.

      MAYASCORA: The highest priestess of the Crimson, one of the seven urdmordar who rule the Heptarchy.

      THE MASKED ONE: Ruler of the city of Xenorium and bearer of the Sword of Shadows. Formerly an Arcanius Knight named Cavilius. Actually the disguise of the Sovereign.

      MELEX: The innkeeper of the Javelin Inn at the town of Kalimnos.

      MEROVECH VALDRAXIS: The Duke of Swabathia in the Frankish Empire. Has embraced the Dragon Cult and become a Dragonmaeloch. One of the five Heralds of Ruin, and bearer of the dark soulblade Stormruin.

      MHALEK: Orcish warlord and shaman who believed himself a god. Defeated at Black Mountain, and the killer of Aelia Licinius Arban.

      MICHAEL: The former soldier who serves as Tamlin's master-at-arms and seneschal.

      MILCHIKAI: An Azrikai halfling and the chief engineer of Agravhask's army.

      MIRIAM: The sister of Arandar’s late wife Isolde. Her husband died in the same plague that killed Isolde.

      MORIAH RHOSMOR: The bastard half-sister of Caitrin Rhosmor, and the mysterious master thief known as the Wraith.

      MORIGNA: A sorceress of the Wilderland, and former lover of Ridmark. Murdered by Imaria Licinius and the Weaver at Dun Licinia. Reborn in an elven body, and appointed the Guardian of humanity by Ardrhythain.

      MOURNACHT: A Mhorite orcish warlord and shaman, later subverted into the service of Tymandain Shadowbearer. Killed by Ridmark Arban near Dun Licinia.

      NAKHRAKH: A gnollish mercenary and noble from Culachar in the Empire.

      NARAXZANAR: The former king of Khald Tormen, father of Axazamar and Narzaxar.

      NARZAXAR: The younger brother of King Axazamar of Khald Tormen and the Taalakdaz (chancellor) of the dwarven court.

      NERZAMDRATHUS: The Great King of the muridachs. Killed by Ridmark during the battle of Cathair Caedyn.

      NIALL: A young man of Ebor, dispossessed from his uncle's land. Nephew of Rhiain. Now a vassal knight of Ridmark Arban.

      NIAMAR EICHENFEL: The Count of Eichenfel in the Frankish Empire.

      NICHOMACHUS TEMPUS: The former King of Echion, and father of Cathala. Succeeded by his son King Aristotle the Magnificent.

      THE NECROMANCER OF TROJAS: Ruler of the city of Trojas, and bearer of the Sword of Death. Formerly an Arcanius Knight named Taerdyn.

      NICION AMPHILUS: The Master of the Order of the Arcanii, and the younger brother of Tyromon Amphilus.

      NILARION: A warrior of the gray elves.

      NYVANE: The daughter of Sir Arandar and granddaughter of the High King.

      OBHALZAK: The Warlord of the orcish city of Mholorast. Allied with Hektor Pendragon.

      OCTAVIUS: A friar hired as tutor to the children of Ridmark Arban and Calliande Arban.

      OLIVIER DE FALCONBERG: A Knight of the Order of the Griffin of the Frankish Empire.

      ORDERIC: A Frankish knight and a follower of the Dragon Cult.

      OWAIN REDSHIELD: A knight of Cintarra, currently serves as the Constable of Cintarra.

      PAUL TALLMANE: A vassal of Tarrabus Carhaine, member of the Enlightened of Incariel, and Constable of the Iron Tower. Defeated by Ridmark Arban and killed by Jager at the Iron Tower.

      QAZALDHAR: An orcish warlock and the Maledictus of Death.

      QHAZULAK: An Anathgrimm orc. Champion of Nightmane Forest, and Lord Captain of the Queen’s Guard.

      QUINTUS: A merceny soldier and lieutenant of the smuggler Smiling Otto.

      PARMENIO: A Knight of the Order of the Arcanii and a skilled scout and hunter.

      PETER VANIUS: A knight in service to Arandar Pendragon, and the commander of Prince Accolon's escort.

      POMPEIA CORINIUM: The daughter of Comes Lhanwyn Corinium of Rhudlan.

