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		Description

		 

		The ultimate artifact of dark magic. Only one may wield it.

		 

		At last Gareth Arban has found the resting place of the Dragonskull, the deadly weapon of dark magic that can either rule or destroy the world.

		 

		But the sorceress Azalmora has also found it and will do anything to claim the Dragonskull’s power.

		 

		To free the world from the Dragonskull’s curse, Gareth must pay the ultimate price…
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Chapter 1: The Royal Path

		 

		Gareth Arban held his soulblade ready as he descended the stairs.

		 

		The light from his sword’s white fire glinted off the dark stone of the walls. The stairwell spiraled downward, similar to the stairs that he and his friends had seen scattered through the Deeps south of Takaris. Unlike those hidden stairs, this one was broad and wide, the steps shallow as they descended from the Temple of Rhugavak. In ancient days, Gareth knew that the emperors of the xortami had taken this hidden road from the capital of Takaris to the temple since the slaves of the lizardmen were not permitted to witness the religious ceremonies of the xortami.

		 

		Unless, of course, the slaves were sacrificed in those ceremonies.

		 

		The dark stairs had no illumination, but that was all right. Both Joachim and Niara maintained spells of magical light, pale glowing spheres floating next to them. The spheres threw back the gloom, though the spells did cast tangled shadows over the walls. Yet even without the spells, Gareth would have been able to see his path without much difficulty, thanks to the light from his soulblade.

		 

		The aura of dark magic that hung over this place made his soulblade burn with anger, the white flames dancing along the edges of the weapon. The combination of the auras around the Temple of Rhugavak above and the ruins of Takaris to the west meant that Stormshield almost glowed like a torch in Gareth’s fist. He supposed it was some aspect of the sword’s magic that he could look at it without dazzling his eyes.

		 

		He glanced at the others. Crake walked alongside him, face ruddy behind the red beard he had grown since they had left Tarlion. He carried his soulhammer Valorforge in his right hand, the head of the weapon glowing with white fire. Morigna walked behind them, tall and somber in her gray robes and cowl, though Gareth occasionally caught a flash of the golden armor she wore beneath her heavy garments. Telemachus strode alongside her, his battered armor and helmet glinting in the dim light, his sword in hand and his elemental magic ready to strike.

		 

		Gareth’s brother Joachim followed in the middle, his white coat long ago turned to gray, staff grasped loosely in his right hand. Dietmar accompanied him, crossbow ready. Behind them came Philip and Jerome, the soulblades Sunstrike and Lightseeker glowing in their hands. Philip looked calm, Jerome nervous, but then Philip always looked calm, and Jerome nearly always seemed nervous.

		 

		Gareth’s betrothed walked next to Joachim, her eyes scanning the stairs for danger.

		 

		Betrothed.

		 

		He had thought himself betrothed to Iseult Toraemus, but that had been a delusion on his part, a childish fancy that he had allowed to take control of his mind. That delusion had ended when Iseult betrayed him, a decision that ended with Iseult dying on the floor of her husband’s warehouse.

		 

		Niara was nothing like Iseult.

		 

		She moved in near-perfect silence despite her armor and heavy cloak. Her staff had been destroyed in the final battle against Xothalaxiar, and now she carried the staff once borne by the high elven sorceress Myotharia. Her white hair seemed eerie in the dim light, and her blue-purple eyes were cold and focused as she watched for enemies.

		 

		Gareth had only met her in the flesh a few days ago, but it felt like he had known her for years. The magic of the Waystones had bridged their minds and shared their dreams. He had seen her darkest moments, just as she had seen his. Niara’s entire life, her whole heart and mind, had been dedicated to killing Xothalaxiar, to repaying the urdmordar for the death of her father.

		 

		Xothalaxiar lay dead in the temple above, slain by Niara’s hand. Niara’s need for vengeance had carried her centuries beyond her own time and far from everyone and everything she had ever known. She had done it willingly, knowing that vengeance on Xothalaxiar would cost her everything she had left.

		 

		But Niara had fulfilled her quest, and now she needed to start a new life, one without the overriding focus of vengeance.

		 

		And she wanted to start that new life with him.

		 

		The thought made Gareth happier than he would have thought possible. He loved her, and she was capable and clever and fearless. Gareth wanted her and no other woman as his wife.

		 

		Assuming, of course, they lived through the next few days.

		 

		It was just as well that Niara was capable and fearless because they would need every bit of courage and strength for what lay before them.

		 

		Xothalaxiar was slain, the warlock Mharoslav had died upon Telemachus’s blade, and Azalmora had killed the Dzark Mthrozgar. Many of those who had sought the Dragonskull had perished.

		 

		But Azalmora herself was still alive, and of all their foes, she was by far the most dangerous. When Xothalaxiar had fallen, Azalmora had departed from the Temple of Rhugavak at once. Gareth had absolutely no doubt that Azalmora had gone straight back to the xortami warlord Valdranek and the ruins of Takaris.

		 

		If she broke into the city and claimed the Dragonskull for herself, she would no longer fear the soulblades Gareth and his friends carried.

		 

		Crake grunted, cutting into Gareth’s thoughts. “How much longer are these bloody stairs going to go on?”

		 

		“Maybe we should be quiet,” said Joachim. “Master Dietmar always said there’s no telling how far sound can carry underground.”

		 

		“Master Dietmar is quite correct,” said Morigna. Her voice always sounded a bit acerbic, colored with an archaic accent. “However, at the moment, it doesn’t matter. It is impossible for us to move silently on these stairs, and every sound will echo. For that matter, the sort of predators that lurk in the Deeps can hear you breathing. We might as well converse. Any foes will have heard us coming a long way off.”

		 

		Jerome muttered something and crossed himself with his free hand.

		 

		“Of course,” said Morigna, “the sword has two edges. Any echoes will travel to us as well. Between your soulblades and my Sight, we shall have ample warning of any foes.”

		 

		“Like two rival horsemen in a sunlit field with no cover,” said Crake. “No matter what we do, we’ll see each other coming.”

		 

		“Indeed,” said Niara, and Gareth looked at her. Niara’s voice always sounded a bit hoarse and rough, a consequence of the day her father had been killed in front of her. She had screamed and screamed until she couldn’t scream any longer, and her throat had never healed right from that. “Though this stairwell is about as far as a sunlit field as I can imagine, Sir Crake.”

		 

		Crake shrugged. “I’m a knight, not a poet.”

		 

		“Perhaps when this is all over,” said Morigna, “you can have one of the bards traveling with Lady Ingvilda compose a poem for you. What was his name? She did have a favorite bard…”

		 

		“Hjarn,” said Gareth. It hadn’t been all that long since they had left Norvangenheim and traveled into the wastes that had once been the xortami empire, but it felt like months had passed, maybe even years. “Though I think Father Colafur helps Hjarn compose the lyrics for his songs.” He glanced at the Guardian. “If you meet him, be wary. He will have a thousand questions for you about Andomhaim.”

		 

		“Aye,” said Joachim. “I must have answered at least that many for him, but he will have far more for you since you’re the Guardian and know answers that I do not.”

		 

		“Or for you, Magistria,” said Morigna, turning toward Niara. “You have seen more history than I have.”

		 

		“Have I?” said Niara. “Perhaps. But from what I saw in Gareth’s memories, you have seen much history yourself. The Frostborn war, the War of the Seven Swords, the Heptarchy invasion…”

		 

		Crake spat on the steps. “Warlord Agravhask. Your father dealt with him, Southron.”

		 

		“Father Colafur, if he truly wishes to write a book of history, should speak with you, Guardian,” said Niara. “For when I traveled through the land you call Norvangenheim, no one lived there. Nomadic orcish tribes would travel along the river, but they rarely stayed. Fear of the xortami, I now realize.”

		 

		“Or maybe Myotharia,” said Philip.

		 

		Niara shook her head, tapping the end of Myotharia’s golden staff against the stone. The weapon made a faint ringing sound. “No, they weren’t afraid of Myotharia. Or, rather, they feared her and were wise enough to avoid her. Before she touched the Dragonskull, she wasn’t dangerous to anyone passing by. Only if you approached her.”

		 

		Crake snorted. “Aye, and we were fool enough to approach her.”

		 

		“The needs of duty make many demands upon us, sir,” said Dietmar. “Though once this is finished, it would be good to make a record of it. Other men of Andomhaim may have to treat with the Norvangir or fight against the xortami. Best that we should set down our accounts.”

		 

		“Let Father Colafur do it,” said Crake.

		 

		“You just want to go back to Nifheldun so you can see Lady Ingvilda again,” said Jerome.

		 

		“Aye, and why should I not?” said Crake. “A man can do things for more than one reason, can’t he?”

		 

		“Should we prevail,” said Morigna, “most likely Gareth’s and Joachim’s mother will insist upon taking down a record of these events, a book to be kept in the Tower of the Keeper and the library of the Magistri. She always did think about the future. Too much at times.”

		 

		“And the library of the Order of the Arcanii,” said Telemachus. “For any foe that threatens Andomhaim may one day menace Owyllain. The world is large, and it holds many dangers.”

		 

		“And the Arcanii,” echoed Morigna. “For it was an Arcanius Knight of Owyllain who slew the warlock Mharoslav and kept him from ever reaching the Dragonskull.”

		 

		Telemachus shook his head. “That would give the Arcanius Knight too much credit for the deed. For he would not have been able to kill Mharoslav without the aid of the Swordbearers,” he offered a quick bow to Niara, “and a Magistria returned from the mists of the past.”

		 

		“Then whoever writes the account of our journey,” said Morigna in a dry tone, “must include a passage where we all refuse to take credit for our victories and try to seize the blame for our failures. Surely the reader will marvel at our profound humility.”

		 

		Gareth laughed at that. “Boasting overmuch would be unknightly.”

		 

		Niara grinned at him. “You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

		 

		“What I want,” said Crake, “is to know how much farther these bloody stairs go down. It’s murder on the knees.”

		 

		“Wait another twenty years or so,” said Morigna, “and your knees will give you far more cause for complaint.”

		 

		“I fear the Guardian is quite correct, sir,” said Dietmar.

		 

		“You’re older than me,” said Crake, “and have no trouble keeping up.”

		 

		“The advantages of my heritage, sir,” said Dietmar. “Halflings are not as tall as humans. Consequently, our hearts do not need to work so hard to pump blood so high, nor do our joints labor to carry the excess bulk of humans.”

		 

		“Bulk?” said Philip, raising an eyebrow.

		 

		Dietmar shrugged. “No doubt, sirs, to you I appear small. To my eyes, you are all somewhat overlarge. A matter of perspective.”

		 

		“A valuable lesson for us all,” said Morigna. “But when it comes to these stairs, perspective does not matter. I expect the stairs will descend for a considerable distance. Remember, Takaris was at the bottom of the valley, and the Temple of Rhugavak was at the foot of the mountains. We must descend a goodly distance. Take heart, Sir Crake. At least we do not have to climb the stairs.”

		 

		“That’s true,” said Crake.

		 

		“Unless,” said Niara, “we get to the bottom and find that the way is blocked. Then we must climb all the way back to the top and find a different path to Takaris.”

		 

		“God and the saints, woman!" said Crake. "Don’t even joke about that. I can tell you spent a lot of time with armies. Your sense of humor is as evil and perverse as an old decurion’s.” Niara grinned at that.

		 

		“No,” said Morigna. “This is the path. I am certain of it.”

		 

		Down and down the stairs went. Gareth had tried counting them, but he had lost his place some time ago. Despite that, he guessed that they were nearly half a mile beneath the Temple of Rhugavak, maybe a little more. Once again, he had to admire the skill of the ancient xortami. They were cold and brutal and kept humans as slaves and killed them for food, but the skill of their engineers could not be denied. This stairwell had been dug fifteen thousand years ago, and through all the years and all the earthquakes since, it remained intact. Andomhaim was only a thousand years old. Could any structure built by human hands endure so long?

		 

		“The air is getting stale,” said Philip.

		 

		“One suspects,” said Morigna, “that we are nearing the bottom.”

		 

		“God be praised,” said Crake, his breath steaming in the chill air. He was breathing harder than anyone else. Crake was hardly unfit, but he was the largest of them, and they had descended a lot of steps.

		 

		The stairwell ended in an arch of dark stone carved with xortami symbols. They passed through the arch and came into a large, shadowy hall, though it was small compared to the great fane of the Temple of Rhugavak. Morigna took a few steps into the chamber and gestured, her sphere of glowing light rising.

		 

		Gareth noted the details of the hall. Reliefs marked the walls, similar in style to the sculptures and artworks he had seen in the other ruins of the ancient xortami. The art of the dark elves celebrated cruelty and torture and usually displayed orcs and halflings and others getting ripped apart or tortured while an audience of dark elves watched with delighted approval. The artwork of the xortami lacked that, though it was no less brutal. Xortami nobles and priests looked over throngs of kneeling slaves that waited for orders or punishments from their implacable masters. If the dark elves had been creatures of chaos and cruelty, Gareth thought, the xortami were creatures of brutal, efficient order and hierarchy.

		 

		Given what the xortami had done to the dark elven lord who had tried to rule over them, Gareth supposed the order of the xortami had proven more effective than the cruelty of the dark elves.

		 

		At the far end of the hall stood two massive statues of dark stone, each nearly fifty feet tall. They had been carved in the likeness of xortami nobles clad in armor similar to what Valdranek and Makarov had worn. Between the statues was a closed gate with two doors of black metal, each one standing about thirty feet high.

		 

		“The doors to the royal path of the xortami,” said Morigna. “It is likely no one has set foot in this chamber for over fifteen thousand years.”

		 

		Disturbing thought, that.

		 

		Gareth glanced at the carvings on the walls, half-expecting them to come to life and attack the intruders defiling this place. Perhaps it was a fanciful thought. Or maybe it was just healthy caution, given the powers wielded by the xortami priests and sorcerers.

		 

		Yet Stormshield burned hotter in his hand, the soulblade’s rage pulsing through his link to the weapon. It was reacting to the aura of the spells upon the ancient doors.

		 

		Or to the aura of whatever waited behind them.

		 

		Niara gestured, white light glowing around her free hand. “I don’t think there are any magical traps.”

		 

		“Nor do I,” said Morigna.

		 

		“That would be surprising,” said Dietmar, “given that this passage was made for the use of the xortami emperors. I doubt such lords would wish to spend their time dodging magical traps.”

		 

		“Indeed,” said Morigna. “Yet the doors are almost certainly sealed with dark magic. Let us approach.”

		 

		Like the walls, the doors had been carved with scenes of the xortami emperors ruling over their subject lords and slaves. Unlike the walls, symbols of ghostly blue fire flickered and danced over the door, wards of dark magic that held it closed.

		 

		“A moment,” said Morigna. “I will examine the wards with my Sight.”

		 

		She grasped her black staff with both hands and gazed at the door, her eyes going hazy in the depths of her cowl.

		 

		###

		 

		Niara waited as the Guardian examined the door.

		 

		She didn’t mind the delay.

		 

		It gave her time to examine the hole in her head.

		 

		Of course, it wasn’t a literal hole.

		 

		Against all odds, even against her own expectations, Niara had come through the battle against Xothalaxiar unscathed. Her entire life had been devoted to vengeance upon the ancient urdmordar that had killed her father and ruined so many other lives. Niara had left everything and everyone she had ever known to chase Xothalaxiar and had ended up trapped within the wards of Takaris for nearly five centuries, reemerging into a world very different than the one she had left behind.

		 

		She had sacrificed everything for vengeance…and she had achieved it.

		 

		Not that Niara could claim the victory solely by her own power and skill. On her own, Xothalaxiar would have killed her. Gareth and the others had allowed her to get close enough to fight Xothalaxiar one last time.

		 

		Even then, they would have perished but for Myotharia. The ancient, tormented high elf, her sanity long ago shattered and further corroded by the Dragonskull, had in her madness decided that Xothalaxiar had slain her family. Enraged beyond reason, beyond lucidity, Myotharia had smashed into Xothalaxiar, wounding and distracting the urdmordar long enough for Niara to deal a fatal wound to the vile creature.

		 

		Myotharia had perished soon after from her own wounds, and in her eyes as she died there had been…

		 

		Peace. That was it.

		 

		Niara wondered what that felt like, if she would ever know anything like it.

		 

		Her entire life, her entire heart and mind, had been devoted to finding and killing Xothalaxiar.

		 

		Now the urdmordar was dead.

		 

		And Niara had a hole in her head, a gap in her mind that had once been filled with vengeance.

		 

		Oddly, she felt a faint sense of loss, which annoyed her to no end.

		 

		It had been necessary to kill Xothalaxiar. Vengeance had been her real reason, but it had been good and noble to pursue the urdmordar. If Xothalaxiar had found the Dragonskull, she would have become a tyrant beyond imagination, one who would have returned to wage brutal war against Andomhaim.

		 

		But Xothalaxiar had been defeated. Whatever else happened, Xothalaxiar would never kill anyone else, would never ruin a life as she had ruined and dominated Niara’s.

		 

		Yet Niara was willing to concede that of all the foes who sought the Dragonskull, Azalmora was the most dangerous.

		 

		The fact remained that Niara had filled her life with the need for vengeance, and she had taken it at last.

		 

		She hadn’t expected to survive the experience.

		 

		So now what?

		 

		Her eyes strayed to Gareth Arban.

		 

		The man she had agreed to marry stood watching the stairs rather than the doors, a precaution of which she approved. He had blue eyes and black hair, his jaw shaded by a dark beard that had grown during the weeks of travel through Norvangenheim and the xortami wastes. Niara remembered the muscled body beneath his clothes and armor, the way he had felt pressing down on her as he kissed her.

		 

		The Guardian had the Sight, though it didn’t allow her to read minds. Just as well. She might have been shocked by some of the images that went through Niara’s mind when she thought of Gareth. Or maybe not. Morigna did not seem an easy woman to startle.

		 

		Niara had told herself that she could not love Gareth while Xothalaxiar yet lived, that the necessity of vengeance blocked everything else out.

		 

		Maybe the hole in her mind wasn’t really a hole.

		 

		Maybe it was like a forest after a great fire had swept through it, burning away the dead trees and fallen branches.

		 

		Something new could grow.

		 

		Niara could tell that was already happening because the thought of Gareth dying upset her as much as the thought of Xothalaxiar escaping had once done.

		 

		She wanted to go back to Andomhaim with Gareth. Go back and marry him. He would be a Swordbearer, and she would be a Magistria. Assuming years of privation had not damaged her health, she would bear his children. Once that would have been unthinkable. The idea of raising children in a world with Xothalaxiar in it was too disturbing to contemplate.

		 

		But Xothalaxiar was dead.

		 

		And maybe Niara could finally find the peace she had never been able to discover.

		 

		Assuming, of course, they did not all die today.

		 

		She had hated Xothalaxiar, but Niara was not a fool, and she realized that Azalmora with the Dragonskull might be far, far worse than if Xothalaxiar had found the thing.

		 

		They would defeat Azalmora, destroy the Dragonskull, and return to Andomhaim.

		 

		It was a strange feeling, trying to steady her resolve with hope rather than with grim, fatalistic despair.

		 

		Strange…but not altogether unpleasant.

		 

		Morigna drew in a long breath and straightened up, shifting her staff to her left hand.

		 

		“The doors?” said Gareth.

		 

		“A more potent ward is on them than the gate to the temple above,” said Morigna. “I expect either the xortami emperors or the high priests knew the proper spell of dark magic to open the doors. We do not, so we must resort to brute force.” She pointed at the left-hand door. “Joachim, cast the spell of dispelling at this door. Niara, do the same to the other.” Niara nodded and summoned her magic, the white fire of the Well of Tarlion rising in her mind. “Crake, once they do, strike the middle of the doors with all your strength. Right…there.” She pointed at a spot with her staff. “The combined powers should shatter the wards like a pane of glass.”

		 

		“Be ready,” said Gareth. “There’s no telling what we will find behind the doors. Maybe Azalmora and more of her allies.”

		 

		Niara thought that unlikely. Then again, Azalmora and Xothalaxiar had gotten to the Temple of Rhugavak first and laid a trap. Perhaps the Quaesitor would have another cunning ambush in mind…and this time Myotharia would not come to their aid.

		 

		It was up to Niara and the others.

		 

		Either they would stop Azalmora and destroy the Dragonskull, or no one ever would.

		 

		“Ready,” said Joachim.

		 

		“Ready,” repeated Niara.

		 

		On impulse, she took Myotharia’s golden staff in both hands, pointing it at the doors. The staff had been forged from the same metal as Gareth’s shield, the golden steel of the high elves, lighter and stronger and more resilient than normal metal. Niara didn’t know if Myotharia had made the staff herself or if it had been a gift from another of the high elven mages.

		 

		She knew a great deal about forging, about working spells into metal to create weapons and armor of magical power. Niara knew more than enough to realize that this staff had been created by someone of far greater skill and knowledge than she possessed. The staff she had made, the one that had melted and burned inside Xothalaxiar’s malignant black heart, had operated on the same principles. It would augment and focus any magical power she sent into the weapon. Except Niara’s staff had been mostly forged to handle elemental fire. Some of the magic of the Well of Tarlion could flow through it, but not nearly as much as she would have liked.

		 

		This staff, she suspected, would be able to channel the magic of the Well.

		 

		Now was as good a time to test it as any.

		 

		“Now,” said Morigna.

		 

		Niara and Joachim cast their spells together as Crake swung his hammer. White flame lashed from Joachim’s hand to slice across the left door. Considerably more white fire leaped from Niara’s staff, washing over the right door in a cone of brilliant light. The amount of power that the staff could channel startled her. Practically any spell she cast using either elemental flame or the magic of the Well would reach new levels of power.

		 

		Considering what awaited them in Takaris, that was just as well.

		 

		The glyphs of blue flame sputtered and flickered, and Crake’s soulhammer struck the doors. There was a massive ringing clang, a thunderclap, and then a flash of white light. A shudder went through the floor, and Crake stumbled back as if Valorforge had met something unyielding and rebounded.

		 

		But the glyphs faded away.

		 

		For a few seconds, they stood in silence.

		 

		“You’re right,” said Joachim to Morigna. “There was no point to being quiet on the stairs. That was so loud everyone in the Deeps for fifty miles probably heard.”

		 

		“Assuming this passage even connects to the Deeps,” said Morigna. “But let us see what we may see.”

		 

		She pushed the end of her staff against the doors, and they swung open in silence.

		 

		Dim red light spilled through the doors. Niara’s first thought was the bloody crimson flame that Mharoslav’s chaos magic had summoned.

		 

		“Oh,” said Crake with dismay. “More bloody stairs.”

		 

		The passage beyond the doors was wide and descended in a slope. Just as Crake had said, more stairs marked the way, though they were broad and shallow, and every thirty yards or so, the stairs ended in a landing before another flight continued downward. The ceiling rose in a dark arch supported by thick pillars. Between some of the pillars stood tall statues of xortami warriors in armor, maces in hand and stone shields upon their left arms.

		 

		Odd. She couldn’t recall any xortami statues with maces.

		 

		“Miles and miles of stairs,” said Crake with a sigh.

		 

		“Why is the light red?” said Jerome. The strange glow came from crystals set into the arch of the ceiling. Every twenty yards a crystal had been placed into the stonework, and they cast a strange mixture of shadows and red light over the passage.

		 

		“At a guess,” said Morigna, “I would say the xortami find that shade of light comfortable. Or maybe whatever emperor ordered the construction of this passage preferred that color.”

		 

		“That seems likely,” said Joachim. “The braziers in the temple above burned with blue flame. Perhaps the xortami used different colors of light to mark different locations.”

		 

		“Perhaps,” agreed Morigna, her tone distant.

		 

		“Do you see magical traps or wards?” said Gareth.

		 

		Niara worked the spell to sense magical forces. With the ward on the doors broken, her spell gave her a clearer sense of the passageway. This entire place was saturated with dark magic. Fifteen thousand years spent soaking in the malignant aura of the Dragonskull would do that. The xortami had to be naturally resistant to dark magic, Niara supposed, or else the dark aura would have mutated them by now.

		 

		Yet there were different spells on the statues of xortami warriors standing between the pillars.

		 

		“No,” said Morigna. “Not traps as such.”

		 

		Niara focused her spell, trying to get a better sense of the aura around the statues through the haze of dark magic. It was like trying to look through a windowpane smeared with rancid grease.

		 

		“Earth magic,” she said at last. “A combination of dark magic and earth magic.”

		 

		“What is?” said Gareth.

		 

		“The spells on the statues,” said Niara.

		 

		Morigna took a breath to speak, and a grating, grinding noise came from the passageway.

		 

		One of the statues stepped from its niche and lumbered toward them, stone mace raised to strike.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 2: The High Priest

		 

		Gareth looked at the animated statue in astonishment.

		 

		Maybe it shouldn’t have surprised him. He had seen so many strange and terrible things since leaving Tarlion that perhaps a walking statue should have seemed commonplace.

		 

		But it didn’t.

		 

		The approaching statue had been built out of segments. The arms and legs had been constructed in such a way that they had joints at the wrists, elbows, knees, and ankles, allowing the statue to walk almost as smoothly as a living creature. He saw all that despite the mantle of shadows that hovered around the thing almost like a robe rippling in the wind. Flickers of purple flame danced around the joints in the statue’s limbs.

		 

		The animated thing climbed up the stairs at a slow, steady pace, raising its mace as it did.

		 

		Niara, Telemachus, Joachim, and Morigna all cast spells.

		 

		Shafts of white fire lashed from Niara’s and Joachim’s hands, but the shadowy mantle around the statue swallowed it up. Telemachus flung a brilliant arc of lightning while Morigna hurled a sphere of roiling white mist. Both struck the mantle and dissolved into nothing, the power of the spells drained away. The dark mantle was a ward of dark magic, similar to the ones he had seen around the xortami priests.

		 

		He lifted his soulblade, the weapon burning with white flame in his hand, and adjusted his grip on his golden shield. Gareth wasn’t sure how much good either would do. The stone mace in the statue’s hand had to weigh hundreds of pounds, and while the steel of the high elves was strong, under a blow from that mace, it might crumple like a thin sheet of gold foil, to say nothing of Gareth’s arm and shoulder and possibly his ribs.

		 

		A soulblade was proof against dark magic, but attacking a statue with Stormshield felt ludicrous. He had no fear that the sword would chip or splinter against the stone, but neither did he think Stormshield could do anything to harm the statue.

		 

		“Beware!” shouted Morigna, and they scattered. The statue hesitated for a second, though its head did not turn, and it strode toward Jerome, who backed away. “Do not let it pin you against the wall.”

		 

		Jerome darted to the side, moving down the stairs, and the statue strode after him, mace still raised. For whatever reason, the spells animating the thing had decided that he was the chief threat. Maybe he had been standing the closest to it. As the statue stepped after Jerome, Crake darted behind it, raised Valorforge, and swung the hammer with all his strength.

		 

		Valorforge slammed into the statue’s lower back with a ringing clang, white fire flashing from the weapon and tearing into the dark shroud. The statue jerked from the impact, a few chips of stone flying from its back, and Crake caught his balance. The statue rotated to face him.

		 

		“Bloody hell,” said Crake. “It will take me hours to smash that thing with Valorforge. We…”

		 

		“Wait!” said Morigna, pointing with her staff. “Look!”

		 

		Gareth wondered what she had seen and his eyes widened. The shroud of shadows still twisted around the statue, but Valorforge’s strike had torn aside a great portion of it, like a man slashing a sword through a tapestry.

		 

		“Use your soulblades,” said Morigna. “Rip through the shadows. Hurry!”

		 

		A shiver went through the ground, and further down the stairs, two more xortami statues stepped from their niches. They didn’t move all that fast, but considering that each one had been hewn out of at least a ton of dark granite, they were moving much faster than Gareth would have liked.

		 

		He darted forward, slashing with Stormshield. The soulblade’s edge grated off the side of the statue with a noise that would have made Gareth think he had ruined the weapon had it been a sword of normal steel. But his blow tore a great gash in the shadowy mantle. Philip attacked from the left and Jerome from the right, and the blows from Sunstrike and Lightseeker ripped the shroud of shadows away entirely.

		 

		“Niara, Joachim!” said Morigna as the statue lumbered toward Philip. “Spells of dispelling, quickly!”

		 

		Both Magistri cast spells at the animated statue. The white flame washed over the statue and sank into its joints, drowning the purple flame. The statue went motionless, and Gareth supposed that the spells had worked, dispelling the earth magic that had animated the stone…

		 

		Then the statue exploded.

		 

		Not just the arms and legs had been made of interlocked segments of stone, but the entire statue. The segments burst apart and sprayed in all directions. Gareth ducked, a stone forearm tumbling a half-inch past his ear. He heard Crake grunt, followed by something snapping and Philip shouting. The rest of the segments hit the stairs with a booming crash. Gareth risked a look back and saw Philip lying on the steps, clutching Sunstrike, his right leg stretched before him at a bad angle.

		 

		Two more statues lumbered up the stairs, bearing stone maces.

		 

		“Joachim, tend to Philip!” said Gareth, gripping Stormshield. “Niara, get ready to dispel another statue.”

		 

		“Left or right?” said Crake, raising Valorforge.

		 

		“Left,” said Gareth, and he rushed forward, Crake and Jerome a half-step behind him. They had fought alongside each other enough times to move in harmony, and Crake and Jerome attacked from the right, Gareth from the left. The white fire of their weapons tore through the shroud of shadows, exposing the glowing purple fire in the joints of the statue.

		 

		“Watch out!” said Niara, and she cast her spell. White fire leaped from her golden staff and raked over the statue. As before, the statue exploded, the segments of the statue tumbling in all directions. This time, Gareth was ready for it, and he got out of the way, the pieces of the statue smashing against the wall.

		 

		The noise was horrendous, the echoes bouncing over and over in the relatively confined space.

		 

		The final statue turned to face them, and Gareth, Crake, and Jerome attacked from three different directions, Gareth taking care to keep his footing on the steps. The hulking statue was faster than a giant lump of stone had any right to be, but it didn’t have the deadly speed of an urvaalg.

		 

		Or, for that matter, of a Swordbearer drawing upon his soulblade for speed and strength.

		 

		Their attacks ripped away the shadowy mantle covering the animated statue, and Niara sent another cone of fire tearing over the stonework. The purple glow in its joints vanished, and the statue burst apart in another explosion. Gareth ducked under the tumbling stones and straightened up, preparing Stormshield for another strike.

		 

		But none of the other statues had started moving.

		 

		He looked around, wondering if anyone had been hurt. Niara remained where she had been, the white fire of the Well of Tarlion glimmering around her fingers. Crake and Jerome had come through the fight unscathed, while Morigna, Telemachus, and Dietmar looked unhurt. But Philip was sitting on one of the broad steps, his right leg stretched out, Joachim stooping over him.

		 

		Even as Gareth looked, Joachim straightened up with a shuddering breath, wiping sweat from his forehead.

		 

		“All right,” said Joachim. “Try standing up. The leg should support your weight.”

		 

		Philip nodded and got to his feet, wincing. “There is…some pain. Not as much as I expected.”

		 

		“Unsurprising,” said Joachim. His brisk tone reminded Gareth of their mother. “The impact of the stone split your femur lengthwise and knocked it halfway out of the socket of your hip. I healed the break and reseated the bone with the healing spell, though your leg will have some moderate pain for at least a few days.” He sighed and ran a hand over his forehead again. “The magic of the Well can heal wounds, but the shock to the body will take time to pass.”

		 

		“Thank you,” said Philip. He took a few steps back and forth, testing his weight on his leg. “I wouldn’t have been able to walk otherwise, and you would have needed to leave me behind.”

		 

		“We’re not leaving anyone behind,” said Gareth.

		 

		“Your soulblade probably would have healed your leg enough to walk in two days, maybe two and a half,” said Joachim. “A soulblade will heal its bearer, but slowly. Usually, when a Swordbearer is wounded that badly, death follows swiftly.”

		 

		“Do not disparage your own skill, Magistrius,” said Morigna. “Without your healing spell, we would have been delayed considerably. We might reach Takaris only to find Azalmora wielding the Dragonskull. It is well that you insisted upon accompanying your brother on this task.”

		 

		“Yes,” said Niara. “Especially since I cannot cast the healing spell myself.”

		 

		She sounded annoyed at the thought, even angry at herself.

		 

		“You may have more opportunity to practice,” said Morigna. “We should continue.”

		 

		“A moment,” said Gareth. “I think you and Niara ought to examine the broken statues. We might have to fight more of them. If you can discern their weaknesses, that could serve us well.”

		 

		“A prudent suggestion,” said Morigna, and they moved to look at the statue fragments strewn across the stairs.

		 

		Now that the statues were motionless and no longer trying to kill him, Gareth saw that they had been carved with great skill. They looked more fluid and lifelike than the other xortami sculptures he had seen, probably because these statues had been intended to walk and needed to keep their balance.

		 

		“What are these creatures?” said Telemachus. “I have never seen such a thing in my travels.”

		 

		“You have answered your own question, Sir Telemachus,” said Morigna. “For this is not a creature but rather a construction. An artifact built of both dark magic and the elemental magic of earth.” She tapped the end of her staff against a stone torso. “The earth magic binds the rock and compels it to move, and the shroud of dark magic protects it from magical attack. It would take an elemental spell of considerable potency to pierce that shroud. Fortunately, the soulblades and the soulhammer did so with ease.”

		 

		“We just make it look easy, Guardian,” said Crake.

		 

		“One suspects that these constructs were royal guardians of a sort,” said Morigna. “Placed here to protect the hidden road of the xortami emperors to the Temple of Rhugavak.” She frowned. “Which leads to the disturbing thought that we will face more of them in the city itself, should the Dragonskull rest within the palace of the xortami emperors.”

		 

		Gareth turned a section of a stone forearm with his boot. Small metal disks about the width of his thumb had been set into either end of the segment.

		 

		“Are those coins?” said Gareth.

		 

		Niara stepped closer, almost touching him, and Gareth was suddenly aware of her proximity. Despite the danger and their perilous circumstance, he wanted to take her into his arms.

		 

		Then she laughed.

		 

		“No, not coins, Sir Gareth,” said Niara, and she dropped to her haunches, staff laid across her knees as she drew a dagger. “Look.”

		 

		She held out the weapon, and the blade turned in her hand, smacking against one of the embedded metal disks with a faint clink.

		 

		“Lodestones,” said Niara. She pulled her dagger free with a grimace and stood, returning the blade to its sheath on her belt. “A clever design. That must be how the statues move and strike with such force. Lodestones have opposing poles…”

		 

		“Poles?” said Jerome, blinking. “Like…a staff in the hand of a bannerman?”

		 

		“No,” said Niara. “A lodestone has a north pole and a south pole. The north pole on one lodestone is attracted to the south pole on the second. But if the north poles of two different lodestones approach, they push the stones apart. I think that is how the statues move, with a spell of earth magic laid over the lodestones. So when I broke the spell of earth magic upon the statues…”

		 

		“The binding broke,” said Gareth, following her thought, “and all the lodestones in the statue pushed it apart.”

		 

		“Which is why it exploded and broke Philip’s leg,” said Joachim.

		 

		“That gauntlet of yours,” said Niara, turning to Telemachus. “You made a more effective instrument for controlling magnetism than you realize.”

		 

		Telemachus shrugged. “It takes great effort to generate magnetism with the gauntlet.” The object in question rested upon his left hand, the copper inlays upon the fingers glinting in the dim red light. “It proved more effective in magnetizing iron and steel. As Mharoslav discovered.”

		 

		“I wonder,” said Niara, “if it would be useful in controlling lodestones that have already been created.”

		 

		“I do not know. But I would not have slain Mharoslav without your counsel, so it is worth the effort,” said Telemachus. He raised his left hand and paused. “Though given the way the statues exploded, perhaps it would be prudent to take several steps back.”

		 

		“And get ready to dodge,” said Philip, rubbing his leg.

		 

		They spread out on the stairs, giving themselves ample room to dodge or duck if the statue fragments went flying. Telemachus drew in a long breath, gestured at the torso of one of the statues, and cast a spell of elemental air, arcs of lightning curling around his fingers.

		 

		The result was unexpected.

		 

		Every single one of the statue fragments leaped from the stairs. Gareth tensed and started to move, but the segments of stone were not moving outward.

		 

		Rather, they flew inward.

		 

		Every piece slammed together in an ungainly pile. For an awful second, Gareth was sure that the spell had backfired horribly, that the fragments had combined together to form something stronger than the original three statues. The stone fragments ground against each other with a rasping noise.

		 

		Then the pile simply fell apart, some of the pieces of the statues bouncing down the stairs.

		 

		It took a while for the echoes to die away.

		 

		“See?” said Crake to Jerome. “We didn’t have to worry about the noise at all.”

		 

		“I still think I am going to worry,” said Jerome.

		 

		“That was less than I had hoped to see,” said Telemachus.

		 

		“No,” said Niara. “No, this is good. If I simply dispel the earth magic upon the statues, they’ll fly apart. Sir Philip only broke his leg. We might not be as lucky the next time. But if you use your gauntlet upon the statues, that will cause the lodestones to draw together.”

		 

		“So the statue…what is the opposite of an explosion?” said Jerome.

		 

		“Implosion, sir,” supplied Dietmar.

		 

		“More or less,” said Niara.

		 

		“The Swordbearers will still need to disrupt the shroud around the statues,” said Morigna. “Else the dark magic will protect the statues from Telemachus’s gauntlet.”

		 

		“Well, we can do that easily enough,” said Crake.

		 

		“As easy as fighting a walking statue ever is,” said Gareth.

		 

		Crake grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. “We’re Swordbearers, Southron. No one ever gives us the easy fights.”

		 

		He was right about that.

		 

		###

		 

		As they continued down the great stairs, Gareth feared that they would come under constant attack. Statues of xortami warriors stood in many of the niches along the walls, brooding in the shadows between the thick pillars. It was miles yet to Takaris, and they might have to fight hundreds of animated statues before they reached the ruins of the great city.

		 

		But his pessimism proved unfounded. Most of the statues in the niches along the walls were simply carved stone without magic or lodestones. Niara said that the effort to create each of the animated statues would be long and difficult even for a wizard skilled in spells of artificing, and she suspected it took considerable expense for the xortami to create artificial lodestones like the ones in the statue.

		 

		Because of that, they were only attacked four more times before they reached the pillared hall. Morigna’s Sight gave them ample warning of the awakening spells on the statues, and Gareth and the other Swordbearers attacked, ripping through the shadowy ward around the constructs. Once the shroud had been torn away, Telemachus used his gauntlet. The statue collapsed into a twitching heap of segments and then fell apart.

		 

		It was almost anticlimactic. Only a few years ago, Gareth would have said that fighting a foe in such a way was unknightly, but after many battles, he knew far better.

		 

		Besides, a knight’s chivalric honor governed his conduct with foes, comrades, the church, women, children, and the defenseless. It didn’t apply to ambulatory lumps of rock animated with a spell and a clever arrangement of lodestones.

		 

		Soon after the fourth fight, they came to the pillared hall.

		 

		The stairs halted and opened into a wide hall, its vaulted ceiling supported with thick pillars, their sides carved with more xortami reliefs and inscriptions. Each pillar seemed to show a single xortami noble in elaborate armor looking at smaller xortami (likely representing the lower castes of laborers and craftsmen) gazing up in awe at their lord and master while orcish and halfling slaves prostrated themselves in terror.

		 

		“I think,” said Morigna, “that each of these pillars represents the reign of a different xortami emperor.”

		 

		“Do they?” said Gareth. He had a hard enough time telling living xortami of the same caste apart. Discerning the differences in the stylized carvings of the lizardmen was beyond his eye.

		 

		“Some of the pillars are yet uncarved,” said Dietmar, pointing, “as is the far wall. If I might hazard a guess, this chamber is a memorial or perhaps a monument to the past xortami emperors, with each emperor receiving his own pillar to commemorate his great deeds. I suspect the xortami planned to continue the tradition for as long as their empire stood.”

		 

		“But then they were foolish enough to listen to the Ossuary and forge the Dragonskull,” said Niara, gazing at one of the pillars. She rapped the head of her staff against the carving of the xortami lord. The staff gave out a faint ringing noise, but nothing else happened.

		 

		“Indeed, my lady,” said Dietmar. “One wonders at the wisdom of the xortami. The Ossuary’s appearance did not inspire confidence in his sanity.”

		 

		“They’re wielders of dark magic,” said Niara. “Arrogant and overconfident in their powers until the end.”

		 

		“Much as Mharoslav was,” said Telemachus.

		 

		“Perhaps we should rest here for a moment,” said Morigna. “We have fought several battles and could use the rest. The stairs might be shallow, but the descent was still wearying.”

		 

		“I think Morigna is right,” said Gareth. Philip had been limping a little since the last fight, though he had been trying to hide it, and Joachim’s face had taken a tinge of exhaustion. The healing spell exacted a high cost in magical strength and physical fatigue. “We should stop and rest, perhaps for an hour, then we can continue onward. We’ll have a better chance against Azalmora if we are rested.”

		 

		“That would be good,” said Jerome, and he sighed and sat down, leaning against one of the carven pillars.

		 

		“But we have more of a chance than we think,” said Gareth. He did not want Jerome’s gloomy mood to infect the others. “Azalmora fears a soulblade. She has not confronted us since we became Knights of the Soulblade but manipulated others into attacking us – Nhalavask, Myotharia, Lord Valdranek. Even when we fought her in the temple, as soon as Niara struck down Xothalaxiar, Azalmora fled. If we catch her off-guard, if we strike fast and hard, we can cut her down before she brings her magic to bear.”

		 

		Azalmora knew that just as well as Gareth did. Which was why she had surrounded herself with powerful allies and stolen Khurnestov’s summoning of Ghostruin for herself.

		 

		“Sir Gareth is right,” said Morigna. “I suggest you take some food and rest, Sir Jerome, it will improve your mood. I will keep watch. I did little fighting on the stairs, so it seems only fair.”

		 

		“I shall keep watch as well,” said Dietmar. “Likewise, I proved little use on the stairs, so it seems only just.”

		 

		Crake snorted. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. Can’t imagine you saw too many marauding rock monsters in Cintarra over the years.”

		 

		“As it happens, I did not.”

		 

		Gareth turned toward Niara, intending to sit next to her and eat some of the dwindling supplies in his pack. He hoped they would have the opportunity to steal more food from the xortami. Valdranek’s army was well-supplied and well-equipped, and Gareth and his friends were running low on supplies.

		 

		He had just started to reach for his pack when Stormshield jolted with anger in its scabbard.

		 

		Dark magic was stirring nearby.

		 

		Jerome surged to his feet, drawing Lightseeker.

		 

		“Foes?” said Telemachus, drawing his own sword.

		 

		“I do not know,” said Morigna. “I…there!”

		 

		She pointed with her staff at a spot on the floor about ten yards away. Shadows stirred between the carved pillars and then flowed together, forming a column of shadow.

		 

		The pillar of shadow morphed into a translucent image.

		 

		Gareth pointed his sword at the spectral form, ready to attack or defend.

		 

		It was a xortami priest, or at least he thought it was. The priest wore ceremonial robes and armor similar to the garb of other priests Gareth had seen, complete with the same stylized headdress that looked like a sunburst, though this headdress was made of gold instead of bronze. The priest also wore a mask of gold, fashioned to look like a xortami face with rubies for eyes. In his right hand, the priest carried a golden staff topped with a fist-sized gemstone that glowed with sullen blue fire.

		 

		The clawed hand that held the staff was withered and desiccated, the bones breaking through the scaly skin.

		 

		Undead.

		 

		“A wraith?” said Gareth. Yet if this specter was a wraith, it was different from the ones that Nhalavask and Xothalaxiar had summoned. Those creatures had been wrought of smoke and shadow, with eyes of freezing blue flame in the cowls that masked their features. This was a translucent image, almost like a reflection in glass on a cloudy day.

		 

		“No,” said Morigna. “Something else. A sending. A projection, an illusion.”

		 

		The masked face looked back and forth and then began to speak in a deep, resonant voice.

		 

		“An elf, a halfling, and humans wielding the soulblades of the high elves,” said the image in the orcish tongue. “Strange for apes to have defiled the great Royal Path once taken by the xortami emperors.” The mask turned toward Morigna. “But I perceive the mantle of an accursed Guardian upon you. So perhaps it is not so strange.”

		 

		“And who are you?” said Morigna.

		 

		Gareth did not expect the masked priest to answer, but he did.

		 

		“I am Koravenor, High Priest of the great god Rhugavak. It is death for the lesser kindreds to hear the name of our gods, but since you defiled the Temple of Rhugavak to stand before me, you have already earned death many times over.”

		 

		“Shall you carry out the sentence?” said Morigna. “That will be challenging since you are no more than a shadow.”

		 

		“Consider me with your Sight if you have the power,” said Koravenor. “This is but a trick of shadows, a minor art once learned by the priests and sorcerers to allow us to converse across great distances. Should you confront my physical form, Guardian, it will not go so easily for you.” The mask turned to Niara. “And you carry the staff of the high elven sorceress Myotharia.”

		 

		“You’ve met?” said Niara with the same insouciance she had used to taunt Mharoslav.

		 

		“She sought the Dragonskull and tried to destroy my great work,” said Koravenor. “Instead, the power warped and twisted her, for the mad fool reached beyond her grasp. Perhaps the same fate will devour you.”

		 

		Anger flared in Gareth, and he took a step to put himself between the specter and Niara.

		 

		“And if you threaten my betrothed, then you shall see why the dark elves and the urdmordar feared the soulblades of the high elves,” said Gareth.

		 

		“Behold the folly of humans,” said Koravenor. “Uncouth. Chaotic. Without the castes of the xortami, you are slovenly and disorderly. You, a mere warrior, presume to discuss the concerns of priests and wizards? Perhaps your fate shall make Myotharia’s seem gentle by comparison.”

		 

		“You are in Takaris, I assume?” said Morigna before Gareth could answer. “That is surprising, given that the Dragonskull destroyed the city.”

		 

		“Takaris will soon rise again,” said Koravenor. “We labored long and hard upon the Dragonskull, using the lore we wrenched from the mind of the Ossuary. But the power of the relic was too great. To contain and channel its magic, we forged a crown of great power. Whosoever bore this crown could wield the power of the Dragonskull. Unfortunately, the emperor proved unable to master the power, and we experienced… unexpected consequences.”

		 

		“I have seen the ruins of Takaris,” said Morigna. “I expect those consequences were more severe than you expected.”

		 

		“The xortami will rise again,” said Koravenor. “The Dragonskull has awakened, for it senses that wielders of great power are coming to claim it.” He struck the end of his golden staff against the floor, and though he was just a projection, Gareth heard the ringing clang of the metal, and the fist-sized gem at the head of the weapon glowed brighter. “And those of us who were bound to the Dragonskull in undeath have awakened to prepare the way for the new lord of the xortami.”

		 

		“It is very helpful of you to tell us this,” said Morigna. “One wonders why you are being so forthcoming.”

		 

		“You come to seek the Dragonskull,” said Koravenor. “Only the worthy may wield it. Only the strongest! Therefore, I shall test all who come to seek the Dragonskull in the High Temple. Only the strongest have the right to bear the crown. All else shall perish ere they gaze upon the relic.”