      RALAKAHR: A manetaur khalath in service to Prince Kurdulkar of the Range. Killed by Ridmark Arban.

      RAMSHALIS: A noble of the xiatami and commander of a ringfort.

      RASZEMA: The First Queen of the manetaurs, and senior wife of Red King Turcontar.

      RHASIBUS: The abbot of the Monastery of St. Paul near the city of Trojas.

      RHIAIN: A woman of Ebor, driven off her land. The aunt of Niall. Now a lady-in-waiting to Calliande Arban.

      RHISON MORDANE: A household knight of Tarrabus Carhaine and an Enlightened of Incariel.

      RHOANNA ARBAN: The youngest daughter of Ridmark and Calliande.

      RHOMATAR: The Lord Marshal of the gray elves.

      RICATUS EBORIUM: The lord of the village of Ebor and a vassal of Comes Lhanwyn Corinium.

      RILMAEL: The Guardian of Cathair Kaldran.

      RILMEIRA: A wizard of the gray elves and daughter of the High Augur Athadira.

      RION LYSIAS: An Arcanius Knight and the governor of the town of Kalimnos.

      RHODRUTHAIN: A gray elf and the Guardian of Cathair Animus.

      RHOGRIMNALAZUR: An urdmordar, slain by Ridmark Arban and his companions in the ruins of Urd Cystaanl.

      RHOMATHAR: The Lord Marshal of Cathair Caedyn.

      ROMIRTAI: The eldest Windcaller of the Takai nomads.

      RHUNVELL: The High Captain of the Guards of Cathair Kaldran.

      RHYANNIS: A high elven bladeweaver. Owes her life to Ridmark Arban.

      RICATUS EBORIUM: The lord of the village of Ebor.

      RIDMARK ARBAN: Known as the Gray Knight, the youngest son of Dux Leogrance Arban of Taliand. Expelled from the Order of the Swordbearers and branded for cowardice upon his left cheek. The widower of Aelia Licinius Arban.

      RILMAEL: The Guardian of Cathair Kaldran and friend of the Frankish Empire.

      RJALMANDRAKUR: A Frostborn noble, Lord Commander of the Order of the Vanguard, the military Order of the Dominion of the High Lords devoted to quickly subjugating new worlds. Killed by Ridmark during the battle of Dun Calpurnia.

      ROSALYN AGINWULF: The Duchess of Corbrast in the Frankish Empire.

      ROTRUDE: A halfling nurse in service to Antenora.

      RUARI TETRAX: The sister of Duke Cataul Tetrax of Carnost of the Frankish Empire.

      RUFINIUS: The bastard son of Caelmark Arban and bearer of the soulblade Starflame.

      RUIRE: The Master of the Order of Embers of the Frankish Empire.

      RUTH: The former Keeper of Andomhaim who took Calliande as an apprentice.

      RYPHEUS PENDRAGON: The Crown Prince of Aenesium and eldest son of Hektor Pendragon.

      SEBASTIAN AURELIUS: The Dux of Caertigris, the eastern march of the High Kingdom.

      SEKADURA: A Quaesitor of the Temple of the Visionary.

      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.

      SIGURD EICHENFEL: The wife of the Count of Eichenfel and the daughter of the Shield of Falconberg.

      SOLTHALIS: An archmage of the cloak elves and the Lord Sentinel of Cathair Kaldran.

      THE SOVEREIGN: The dark elven lord who was once ruler of all of Owyllain. Defeated and killed by High King Kothlaric Pendragon.

      SMILING OTTO: A halfling smuggler and merchant, previously based out of Vulmhosk.

      THE SWORDMAIDEN: The daughter of the Sovereign and ruler of the Durance.

      TAGRIMN VOLARUS: A knight and vassal of Dux Gareth Licinius, and the lord of Mourning Keep in the southern hills of the Northerland.

      TALITHA: The former Master of the Order of the Arcanii. The realm of Owyllain believed that she betrayed and murdered High King Kothlaric, and killed in the resultant battle. In truth, she stopped the Sovereign from becoming a god, and split her soul into seven shards to fight him once more.