		 

		“And you are here to test us, I assume?” said Morigna.

		 

		Gareth shifted his stance, his hand loose on Stormshield’s hilt. Around him, the others spread out, moving to shield Niara, Morigna, and Joachim.

		 

		“Guardian,” said Koravenor. “When you entered this chamber, the hall of the royal monuments of old, you entered the bounds of Takaris. You became known to me the instant you set foot on this floor. You call what is to come a test? This is just the beginning. The prologue. If you cannot survive this, then you and your companions are unworthy of even dying in the tests.”

		 

		With that, the projection of the masked priest vanished without a trace.

		 

		“Bloody hell,” said Crake. “He talks too…”

		 

		Without warning, a glowing mist filled the chamber.

		 

		A pulse of blue light went through the mist, and it coalesced into a score of xortami warriors. They were phantoms made of spectral blue light. Though they were translucent, a deathly chill radiated from them, and the chamber became far colder than it had been seconds before.

		 

		“Wraiths!” shouted Morigna. “Defend yourselves!”

		 

		Niara cast a spell, white light leaping from her staff to settle over Gareth and the others. He had seen both her and Joachim cast that spell many times and recognized it as a ward against the deadly aura of the wraiths. That freed Stormshield’s power to make Gareth stronger and faster, and he seized the opportunity. He slashed right and left, and his soulblade unraveled two of the wraiths, the creature dissolving back into wisps of blue light.

		 

		The others erupted into motion around him, the Swordbearers and Telemachus attacking, Niara, Morigna, and Joachim casting spells. Joachim hurled a shaft of white fire that punched through one of the wraiths. Lightning wreathed Telemachus’s sword. It was not as effective as a soulblade, but it carved chunks out of the wraith, and the Arcanius Knight destroyed it in three swift blows. Dietmar stabbed one of the wraiths that drifted close to Joachim, the white light of Niara’s protective spell flickering over his limbs. For a half-second, Gareth thought that would do nothing, but Dietmar’s blade was the short sword of dark elven steel that the halfling had taken from the barrow of Nhalavask in the Qazaluuskan Forest. The weapon proved effective against the wraith, and the specter recoiled, leaving it open for a sweeping backhanded blow from Philip.

		 

		With spell and sword, they destroyed wraith after wraith, and finally, Gareth cut down the last of the undead that he could see. He looked around, half-expecting to see more wraiths or Koravenor’s projection to return and start casting spells.

		 

		But the pillared chamber was empty of the undead once more.

		 

		“What the hell was that all about?” said Crake, breathing hard.

		 

		“At a guess,” said Morigna, “we know that the Dragonskull killed most of the xortami within Takaris. We also know that a significant number of them rose as undead. Presumably, Koravenor was among their number, but there was something strange about him.”

		 

		“Yes, he was a millennia-old undead priest raising more undead to attack us,” said Philip. “Even in the life of a Guardian, that cannot happen every day.”

		 

		She gave him a flat look and then laughed a little. “You have your father’s efforts at wit and your mother’s rhetoric. It makes for an interesting combination. But to the main point, my Sight recognized Koravenor’s shadow for what it was, but I also saw strange distortions within it. He is bound to the Dragonskull, and its power has overshadowed him. I think he wants the strongest to wield the Dragonskull and will throw challenges of increasing difficulty in our path.”

		 

		Gareth frowned. “If Azalmora gets into Takaris before us, Koravenor will give her and Valdranek the same challenges? He won’t let them pass just because Valdranek is a xortami noble?”

		 

		“I believe so.”

		 

		“That works to our advantage,” said Niara. “Those challenges will slow Azalmora.”

		 

		“Might also kill us,” said Jerome.

		 

		Philip shrugged. “So will everything else in this land.”

		 

		“That, I think, is how matters stand,” said Morigna. “We should attempt to rest for a short while and then continue onward. Azalmora might be delayed, but the challenges will slow us as well.”

		 

		“I reckon that all makes sense,” said Crake, “but that’s not what I meant.” He grinned at Gareth. “Your betrothed? What was that about?

		 

		“Ah,” said Gareth. “Well.” He looked at Niara. “I have asked for Niara’s hand in marriage, and she has agreed.”

		 

		“Pretty quick, considering you met her only a week ago,” said Crake.

		 

		“In the flesh, Sir Crake,” said Niara. “The Waystones joined our mind for nearly two years. I have seen everything through Gareth’s eyes, and he has seen my memories. For years, all I thought about was vengeance. Now that has happened. I want to go back with Gareth to Tarlion and marry him.” She paused. “Assuming, of course, we don’t all get killed in the next day or so.”

		 

		“Then congratulations,” said Philip. “A much better choice than Iseult.”

		 

		“I don’t want to talk about Iseult,” said Gareth, worried that Niara would get annoyed at the comparison to the traitorous noblewoman.

		 

		But Niara only smiled. “I like to think it’s a better choice. Though I suppose it will be strange, will it not? Sir Gareth goes on the quest of the Dragonskull and returns with a woman who has been dead for five hundred years.”

		 

		“If you want to see strange,” said Joachim, “wait until you meet our sister. But that will be a conversation for another day.”

		 

		“All the more reason to win the victory, then,” said Crake. “We’ll all need to survive to get drunk at the Southron’s wedding.”

		 

		“Then let us rest now,” said Morigna, “and continue to the ruins of Takaris. The Dragonskull will not be much farther.”

		 

		Gareth nodded, grim certainty settling on him.

		 

		The Dragonskull awaited them…and the battle that would decide their fates and the fates of the entire world.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 3: The Rune-Smith

		 

		The day that Crake, Gareth Arban, the Guardian Morigna, and their companions left for the xortami wastes, Ingvilda of Sigulforn kept herself busy.

		 

		There was much to be done.

		 

		The xortami had been driven out of Nifheldun, and the ancient stronghold was once again in the hands of the sons of the Norvangir. With Musfell in the south and Nifheldun in the north, the Norvangir controlled the pass of the Stoneblood Road, blocking the main path the xortami and their kobold vassals used for launching raids into Norvangenheim.

		 

		A great victory, yes, but only the start.

		 

		Her half-brother, the jarl of Sigulforn and increasingly the presumptive king of Norvangenheim, was meeting with the jarls he had freed from captivity during the attack on Nifheldun. They had much to decide. Previously, the jarls of Musfell had held Nifheldun, keeping a garrison there, but the current jarl’s father had let his vigilance lapse, and the xortami had taken Nifheldun for themselves.

		 

		Of course, no jarl or thane in his right mind would want to hold Nifheldun. The fortress was strong, but holding it would burn through gold like straw tossed into a smith’s fire. No crops would grow in the Stoneblood Road, and while the tunnels to the Deeps held valuable gems and metals, various dangerous creatures prowled the mines and the caverns. All the food would have to be brought from the south, and it would take many soldiers to garrison Nifheldun and patrol the valley.

		 

		Probably, Ingvilda thought, her brother would end up holding Nifheldun. He wanted to be the first king of Norvangenheim in over a century, and a king’s responsibility was to defend his people. He would hold the fortress with his own men, but he would ask for contributions from the jarls neighboring Musfell. Ingvilda knew Ivar well enough to guess how he would phrase his arguments. Just a little, he would ask, only some supplies and a few men. But every jarl who agreed would increase his prestige, would increase his authority, would take him another step on the road to the throne.

		 

		Before too much longer, the jarls would gather in a moot, and Ivar would be chosen as the new king of Norvangenheim. It helped that he bore the ancient spear Gungnir, the spear of the kings, imbued with the power to summon the storm and strike down even the most potent foes. Ingvilda had reforged the spear with the help of Sir Crake, his soulhammer, and the magic of his friends.

		 

		She had placed the spear into her brother’s hand, and with it, he would become the king of Norvangenheim.

		 

		This did not trouble Ingvilda. A few of her housecarls had grumbled that she had reforged the spear, so she ought to become the Queen of Norvangenheim. Ingvilda thought the notion ridiculous. For one thing, the Norvangir would never accept a queen in place of a king. For another, ruling sounded tedious and frustrating. Each jarl was used to acting as he pleased within his own lands, to the point of war against his neighbors whenever the mood took him, and trying to control the jarls would be like attempting to herd cats.

		 

		Cats who all had retinues of well-armed oath-bound followers.

		 

		To say nothing of the conflict between the followers of the church and those who heeded the seidmejar and worshipped the old gods of the Norvangir.

		 

		No, if Ivar desired the crown, he was welcome to it. Ingvilda had wanted to reforge Gungnir for one reason.

		 

		To slay the great dragon that had burned her mother and the father she shared with Ivar.

		 

		She had been surprised to learn that the mad sorceress of the Mourning Tower had been the dragon, but it didn’t matter. Ingvilda had seen Myotharia fall from the sky and smash through the ice into the freezing waters of the River Jormundgar.

		 

		Not even a mighty dragon could survive that.

		 

		Though of late, Ingvilda thought that Myotharia might have escaped the river. Oddly, the thought did not trouble her at all. Or maybe not so oddly because she was certain Myotharia was still dead. Perhaps the accursed sorceress had died elsewhere. Like a deer wounded by a huntsman in a field only to stagger into the trees to die.

		 

		She was utterly certain that Myotharia was dead.

		 

		Ingvilda sometimes had feelings of utter certainty or intuitions about events to come.

		 

		Unlike most people, when she had those intuitions, they were always correct.

		 

		Jarl Ivar was meeting with Jarl Aurgelmir and his allies in the great hall of Nifheldun. Ingvilda could have attended. She knew that she commanded respect among the jarls even if they all thought that she was eccentric at best or a madwoman at worst.

		 

		But right now, she preferred to be alone.

		 

		She needed to think, and she did her best thinking while working.

		 

		Ingvilda stood in the great forge chamber beneath the courtyard of Nifheldun. The bodies from the battle had been cleared away, though bloodstains still marked the stone floor, and the air smelled a bit of blood. One of the jarls and his housecarls had finally gotten around to tearing down the giant cages that had held the prisoners. The bars had been good iron, and they would be reforged into axles and wheel rims and horseshoes.

		 

		Or weapons.

		 

		Because the forge chamber held a row of rune-anvils.

		 

		Ingvilda knew that she was eccentric, but she didn’t care because she was one of the best rune-smiths in Norvangenheim.

		 

		Maybe the best.

		 

		She had reforged Gungnir, the spear of kings, a feat that no other rune-smith had achieved.

		 

		Though, to be fair, she had help.

		 

		A row of blast furnaces ran down the wall of the forge chamber, their flames giving off a welcome heat in the chill air. The ancient skill of the xortami had used a sequence of runes to ignite the furnaces without the need of fuel. Before the furnaces stood the rune-anvils, massive slabs of gleaming metal carved with runes of power. Ingvilda knew as much about rune-smithing as any smith in Norvangenheim, but these anvils bore runes that she had never seen before. She had made sure to copy them down, intending to study them later.

		 

		Right now, she worked on something simpler.

		 

		Ingvilda lifted up the sword she had reforged, sweat dripping down her face from the heat.

		 

		She wasn’t sure who the sword had belonged to before the battle. It had been lying in the courtyard, the blade broken. Likely its owner had been slain, so she had claimed the hilt and the blade and reforged them. The sword had been a typical Norvangir weapon – shorter than the longswords carried by the men from Andomhaim, the blade a bit thicker.

		 

		In the process, she had hammered a sequence of runes of power into the fuller running down the center of the blade. Ingvilda concentrated, and the sword burst into elemental fire, the heat of it beating against her face. She turned the weapon back and forth and nodded to herself in satisfaction. The sword had turned out well. Ingvilda preferred to forge rune-weapons with the power of elemental lightning, given how useful she found it in battle. But elemental fire was potent as well, though she would not carry the sword herself.

		 

		One of her housecarls, she decided. She would speak with Father Colafur and Hordan and choose one of the housecarls who had shown conspicuous valor in the battle. Most of her men had come through the battle alive, partly because of their skill and prowess and partly because over the years she had made so many rune-forged armor and weapons and given them to her followers.

		 

		Still, not all her housecarls had survived.

		 

		Ingvilda grimaced and shook her head. It was the nature of men to die, whether in battle, or from disease, or during the inevitable march of time. Both the priests of the church and the seidmejar of the old gods taught it. The seidmejar taught that the dead became ghosts in the empty world beyond, though the valorous dead could follow the choosers of the slain in eternal battle. The church of the Dominus Christus, by contrast, taught that those who repented of their sins would enter paradise. Ingvilda found that she preferred the view of the church and so listened to the sermons of the priests rather than the rituals of the seidmejar. Ivar preferred the church as well, though he was canny enough (and cynical enough) to extend protection to both the baptized and the followers of the old gods, so long as their first loyalty was to Jarl Ivar.

		 

		What her half-brother really believed, above all things, was that Ivar of Sigulforn was fated to become the king of the Norvangir.

		 

		She heard footsteps on the broad stairs leading up to the courtyard and turned. As if her thoughts had conjured them, Hordan and Father Colafur approached. Hordan was a large, strong man with broad shoulders and a chest like a barrel, his long blond beard bound into braids, his hands and face marked with old battle scars. Despite that, he was one of the calmest, most placid men she had ever met, a man who only raised his voice to shout orders over the din of battle, and his expression remained calm even when he caved in the skull of a kobold.

		 

		Father Colafur walked next to the chief of Ingvilda’s housecarls. He was older than either Ingvilda or Hordan, almost old enough to be her father. Despite his long gray beard, he moved with the vigor of a much younger man. The desire to become king motivated Ivar. The need to avenge her mother and father had driven Ingvilda, though she loved rune-smithing for its own sake and likely would have sought out its secrets in the ruins of the xortami even if she had not sought to reforge Gungnir. Sheer curiosity drove Colafur, and her priest had spent much of the last few weeks speaking at length with the knights of Andomhaim and their followers, scribbling everything he learned in one of his notebooks when the opportunity presented itself.

		 

		“A new sword, my lady?” said Colafur, stopping a few paces away.

		 

		“Aye, Father.” Ingvilda gave the sword another test swing, pleased with the balance. “Rune-written, fire-forged and fire-sheathed. The labor put my mind at rest.”

		 

		Colafur and Hordan shared a look. Ingvilda resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She knew they thought she was pining for Sir Crake. In truth, she had been sad to see him go, but she no more would have followed him to Andomhaim than he would have remained in Norvangenheim. Pity, that. Ingvilda had been thinking more about marriage of late, after the death of the great dragon, and she might have made a good jarl out of Sir Crake of Castra Marcaine. Of course, he didn’t want to be a jarl of Norvangenheim.

		 

		“Idle hands are the enemy of a peaceful mind,” said Colafur.

		 

		“Is that from the scriptures?” said Hordan.

		 

		“Possibly. But I have not memory-carven the entire holy book.”

		 

		“Who do you think should receive the sword?” said Ingvilda.

		 

		Again Colafur and Hordan shared a look. The priest and the housecarl had traveled together for so long that they could have entire conversations without the burdensome impediment of speech.

		 

		“Tangrinn?” said Hordan.

		 

		“Yes, Tangrinn,” said Colafur. “During the fight for Nifheldun, he rallied the men and fought bravely. He took a spear-wound to the shoulder. I fear he would have lost the arm, but the strange power of Magistrius Joachim healed him. The flesh of his shoulder is now scar-written, but he will keep his arm, nor shall it lose any of his strength.”

		 

		“Tangrinn, then,” said Ingvilda. “A man valiant and bold, and he shall bear this sword in memory of his deeds at the battle of Nifheldun.”

		 

		“Perhaps you should present it to him at the feast tonight,” said Colafur.

		 

		“My brother has finished his councils?” said Ingvilda.

		 

		“Aye,” said Hordan. “Much was discussed, little decided.”

		 

		Ingvilda looked at Colafur.

		 

		The priest cleared his throat. “The noble housecarl speaks little, as is his wont. The jarls agreed to leave some of their men here to hold the fortress. Your brother intends to return to the south as soon as possible.”

		 

		“To call for a moot of the jarls, I deem,” said Ingvilda.

		 

		“Aye,” said Colafur. “Perhaps Lord Ivar is king-fated indeed. He has Gungnir, thanks to your labors, and he came to the call of Lord Aurgelmir and retook Nifheldun from the lizardmen. Maybe God has ordained for the sons of Norvangir to be king-ruled once more.” He shrugged. “And perhaps that is just as well. Warlord Valdranek will not forget his defeat at Nifheldun. When he returns, perhaps he will meet a shield-wall of jarls led by the new king.”

		 

		“Perhaps,” said Ingvilda. She did not often think about the future. A baptized daughter of the church she might be, but some of the fatalism of the followers of the old gods still colored her mind. Whether God ordained the future or the fates wove it upon their loom, what would be would be, and mortals could not change it, only meet their fates with courage.

		 

		Still, the great xortami Warlord troubled her. Valdranek might have the strength and the will to reforge the warring xortami nobles into a true empire, and if he did, his armies would come for the Norvangir.

		 

		Especially if Crake and Gareth and their friends failed, and Valdranek took the Dragonskull for himself.

		 

		“But the feast shall soon begin,” said Colafur.

		 

		“Aye, we should go,” said Ingvilda. She focused on the sword, and its flames went out. Hordan picked up the scabbard from where she had left it, and she handed him the sword, which he slid into its sheath. Ingvilda packed up her tools and wrapped them in a leather bundle. Many things she would allow her housecarls and bondsmen to do for her, but she alone handled her smithing tools.

		 

		“Your presence would please Lord Ivar,” said Hordan.

		 

		“Of course it would,” said Ingvilda.

		 

		“The jarl might wield Gungnir,” said Colafur, “but all the Norvangir know that you reforged the spear of kings.”

		 

		“With some aid, of course,” said Ingvilda. “Besides, the feast shall be rich. The xortami here were well-provisioned, and their supplies are now our supplies. Though I fear Jarl Aurgelmir shall recite poetry to me in hopes that I shall bride-pledge myself to him.”

		 

		“The jarl of Musfell is a man battle-skilled and oath-loyal,” said Colafur. “His poetry, ah…”

		 

		“Is like a blizzard on the day of midwinter,” said Hordan.

		 

		Ingvilda and Colafur looked at him in surprise.

		 

		“It just keeps going and going with no end in sight,” said Hordan.

		 

		Ingvilda laughed, surprised at the jest. “Hjarn shall make a bard of you yet.”

		 

		“A death in battle would be more noble,” said Hordan, “and preferable.”

		 

		“Speak that not to Hjarn,” said Colafur. “The feelings of a poet are, er, rather…”

		 

		“Less durable than a rune-forged blade,” said Ingvilda. “Come, let us away to the feast. The xortami were kind enough to supply us with rich supplies, and we would not wish to be rude guests.”

		 

		###

		 

		The feast was pleasant enough.

		 

		Victory was always enjoyable, but a victory celebrated in your conquered foe’s hall was sweeter yet. The common soldiers ate in the courtyard around great bonfires while the jarls, their thanes, and their chief housecarls gathered in the great hall of Nifheldun, a lofty round chamber of stone, fires blazing in its hearths. Ingvilda presented the rune-forged sword to Tangrinn, and the housecarl took the sword with great pride. Her brother’s bondsmen and the bondsmen of the other jarls had made rich stews and fresh bread from the captured xortami supplies, and the sons of Norvangir ate and drank to their content. Hjarn and the other bards sang, and Ingvilda and the others sang along to the sagas and epic poems. They sang the Doom of Snorri Last-King, the final stand of the last king of Norvangenheim against the xortami invaders, and it seemed fitting to Ingvilda.

		 

		Perhaps a new king would rise with Gungnir in his hand.

		 

		Hjarn bowed to the table where Ingvilda sat with her brother and the other jarls, and he launched into a new song that he had composed. Silence fell over the hall, for the Norvangir loved songs, and a new one was always welcome, for it might become legendary, much like the Doom of Snorri Last-King, the Sojourn of Maldur Bear-Fist, or the Breaking of the Ninth Spear-Wall.

		 

		Or the song might not be very good and would be forgotten, or be greeted by a barrage of empty wine cups and half-eaten heels of bread. Such were the risks a bard undertook in his endeavors.

		 

		But this song held the attention of his audience, for Hjarn sang of the recent battle. He called it the Song of the Southern Knight, and it described Sir Gareth Arban’s duel against the xortami priest and sorcerer Khurnetsov on the ramparts. Ingvilda had seen that battle with her own eyes, had fought in it with spear and mace, but even she was entranced, listening as Hjarn’s poetry and music described each sword-stroke of Sir Gareth, every evil spell conjured by Khurnetsov’s malignant sorcery. Finally, Gareth, with the cunning all true warriors possessed, stepped inside the guard of Khurnestov’s great axe and slew the xortami priest as the sun rose over Nifheldun and the sons of Norvangir took the fortress for themselves once more.

		 

		Silence answered Hjarn’s song, and the bard shot a nervous look around the great hall. Then the jarls, thanes, and housecarls erupted with cheers, banging their mead cups against the tables. Hjarn bowed to the jarls, and Ivar beckoned him forward. For his song, the bard received a ring of gold and two rings of silver from the jarl, loot taken from the slain xortami warriors after the battle.

		 

		The feasting and singing went on well into the night, and once it was done, Ingvilda took a circuit of the courtyard, making sure her men had gone to their tents and had received adequate provender. After that was done, she went to the room she had claimed in the upper levels of Nifheldun. A pity indeed Sir Crake was not here – Ingvilda had drunk too much mead, and she felt very relaxed. Crake had said his soulhammer Valorforge augmented his stamina, and they had put that to the test in a very specific way.

		 

		She was reasonably sure she could have worn him down.

		 

		Well, what was done was done. Ingvilda went to her chamber, checked her fire, wrapped herself in her cloak and blanket, and went to sleep on the stone floor.

		 

		###

		 

		In her sleep, the visions came to her.

		 

		Even after the death of her mother and father, Ingvilda had not been prone to a great deal of introspection. What was done was done, and what would be would be. Nevertheless, her visions almost troubled her. Perhaps they came from dark powers. But her visions, when she had them, always came true, and dark powers trafficked in deceptions and lies, not the truth.

		 

		“God is truth, my lady,” said Colafur when she had broached the subject with him, not long after he started riding with her warband, his insatiable curiosity leading him to follow her into the xortami wastes. “Consider the account of Joseph and the dreams of Pharaoh king of Egypt from the Book of Genesis. Pharaoh’s dreams came true, and therefore they were of God, though he needed Joseph to interpret them. Had Pharaoh’s dreams been false, they would have been the sending of ill-omened evil or simply the random dream-wanderings of the sleeping mind, as all men have.”

		 

		But now a true dream, a true vision, came to Ingvilda as she slept.

		 

		Images of the past flashed through her mind. The day her mother and father had burned in the great dragon’s fury and the first time she had lifted a hammer and worked hot iron upon her brother’s rune-anvil. The first time she had slain a xortami warrior. The day the vision of Gungnir had come to her, Ingvilda had known that she would be the one to reforge the spear of kings, or she would find the one who could.

		 

		Both had turned out to be true. Ingvilda had found the way to reforge the spear, and then together she, Crake, Telemachus, and Joachim had used their skills and magic to remake Gungnir.

		 

		Again she saw the great dragon fall from the sky and smash through the ice covering the River Jormundgar. The vision told Ingvilda that Myotharia had survived. Yet she was content, for the vision also told her that moment had sealed Myotharia’s doom, that she had or would meet her fate soon. Ingvilda knew that Sir Gareth had felt sorry for Myotharia and had wanted to reason with her, but Ingvilda was glad the sorceress was dead.

		 

		But the vision went deeper.

		 

		Those moments – her meeting with the men from Andomhaim, the reforging of Gungnir, the defeat of the great dragon – had set into motion great events.

		 

		Or it had thrown a pair of dice across a tavern table, and how those dice landed would alter the fate of nations.

		 

		Suddenly Ingvilda found herself standing before the doors of her brother’s hall in Sigulforn.

		 

		She turned in a circle, rune-forged mace coming up, dismayed at the sights that greeted her eyes.

		 

		Sigulforn was the largest city in Norvangenheim, home to at least thirty thousand people, though her brother’s men had never managed to get a completely accurate count. Ivar’s hall stood on a hill rising from the city’s heart, overlooking the houses, churches, workshops, warehouses, and godhouses that filled the walls of Sigulforn. The River Jormundgar, broad, wide, and swift at this point on its journey to the eastern sea, marked the city’s northern boundary.

		 

		At least it had marked the city’s northern bounds.

		 

		Ingvilda gazed at the ruins of Sigulforn.

		 

		The city had been built mostly of wood, though the wall’s watchtower had been constructed of stone, as had some of the older churches and godhouses. The charred walls of those structures jutted out of fields of ashes and timbers like macabre standing stones. Sigulforn had burned, and now only blackened timbers and ashes remained.

		 

		Along with the charred bones of the city’s people.

		 

		The future. Was she looking at the future? Was Sigulforn fated to burn?

		 

		No. This wasn’t the future. At least not yet.

		 

		This was a potential future.

		 

		One face of the dice that events had cast tumbling across the table.

		 

		She turned towards her brother’s hall. The roof was gone, though the walls still mostly stood. The doors lay smashed in ruin upon the flagstones, and Ingvilda picked her way over them and into the wreckage of the hall. Some of the carven pillars still stood, while others had fallen to ruin. The blackened timbers of the roof lay in jagged piles, and the air smelled of smoke and burned flesh.

		 

		Ingvilda walked to the far side of the hall, to where her brother’s high table had stood. Often he worked there during the day, reading letters and issuing orders surrounded by his chief thanes. Now the table was a blackened ruin, and Jarl Ivar of Sigulforn slumped in his chair.

		 

		Or what was left of him, anyway.

		 

		People often commented that Ingvilda and Ivar looked a great deal alike. Ingvilda supposed that was true, but Ivar was taller and wider in the shoulders, his jaw and neck heavier, though they shared the same red hair and blue eyes. Now Ivar’s burned corpse sat in his chair. The spear Gungnir rested in his right hand, untouched by the flames. The same could not be said of the crown upon his brow, which had half melted and burned through his charred flesh and into his skull.

		 

		Ingvilda stared at the horrible sight, trying to make sense of it. How had this happened? She had always feared that the great dragon would one day return and burn Sigulforn to ashes, which had nearly happened in the final hours before she had reforged Gungnir with the soulstone that Crake had brought her.

		 

		But that was impossible now, for Myotharia had been slain.

		 

		“Sister.”

		 

		The rasp came from the burned skull, a charred ruin of Ivar’s once-commanding voice.

		 

		“Brother,” said Ingvilda. “What doom has befallen Sigulforn? The great dragon?”

		 

		“Nay,” said Ivar. “Myotharia is slain. Nay, another doom has overtaken us, and the sons of Norvangir are scattered as ashes upon the wind. It may yet overtake you, or it may not. The dice of fate have been cast, though they have not yet stopped rolling.”

		 

		“Then who did this?” said Ingvilda.

		 

		“You placed the spear in my hand, and the crown of the Norvangir rested upon my brow,” said Ivar. “But Gungnir was not enough to save our people. For the great empire of the xortami rose again, led by their new goddess.”

		 

		“Goddess?” said Ingvilda, and then she remembered. “The spell-worker Sir Gareth sought, the spiderling sorceress Azalmora.”

		 

		“She took up the Dragonskull and made herself the goddess of the xortami and Warlord Valdranek into their emperor,” said Ivar. “The xortami poured from the north like a sword-sea and spear-tide. Nifheldun was swept before them like chaff upon a storm, as were Musfell and all the holds of the north. Long and bitter was the battle before the walls of Sigulforn, but even the might of Gungnir was not enough to hold back the foe. Now most of our people are slaves of the xortami, while the rest are storm-tossed and scattered.” Ivar’s burned hand grasped Gungnir’s shaft and raised the weapon high. It flashed in the dim light coming through the ruined ceiling, the soulstone worked into the weapon’s blade flickering with silver light. “Remember well what I have shown you, sister, or else the shadow of this vision shall become your fate.”

		 

		Power surged through Gungnir as the spear summoned lightning.

		 

		A great storm of bolts lashed down from the sky and struck the ruined hall, and everything went white.

		 

		###

		 

		Ingvilda awoke.

		 

		She had slept through the night, her fire burned down to coals, the dim light of the winter dawn leaking through her window. A sense of icy clarity and clear purpose gripped her mind, just as it had years ago when she had seen the vision that led her to one day reforge Gungnir.

		 

		Ingvilda rose and went in search of her brother.

		 

		She found Ivar in the great hall, eating his breakfast. Unlike many of the thanes and housecarls, Ivar did not look hung over. Partly that was because of his robust constitution, partly because his iron self-control would not permit him to drink to excess in front of the other jarls.

		 

		“Sister,” said Ivar. “I trust you slept it off. You seem as eager this morning as a virgin on her wedding night.”

		 

		The smile at his own jest faded as she approached.

		 

		“You had a vision,” he said. For all his cynicism, Ivar was not a fool, and he knew that her visions came true.

		 

		“I did,” said Ingvilda, looking him in the eye. “I know what you must do if you wish to claim the crown of Norvangenheim. If we do not act, there shall be no crown to claim, nor any nation to rule.”

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 4: The Quaesitor

		 

		Under other circumstances, Azalmora supposed it might have been darkly funny.

		 

		She had been concerned that Xothalaxiar would betray her. Granted, after their first battle, it hadn’t seemed likely. Xothalaxiar had been unable to bend Azalmora to her will, and the urdmordar were clever enough to change their tactics when necessary. Xothalaxiar had decided to make use of Azalmora, intending for her to claim the Dragonskull and destroy Andomhaim and the Swordbearers. With the chief threat to her life removed, Xothalaxiar could have gone wherever she wanted and established her own hunting grounds, safe from the threat of the Knights of the Soulblade.

		 

		Had Azalmora faltered, Xothalaxiar would have stabbed her in the back and claimed the Dragonskull for herself. Perhaps that had been the urdmordar’s plan all along, to let Azalmora do the work of clearing the path and then kill her the moment the last obstacle had been removed.

		 

		There was no way to know.

		 

		So, in a sense, it was amusing that Azalmora had betrayed Xothalaxiar to her death.

		 

		She mused on this she hurried with Thraxar down the ancient mountain road to the vale of Takaris.

		 

		As ever, it remained bitterly cold. The sky was leaden and overcast with heavy clouds, which was just as well. Had the sky been clear, it would have been even colder. The rigorous training of the Quaesitors meant that Azalmora was indifferent to either heat or cold. But for all their experience with winter warfare, even the xortami had limits, and Azalmora needed them at their peak to face the Swordbearers.

		 

		Because she would face the Swordbearers again.

		 

		She felt the weight of Ghostruin in its scabbard against her back, sensed the growing dark power within the sword. The dark soulblade had been forged to destroy all things, and Azalmora had drawn on its power, using its magic to augment her spells. The sword was a useful tool, and her mental discipline and magical skill meant that she was the master of the sword, not the other way around.

		 

		The downside was that when she was deep in thought, the shadows of the sword’s previous bearers would come forth and speak.

		 

		“As I expected,” said Solthalis, who had once been an archmage of the cloak elves of Cathair Kaldran. He glared at her with furious contempt, hating the fact that she carried the dark soulblade that he had once claimed for himself. “Treacherous to the end. What else could one expect of the spawn of a dark elf and an urdmordar.”

		 

		Another of the shadows laughed. This one was a lean middle-aged human knight, a contemptuous smirk on his sharp-featured face. Ricatus Eborium had betrayed the men of Andomhaim to side with the Heralds of Ruin. “Wise of her. The urdmordar was of no further use.” He let out a scornful laugh. “Why die alongside her? Though the Swordbearers won’t stop. They will keep chasing and chasing her…and maybe Ghostruin will soon have a new bearer.”

		 

		Annoyed at their speech, Azalmora concentrated, and the shadows vanished.

		 

		All save for one.

		 

		This shadow was a dark elven wizard armored in blue steel and swathed in a great hooded cloak. A mask of the same metal covered his face, shaped in the likeness of a snarling dragon. This was the Theophract, the mighty sorcerer who had helped manipulate the Heptarchy into invading Andomhaim. Unlike the rest of the shadows, he did not jeer or taunt or laugh.

		 

		He simply offered cold, clear counsel that usually matched Azalmora’s own conclusions.

		 

		“The death of Xothalaxiar is immaterial,” said the Theophract, the dragon mask making his voice sepulchral. “She would have become a rival to your ambitions, and her defeat at the hands of Myotharia and the Magistria removes an obstacle in your path. It also gives you an opportunity. It will take the Swordbearers at least some time to recover from the battle, and if you hasten, you can claim the Dragonskull before they overtake you. Though no doubt the xortami have left significant defenses in place around the relic.”

		 

		That was beyond all doubt. Valdranek and his sorcerers had been working on unraveling the wards around the city’s gate when she had left the camp with Xothalaxiar, and Azalmora suspected they were still working. Nevertheless, Myotharia had gotten into the city in an attempt to destroy the Dragonskull, and perhaps Azalmora could do the same.

		 

		“Myotharia was also warped by the Dragonskull and lost further control of her mind,” said the Theophract in response to her thought. “Beware that the same fate does not befall you.”

		 

		Azalmora dismissed the Theophract’s shadow. His suggestions were sensible but no different than the ones she had already reasoned out herself.

		 

		Though in the end, she hadn’t really betrayed Xothalaxiar. She had feared that Xothalaxiar would betray her, and no doubt the urdmordar had been prepared for treachery, but neither Azalmora nor Xothalaxiar had betrayed one another.

		 

		Instead, Myotharia had smashed through the wall of the temple in her dragon form and crashed into the urdmordar, wounding her badly enough that Niara could deal a killing blow. Once Azalmora had seen that happen, she knew it was time to withdraw. Perhaps if she had been a knight of Andomhaim, devoted to their warrior code of honor, she would have rushed to Xothalaxiar’s aid.

		 

		If Azalmora had done that, the most likely outcome would have been her death. In the unlikely event they both survived, Xothalaxiar would probably have betrayed her at some point in the future anyway. The ideal outcome would have been the elimination of the Swordbearers and the Guardian, but the death of Xothalaxiar had rid Azalmora of a potentially serious future danger.

		 

		Though it had left her with the considerable present danger of the Swordbearers, the Guardian, and Niara.

		 

		She felt the pulse of power as Thraxar cast a spell. The Chosen Guard wore his heavy gray armor, his three-eyed face concealed beneath his helm, though his tusks rose from the front of it.

		 

		“Anything?” said Azalmora.

		 

		“Nothing,” said Thraxar, his voice a soft hiss despite his hulking appearance. “She is gone. I expect we will not see the Daughter again.”

		 

		“No,” said Azalmora. Xothalaxiar had been the one to bind the Daughter to her service, and Xothalaxiar’s death broke the magical binding. Likely the urdhracos had taken the opportunity to escape. She had spent the last fifteen thousand years wandering around the xortami wastes, watching the tribes of the lizardmen fight each other and sometimes inciting or exacerbating the conflicts. Or occasionally tormenting her father, should the opportunity arrive. Urdhracosi were invariably insane to one degree or another, but they all had an excellent sense of self-preservation, especially the ones like the Daughter who had survived for millennia. “Likely the Daughter has flown off. She will amuse herself by watching the confrontation from a distance.”

		 

		“Then she will cease to be a factor,” said Thraxar.

		 

		“Most probably,” said Azalmora. “Though we shall remain vigilant.”

		 

		She had come a long, long way to reach the Dragonskull, to ascend at last to become a full urdmordar, and it was almost within reach. The Dragonskull was only a few miles from where she now walked.

		 

		Just a few more miles, but those miles held many obstacles and dangers.

		 

		“How shall we explain events to Valdranek?” said Thraxar. “He is subtle enough that deceiving him will be dangerous.”

		 

		“Then we shall not deceive him,” said Azalmora. “He was mistrustful of Xothalaxiar from the start, seeing her as a potential rival. That threat has been eliminated. Our plan remains unchanged. I shall seize the Dragonskull and ascend, and he shall use his armies to rebuild the xortami empire.”

		 

		At least, that had been the plan. Perhaps the death of Xothalaxiar and the survival of the Swordbearers would change things. But Azalmora did not think so. Valdranek was powerful, ruthless, and ambitious, but he had one quality that many powerful and ambitious men lacked.

		 

		He was not a fool.

		 

		He knew that attempting to wield the Dragonskull himself would result in his destruction, that his alliance with Azalmora would bring him far greater power than if he acted alone. Valdranek would gain an empire, and that empire would feed Azalmora with life force.

		 

		“Best to be wary of treachery,” said Thraxar.

		 

		“Indeed,” said Azalmora. “Yet the Swordbearers are also Valdranek’s enemy. They cost him Nifheldun and one of his chief advisors, and they slew Warlord Makarov. The Warlord might have been Valdranek's primary rival, but he was still a xortami noble. Valdranek will not forgive a xortami noble falling to a human’s sword.”

		 

		So logic told her.

		 

		She would put it to the test soon enough.

		 

		Despite her contemplations, Azalmora did not lower her vigilance as they made their way through the valley. They passed the place where the hydra had attacked Gareth Arban and his companions, where Azalmora had induced Myotharia to transform and attack. The ground was still burned black from both the dragon fire and the hydra’s breath, and no fresh snow had fallen to cover it up. Two of the hydra’s heads lay where the Swordbearers had chopped them off, their baleful yellow eyes glaring at Azalmora when she passed.

		 

		She regretted that she had been unable to kill Gareth Arban in Tarlion on the night she had stolen his blood to activate the Waystones. Much trouble would have been averted.

		 

		But for all the power and skill of the Swordbearers and their companions, they were only few, and Valdranek’s army was thousands strong. Azalmora might have to go through more xortami warriors than Valdranek would prefer, but in the end, she would kill the Swordbearers.

		 

		Though the severed heads of the hydra were a good reminder not to underestimate her foes.

		 

		The day wore on as Azalmora and Thraxar traversed the length of the valley. They passed through a small forest of pine trees and saw many ancient tombs and monuments of the xortami of old. The royal tombs of the xortami were to the south in the great necropolis, which no doubt was where the Daughter had fled after the death of Xothalaxiar. The tombs Azalmora now saw belonged to powerful nobles of the xortami, lords who had served the emperors of the lizardmen well and had been rewarded with resting places in the valley leading to the Temple of Rhugavak. No doubt the tombs held many treasures, albeit ones guarded by powerful magical wards and ancient mechanical traps.

		 

		Just as well Azalmora had no need for money. She sought a far greater power.

		 

		Takaris came back into sight toward the middle of the afternoon. The ruins of the great city, at least as large as the vast cities of the Heptarchy, filled a U-shaped vale in the mountains. Azalmora saw the city’s outer wall clearly enough, strong and thick, fortified with watch towers and carved with reliefs showing the glory of the xortami.

		 

		Within the city, she could only see a little. A great rippling distortion rose from the walls, obscuring the view of the buildings within. It was like looking through a window of cloudy glass covered in grease, except the grease kept moving around. Azalmora could dimly make out the shapes of buildings within the city, including two enormous edifices that Valdranek said were the royal palace and the High Temple of Rhugavak, but she could discern no details.

		 

		The sight of Valdranek’s army camped south of the city was far clearer. Valdranek had already commanded thousands of warriors, and thousands came to his banner after the Swordbearers had killed Makarov. Even if Azalmora abandoned the quest for the Dragonskull and departed the xortami wastes this very hour, Valdranek would still be the most powerful noble of the lizardmen and in time would put the other tribes under his control.

		 

		With Takaris in his possession and with Azalmora and the Dragonskull backing him up, he would subdue the other tribes in a month and soon after conquer Norvangenheim. Azalmora would have the seed of an empire that would one day grow to exceed the Heptarchy itself.

		 

		But first, she had to claim the Dragonskull.

		 

		“It seems that Lord Valdranek’s sorcerers have yet to breach the wards upon the gate,” said Thraxar.

		 

		“Unsurprising,” said Azalmora. “The wards are complex and multi-layered. Even a skilled and powerful sorcerer would take days to breach them. Without Xothalaxiar’s help, we might not have been able to break the wall of mist that sealed off the vale.”

		 

		They descended from the hills to the floor of the valley, following the eastern wall of Takaris. Azalmora and Thraxar passed the spot where they had fought Gareth and the other Swordbearers. The Magistria Niara had thrown her considerable magical power into the battle, but even with her strength, Azalmora thought the Swordbearers would have been defeated.

		 

		Then Myotharia joined the battle on the Swordbearers’ side.

		 

		Azalmora resisted the urge to grimace. Logic and discipline were the keys to understanding the world and the first steps on the path to power. Yet random chance could overthrow any plan, and she hadn’t expected the Swordbearers to live this long or to follow her all the way to the gates of Takaris itself.

		 

		She certainly hadn’t expected them to ally with Niara. Azalmora had been almost certain that Niara was still alive, albeit trapped by the magic of her own Waystones, though Azalmora had planned to kill Gareth Arban long before Niara became a problem.

		 

		On the other hand, chance brought advantages as well. Azalmora hadn’t planned to make an ally out of Valdranek, but that had proven useful.

		 

		It was time to test the strength of that alliance.

		 

		Valdranek might have Makarov’s army under his command, but the xortami Warlord was no fool. A strong force of scouts and guards patrolled the boundaries of his camp, and they spotted Azalmora and Thraxar a long way off. A party of crimson-scaled xortami warriors escorted her and Thraxar to where Valdranek’s crimson banners flew. Bronze-scaled priests and sorcerers still stood before the gate of the city, casting spell after spell. Valdranek himself and the chief nobles waited about a hundred yards before the gate proper.

		 

		Azalmora felt the weight of Valdranek’s yellow gaze as she approached.

		 

		The xortami warlord was huge, a good foot and a half taller than she was, and at least a hundred and fifty pounds heavier even without his armor. His golden scales gleamed in the dim winter sunlight, and he wore a magnificent suit of gilded armor. It looked ostentatious, but leadership was about symbols as much as action, and Valdranek looked like one destined to rule the xortami kindred. The hilt of an immense sword hung at his side, his clawed hand resting upon the hilt in a position of ease. That was a deception – Azalmora knew that he could explode into violent motion in the blink of an eye.

		 

		To say nothing of his great skill with dark magic.

		 

		“Lord Valdranek,” said Azalmora, stopping a few yards away.

		 

		“Lady Azalmora,” said Valdranek, his voice a deep rumble, deeper than a human voice could have managed. “I see your numbers are reduced.”

		 

		“The urdmordar Xothalaxiar and the high elven sorceress Myotharia slew one another in battle, removing two potential rivals to your rule and the rise of the new xortami empire,” said Azalmora. “I fear the Swordbearers escaped in the chaos.”

		 

		“I see,” said Valdranek. “Two fewer enemies are always pleasing.”

		 

		She felt the flicker of dark magic as his thoughts reached out and touched hers through the mindspeech spell. Despite being born to the xortami noble caste, he had a great talent for dark magic, one that was growing stronger under her tutelage. He had grasped her lessons as quickly as another Quaesitor might have.

		 

		“What really happened?” said Valdranek into her thoughts.

		 

		“As I said,” responded Azalmora into his mind. “The trap was almost successful. But in her madness, Myotharia attacked Xothalaxiar. The high elf was mortally wounded, and the distraction allowed Niara to deal a fatal wound to the urdmordar. Rather than risk a fight against four Swordbearers, I thought it more prudent to retreat.”

		 

		“Reasonable,” said Valdranek. “What became of the Daughter? I assume she fled the second Xothalaxiar was slain.”

		 

		“She did.”

		 

		Valdranek remained expressionless, but his thought carried the impression of a scoff. “No doubt she watches us from the shadows, intending to amuse herself by watching our struggles. Let her watch. Perhaps the rise of the new empire will amuse her until we have power enough to repay her for all the annoyances she has caused the xortami.”

		 

		“There will be a settling,” said Azalmora, “of many accounts.”

		 

		“What of the Swordbearers?” said Valdranek aloud. “They withdrew into the ancient road beneath the temple?”

		 

		“Beyond all doubt,” said Azalmora.

		 

		One of the nobles near Valdranek let out a hiss. “We must endure the blasphemy of lesser kindreds setting foot within the temple, and now the human apes defile the royal path of the emperors? These are grievous insults.”

		 

		“They are,” said Valdranek, “but they shall be repaid a thousandfold. First when we crush the Norvangir apes and then in time when we march upon the apes of Andomhaim. And the royal path itself may exact a price for their impertinence. No living xortami has trodden upon the royal path for many years, but our lore says the path was well-guarded from intruders. Perhaps the defenses shall rid us of at least some of our foes.”

		 

		“I remember,” said a cracked, wheezing voice.

		 

		Azalmora glanced to the side, keeping the disgust from her expression. The Ossuary crouched between two of the nobles, his scarred, pale hide stark against the stone of the ground. The dark elves, at the height of their power, had borne a sinister beauty, a seductive and mesmerizing sort of charisma. Between the scars that marred his skin and the misshapen spikes of bone that distorted his form, all that was gone from the Ossuary now.

		 

		She had dominated him easily and left the wretch with instructions to obey Valdranek. A wave of vicious contempt went through Azalmora as she looked at the Ossuary, and she felt a powerful urge to kill the dark elven noble then and there. Ghostruin would slide through his neck and spine as easily as a knife cutting a soft lump of butter. He represented everything she would leave behind, the weakness of the dark elven half that she would abandon when she became a full urdmordar.

		 

		As ever, discipline stayed her hand. The Ossuary’s knowledge had proven useful several times before, and until she found the Dragonskull, it might prove valuable again. But once she had the Dragonskull and had transformed, perhaps she would let Thraxar kill the dark elf as a reward for loyal service. Thraxar found the Ossuary just as irritating as she did.

		 

		“Often my children brought me on the hidden road from Takaris to the temple,” whispered the Ossuary, rocking back and forth as he grasped his knees. “I remember. Many defenses lurked in the shadows, and I marveled at the skill of my children, at their prowess and cunning. They were worthy heirs of my power indeed…”

		 

		“Has he been useful?” said Azalmora.

		 

		“More than I expected,” said Valdranek. “The wretch is familiar with the warding spells upon the gate. His advice has proven sound.”

		 

		“And it shall again, Lord Valdranek,” said the Ossuary, some confidence coming into the broken voice. His remaining eye turned toward Azalmora. “Heed my counsel, Quaesitor. The spells upon the city are akin to the walls of a great tower. Lord Valdranek’s priests have weakened the tower, tearing away at its outer walls. But now their labors have exposed the foundations of the tower.” He pointed at her with the club of misshapen bone that had replaced one of his hands. “The dark soulblade you bear can shatter the foundations and bring the tower down. Draw forth the weapon and focus your power upon it, casting your spells upon the keystone of the wards. They will shatter, and you will enter Takaris itself. The great capital of my children.”

		 

		Azalmora considered that, then turned to face the southern wall and cast a spell. Her magic probed the potent wards layering the outer wall of Takaris, and she saw that the xortami priests and sorcerers had made considerable progress breaking through the defenses. But the Ossuary’s metaphor, crude though it had been, was essentially correct. The priests’ labors had exposed the foundation of the wards, and a powerful spell, augmented with Ghostruin’s destructive power, would shatter the defenses.