      TAMARA: The adoptive daughter of Melex of Kalimnos. Called Earthcaller for her skill with earth magic. Actually Talitha reborn.

      TAMLIN: Son of King Justin Cyros and a Swordborn. Also a Knight of the Order of the Arcanii.

      TARMELLION: The last gray elven King of Cathair Valwyn.

      TARRABUS CARHAINE: The Dux of Caerdracon and the an Initiated of the Seventh Circle of the Enlightened of Incariel. Also the leader of the Enlightened of Incariel. Now claims to be the High King of Andomhaim by right of conquest. Defeated in the final battle at the Black Mountain.

      TAZEMAZAR: An arbiter of the manetaurs.

      TAZTALORIA: A High Priestess of the Crimson, one of the seven urdmordar who rule the Heptarchy.

      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.

      TULDRASK: An arachar orc and a lieutenant of Agravhask.

      TURCONTAR: The Red King of the manetaur kindred.

      TYCHARON: A mysterious nobleman who lives in the city of Najaris, and the Prefect of Games of the xiatami. Killed when he tried to steal the power of the Well of Storms.

      TYRCAMBER RIGAMOND: A Dragontiarna Knight of the Empire, son of Duke Chilmar Rigamond.

      TYRHUNA: The Healer of the Council of Cathair Kaldran.

      TYROMON AMPHILUS: A Knight Companion of King Hektor Pendragon of Aenesium. Killed in Archaelon's betrayal.

      TYSIA: The wife of Tamlin Thunderbolt.

      TYWALL GWYRDRAGON: The current Prince of Cintarra. As the Prince is a child, a Regency Council governs the city in his name. After the destruction of the Regency Council, Accolon Pendragon now governs in his name.

      ULAKHAMAR: The king of the orcish kingdom of Rhaluusk and a vassal of the High King.

      ULASK: The seneschal of Lord Tycharon of Najaris.

      URZHALAR: The Maledictus of Earth and advisor of King Justin.

      UTHANARIC PENDRAGON: The father of Arandar Pendragon and the previous High King of Andomhaim. Murdered during the battle of Dun Calpurnia.

      VALATAI: The Tumak (chieftain) of a tribe of Takai nomads near the town of Kalimnos.

      VALDRAMMIS: A kyralven battle wizard and commander of the Heptarchy's battle wizards.

      THE VALEDICTOR: A dark elven lord. Killed by Tyrcamber Rigamond during the battle of Sinderost.

      VALMARK ARBAN: The second son of Dux Leogrance Arban, and bearer of the soulblade Hopesinger. Killed at the siege of Castarium.

      VALTYR: A household knight of Duke Merovech Valdraxis.

      VEGETIUS: A decurion of men-at-arms in service to Ridmark Arban.

      VERUS MACRINUS: The Dux of Tarras, and an Enlightened of Incariel and supporter of Tarrabus Carhaine.

      VHADROV: An innkeeper in the city of Caelvhast.

      VHALMHARAK: A Herald of Ruin and wielder of the dark soulblade Ghostruin, slain in battle by Warlord Shalmathrak.

      VHALZAR: The seneschal of the household of Angashalis of Najaris.

      VHORSHALA: A priestess of the ghost orcs.

      VIMROGHAST: An earl of the jotunmiri and an ally of King Hektor.

      THE VISAGE: A dark elven noblewoman and a vassal of the Confessor. Serves as the governor of Urd Maelwyn.

      VOLKER: A man-at-arms in service to Count Alan Rhellgar of the Frankish Empire.

      VULTHAK: The headman of a deep orc tribe fleeing from dvargir slavers.

      THE WARDEN: The lord of Urd Morlemoch, and widely regarded as the greatest wizard ever produced by the dark elves. Trapped in Urd Morlemoch since the arrival of the urdmordar fifteen thousand years ago.

      THE WEAVER: Formerly a Magistrius named Toridan. Now a powerful Enlightened of Incariel capable of changing form quickly. Killed by Ridmark Arban in the Stone Heart of Khald Tormen.

      XALDRAXIS: A xiatami noble and captain of a trading barge.

      XOPHIRAMUS: The mysterious god of the xiatami kindred.