		 

		“If we proceed,” said Azalmora, “this will break the wards around the city entirely. Not just the southern gate, but all the gates of the city.”

		 

		“Break them,” said Valdranek. “Takaris will once more be the seat of the xortami empire. For this work to begin, we must take possession of the city.”

		 

		“So be it,” said Azalmora. “I shall begin at once.”

		 

		She sent a mental command to Thraxar, telling him to remain near Valdranek and keep an eye on the Ossuary. With that done, she strode north to the city’s southern gate, approaching the groups of priests and sorcerers who cast spells into the ward.

		 

		Her hand reached over her shoulder, curling around Ghostruin’s hilt and drawing the dark soulblade. Crimson spirals now marked the weapon’s black blade, a sign of its awakening power. Ghostruin burst into blood-colored fire, and she felt the weapon’s malice and hunger, its desire to destroy everything it could reach. A lesser mind would have been overwhelmed by its power. One of the previous bearers of the sword, the cloak elven archmage Solthalis, had gone mad and tried to wipe out his own people.

		 

		But Solthalis had not been a Quaesitor, and she was the master of her own mind. The sword’s hunger would serve her purposes, not the other way around.

		 

		The priests and the sorcerers stopped their work as she approached. No doubt they sensed the great power of Ghostruin’s aura. The xortami spellcasters parted as she approached, and Azalmora stopped a dozen paces from the gate.

		 

		The southern gate of Takaris was intact, though the doors had been thrown down long ago, and piles of rubble lay heaped up on either side. The rippling distortion filled the archway, blocking most sight. On the other side of the gate, she thought, was some kind of square or market. Unsurprising, really. The xortami were alien to the orcs and the Azrikai halflings and the kyralves and the other kindreds of the Heptarchy, but even the lizardmen would still put their markets close to the gates of the city.

		 

		She grasped Ghostruin’s hilt with both hands and summoned magic, as much power as she could hold. It took nearly all of her will and concentration to direct such a quantity of dark magic. Part of her mind pointed out that this would be a perfect time for Valdranek to betray her, but he would have to kill Thraxar first, which would give Azalmora the time she needed to prepare a defense.

		 

		And part of the reason she had allied with Valdranek was his vision, his ability to lay aside immediate gains in pursuit of a long-term goal. He had attained great power, but he would seize even greater power by following her counsel.

		 

		She dropped to one knee, raised Ghostruin high, and drove the blade of the sword a foot into the ground.

		 

		The dark soulblade pulsed with arcane power, and a ribbon of shadow and blue flame leaped out from her, slashing across the gate. It sank into the rippling distortion that concealed the city, and drank it up like a dry sponge soaking up water.

		 

		For a few seconds, nothing happened.

		 

		And then the wards around Takaris shattered like glass struck by a hammer.

		 

		An immense thunderclap, as loud as if one of the nearby volcanoes had just exploded, rang over the valley. A faint tremor went through the ground, accompanied by a howling gale of wind that rushed out in all directions. Had Azalmora been standing, it would have knocked her over. As it was, she heard the confusion and alarm behind her, heard the Ossuary cackling in delight.

		 

		The wind faded and the tremor subsided, the last echoes of the thunderclap fading away.

		 

		Slowly Azalmora rose to her feet, all six of her hidden eyes open.

		 

		Despite her self-control, a smile went over her face.

		 

		The ward was broken, and the way into Takaris and to the Dragonskull was open at last.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 5: Takaris

		 

		Azalmora wanted to rush through the gate, enter the heart of the city, and seize the Dragonskull for herself.

		 

		The impulse was as strong as anything she had ever felt in her life, and only many long centuries of experience let her master it.

		 

		Instead, she waited as Valdranek and his guards moved forward to join her. Azalmora passed the short wait by gazing through the gate and observing what she could. Beyond the wall, as she had expected, lay a market square or forum. Much like the forums of Cintarra, occasional statues rose upon plinths, grim xortami lords standing upon them to gaze at the ruins of their capital. Crumbling buildings of stone ringed the square.

		 

		With the distortion gone, she saw the two huge buildings rising from the heart of the city. One looked a great deal like the Temple of Rhugavak in the mountains where Xothalaxiar had died, only far larger. It was attached to a large round structure that put Azalmora in mind of the gladiatorial arenas in some of the cities of the Heptarchy, though it had a domed roof rather than standing open to the air. The other large building looked like a combination of a step pyramid and a fortified tower. Unless Azalmora missed her guess, that was the palace of the emperors of the xortami nation.

		 

		Boots rasped against the ground near her, and Azalmora lowered Ghostruin to rest at her side, the blade flickering with crimson fire, the corrupted soulstone in its tang bleeding shadows. Valdranek, his guards, the nobles, and many of the chief priests and sorcerers of the xortami joined her, along with Thraxar and the Ossuary. Azalmora beckoned, and Thraxar came to her side.

		 

		“You have done it,” said Valdranek, something like eagerness in the growl of his voice. “The way to Takaris is open at last.”

		 

		“It is,” said Azalmora. “And now caution is required. We already know the city contains a significant quantity of undead creatures.”

		 

		“We may also face basilisks and wyverns and creatures of similar power,” said Valdranek.

		 

		“Are the animals undead? They would have starved otherwise,” said Azalmora.

		 

		“Perhaps not,” said Valdranek. “The Ossuary had some time to contemplate the wards during your…sojourn with Xothalaxiar and the Daughter. He suspects they degraded slightly over the millennia. They were strong enough to keep us out, but creatures of lesser intelligence, such as hydras, basilisks, and others, could pass through the wards. The ruins of the city would make an ideal lair for such creatures.”

		 

		“Has the Ossuary mentioned where to find the Dragonskull?” said Azalmora. She had asked him several times, using the domination spells to compel him to answer, but had been unable to get clear information. His memory had been damaged enough by his millennia of torment that it had become unreliable.

		 

		“He believes it rests in the assembly chamber of the High Temple in the center of the city,” said Valdranek. Azalmora looked toward the domed structure next to the great temple and cast the spell to sense magical forces. The sheer power of the dark aura hanging over Takaris almost overloaded the spell. Even without the powerful aura of the Dragonskull, many auras of both dark and elemental magic mantled Takaris, legacies of its days as the capital of the xortami empire.

		 

		But the most powerful aura of all radiated from the domed structure connected to the great temple.

		 

		“Then it is there we must go,” said Azalmora.

		 

		“My best soldiers shall accompany us,” said Valdranek. “Once we have passed the gate and secured the square beyond, my army will move into Takaris and hold the southern wall. The wall and the buildings within shall provide better fortifications than anything we could create, and even without the Dragonskull, there are many treasures we shall claim and put to use.”

		 

		“Your plan, Warlord, is sound as ever,” said Azalmora.

		 

		It took some time to get things organized. Azalmora had spent a great deal of time around armies, accompanying the legions of the Heptarchy as they marched against rebels, and she knew that it took considerable effort to get any mass of soldiers to do anything, especially if you wanted it done properly. The delay still gnawed at her, and she suppressed her impatience. The aura of the Dragonskull washed against her arcane senses, and the sheer strength of it staggered her.

		 

		With that power, she could ascend to become a true urdmordar at last.

		 

		It would make her the most powerful urdmordar that had ever existed. The eagerness to claim that power filled her, along with the urgency of reaching the artifact before the Swordbearers destroyed it, but she forced herself to wait, though her fingers tightened against Ghostruin’s hilt.

		 

		Azalmora made herself relax. Holding the hilt too tightly or too loosely were both novice errors in wielding a sword.

		 

		Finally, Valdranek’s warriors were ready. Azalmora heard the noise as the soldiers broke camp, preparing to move into the southern bounds of Takaris. A strong guard of Valdranek’s most experienced and capable soldiers moved to accompany the Warlord, crimson scales glinting beneath their armor and helmets.

		 

		“We are ready,” said Valdranek. He drew his sword and pointed it at the gate, and ghostly blue fire and shadow played along the length of the blade. “It is time to reclaim Takaris for the xortami and for our empire to rise again.”

		 

		He strode through the gate, his chief lords and priests with him, and Azalmora and Thraxar followed the Warlord’s guard. Best to let him go first. Many of his lords were suspicious of their alliance, and Azalmora did not want dissension to Valdranek’s rule at this critical moment.

		 

		After she had the Dragonskull and had installed Valdranek as the new emperor, crushing dissension would be less of a problem.

		 

		After years of searching and work, Azalmora walked through the gate of the city that held the Dragonskull.

		 

		The square was a large space, hundreds of yards across, ringed by half-ruined buildings of stone. Dozens of statues adorned the square, images of grim xortami lords standing upon plinths, swords and spears in hand. Further within the city rose pyramidal towers and large palaces, though the great temple and the royal palace loomed over everything like a pair of mountains. The city was both obviously ancient and had long been abandoned, but to Azalmora’s eye, the damage to the buildings looked less like the ravages of time and weather and more like the result of some destructive force.

		 

		The first attempt to wield the Dragonskull, no doubt.

		 

		That explained why Valdranek was perfectly willing to let her claim the Dragonskull and use its power to ascend. He knew what might happen if he or one of his sorcerers attempted to use the relic themselves, and even all his great ambition could not overcome that fear.

		 

		Silence hung over the desolate city, save for the creak of armor and the rasp of boots as the xortami marched through the gate. Valdranek and his guards came to the center of the square and stopped, and one of the warriors raised the Warlord’s crimson banner upon its staff. Azalmora waited with Thraxar, her eyes roving over the square, her arcane senses seeking any dangers. Even without using the spell to sense magical forces, she felt the powerful auras stirring in the city.

		 

		Nothing stirred save for the marching soldiers.

		 

		Could she have been wrong? Perhaps no undead lurked within the ruins.

		 

		“Quaesitor,” said Thraxar in a low voice.

		 

		She saw the movement at the same moment he pointed it out.

		 

		A main avenue led from the square to the north, heading in the direction of the palace and the great temple. A half dozen lesser streets opened into the square, and Azalmora spotted movement to the west.

		 

		The undead advanced into the square in good order.

		 

		Azalmora had encountered and fought several groups of undead since leaving Nifheldun and the Stoneblood Road. Undead xortami usually had a distinct appearance. Their scaly skins were more durable than the skin of orcs and humans, so an undead xortami usually ended up somewhat mummified, a mobile skeleton encased in a ragged shroud of leathery scales. The undead marching into the square had that appearance.

		 

		They also wore armor and carried swords.

		 

		Blue light flickered around each of the undead, forming a phantasmal image of a living xortami warrior superimposed over the undead husk. Azalmora worked the spell to sense magical forces, gauging the strength of the necromantic aura around the undead. It was considerable – the undead things were a fusion of lesser corporeal undead and the more powerful spectral creatures like wraiths. The undead soldiers would be armored in immaterial force, making them tougher and more resilient than common undead creatures.

		 

		Hundreds of undead soldiers marched into the square. They did not run, did not rush forward in a furious mob, but maintained a close formation, shields raised, swords drawn back to strike. Another flicker of motion caught Azalmora’s eye, and she looked to the north.

		 

		More undead came from another side street, but these creatures were not orcs.

		 

		Undead rock drakes prowled into the square. Like the xortami, they were mummified, their leathery hides draped over their skeletal forms. Ghostly blue fire burned in their empty eyes and behind their fang-filled jaws. In the xortami wastes and Norvangenheim, rock drakes were solitary predators and only came together in packs to guard a female while she laid eggs. Once the eggs had hatched and the young could hunt on their own, the rock drake pack broke apart. For even undead rock drakes to act in a coordinated group meant that something was controlling them.

		 

		Azalmora had expected to find undead within Takaris. She had not, however, thought to find a powerful necromancer controlling the undead. Had someone else entered the city, someone seeking to claim the Dragonskull? Myotharia had entered Takaris and left again, so it was possible someone else had accomplished the feat. But if a necromancer had been here long enough to take control of these undead, why hadn’t he claimed the Dragonskull already?

		 

		Valdranek bellowed a command, pointing his sword, and his warriors rushed forward. His soldiers were well-trained and disciplined. Soon a wall of shields, swords, and spears faced the undead, while behind them, kobold archers prepared bows, and priests and sorcerers readied spells.

		 

		More undead formed up in the middle of the square, and nearly a dozen rock drakes waited in front of them. The undead creatures stood as motionless as the statues. Unlike the living xortami, they had no need to breathe and therefore did not need to move at all.

		 

		Azalmora focused her will and gathered magical force, the cold fury of dark magic seething in her mind, and readied a spell.

		 

		The undead attacked.

		 

		The undead xortami advanced at a steady pace, but the rock drakes bounded forward with blurring speed, their jaws yawning wide. The blue fire danced brighter behind their fangs, accompanied by a swirling white mist, and Azalmora realized the creatures would breathe freezing flames instead of the scorching fires unleashed by living rock drakes.

		 

		Valdranek’s priests worked their spells, summoning a curtain of shadowy haze that rose before the waiting warriors a second before the drakes loosed their freezing breath. Plumes of blue flame and white mist billowed from their jaws and washed over the wards, covering the ancient stones of the square with a layer of ice, but the wards held.

		 

		Azalmora cast her own spell, her will reaching out to take control of the drakes.

		 

		To her surprise, it was far harder than she expected.

		 

		She had dominated the Old One Nhalavask in the Qazaluuskan Forest, and despite Nhalavask’s considerable magical power, dominating him had been simple. The Qazaluuskan orcs had powerful but unsophisticated necromantic spells, easily controlled by someone who had undergone the rigorous training of the Seven Temples. By contrast, the domination spells on the rock drakes were powerful and complex.

		 

		But Azalmora forced her will upon the creatures, and of the dozen drakes charging toward Valdranek’s warriors, she took control of three. Fewer than the dozen she had hoped, but three was still better than zero. At Azalmora’s mental command, the drakes attacked their fellows. That slowed their charge, some of the drakes turning to fight those under her control.

		 

		The delay allowed the xortami sorcerers to strike back. The priests focused on the skills of dark magic, but Valdranek’s sorcerers learned the lesser powers of elemental magic. Perhaps elemental magic was less potent than the powers of dark magic, but there were times when it was useful, and this was one of them. The xortami sorcerers conjured fireballs and sent them raining on the advancing undead soldiers. The spectral armor encasing the creatures soaked up many of the elemental attacks, but the priests unleashed spells of dark magic that disrupted the ghostly armor, allowing the fire to rip into the undead. The withered, desiccated nature of the undead warriors made them vulnerable to elemental fire, and the flames began to spread through them.

		 

		Yet the undead warriors, or whoever was controlling them, adapted to the threat, spreading out their formation and speeding up their advance. The rock drakes crashed into the front rank of the living xortami, the metallic clang of sword and shield filling the air.

		 

		“Warding spells at your full power,” said Azalmora.

		 

		Thraxar obeyed at once, casting warding spells over Azalmora, defenses against both physical weapons and magical attacks. Between his warding spells and her own, she was encased in magical defenses more potent than any armor. Azalmora could have used her own magic to join the fray, breaking down more of the controlling spells and dominating the undead warriors and drakes, but that struck her as inefficient. Whoever controlled those undead did so with skill, and Azalmora would expend too much energy breaking the controlling spells.

		 

		A simpler and more efficient method was at hand.

		 

		There was a time and place for a scalpel and a time and a place simply to smash things.

		 

		Azalmora strode forward, taking Ghostruin’s hilt in both hands.

		 

		She walked past the front rank of the struggling xortami soldiers, earning a surprised look from a few of the lizardmen before they returned their full attention to the fight. Azalmora strode toward the nearest rock drake, which was struggling against a band of Valdranek’s soldiers. The creature became aware of her, and its head snapped around.

		 

		The jaws opened wide, and the freezing plume of its breath leaped from the undead thing.

		 

		The icy blast hit Azalmora and washed off her warding spells without touching her. She wasn’t certain if the undead drake still had its native instincts and animal intelligence or if it was wholly driven by the will of whatever necromancer had raised it. Regardless, the creature clearly did not expect her to survive because the drake kept unleashing the freezing plume right until she chopped off its head with Ghostruin. Cutting off the head or removing the heart (or both) was the preferred method of destroying undead creatures, and since the undead drakes had no heart, that left the head.

		 

		The vertebrae of its neck were thick and strong, but Ghostruin chopped through them without difficulty. The heavy skull landed at Azalmora’s feet, the body collapsing into a pile of broken bones and torn leathery hide. Ghostruin’s power ripped through the undead husk, tearing away the necromantic magic that had fueled the thing and feeding it into Azalmora’s power.

		 

		Two more undead drakes rushed at her, perhaps realizing that she was a threat or under the direction of their unseen master. Azalmora clenched a fist and cast a necromantic spell herself, the dark power rushing through her. Her magic did not take control of them or even disrupt the spells that dominated the creatures. Instead, for just a few seconds, it locked the undead in place. Azalmora seized that opening to attack and destroyed both drakes, driving Ghostruin through their necks and reducing the undead to piles of bone.

		 

		A score of undead xortami rushed at her. Azalmora suspected that she would have faced more, but Valdranek’s soldiers and sorcerers were giving a good account of themselves. Azalmora pointed Ghostruin at the charging creatures and cast another spell, this time drawing on Ghostruin’s magic to fuel her dark magic. A pulse of necromantic power washed out from her. The controlling spells upon the undead lizardmen were less potent than those upon the drakes, and Azalmora’s will overwhelmed the bonds upon eight or nine of the undead soldiers. At her silent command, the soldiers attacked those still under the control of the necromancer. Steel rang upon steel, the orderly group of twenty soldiers advancing on Azalmora turning into a confused mob. She attacked the undead lizardmen still under the control of her unseen adversary. A single blow from Ghostruin was enough to drain the necromantic power of the creatures, reducing them to inert piles of bones and armor.

		 

		Then she sensed a surge of dark magic nearby.

		 

		Azalmora whirled, raising Ghostruin in guard in her right hand, a spell crackling with blue flame and twisting shadow around her left. Behind the struggling undead, she saw a figure draped in robes of red and black, a stylized bronze headdress resting upon a head that was nothing more that dull bronze-colored scales stretched tight over a xortami skull.

		 

		An undead priest.

		 

		Had she found the necromancer controlling the undead? No, she didn’t think so. This priest wasn’t powerful enough to control all these undead and cast a spell at the same time. Despite that, the priest’s arcane aura was considerable.

		 

		She decided upon a strategy in a split second and rushed forward, casting a ward as she did. The undead priest hurled a lance of shadow and blue flame at her, a spell designed to rip away her life force and leave her a withered husk. It would have been much more effective against an orc or a human or a xortami, but the undead priest had put enough power into the spell to make it dangerous to even a spiderling.

		 

		Azalmora caught the blast against her ward. The priest’s spell struck with enough force to knock away a considerable portion of her defenses, but that didn’t matter. She drew back Ghostruin and slashed. The undead spellcaster had sheathed itself in enough warding spells that it would have taken even Azalmora a few seconds to batter through them, but Ghostruin tore through the spells without slowing. The dark soulblade crashed through the priest’s torso, slicing through leathery skin and shattering bone, and the undead fell apart, the necromantic magic animating it drained away.

		 

		Another drake bounded at her. Either the creature or its controller had learned from the last few encounters, and it did not bother unleashing its breath upon her. No doubt the drake thought to force her to the ground and rip her apart. But the priestesses of the Seven Temples trained in all forms of combat just as rigorously as they learned spells of dark magic, and Azalmora dodged. The drake hurtled past her, its raking forelimbs missing her by perhaps half an inch, and Azalmora slashed with Ghostruin. The dark soulblade took off the drake’s right hind leg, and the creature lost its balance. Its bony tail lashed at her, and Azalmora chopped it off. The drake tried to recover its balance with only three legs and no tail, which proved to be a futile endeavor because Azalmora split its skull in half with Ghostruin.

		 

		A savage exultation filled her. Many of the other priestesses of the Seven Temples had only studied the bare minimum of the necessary physical training, preferring instead to focus all their time on the study of dark magic. Unlike most of the other priestesses, Azalmora enjoyed the physical training of combat, and had studied it with as much fervor as the secrets of dark magic.

		 

		Which had served her well when she had killed the sole other priestess who had learned the secret of the Dragonskull.

		 

		Azalmora attacked the remaining drakes, stunning them with her spells and cutting them down with Ghostruin. With the threat of the drakes removed, Valdranek’s soldiers and sorcerers rallied, pushing the undead xortami back step by step. Unlike living foes, the undead lizardmen did not break and run under the strain of the battle. But with their formations broken and Azalmora disrupting their controlling spells, the undead buckled under Valdranek’s furious attacks.

		 

		The remaining undead whirled and fled, retreating to the side streets. Azalmora stopped, breathing hard. Her gaze swept the square, all six of her hidden eyes open in the furious rush of battle. She expected that the undead were only withdrawing in preparation for a more potent attack or in hopes of luring the living xortami into a trap.

		 

		Valdranek shared her suspicions. “Hold!” The xortami warlord’s voice thundered over the square. “Hold!” A flurry of commands followed, the xortami soldiers gathering to protect the priests and sorcerers.

		 

		Azalmora walked toward Valdranek’s banner, and she felt some of the xortami staring at her. She had spent enough time around the reptilian creatures by now to gauge their expressions, and she was pleased to see fear and respect there. Most of the army knew how she had dueled Xothalaxiar and Myotharia south of the camp, but hearing about it was one thing. Watching a Quaesitor tear her way through the enemy with sword and spell was something else entirely.

		 

		Such things had a way of becoming tales, and those tales might prove useful. Perhaps Azalmora would employ them as the foundation of the artificial religion she would use to control the xortami empire once she ascended to a full urdmordar.

		 

		“Something governs our foes,” said Valdranek as she approached. Dark magic swirled around his sword, and the dust of destroyed undead creatures dimmed the golden armor of his right arm and shoulder. “Those were no mere mindless undead.”

		 

		“I agree,” said Azalmora. “But who, though?” Thraxar came to join her, his third eye jerking back and forth in his forehead.

		 

		“I know not,” said Valdranek. “Perhaps some dark elven princeling who sought the Dragonskull and was trapped here.”

		 

		“Perhaps,” said Azalmora, “but any necromancer with the skill to control that many undead would have a fair chance of claiming the Dragonskull.”

		 

		“Or the ambition to claim it and destroy himself in the process,” growled Valdranek.

		 

		“Quaesitor,” said Thraxar. “A spell to the north.”

		 

		Azalmora sensed it even as the Chosen Guard spoke, and she turned to the north. A ruined building, larger than the others, loomed over the square. It looked like a fortified tower, and Azalmora suspected that it had once been a watchtower or perhaps a fortress used by the city’s garrison. A pillar of shadows swirled atop the tower’s ramparts, and Azalmora flexed her left hand, preparing to work a new warding spell.

		 

		Instead, the pillar of shadows condensed, becoming an image of a robed xortami priest.

		 

		“A projection,” said Thraxar.

		 

		The translucent image was a projection of dark magic, its caster standing miles away. The image wore ceremonial robes of black and gold, the golden headdress of a xortami high priest framing his head in something like a stylized sunburst. A golden mask concealed his face, wrought in the likeness of xortami features, and in his right hand, the masked priest held a golden staff topped with a blue gemstone. Probably a soulstone, which meant that the golden staff was likely a magical artifact of considerable power.

		 

		“Logic suggests,” said Thraxar, “that we have encountered the controller of the undead.”

		 

		“Or his sending, anyway,” said Azalmora.

		 

		Valdranek stepped forward and pointed his sword, casting a minor spell to amplify his voice. “Name yourself, and explain why you presume to attack my soldiers!”

		 

		“Among the lords of the xortami,” said the masked priest, his voice deep and resonant, “it is customary for the guest to announce himself first.”

		 

		“I am Valdranek, Warlord of the xortami nations,” said Valdranek. “I have come to take the ancient seat of our empire and to claim the Dragonskull for our kindred. For both are mine by right, and I shall rebuild the great empire of our ancestors.”

		 

		To Azalmora’s mild surprise, the masked priest bowed, leaning upon the staff in his right hand as he did. “I am Koravenor, High Priest of the great god Rhugavak. Long have I awaited your coming, my lord Valdranek. Your coming, or one like you. We shall see if you are strong enough to do as you have said.”

		 

		Koravenor? Azalmora recalled that name. She had heard it in the Ossuary’s insane ramblings. On the occasions when she had been able to get lucid information out of him, he had mentioned Koravenor as one of the architects of the Dragonskull. The High Priest had also been one of the most powerful sorcerers among the xortami, almost equal in power to a dark elven noble.

		 

		Or greater, most likely.

		 

		It would take a true master of dark magic to endure the millennia since the destruction of the xortami empire.

		 

		“Then I command you to take me to the Dragonskull at once,” said Valdranek.

		 

		“The Dragonskull awaits you,” said Koravenor, “but only if you are strong enough to claim it. For that was the mistake the lords of the xortami made many years ago. They tried to wield the Dragonskull in all its power and magnificence, and they were not strong enough. But the wheel of fate continues to turn, and soon the xortami shall rise again.” The golden mask gazed in Azalmora’s direction. “Though I am surprised to see a lord of the xortami traveling with a spiderling. Name yourself.”

		 

		“I am Azalmora, once of the Heptarchy,” she said. “I shall claim the Dragonskull to become a true urdmordar, and with its power, the xortami shall build their empire anew.”

		 

		She expected Koravenor to sneer at her or to order Valdranek to kill her. An ancient xortami priest would not approve of someone like her taking the Dragonskull instead of a xortami lord.

		 

		“Ah,” said Koravenor. “Such is the nature of spiderlings, their desire to ascend and cast off their weaker halves. So it was in the days of our power, and so it is now. Perhaps it is wise of you, my lord Valdranek. But we shall see what is to pass.”

		 

		“Take us to the Dragonskull,” said Valdranek, “and our people will rise to new glory.”

		 

		“The Dragonskull belongs to the strongest,” said Koravenor. “Neither blood nor custom nor precedent can establish the uncontestable right to control it. Only strength.” He lifted up his left hand, and over it floated a diadem fashioned of silver set with blue crystals. “To control the Dragonskull, our ancestors made a key, a tool to use the great power without being consumed by it.” The Ossuary had mentioned it in some of his rambling. “The crown of the Dragonskull is in my keeping. I will bestow it upon whoever proves the strongest. The crown awaits in the High Temple of Rhugavak at the heart of the city. Survive the challenges that I set before you, prove yourself the strongest, and I will place the crown into your hands. And then we shall see if you are worthy of the Dragonskull or not.”

		 

		The image of the masked priest dissolved into nothingness, and silence fell over the square once more.

		 

		“He speaks as if he was there,” said Valdranek. “A witness to the forging of the Dragonskull.”

		 

		“Not just a witness, but one of the chief architects,” said Azalmora.

		 

		“He must be undead, then,” said Thraxar.

		 

		“Beyond all doubt,” said Azalmora. “The same backlash of power that created the lesser undead we just fought likely also raised Koravenor. Yet his power and magical skill were such that he retained his own will. At least partially.”

		 

		“Partially?” said Valdranek.

		 

		“He is bound to the Dragonskull,” said Azalmora. “I suspect that some of its purpose has overridden portions of his own mind. He will guard the Dragonskull and test any challengers who come to claim it. And then he will faithfully serve whoever wields its power.”

		 

		Already her mind considered the possibilities. An undead sorcerer of great power would make a valuable minion, especially if Koravenor could not question her orders.

		 

		Assuming, of course, that she lived long enough to take the Dragonskull.

		 

		“Challengers,” said Valdranek. “There are others?”

		 

		“The human Swordbearers,” said Azalmora.

		 

		Valdranek growled. “Koravenor should just kill them.”

		 

		“Unfortunately, he will not,” said Azalmora. “Had he full control of his own mind, he would kill them. But the Dragonskull dominates him, so he will inflict the same sort of tests upon the Swordbearers that he is no doubt preparing for us even now.”

		 

		“So be it,” said Valdranek. “We shall take the Dragonskull first and crush any who stand in our way.”

		 

		The Warlord gave more orders, and his army advanced into the city.

		 

		The conquest of Takaris began.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 6: Challenges

		 

		After the fight against Koravenor’s wraiths, Gareth expected more foes to appear at any moment.

		 

		But none did, and the image of the masked priest did not reappear.

		 

		After a short rest and some food, they left the pillared chamber and came to another broad, shallow stairwell that sloped downward, pillars rising alongside the walls, magical crystals illuminating the space with a dull red glow. They walked in the same order as before – Gareth, Crake, Morigna, and Niara in front, Telemachus, Joachim, and Dietmar following, with Philip and Jerome guarding their backs and watching for any foes approaching from behind.

		 

		The descending stairs made it feel that they were going deeper into the earth, perhaps even descending all the way to the Deeps themselves, but Gareth knew that was an illusion. The temple had been high in the foothills, almost in the mountains, and the stairs would descend a considerable distance before reaching the level of the vale of Takaris.

		 

		Gareth had little experience with gauging distances underground. Dietmar, however, could make an accurate guess thanks to much time spent in the Shadow Ways of Cintarra.

		 

		“I expect, sirs,” said Dietmar, “that the stairs should end soon. In a straight line, the Temple of Rhugavak was no more than six or seven miles from the eastern gate of Takaris. I think we will almost certainly reach a level tunnel soon.”

		 

		“Thank God for that,” grunted Crake, rubbing his right hip. “Knights are meant to climb up siege ladders with a shield in one hand and a sword in the other. Not descend a million goddamn steps.”

		 

		“I don’t think it was a million,” said Gareth. “Each one of these steps is about a foot wide, and there are how many feet in a mile…”

		 

		“About five thousand,” said Morigna.

		 

		“Five thousand two hundred and eighty,” said Niara. “Unless the High King changed the number since my time.”

		 

		It felt odd to hear her speak about “her time” as if it had passed. It was easy to forget Niara had been born five hundred years ago into a world that no longer existed.

		 

		“So if we’ve descended about eight miles of stairs,” said Niara, “then that means you’ve only descended about forty-two thousand steps, Sir Crake.”

		 

		“Still too bloody many.”

		 

		“At least we didn’t have to climb that many steps,” said Jerome. “That would have been much worse.”

		 

		“Don’t even joke about that,” said Crake.

		 

		“I wonder what they did with all the rock they dug out of this place,” said Jerome.

		 

		“All the stone in the walls and towers of Takaris had to come from somewhere,” said Dietmar. “This stairwell is an impressive work of engineering. The equal of the work of the dwarves, I should think. Though one suspects the xortami used much more slave labor than the dwarves.”

		 

		“Beyond all doubt,” said Morigna. “When I was young, I lived near a marsh. An ancient causeway cut through the marshes. Either the dark elves or ancient orcish warlords had ordered the construction of the causeway, I never knew which. But whoever built the causeway used slaves, and all their bones were buried beneath it. None of the people who lived near the marsh ever dug in the causeway, for it would disturb the bones of the slaves.”

		 

		“And disturbing ancient graves in the Wilderland,” said Niara, “would be a stupid way to die.”

		 

		“Why would that be stupid, my lady?” said Jerome.

		 

		“Because anyone with half a brain should know better than to disturb a grave in the Wilderland,” said Niara, “given all the dark things that are buried there.”

		 

		“Unlike us, who are about to walk into a ruined city full of the undead,” said Philip.

		 

		“We’re Swordbearers and Magistri,” said Niara. “And an Arcanius Knight. It’s our duty to do stupid things.”

		 

		Crake snorted. “Can’t argue with that. Ever since I took up Valorforge, all I’ve done is stupid things.”

		 

		Jerome sighed and rolled his shoulders. “I miss the pack horses. Though I suppose guiding them down the stairs would have been difficult.”

		 

		“It would have,” agreed Philip. “And the first time one of the statues exploded, the poor animals would have panicked. I suppose they must take their chances, just as we are.”

		 

		Speaking of the statues, they encountered six more constructs on the steps. Many statues stood in the niches lining the walls between the pillars, images of xortami lords in armor or priests in robes with those metal sunburst headdresses. Most of them were just carved pieces of stone. Six more of them proved to be animated constructs, which came to life and attacked as they passed.

		 

		But thanks to their previous battles, Gareth and his friends made quick work of the statues. Morigna’s Sight detected the dark magic hovering around the constructs, and she could spot it from a good distance off, even with the haze of dark magic hanging over Takaris like a cloud of smoke. As soon as the statue began moving, Niara and Joachim swept blasts of white fire over it, ripping apart the shroud of dark magic. The second the shroud had been torn asunder, Telemachus cast a spell through his gauntlet. The lodestones within the animated statue pulled its segments together into an ungainly pile, and then the entire thing fell apart into a loose heap that tumbled away down the stairs.

		 

		“That has become simple enough,” said Telemachus, flexing the fingers of his left hand, “that I fear things will soon become much worse.”

		 

		Morigna laughed, and Telemachus looked at her in surprise. “You have been an Arcanius Knight for some time, have you not?”

		 

		“Well, yes,” said Telemachus. “Since the great battle at Cathair Animus at the end of the War of the Seven Swords. Not so long as you have been the Guardian, my lady, or you, Master Dietmar, have been a man of insight and skill.” Dietmar offered a bow. “But long enough, I fear.”

		 

		“Long enough,” said Morigna, “to have become suspicious of impending disaster when things are going well.”

		 

		Crake snorted and kicked a segment of the statue’s lower leg, which clattered away down the steps. “We’ve only been knights for two years, haven’t we? But I still expect every bloody thing to go wrong. God knows it has often enough.”

		 

		“Spoken like an experienced soldier,” said Morigna.

		 

		“All the more reason to remain on guard,” said Dietmar. “For given our foes, it would be foolish to expect fortune to favor us.”

		 

		“Then let us continue,” said Morigna, “and remain vigilant.”

		 

		Soon after they destroyed the sixth animated statue, the stairs came to an end, much to Crake’s relief. Gareth and the others found themselves in a wide passage of dark stone that continued straight ahead. More statues stood in niches between the pillars lining the walls, but according to Morigna, they were simple statues and not animated constructs.

		 

		“No more stairs,” said Gareth to Crake. “At least for now.”

		 

		Crake frowned. “Is it just me, or is it hotter down here?”

		 

		“It’s just you,” said Philip. “You were breathing hard enough.”

		 

		“No, he’s right,” said Niara, pulling off one of her gauntlets and holding up her hand. “It is warmer down here.”

		 

		“We speculated that the xortami channeled the molten stone for their spells,” said Morigna. “I expect we are about to see that firsthand.”

		 

		They continued along the corridor, and the light began changing color. The great stairs and the corridor had been illuminated with the dim red glow of enspelled crystals, but the light took more of a yellowish-orange cast that soon drowned the red.

		 

		Almost like the glow of a fire.

		 

		The corridor opened into a large chamber, and Gareth saw the river of liquid stone.

		 

		He had seen enough of them in the Deeps below the xortami wastes to recognize lava at once. The river of lava cut the chamber in half, flowing from a tunnel in the right-hand wall to vanish into a tunnel on the left. An arched bridge of stone rose over the molten river, and the corridor continued in the far wall.

		 

		They stared at the glowing river, and something occurred to Gareth.

		 

		“It’s not hot,” he said.

		 

		“Warmer than it’s been for a while,” said Crake.

		 

		“Aye, but you remember all those lakes and rivers of lava we saw in the Deeps,” said Gareth. “They radiated heat. This room should be like standing in front of a smith’s fire at its greatest heat. Not just uncomfortably warm.”

		 

		“The craft and skill of the ancient xortami,” said Morigna. “Behold.”

		 

		She strode forward, a dark shadow in her gray robes against the glow of the fiery stone. Gareth flinched, fearing that she would catch on fire as she approached the river. Yet Morigna stopped at the very edge of the lava and turned to look back at them, drawing back her cowl as she did. There wasn’t even any sweat upon her elven features.

		 

		Gareth looked at Niara, shrugged, and walked to join the Guardian by the edge of the river, the others following him.

		 

		“We should be sizzling like bacon on a pan,” said Philip.

		 

		“Oh, that’s clever,” said Niara, gazing at the edge of the river. “I should have thought of that.”

		 

		“Thought of what?” said Gareth.

		 

		“Warding spells,” said Morigna, pointing. Gareth saw the edge of the river’s channel had been carved with xortami glyphs in a continual line, and he sometimes glimpsed a flickering glow in their depths. “To contain the heat of the lava and to force it to flow in a certain direction. The dwarves of Khald Tormen do something similar.”

		 

		“Do they?” said Niara. “I’ve never spoken with a dwarf.”

		 

		“They didn’t make an alliance with the High King until after the founding of the Two Orders and the defeat of the urdmordar,” said Gareth.

		 

		“I expect this helps explain how the ancient xortami grew so powerful and why their modern descendants, while formidable, lack such power,” said Morigna. “The ancient xortami knew how to channel the lava and use its elemental power to fuel their spells. If Warlord Valdranek and his priests are clever, they will rediscover the secret once they enter Takaris.”

		 

		“Then let us hope they do not find the Dragonskull in addition to this secret,” said Gareth.

		 

		“Agreed,” said Morigna. “This way, I believe.”

		 

		They crossed the stone bridge to the far side of the chamber. Gareth found it unsettling to stand so close to the lava, even knowing that Stormshield could protect him from the heat. Though the bridge had no railing, and he doubted the soulblade would save him if he fell into the molten stone.

		 

		Gareth chose his footsteps with care, and by unspoken agreement, the others did the same.

		 

		They had crossed the bridge when Stormshield jolted, rising in anger in response to a nearby surge of dark magic. Gareth stopped, as did the other Swordbearers, and Niara, Morigna, Telemachus, and Joachim readied spells while Dietmar lifted his crossbow.

		 

		Shadows pooled in front of them and rose into a pillar, which resolved into the translucent image of the masked xortami priest. The gemstone atop the staff in his right hand flashed with sullen blue flame.

		 

		“So, apes,” said Koravenor. “It seems you have managed to avoid death so far.”

		 

		“I am afraid,” said Morigna, “that you shall need something more potent than wraiths and animated statues to defeat those armed with the weapons of the high elves.”

		 

		Koravenor’s golden mask turned towards her, and Stormshield’s hilt jolted again in Gareth’s grasp. He could almost feel the hatred pouring from the undead priest, a mixture of contempt and disdain and malice that felt like poisonous mist.

		 

		“It is well for you, Guardian,” said Koravenor, “that the nature of the Dragonskull compels this trial. For were I free to act, I would strike you dead where you stand, you and all your companions, for daring to profane the city of the xortami with your filthy presence.”

		 

		“And yet,” said Morigna, “if you could have struck us dead, you would have done so already. Else you would not now be wearying our ears with this tedious speech.”

		 

		“The Guardians of the high elves are always impudent,” said Koravenor. “At least until they die screaming. Which may be sooner than you expect. Another trial awaits you.”

		 

		“What manner of trial?” said Gareth, watching the projection. Morigna and Niara both said that Koravenor wasn’t really there, that he was a shadow projected by dark magic. Despite that, Gareth wondered if the undead priest could attack through that shadow. Even if he could bring only a fraction of his power to bear, he might prove a deadly enemy.

		 

		“Your defenders have impudent tongues, Guardian,” said Koravenor. “You wish to know what manner of trial, Swordbearer?” He pointed his staff at the archway behind them. “Beyond lies a chamber where the emperors and lords of the xortami once took their ease and viewed the trophies of their conquests.”

		 

		“Little good those trophies have proven,” said Morigna, “since they have been buried for fifteen thousand years.”

		 

		“Soon the old trophies will be viewed in honor alongside the new,” said Koravenor. “But you will not live to see it. For this is your challenge. Cross from one end of the chamber to the other.”

		 

		“That’s it?” said Gareth.

		 

		“It is,” said Koravenor. “The warriors of the xortami preferred simplicity. Perhaps the warriors of the human apes are much the same. We shall soon see.”

		 

		The image of the undead priest dissolved into wisps of shadow and vanished from sight.

		 

		“I hope we meet him in the flesh soon enough,” said Crake. “There is a man who would benefit from blunt words with Valorforge.”

		 

		“If we do encounter him in the flesh, let us hope we can take him unawares,” said Morigna. “I suspect he will not be overcome.”

		 

		“Walk from one side of the chamber to the other?” said Gareth.

		 

		“Perhaps it is flooded,” said Morigna.

		 

		“Or full of molten stone,” said Philip.

		 

		“Or guarded with many cunning mechanical traps and magical wards,” said Dietmar.

		 

		“With our luck,” said Jerome, crossing himself, “it will be all of that at once.”

		 

		“Can your Sight discern anything?” said Gareth.

		 

		“From this distance? No.” The Guardian shook her head. “I am getting better with it, but trying to use the Sight in the aura of dark magic is like finding your way along the docks of Tarlion during a heavy fog. Sometimes you can scarcely see beyond the end of your nose in the murk. So it is with the Sight here. We shall have to trust to our own eyes and our caution.”

		 

		They resumed their usual formation and proceeded into the corridor. It continued for another few hundred yards, illuminated by the red crystals set into the ceiling, though the air soon grew warmer, and the light shifted toward yellow-orange.

		 

		More molten stone waited ahead.

		 

		The corridor ended in a larger chamber. It was high and wide, with a lofty ceiling supported by a small forest of thick stone pillars. The fiery glow came from a river of molten stone about two yards across that flowed along the base of the walls. A thick stone bridge crossed the river. A narrow stone balcony thirty feet above the river of molten stone, inset into the wall, encircled the entire space. It put Gareth uneasily in mind of the wooden seats carpenters built to allow nobles to watch a tournament, though the forest of pillars would obscure the view of any combats. About twenty paces ahead, halfway between the first and second aisles of pillars, stood statues of three xortami warriors locked in battle.

		 

		“No magical traps that I can see,” said Niara.

		 

		“Nor any mechanical traps,” said Dietmar. “Koravenor said this place was a trophy chamber for the xortami. If it was, it seems to have been looted long ago.”

		 

		“The statues, maybe?” said Gareth. “Maybe they were trophies.”

		 

		Though the statues looked odd, now that he thought about it. Very different than the usual xortami statues, which tended toward the stylized. These looked nearly sculpted from life, though the light wasn’t bright enough to make out many details from this distance.

		 

		A dark thought began to scratch at the back of Gareth’s mind like a rat trying to gnaw through a floorboard.

		 

		“Let us investigate,” said Morigna. “Remain wary.”

		 

		They crossed the bridge and entered the pillared hall. Gareth half-expected the bridge to collapse, but Dietmar’s assessment about mechanical traps had been correct, and nothing happened. They approached the three statues, and Gareth saw that they were not fighting each other but rather an unseen foe.

		 

		Or perhaps a foe that had been there and since moved on.

		 

		And the statues were far too detailed to be statues at all.

		 

		“Basilisk,” said Gareth, voice grim.

		 

		Philip nodded. “These three xortami tried to attack it, and the creature turned them to stone.”

		 

		“I thought the priest said this place was a trophy room,” said Jerome, looking around nervously.

		 

		“He did,” said Morigna. “And sometimes victorious conquerors bring back exotic animals as their trophies. It seems that the ancient xortami emperors did the same with basilisks.”

		 

		“Who in their right mind brings back bloody basilisks as trophies?” said Crake.

		 

		Morigna started to answer and then fell silent.

		 

		“What is it?” said Gareth, drawing Stormshield. He half-expected to see a basilisk lunge from the shadows at any moment, but nothing moved in the gloom of the pillared chamber.

		 

		“Look,” said Morigna in a soft voice. “There at the edge of the light.”

		 

		She pointed her staff, and Gareth peered into the shadows lying thick between the pillars. At the edges of the great room, at the foot of the walls, there was enough light to see, thanks to the harsh glow of the lava channel. But deeper into the forest of pillars, the gloom grew thicker. Red crystals mounted into the arches of the ceiling provided some light, but not very much.

		 

		At the edge of one of the pools of red light, Gareth could just make out a gray dome. His first thought was that it was something the xortami had built, but the xortami had liked hard edges and right angles. The dome was too misshapen, too uneven. It put Gareth in mind of a wasps’ nest built out of gray pulp.

		 

		A single dark hole yawned in the base of the gray dome.

		 

		“Is that…did insects build that?” said Jerome.

		 

		“If it is, it’s no insect I ever want to meet,” said Crake.

		 

		“No,” said Morigna, voice grim. “A basilisks’ nest. They fashion them out of stone. Their saliva is acidic, as you well know, and when mixed with certain kinds of stone, it makes something like concrete. They build nests like this when it is time to lay eggs.”

		 

		“Then that nest is full of basilisk eggs?” said Gareth.

		 

		Morigna shrugged. “Along with a female basilisk and several males who will hunt for the young when they hatch. Or the nest has been abandoned for centuries, even millennia. There is neither wind nor rain here, so a nest could last forever.”

		 

		“How can we get past it?” said Gareth.

		 

		Morigna pointed at the channel of lava that ran along the base of the wall. “Let us keep to the perimeter. That will let us see any basilisks coming from a long way off and give us ample time to prepare our defenses. Remember, even if you are protected from the basilisk’s gaze, its claws are venomous and its spit is acidic.”

		 

		“Charming beasts,” said Crake. “I take it back. Perfect pets for the xortami.”

		 

		“This way,” said Morigna. “Niara, Joachim, I suggest you have your defensive spells ready to cast at once. A second may be all the difference between life and death when facing a basilisk.”

		 

		Both Niara and Joachim nodded, and white light glimmered around Joachim’s hands while the same glow started to roll up and down Niara’s staff. Morigna led the way, and they circled to the left, following the lava channel along the base of the wall. Soon Gareth saw more statues looming out of the shadows that choked the pillared hall. Most were xortami, but there were some orcs and halflings as well. To judge from their simple garb, Gareth suspected they had been slaves thrown to the basilisks in punishment for some crime or perhaps to make an example to their fellows. He even saw a statue that looked elven, and after a few seconds, realized it was a dark elven noble. Likely the fool had come here to claim the Dragonskull, only to fall victim to the gaze of a basilisk.

		 

		Gareth doubted that Azalmora was careless enough to succumb to such a fate.

		 

		The basilisks had placed their nest in the center of the chamber. From there, had any basilisks lurked outside the nest, they would have been able to see the entire chamber with ease, though the pillars blocked many angles. Fortunately, that also meant Gareth and his friends could keep the basilisk nest in sight at all times. Nothing moved near it. Perhaps all the basilisks were hibernating, or maybe the nest had been abandoned long ago.

		 

		Stormshield shivered in Gareth’s hand, reacting to dark magic.

		 

		Shadows pooled together a dozen paces away, forming into the now familiar robed and masked figure of Koravenor.

		 

		“The trial is not yet over,” said Morigna. “You have come too soon.”

		 

		“Indeed,” said Koravenor. “But if you seek the Dragonskull, then you must be the strongest. Do you know how to become the strongest, Guardian?”

		 

		“One imagines,” said Morigna, “that you are about to lecture upon the topic at considerable length.”

		 

		“Hardly,” said Koravenor. “You become the strongest by overcoming all challenges. Even trials that are unfair and weighted against you. Especially such challenges.”