      YWAIN CORINIUM: A minor knight of Cintarra, younger brother to Comes Lhanwyn Corinium.

      ZALDRATHIS: The Consul (chief magistrate) of the xiatami Circle of Lords of Najaris.

      ZENOBIA TRIMARCH: The last living member of the royal house of Trojas.

      ZHORLACHT: A warrior and wizard of the Anathgrimm orcs. Formerly a priest of the Traveler, and now an advisor of Queen Mara.

      ZHORLASKUR: The king of the orcish kingdom of Mhorluusk and a vassal of the High King.

      ZIMRI TALVUS: A minor noble of Cintarra.

      ZOTHAL - A tygrai Imryr in service to the arbiter Tazemazar and the First Queen Raszema.

      ZUGLACHT: An orcish wizard and the ruler of the town Shakaboth.

      ZUREDEK: The saurtyri headman who serves as chief of Tamlin Thunderbolt's servants.
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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.

      CAELVHAST: A city in the northern Heptarchy, home to the chief dvargir enclave on the continent.

      CAERDRACON: A duxarchate in central Andomhaim, one of the wealthiest and most powerful of the realm.

      CAERTIGRIS: The eastern march of Andomhaim, bordering on the lands of the manetaurs.

      CALLISTIUM: One of the Nine Cities of Owyllain, ruled by King Kyrian the Pious.

      CALVUS: A duxarchate in central Andomhaim.

      CAMPHYLON: One of the main cities of the muridachs in the Deeps.

      CARNOST: A duchy in the northeastern Frankish Empire.

      CASTARIUM: A town in southern Taliand, three days' ride west of Tarlion.

      CASTRA ARBAN: The stronghold and seat of Dux Leogrance Arban of Taliand.

      CASTRA CARHAINE: The stronghold and seat of Dux Tarrabus Carhaine of Caerdracon.

      CASTRA CHAELDON: The fortress guarding the border between the lands of Aenesium and Cytheria.

      CASTRA DURIUS: The stronghold of Dux Kors Durius, located in western Durandis.

      CASTRA MARCAINE: The stronghold and seat of Dux Gareth Licinius of the Northerland.

      CASTRA MELIDERN: A strong fortress north of the town of Rhudlan.

      CATHAIR ARBUR: Formerly a cloak elven kingdom, now Guardian's Isle.

      CATHAIR ANIMUS: A ruined city of the gray elves located in the Tower Mountains of Owyllain. Built around the Well of Storms.

      CATHAIR AVAMYR: A ruined city of the gray elves, located somewhere in the Takai Steppes.

      CATHAIR CAEDYN: The last city of the gray elves, located deep within the Illicaeryn Jungle.

      CATHAIR SOLAS: The last city of the high elves, located far beyond the northern boundaries of Andomhaim.

      CHALONS: A duchy in the northeastern Frankish Empire.

      CINTARRA: The largest city of Andomhaim, ruled by the Prince of Cintarra, Cadwall Gwyrdragon.

      COLDINIUM: A city on the northwestern borders of Andomhaim. Its Comes is a direct vassal of the High King.

      CULACHAR: A kingdom of baptized gnolls, allied with the Frankish Empire.

      CYTHERIA: The second largest city of the Nine Cities of Owyllain, ruled by King Justin Cyros.

      DUN CALPURNIA: A town in the western Northerland, overlooking the valley of the River Moradel.

      DUN LICINIA: A town in the Northerland, marking the northern border of the realm of Andomhaim.

      DURANDIS: The western march of the kingdom of Andomhaim, bordering the mountains of Kothluusk.

      ECHION: One of the Nine Cities of Owyllain, ruled by King Aristotle Tempus.

      GRUNDORF: A small village in southern Swabathia in the Frankish Empire.

      THE IRON TOWER: Once the northwestern outpost of the kingdom of Andomhaim, commanded by Sir Paul Tallmane. Destroyed by Ridmark Arban and his allies in their fight against the Artificer.

      KALIMNOS: The southernmost town of the realm of Owyllain.

      KHALD AKKAR: The secret city of the dwarves of the Frankish Empire.

      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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