		 

		With that, Koravenor struck the end of his staff against the ground, the blue stone at the end flashing with eerie light.

		 

		Two things happened at once.

		 

		First, a tremendous metallic boom echoed through the chamber. It sounded like someone had struck a giant bell with a stone mallet. The echoes rolled through the pillared hall, slowly fading in intensity.

		 

		Second, black mist swirled across the ground, rising in a dozen pillars that began to take the form of hooded specters with eyes of blue fire.

		 

		More wraiths.

		 

		“Let us see if you are the strongest or not,” said Koravenor, and his image vanished.

		 

		The wraiths glided forward, a deathly chill striking Gareth while he glimpsed movement within the nest.

		 

		“Fight the wraiths!” said Morigna. “I will deal with the basilisks!”

		 

		She thrust her staff forward, purple light blazing along its length.

		 

		Gareth called on Stormshield to protect him from the wraiths’ life-draining aura, but Niara moved first and cast a spell. White fire flashed in all directions, settling around Gareth and the others like a suit of translucent armor. The chill vanished, and Gareth surged forward, drawing on Stormshield for speed and strength. He slashed the soulblade through one of the wraiths, unraveling the creature, and behind him, Crake, Jerome, and Philip attacked with their weapons, white fire shining in the gloom of the pillared chamber.

		 

		More wraiths rose from the swirling black mist on the floor, and Gareth attacked again. He saw Dietmar duck underneath a wraith’s grasping arm, slashing his short sword of dark elven steel through the spectral creature. The wraith reeled back, and Telemachus finished it off with a swing of his lightning-sheathed sword. Another wraith reached for Gareth, immaterial arms clawing for his head. Niara’s protective spell would keep the wraiths’ aura from draining away his life force, but it would be far less effective if one of the creatures actually touched him. He plunged Stormshield into the wraith’s torso, and the undead thing unraveled in a burst of white flame.

		 

		Gareth stepped back and risked a look at the basilisk nest, but he couldn’t see any of the giant lizards. Which didn’t mean all that much since the pillars were large enough that a basilisk could hide behind one without difficulty. Yet Morigna had not moved, her staff outthrust before her, purple light crackling up and down its dark length.

		 

		He fought in a tight group with Jerome, Crake, and Philip. Joachim hurled blasts of white fire that unraveled the wraiths, and even while holding their protective spell in place, Niara had enough power to attack. Telemachus and Dietmar covered each other, keeping the wraiths from closing around them.

		 

		Finally, Gareth destroyed the final wraith, and the black mist vanished from the floor.

		 

		“Guardian?” said Gareth, glancing at Morigna.

		 

		“Do not speak,” she whispered, lowering her staff. The purple glow faded from the weapon. “Follow me and make as little noise as possible.”

		 

		The Guardian led the way around the edge of the lava channel. Gareth kept glancing at the domed nest, but nothing emerged from it. At last they reached the far side of the chamber. Another bridge crossed the lava stream, opening into a wide corridor.

		 

		They crossed the bridge, and Morigna came to a halt, letting out a long breath.

		 

		“What happened?” said Gareth.

		 

		“A stroke of good fortune,” said Morigna. “Koravenor tried to awaken the basilisks and send wraiths to attack us simultaneously.”

		 

		“It would have been difficult to defend against both,” said Niara.

		 

		“Just what he intended,” said Morigna. “Fortunately, the basilisks were in deep hibernation, their minds torpid. Once a basilisk is roused and hunting, it is nearly impossible to affect their minds with earth magic. But when I put forth all my power, I managed to nudge them back asleep. Just as well their nest was in the center of the chamber. Had we been any closer, they would have caught our scent, and I could not have sent them back to sleep.”

		 

		“A narrow escape,” said Dietmar.

		 

		“Aye,” said Morigna. “I expected Koravenor will be disappointed. We should prepare for…”

		 

		She faltered, and Stormshield burned hotter in Gareth’s hand. He took a long step to the side, making sure that he would not strike any of his friends should he need to attack, but the corridor was empty. Jerome, Crake, and Philip had felt it as well, and were looking around warily.

		 

		“What is it?” said Telemachus. “I see no foes. Have the foul basilisks pursued us?”

		 

		“No,” said Niara. “The city’s aura just shifted. Significantly.”

		 

		“The Dragonskull?” said Gareth.

		 

		“I do not believe so,” said Morigna, her gaze going half-focused as she looked at the ceiling. “No. The wards.” She looked down and took another deep breath. “The wards around the city have been breached.”

		 

		“Azalmora,” said Gareth.

		 

		“We can expect that she and Valdranek are entering the city even now,” said Morigna.

		 

		“Bloody hell,” said Crake. “And Koravenor will be falling all over himself to welcome them.”

		 

		Morigna offered him a hard smile. “That is one advantage we have, Sir Crake. Koravenor is no longer his own master. The Dragonskull dominates his mind. The dark magic that infuses the relic wishes to be wielded by the strongest. Therefore, Koravenor will challenge both Azalmora and Valdranek to see if they are worthy.”

		 

		“While Koravenor is distracted with them,” said Gareth, “we should get as far as we can.”

		 

		“Agreed,” said Morigna, and they continued into the corridor, leaving the chamber of the basilisks’ nest behind.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 7: A Different Approach

		 

		Battle raged through the southern half of Takaris.

		 

		When Koravenor had said that he would test Azalmora and Valdranek to see if they were worthy of claiming the power of the Dragonskull, the undead priest had not spoken in jest.

		 

		As Azalmora had predicted, tens of thousands of undead lurked in Takaris, and every single one of those undead was under the command of Koravenor. For that matter, while Koravenor was a priest, he showed a solid grasp of military strategy. The attacks came at random and from different directions, always with different kinds of undead. Usually a group of undead soldiers attacked, followed by priests flinging spells of dark magic. Or groups of undead rock drakes struck, unleashing plumes of freezing breath that could turn a living xortami into a frozen, desiccated corpse in the blink of an eye. It was a formidable force and had Koravenor not been bound within Takaris, he could have conquered the xortami wastes, Norvangenheim, and the surrounding orcish tribes of the Wilderland, ruling over them all as an undead tyrant.

		 

		Koravenor had a solid grasp of strategy.

		 

		Valdranek’s was better.

		 

		The Warlord met Koravenor’s attacks and parried them. His warriors advanced slowly, methodically, securing their control over a ruined house or a street before moving forward. Blocks of soldiers intercepted the attacks of the undead, and his sorcerers flung spells of flame into the creatures, setting them ablaze with blasts of elemental magic. Even the powerful undead rock drakes were vulnerable to such attacks.

		 

		Azalmora and Thraxar went wherever the fighting was the hottest. The Chosen Guard encased Azalmora in warding spells, augmenting her own considerable defenses, and she attacked with her full power, turning Koravenor’s undead soldiers and creatures against each other. Ghostruin proved critical in the fighting. A single hit from the dark soulblade ripped away the necromantic magic that empowered an undead creature, stealing the power and feeding it into Azalmora’s own strength. Several times her presence was decisive, breaking the formations of their undead foes and allowing Valdranek’s soldiers to rally and push back the foe.

		 

		Soon Valdranek found another advantage. While his soldiers, sorcerers, and priests struggled against the undead, he dispatched his kobold scouts into the city. The half-ruined streets of Takaris were a maze, with many choked by rubble left from fallen towers and houses. The northern kobolds were larger and heavier than the ones Azalmora was familiar with from Andomhaim and the Heptarchy, but they were no less adept at climbing and scaled walls with relative ease. Soon the kobold scouts had mapped the southern third of Takaris, unseen by the undead moving through the streets, and discovered an advantage.

		 

		Because of the way the streets had been blocked with rubble, large forces could only move toward the southern square along three routes. Valdranek saw the opportunity as soon as Azalmora did, and he sent his soldiers forward. They seized all three choke points and raised defenses, building a barricade of rubble across the streets. Kobold archers and xortami crossbowmen took position atop the ruined houses behind the barricades, and the sorcerers joined them. Rather than using their powers to cast spell after spell, Azalmora suggested a more efficient course. The sorcerers used their elemental magic to set the heads of the quarrels and arrows ablaze. That reduced their accuracy, but at such close range, careful precision was hardly necessary. Once the priests weakened the magical protections of the undead xortami, the burning rain of arrows and bolts set them ablaze. The fire ripped through the withered undead like dry chaff, and only a few of them reached the barricades held by xortami soldiers. Even the undead rock drakes proved vulnerable to these tactics.

		 

		Twice Azalmora joined the battle at the barricades, driving back the undead, but it soon proved needless. The xortami soldiers were holding, and there was no need for her to join the fighting, much as she might have enjoyed it. She had taken great pains to avoid the Swordbearers, knowing that in a straight fight with four Knights of the Soulblade, she would likely lose, and she had only fought in a few skirmishes since coming to the xortami wastes.

		 

		Dark magic and logic were the true paths to power, but there was something deeply satisfying about killing with her own hands. Most of the other priestesses had never understood. While they had no compunctions against killing and often enjoyed it, they preferred to order the deaths of others or to kill using magical spells.

		 

		Perhaps that was why she had come so far on the path to becoming a true urdmordar.

		 

		She joined Valdranek and his lords at the northern barricade. A broad avenue led from the southern square and into the heart of the city. Since it was one of the largest streets in Takaris, the fighting was the hottest. Again and again, waves of undead soldiers and rock drakes rushed the barricade, only to fall before the tactics of the xortami.

		 

		Azalmora found Valdranek standing with his chief lords a short distance behind the barricade. Another assault had been repulsed, with the xortami soldiers cutting down the last few undead warriors. Valdranek stood motionless beneath his crimson banner, sword grounded before him, his clawed hands resting atop the hilt.

		 

		“Lord Valdranek,” she said. “The fighting proceeds well.”

		 

		“It does, Lady Azalmora,” the Warlord agreed. His scaled face twisted in disdain for a moment. “Our priests are familiar with necromantic lore. Sometimes we use undead as guardians for tombs and sacred monuments. Yet an army of the undead is no match for living warriors and sorcerers.”

		 

		“As your army now proves,” said Azalmora.

		 

		“A pity we cannot make Koravenor see reason,” said Valdranek. “An undead host might be no match for properly trained soldiers, but it is nonetheless a useful tool. Every undead creature we cut down now is one that would have been useful in the conquest to come.”

		 

		“Fear not,” said Azalmora. “Once we claim the Dragonskull, Koravenor will bow to your will.” And Azalmora’s, of course, though she planned to leave the details of conquest and ruling to the xortami Warlord. “With Koravenor’s magic, you can raise a great host of the undead from your slain foes. The Norvangir, to begin, and then the orcish tribes to the west. The Norvangir are capable warriors, but an undead horde will weaken them, and then your warriors can deal the fatal blow.”

		 

		“To see the Norvangir apes brought low will be a great victory,” said Valdranek. “They lurk in lands once held by our empire, and their vaunted rune-forging is but secrets stolen from our ancient ruins. But we get ahead of ourselves, Lady Azalmora. None of this will come to pass if you do not take Koravenor’s crown and tame the magic of the Dragonskull.”

		 

		“Indeed not,” said Azalmora. To overlook the present while thinking about the future was a cardinal error in logic.

		 

		“Then the time has come to advance, Warlord?” said Thraxar.

		 

		Valdranek’s yellow eyes flashed as he looked at Thraxar, but he nodded. “Your three eyes see keenly, Chosen Guard. The chokepoints to the east and west are holding easily with ample reserves. The main fighting is here. The kobold scouts say the avenue ahead is clear for a mile until we come to a fortress blocking the road.”

		 

		“A fortress?” said Azalmora.

		 

		“I expect the city’s garrison made use of it,” said Valdranek. “The kobolds say it is sealed with powerful spells, ones that they lack the knowledge to understand. I expect it is one of the ‘challenges’ that Koravenor has set for those who seek the Dragonskull.”

		 

		“A logical assumption,” said Azalmora, feeling the dark hunger of Ghostruin stirring in her mind.

		 

		“We must also be on our guard against other threats,” said Valdranek. “The kobold scouts have spotted statues near the fortress.”

		 

		“Statues?” said Thraxar.

		 

		The kobold scouts would not bother to report artwork to the Warlord.

		 

		“Basilisks,” said Azalmora.

		 

		“Most likely,” said Valdranek. “The creatures are ever a hazard near the mountains. Sometimes a powerful priest dominates one as a war beast, but the risks are both considerable and obvious. If we spot a basilisk, we shall have to act quickly. Such a beast could swiftly turn scores of my soldiers to stone before it is taken down.”

		 

		“The odds of that are low,” said Azalmora. “Basilisks are predators and prefer to attack isolated groups of prey. Such a beast would not attack a large group of xortami warriors unless it had first been driven mad by hunger.”

		 

		Or if it was compelled by a spell, and likely Koravenor had the magical skill to dominate even a creature as dangerous as a basilisk.

		 

		Even as the thought crossed her mind, a kobold ran toward them. The northern kobolds looked more dangerous than their southern cousins, with their patterned scales of black and crimson, thicker bodies, and the bony crests atop their heads. The creature stopped before them, ignoring Azalmora and Thraxar, and offered a bow to Valdranek.

		 

		“Speak,” said Valdranek.

		 

		“Warlord, an urgent message,” said the kobold in its hissing, rasping voice. “The northern scouts have seen a flying creature circling over the city.”

		 

		“A flying creature?” said Valdranek. He glanced at Azalmora. “Perhaps the Daughter has returned to make trouble.”

		 

		“Forgive me, Warlord,” said the kobold, “but it is far too large for an urdhracos. It is likely a wyvern or a large drake, and it is headed right toward…”

		 

		A tearing metallic shriek rang out, and the wyvern erupted from the ruins ahead.

		 

		Wyverns were common in some regions of the Heptarchy, and Azalmora had been familiar with the creatures even before she had seen the two wyverns attack the hydra east of Takaris. This particular wyvern was one of the largest specimens she had seen. Its armored scales were mingled green and black, and yellow eyes glared out from its serpentine head beneath a ridged crest of bone. Its great black wings spread behind it like the sails of a Heptarchy warship, and its long tail was topped by a barbed stinger that glistened with poison. Wyvern venom was one of the deadliest substances in the world. Heptarchy spiderlings were hardier than humans or orcs, but even a drop of wyvern venom could kill a spiderling in a matter of seconds.

		 

		A few priestesses of the Visionary had attempted to capture wyverns, partly to harvest their venom and partly to experiment upon them in hopes of creating new weapons for the Heptarchy.

		 

		These exercises usually ended in dead priestesses.

		 

		An iron collar encircled the wyvern’s neck behind its head, and symbols of blue flame burned on the dark metal.

		 

		The wyvern was under Koravenor’s control.

		 

		The beast crashed into the barricade. Arrows and quarrels flew toward it, only to bounce off its armored scales. A half-dozen xortami warriors died when the creature smashed into the barricade, some torn by its talons, one with its head bitten off, and another slain by the wyvern’s darting stinger.

		 

		The wyvern screamed in fury as the surrounding xortami warriors attacked. Valdranek’s elite carried rune-forged weapons, superior versions of the magical craft stolen by the Norvangir barbarians, and their swords bit into the wyvern’s scales, lightning crackling from their blades. The wyvern snarled, whipped its tail around to drive back its attackers, and took to the air.

		 

		“Draw its attention!” bellowed Valdranek as the wyvern flew to the south. “It will cause havoc if it gets behind our lines!”

		 

		The archers and crossbowmen had proven ineffective against the wyvern, but the sorcerers had a greater impact. Flame and lightning stabbed through the air, slicing into the wyvern’s hide. The armored scales absorbed most of the magical attacks, but they still caused the wyvern discomfort because the beast screamed and banked around to face its foes.

		 

		Azalmora strode forward, grasping Ghostruin’s hilt with both hands, and summoned her full magical power. Wyverns were large and strong, and their scales provided significant resistance to magical attacks. But the creature was still a living thing, with blood and breath and a beating heart.

		 

		All such living things were vulnerable to the power of dark magic.

		 

		Azalmora focused her will and directed her power as the wyvern dove toward the street, and she cast her spell.

		 

		Darkness flowed along Ghostruin’s blade, and a cone of shadow swept upward and washed over the wyvern. Azalmora had put so much power into the spell that it would have killed any human, orc, or halfling at once. As it was, the wyvern shuddered as the chill washed into it, leeching away the warmth and life from its muscles. The wyvern’s metallic bellow turned to a croak, and it jerked as its limbs locked up.

		 

		Including its wings.

		 

		The wyvern crashed into the street with enough force to smash the ancient flagstones, and Azalmora seized the opening. She sprang forward, raising Ghostruin high. The wyvern started to recover from the impact, its limbs stirring. But before the creature could lift its head, Azalmora stabbed Ghostruin down with all her strength behind it. The dark soulblade plunged through the thick bone of the wyvern’s skull and into its brain.

		 

		A jerk went through the wyvern’s limbs, its tail whipping back and forth, and Ghostruin was almost ripped from Azalmora’s grasp. Yet she held on, and a final shudder went through the wyvern, the massive creature collapsing prone upon the ground.

		 

		She wrenched Ghostruin free from the wyvern’s head, the dark soulblade gorging itself upon the life force of the wyvern, the crimson fire burning the blood and brains from the blade. Azalmora took a step back and turned, the sword coming up in guard. Experience and training suggested that this was the perfect moment for Koravenor to launch another strike, to take advantage of her while she was distracted after the wyvern’s demise.

		 

		But a moment of stillness had fallen over the street. The xortami warriors holding the damaged barricade were looking at her in astonishment. So were the kobolds and the xortami priests and sorcerers standing upon the ruined houses.

		 

		Azalmora lifted Ghostruin over her head, the dark soulblade’s crimson flame burning hotter.

		 

		“Thus shall it ever be to the foes of the xortami!” she thundered. “And to the foes of Warlord Valdranek!”

		 

		Hissing cheers answered her. The xortami captains bellowed commands after a moment, reforming their soldiers after the attack. Azalmora went to rejoin Valdranek and Thraxar. The Warlord had watched the fight with the wyvern from beneath his banner.

		 

		“A well-struck blow, Lady Azalmora,” said Valdranek.

		 

		“I foresaw that you would become the new emperor of the xortami empire,” said Azalmora. “I shall see it done.”

		 

		An empire over which the xortami would reign as the ruling warrior elite, yes, but an empire that existed to feed her hunger, just as the Heptarchy had been created to feed the seven goddesses.

		 

		Before Valdranek could answer, shadows swirled on the ground, and the image of Koravenor appeared before them.

		 

		“Another challenge vanquished,” said the masked priest. “You have proven strong enough to defeat the wyvern. Yet deadlier foes await. Shall we see if you have the strength to overcome them?”

		 

		Without waiting for an answer, Koravenor’s image vanished.

		 

		“He shares a flaw common with many priests,” growled Valdranek. “He talks too much.”

		 

		“I wonder if he was distracted,” said Thraxar.

		 

		“Yes,” said Azalmora. Perhaps controlling so many undead creatures at once reached the limits of Koravenor’s will. Yet perhaps Gareth Arban and the Swordbearers distracted him. Sir Gareth and his allies would make a formidable force, one that might prove equal to the challenges that Koravenor summoned to protect the Dragonskull.

		 

		Which made it more urgent that Azalmora find the Dragonskull as soon as possible.

		 

		“The wyvern is slain,” said Azalmora. “If Koravenor is indeed distracted, let us make use of it. Once we reach the relic, our victory is assured.”

		 

		“Assuming you indeed have the strength to wield it,” said Valdranek.

		 

		The words were challenging, but no more than the truth.

		 

		“We shall soon see,” said Azalmora.

		 

		The Warlord issued orders, and his lords and captains hastened to carry them out. The soldiers broke down the barricade and advanced north along the broad avenue, kobold archers and xortami crossbowmen flanking them along the rooftops of the houses, xortami sorcerers ready to set their arrows ablaze.

		 

		Yet to Azalmora’s surprise, no further attacks came for the moment. Perhaps Koravenor was running low on undead creatures. Or maybe the Swordbearers were holding his attention. Azalmora didn’t think the Swordbearers could have gotten ahead of her. They must have taken the ancient royal path from the temple in the mountains to Takaris, yet the path would have defenders, to say nothing of Koravenor’s malevolent attentions. Azalmora probably had a lead over the Swordbearers, but it was measured in mere hours.

		 

		And when she encountered them, well…not even Swordbearers and a Guardian could face the entire might of Valdranek’s army at once.

		 

		Soon the fortress that the kobolds had spotted came into sight.

		 

		To Azalmora’s complete lack of surprise, Takaris had an inner wall. Likely the city had once been smaller, and the inner wall had been its outer defense until the xortami had grown in power. Unlike the outer wall, this one had been badly damaged in the Dragonskull’s fury, which no doubt explained the damage to the nearby houses and towers.

		 

		The fortress served as the gate to the inner wall. It was a barbican of stone reinforced with strong towers and had weathered the destruction better than the wall itself. A single gate opened into the barbican, a tunnel of stone that passed through the fortress to the inner city. Dim sunlight leaked through the tunnel, though the interior was cloaked in shadow.

		 

		A dozen statues stood before the gate. Most were xortami, though Azalmora saw a pair of dark elves, and to her amusement, one dvargir. All of them were too detailed, too realistic, to have been anything other than the results of a gaze of a basilisk. Likely these had once been men seeking for the power of the Dragonskull.

		 

		“A dilemma,” rumbled Valdranek. “It seems likely that the fortress is the nest of a basilisk. The narrow confines would make a perfect hunting grounds for such a creature. It need only wait until foes approach, and then its gaze will turn them to stone.”

		 

		“Beyond all doubt,” said Azalmora. Her fingers slid over Ghostruin’s hilt. “We will need to deal with them before we can enter the inner city.”

		 

		Even as she spoke, shadows swirled over the nearby ground, and the ghostly image of Koravenor returned.

		 

		“Another challenge for those who dare to claim the strength of the Dragonskull,” said the masked priest. “Many have perished trying to pass the gate to the inner city. And those who have survived were slain shortly thereafter. Will you have the strength to endure this trial? We shall soon find out.”

		 

		“Wait,” said Azalmora, and the mask turned in her direction. “The Swordbearers.”

		 

		Koravenor said nothing.

		 

		“Others seek the Dragonskull even now, do they not?” said Azalmora. “Humans armed with the accursed soulblades of high elven magic and one of Ardrhythain’s Guardians.”

		 

		“Only the strongest may claim the Dragonskull,” said Koravenor.

		 

		“But you are still xortami,” said Azalmora. “Undead and immortal, but xortami still. You want the xortami to rise again, for a strong emperor to rule them. If the humans reach the Dragonskull, they will destroy it, and none of this will come to pass.”

		 

		“Do you think to circumvent the trials?” said Koravenor. “If you have the strength to claim the Dragonskull, it shall be yours. Otherwise, you shall perish.”

		 

		“Nor should it be otherwise,” said Azalmora. “But if you truly wish the xortami empire to rise again, I suggest you make the Swordbearers’ challenges…more challenging. Let them perish in the darkness beneath Takaris. Or let them come weakened once more into the sunlight, only for the xortami to crush them.”

		 

		“Only the strongest may wield the Dragonskull,” said Valdranek, “and do not the strongest crush the weak beneath them?”

		 

		“Only the strongest, the most ruthless, can claim the power of the Dragonskull,” said Koravenor, “and I have no wish for it to be the human vermin or the meddlesome Guardians of the high elves. Fear not, spiderling. The humans will face many trials before they reach the surface, and I desire to see their bones moldering in the darkness. But look to your own defenses. You shall need them to survive what is to come.”

		 

		With that, the masked priest dissolved into nothingness.

		 

		“Annoying fool,” said Valdranek. “Were he not already dead, I would order his execution.”

		 

		“His will is not his own,” said Azalmora. “Once we have the Dragonskull, he will heed your commands as obediently as any other xortami priest. Indeed, I expect he will be eager to do so. Undead he might be, but he is still a xortami of the priestly caste, and to defy the commands of a lord of the noble caste must grate upon him.”

		 

		“No matter,” said Valdranek. “We shall deal with Koravenor in time. Can you clear the inner gate?”

		 

		“I can,” said Azalmora.

		 

		“Should I accompany you, Quaesitor?” said Thraxar.

		 

		“No,” said Azalmora. “It would take more effort to protect you than it would take to just ward myself.” Thraxar had been a good and faithful servant. If Azalmora found it necessary, she would sacrifice him with no hesitation whatsoever, but she was not foolish enough to throw away valuable tools for no reason. Should she achieve her goal, he would be the champion of the goddess of the xortami empire, the chief of her priests and priestesses.

		 

		But first she had to find the Dragonskull.

		 

		“As you command,” said Thraxar.

		 

		“Remain here,” said Azalmora. “I shall deal with the basilisks and return presently.”

		 

		Assuming, of course, that her confidence in her abilities was not misplaced.

		 

		She strode towards the barbican fortress and the gate. It was an excellent defensive measure. Attackers would have to pass through the relatively narrow tunnel, exposing themselves to missile fire from hidden slots in the wall and boiling oil poured through grates in the ceiling.

		 

		Azalmora stopped at the mouth of the gate and cast a spell, sheathing herself in a protective ward that made it look as if shadows coiled around her. Of necessity, she had to put most of her magical power into the spell. The petrifying gaze of a basilisk was exceedingly potent, and it took the most powerful magic to turn it aside. Nearly all her magic went into the ward, leaving her with nothing left to use for a magical attack.

		 

		But that was all right.

		 

		She carried a weapon more potent than any spell.

		 

		A long step brought her into the tunnel.

		 

		Azalmora looked around, all six of her hidden eyes opening to make the best use of the available light. As she had suspected, there were grates in the ceiling for pouring boiling oil and hidden slits in the wall for archers. Portions of the tunnel’s walls had collapsed, revealing abandoned guardrooms and other chambers.

		 

		The basilisks likely made their nest somewhere in there.

		 

		She eased forward, her boots making no noise against the stone floor. Her ears strained to detect any sound. Azalmora heard the faint rasp of her breath, the thrum of her pulse in her ears. The echoing noise from the soldiers outside, which was distractingly loud.

		 

		And then…

		 

		A click of a claw against stone from her left.

		 

		Azalmora turned just as the basilisk crawled over a pile of rubble.

		 

		It was a larger male with reddish-brown scales, its six legs propelling it forward. The creature’s body was about the size of a horse, and two yellow eyes glared at Azalmora from its wedge-shaped head. The basilisk froze at the top of the rubble heap, and Azalmora felt the uncanny weight of its gaze strike her, her magical ward straining under the sheer power of the attack.

		 

		But her spell held.

		 

		Azalmora froze, not even daring to breathe. The basilisks did not turn victims to stone merely for the amusement of it. Through some process not even the priestesses of the Visionary understood, the basilisks obtained a kind of nourishment from turning a victim to stone, much the same way plants could draw nourishment from the sun. The priestesses of the Temple of the Visionary had never been able to uncover the exact mechanism because experimenting upon basilisks usually brought fatal results.

		 

		But she went motionless, and the basilisk scuttled forward in confusion, head tilting this way and that. It had used its gaze on her, had seen her go motionless, and yet it had derived no nourishment from the kill. The confused basilisk came within a few paces, so close that Azalmora could smell the creature’s strange metallic odor.

		 

		The basilisk’s head turned to the right as it caught sight of the soldiers in the street.

		 

		In that moment of distraction, Azalmora moved, raising Ghostruin. The basilisk whirled with remarkable speed, jaws yawning wide to bite with its poisonous fangs, but it was too late. Ghostruin hewed through the creature’s thick neck, the head bouncing off the ground at her feet.

		 

		Azalmora let out a breath and searched the rest of the fortress.

		 

		In the end, she found two more basilisks near a nest and killed them. Once she was sure the last of the basilisks had been slain, she released her warding spells and went to rejoin Valdranek and Thraxar.

		 

		Shadows pooled nearby the minute she left the fortress, and the spectral image of Koravenor reappeared.

		 

		“Intriguing,” said the high priest. “The Swordbearers handled that challenge differently.”

		 

		“How?” said Azalmora.

		 

		“They put the beasts to sleep and crept around them,” said Koravenor. “You slew them all.”

		 

		“Because I am the strongest,” said Azalmora, “and the Dragonskull will be mine.”

		 

		“We shall see, spiderling,” said Koravenor. “More dangerous things than mere basilisks lurk in the ruins of Takaris.”

		 

		With that, the image dissipated.

		 

		Azalmora stared at where Koravenor had stood, resisted the impulse to scowl, and strode to rejoin Valdranek.

		 

		“You have slain the basilisks?” said the Warlord.

		 

		“A gift for you, my lord Valdranek, as a token of my great respect,” said Azalmora. “The heads of three basilisks, their fangs drenched with deadly venom for your foes. And seven basilisk eggs, yet unhatched, which your priests will be able to raise from infancy as your war beasts.” She gestured to the barbican fortress. “The path to your empire awaits.”

		 

		And the path to Azalmora’s long-awaited ascension.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 8: Let It Be Written

		 

		Niara held Myotharia’s golden staff ready, magic coiled in her mind like a loaded crossbow.

		 

		Before coming to the xortami wastes, she had traveled underground, of course. Some of the battles of the great war against the urdmordar had been fought in the upper reaches of the Deeps, and the urdmordar had summoned tribes of deep orcs and kobolds to serve as mercenaries. The dvargir had been very eager to do business with the urdmordar, or at least the spiderling priestesses who oversaw the miserable little domains of the urdmordar.

		 

		They had all learned the mistake of allying with the spider-devils against Andomhaim.

		 

		But in the last few days, in the furious rush of their battles against Mharoslav and Xothalaxiar and Azalmora, Niara had spent more time in the Deeps than she ever had before. She supposed the royal path from the temple to Takaris did not count as part of the Deeps, but it was underground.

		 

		She glanced at Gareth, his face grim as he watched the passageway for foes, and an odd thought occurred to her.

		 

		Niara was betrothed to him, and they had only ever made love while underground.

		 

		Well, she could rectify that soon enough.

		 

		After escaping the pillared hall with the basilisks, they followed the corridor. It opened into another large hall, this one mercifully free of foes, though every so often they passed a statue of a xortami long since turned to stone. A stream of molten rock ran down the center of the hall, flowing into the corridor beyond. The air within was hot, though not nearly as hot as Niara would have expected. The warding spells the xortami had placed upon the channel in ancient days had proven effective.

		 

		“Suppose we know now why the xortami decided to live here,” said Crake.

		 

		“Eh?” said Gareth, glancing at him.

		 

		“All this lava,” said Crake. “It’s so damned hot. Lizards don’t like it when it’s cold.”

		 

		“They don’t?” said Jerome.

		 

		“I don’t like it when it’s this cold, but I still keep moving,” said Gareth. “And, yes, I know, I’m a milk-blooded southron who can’t withstand the cold like a true son of the Northerland.”

		 

		He winked at Niara when he said it, and she grinned at him.

		 

		But Crake was taken with his new topic and would not be distracted from it, not even by an opportunity to poke fun at Gareth. “Aye, it’s true. Not many lizards in the Northerland, not unless you count the kobolds, but there are many small lizards that live in the south. Saw them when I was a lad in Cintarra. When the night’s cold and foggy, they just like to lie around, but when it heats up during the day, they run about everywhere.”

		 

		“He’s right,” said Philip. “My mother told me once that lizards and other scaled creatures are usually cold-blooded.”

		 

		“Their blood is cold?” said Jerome.

		 

		Philip shook his head. “It means their bodies are more influenced by the cool or the heat of the air than ours are. I wonder if that is true of the xortami.”

		 

		“I never gave it any thought,” said Niara. She knew a great deal about forging, metallurgy, and casting enchantments into arms and armor, but not that much about living creatures.

		 

		Maybe that was one of the reasons she had such a hard time with the healing spell. She found a broken sword easier to mend than a broken bone.

		 

		“It makes me think of the xiatami,” said Telemachus.

		 

		“The…xiatami?” said Niara. She vaguely recalled the word from Gareth’s memories, but he hadn’t known all that much about them, and consequently neither did she. “Are they akin to the xortami?”

		 

		“Perhaps,” said Telemachus. “I know not.” He glanced at Morigna as if expecting an explanation of the topic, but the Guardian remained silent. “If the xortami are lizardmen, then the xiatami are serpent men. They live in the city of Najaris east of the realm of Owyllain.”

		 

		“Are they friends or foes to the men of Owyllain?” said Niara. Her initial impulse had been to dismiss Owyllain as a realm populated by cowards, descendants of those who had fled aboard their ships rather than die fighting the urdmordar as real men should. But that had been five hundred years ago, and Telemachus Valaros was as brave as any of the Swordbearers she had fought alongside during the great war.

		 

		“Usually neither,” said Telemachus. “They hold themselves aloof from all other kindreds and obtain what they wish through merchant traffic. They hold many slaves, which is distasteful, but they do not raid the boundaries of High King Kothlaric’s lands for captives.”

		 

		“No, they hire out that little chore to dvargir mercenaries,” said Morigna with distaste. “You think the fools would have learned their lesson, especially after that business with Lord Tycharon. But Sir Telemachus is right. The xortami are warlike. The xiatami, by contrast, are prone to lassitude to the point of indolence. I wonder if the xortami are warm-blooded and the xiatami are cold-blooded. But, come. The xiatami are thousands of miles away, and the xortami are before us now. And I think,” she pointed with her staff, “that we have reached the outer wall of Takaris itself.”

		 

		The corridor ended in a large chamber. Unlike the others they had seen, it lacked the ornamental reliefs and statues and looked spare and unadorned. Flagstones paved the floor, and three of the walls had been hewn from the rock. The far wall had been built of huge blocks of granite, rough-cut but placed with skill. The lava stream flowed into a narrow tunnel through the massive blocks, and beyond Niara glimpsed another passage.

		 

		“Those look like foundation stones,” said Gareth.

		 

		“You are correct,” said Morigna. “I believe this is the foundation of the outer wall of Takaris. We shall soon be beneath the city itself.”

		 

		“And Azalmora is ahead of us,” said Gareth. “She broke the ward a few hours ago.”

		 

		“But she’ll have to deal with the undead inside Takaris,” said Niara. “Along with whatever games Koravenor has dreamt up for her to play.”

		 

		“We may soon play such games ourselves,” said Morigna. “Remain wary.”

		 

		They walked to the tunnel in the foundation wall. The heat here was more intense but still less extreme than it should have been. Niara and the others passed through the foundation wall and came to a large, high tunnel.

		 

		And a problem.

		 

		“Looks like part of the Shadow Ways,” observed Gareth.

		 

		The molten stream flowed in its channel down the tunnel, but fifty yards away, the ceiling had collapsed, sealing off the tunnel in a wall of broken stone. The lava flowed in its channel beneath the broken slabs of stone, but there was no way for Niara and the others to get through.

		 

		Two more corridors opened off to the right and to the left.

		 

		“Why is it,” Niara heard herself say, “that no matter where we go, we always seem to find more damned cave-ins?”

		 

		She had spoken in exasperation, but Morigna answered nonetheless. “Likely because we have spent so much time traveling underground in ancient ruins in a land prone to earthquakes.”

		 

		Crake snorted. “She has you there.”

		 

		“I suspect this way once led directly to the xortami royal palace,” said Morigna. “But take heart! Takaris has many tunnels beneath its streets. One of them will lead to the surface. With luck, the undead will focus upon Valdranek and his army, and we can slip past them and destroy the Dragonskull before they stop us.”

		 

		“Koravenor will have something to say about that,” said Gareth.

		 

		“No doubt,” said Morigna, “but you carry an eloquent argument against him, Knight of the Soulblade, as do your fellow Swordbearers.”

		 

		Niara would have something to add to that argument as well. She had never fought an undead xortami priest of great power, but she was eager to try.

		 

		“Should we go left or right?” said Jerome.

		 

		“A moment,” said Morigna, her eyes working back and forth behind closed lids as she drew upon the power of her magical Sight. “It does not seem to matter. For now,” her eyes opened, “let us proceed to the right. That goes to the north, and Azalmora and Valdranek will have entered the city from the south.”

		 

		That seemed like a reasonable argument, so they went to the right. They crossed the molten stream on a thick stone bridge and entered the passageway on the right. Niara had never been in the Shadow Ways, but she recalled them from Gareth’s memories, and she suspected they had entered the sewers or perhaps the drainage tunnels of Takaris. The walls were built of thick granite blocks and lacked the ornate carvings Niara had seen in the temple and the royal path to the city. Given that millions of xortami and their slaves had once lived here, no doubt the lizardmen had wanted to make sure their city did not become flooded with either snowmelt or the sewage of their slaves.

		 

		Morigna led them through galleries and corridors of stone. Some of them, Niara suspected, had been housing for slaves or maybe barracks for soldiers. They passed through forge chambers with dome-shaped furnaces built of stone and powered by the lava streams, rune-anvils standing in rows before them. It reminded Niara of the forge chambers she had seen beneath the abandoned xortami fortress that the Norvangir would one day name Nifheldun.

		 

		“God and the saints, Ingvilda would love this,” said Crake, pointing at one of the rune-anvils. The anvil in question was over fifteen thousand years old, yet the spells on the metal had kept it mirror-bright and free of rust. Runes of power had been carved into its sides, and had Niara cast the spell to sense magical forces, she would have sensed the magic radiating from it.

		 

		She had first seen a rune-anvil five hundred years ago when she entered the xortami wastes, but at the time, she had barely heeded it. Xothalaxiar filled her thoughts, the need for vengeance upon the urdmordar, and Niara could not think or consider anything else.

		 

		Now she felt an odd pang of regret that she had not investigated the rune-anvil further. She might have learned many useful secrets from even a cursory study.

		 

		“What,” snorted Jerome, “the xortami, or wandering through this miserable maze?”

		 

		“Neither,” said Crake. “The rune-anvils. I think there are runes on them that she has never seen before.”

		 

		“If you want to bring her one,” said Gareth, “then you’re carrying it all the way back to Sigulforn.”

		 

		They left the first forge chamber and came to a second larger one. It held more glowing furnaces fed by the lava flow, a row of rune-anvils standing before them. Work tables of stone rested near the anvils, holding ancient metal tools. They must have been enspelled because they had endured the centuries without a spot of rust.

		 

		“There must be a way to reach the surface nearby,” said Morigna. “Even with slaves, the xortami would not want to waste valuable time hauling ingots of metal beneath the surface.”

		 

		Niara drew breath to answer, and Gareth went rigid and drew Stormshield, which burst into white flame.

		 

		“A spell of dark magic,” said Gareth, and the other Swordbearers raised their weapons.

		 

		Niara looked around, unsurprised to see shadows pooling on the floor.

		 

		“Not this again,” sighed Crake.

		 

		The shadows coalesced into the translucent image of Koravenor, golden staff in hand. The mask looked back and forth, and the gemstone atop his staff flared with blue light.

		 

		“So you move deeper into Takaris, further defiling the ground with the filth of your presence,” said Koravenor. “It is nothing short of astonishing that you have not yet been slain.”

		 

		“Isn’t it just,” said Niara. She wondered when the high priest would finally start casting spells through his projection. He was skilled enough to manage it, though the link to his shadowy image was tenuous enough that he couldn’t bring his full power to bear.

		 

		“Impudence from human apes is vexatious enough,” said Koravenor. “Impudence from a human female is more contemptible by far.”

		 

		“A pity you did not meet me when I was younger,” said Morigna. “I assume you are here to issue another challenge accompanied by dire threats?”

		 

		“Troublesome Guardian,” said Koravenor. “Your tongue will not be so boastful when you meet your fate. Pray that you do not live to see the xortami empire rise again in power and might. A swift death will be more merciful than the horrors that await you.”

		 

		“Then go and speed that day,” said Morigna, “and show Azalmora and Valdranek the path to the Dragonskull.”

		 

		Koravenor said nothing, and Morigna let out a quiet laugh.

		 

		“Ah, just as I thought,” said Morigna. “You cannot. The Dragonskull brought you back as an undead horror, and it dominates your thoughts. It wants to be claimed by the strongest, and as much as you might wish to simply give it to Valdranek, you cannot. You must play out this little farce.”

		 

		“Mock all you wish,” said Koravenor. “For the wheel of fate turns, and the xortami empire will rise again in power and splendor. Continue onward. Let us see if you are strong enough to survive. Or let us see if you will live long enough to see Lord Valdranek restore the xortami empire to its rightful place.”

		 

		With that, he unraveled into shadows and vanished.

		 

		“I really wish he would stop talking,” said Crake.

		 

		“I suspect he likewise wishes he could stop talking and simply kill us,” said Morigna. “He probably wants to give the Dragonskull to Valdranek or to tell Valdranek where we are, but he cannot. The Dragonskull will not allow it.”

		 

		“Then the Dragonskull is alive?” said Gareth.

		 

		“Oh, it is,” said Morigna. “In much the same way that your soulblade is alive. Stormshield desires to seek out dark magic and destroy it. The Dragonskull wishes to be wielded by the strongest, and if it is claimed by someone it finds unworthy…the results will be dramatic. As the ruins of the xortami civilization no doubt demonstrate.”

		 

		“Then let us hope that it finds Azalmora unworthy,” said Philip.

		 

		“We’re not that lucky,” said Crake.

		 

		“Keep your eyes open,” said Gareth. “Every other time that Koravenor has appeared to us, trouble has shown up right after.”

		 

		“Usually when he summoned it,” said Jerome.

		 

		They shifted to their normal formation when anticipating battle – Niara, Gareth, Morigna, Crake, and Telemachus in the front, Joachim and Dietmar in the middle, Philip and Jerome bringing up the back. Morigna led them across the forge chamber to an archway on the far side. Niara worked the spell to sense magical forces. As always, when she cast this spell, she felt the malignant aura of the Dragonskull that mantled everything in the ruined city.

		 

		But this time, she felt numerous smaller concentrations of dark magic in the chamber ahead. Not nearly as powerful as some of the things they had already faced, but still potent enough to be deadly.

		 

		They strode through the archway, and to Niara’s surprise, she found herself in a rough-cut chamber of rock, roughly circular and about a hundred yards across. The ground had been leveled, and large flagstones, each one about a yard square, covered the floor.

		 

		A circle of nine black standing stones rose in the center of the chamber.

		 

		The ring was about thirty yards across, and each one of the misshapen menhirs stood nine or ten feet high. Niara had seen many such rings in her travels. In ancient times, even before the coming of the urdmordar, the dark elves had raised countless circles of standing stones and used them to focus and augment spells of dark magic, often spells fueled with the blood of their victims. The menhirs had been carved with scenes of dark elves laughing as they tortured halflings and orcs, scenes more disturbing after the simple brutality of xortami artwork. The lizardmen had no compunction about wielding cruelty as a tool for maintaining order, but it wasn’t something they enjoyed for its own sake.

		 

		Not the dark elves, though. The dark elves had loved cruelty, celebrated it, rejoiced in it the way a man might rejoice in wine and revels.

		 

		“Wait,” said Morigna, voice sharp with command. “Do not take any further steps.”

		 

		“Traps?” said Gareth.

		 

		“I do not see any mechanical traps,” said Dietmar.

		 

		“There are none,” said Morigna. “Something more subtle and insidious. Look closely at the tiles upon the floor.”

		 

		Niara did, and she saw the faint symbols of blue flame.

		 

		Every nearby tile had one symbol written upon it, and Niara saw that the symbols had been carved into the stone and glowed with faint blue fire. The flame gave off little illumination, so she had not seen it at first, but now she saw that nearly every single one of the tiles had a glyph of dark magic upon it.

		 

		“Those are dark elven symbols,” said Joachim.

		 

		“Yes,” said Morigna. “We will need to dispel them ere we can cross the chamber.”

		 

		She fell silent, and Niara followed her gaze in time to see the dark elf step from the ring.

		 

		###

		 

		Stormshield pulsed with fresh rage in Gareth’s hand, and for the second time in his life, he looked upon a lord of the dark elves.

		 

		The Ossuary had been a twisted, broken wreck, warped by the forces he had taught the xortami to wield in the creation of the Dragonskull.

		 

		This dark elf, by contrast, was beautiful in a strange alien sort of way. He wore a sweeping robe and cloak of black trimmed with blue upon the hems and sleeves, and in his right hand, he carried a silver staff carved with symbols that bled shadows into the air. A silver diadem likewise marked with glyphs rested upon his brow, a glowing blue crystal set at its apex. His long black hair was swept back from his face and hung to his shoulders, revealing the points of his elven ears, and his void-filled eyes were stark against his pale, cruel face.

		 

		“What is this?” said the dark elf in perfect orcish, his voice deep and musical and resonant but with a harsh edge that somehow reminded Gareth of the sneer in Thomas Olwen’s voice. “Guests come to my humble lodgings? How delightful. Come hither, children, and you shall see wonders.”

		 

		“We would rather not,” said Morigna. “I assume the symbols upon the floor are your work?”

		 

		“So they are,” said the dark elf. “Do you know what they call me, my lovely stranger? For we lords of the dark elves, we do not use our true names with the lesser kindreds nor with each other. Instead, I am called the Engraver, for of all my kindred, and all other kindreds, none can match my skill with wards.”

		 

		“Better than the Ossuary,” said Gareth.

		 

		The Engraver looked at him and then let out a thunderous laugh. It sounded jovial and merry, but that undercurrent of madness flowed through it. “Indeed, human. Indeed! Alas, the Ossuary should not have summoned the xortami to this world. Come to think of it, the Warden, the greatest of our wizards, counseled that we should open no further world gates. Considering what happened to the Ossuary, perhaps we should have listened.” He laughed again. “But, consequences. Ah, the consequences. It’s the ones that you cannot see that always stab the deepest.”

		 

		“I rather expect,” said Morigna, “that your presence here is one of those unexpected consequences.”

		 

		“My dear elven maiden,” said the Engraver. “So fair of face, with hair of fire and eyes like emeralds shining in the noon sun. It has been far too long since I had company so radiant. Come to me and dismiss the children who travel with you, and I shall show you pleasure beyond what your imagination can grasp. For we dark elves were the masters of both sword and spell, but in the arts of pleasure, none could ever equal us. Even our slaves begged for our touch, for our merest glance, once we had trained them.”

		 

		The thought had never crossed Gareth’s mind before, but he supposed that by the standards of the elven kindreds, Morigna would be stunningly beautiful. To human eyes, to his eyes, she was fair but aloof and remote and somehow alien in a way that did not summon desire. The Ossuary had said nothing about Morigna’s appearance during their encounter beneath Nifheldun, but to judge from his scars and the twisted bone spikes jutting from his flesh, the Ossuary might no longer have the desire or even the ability to lie with a woman.

		 

		But to judge from the revulsion that went over Morigna’s face, she was in no danger of falling prey to the Engraver’s words.

		 

		“One suspects,” said Morigna, “that you need to ask Koravenor for permission first.”

		 

		For a second, the Engraver’s confident smile faded, and the ugly madness that Gareth had heard in his voice went over his expression, but the lapse soon passed.

		 

		“What do you care for Koravenor, my lovely Guardian?” said the Engraver. “Come, forget the future, and embrace the pleasures that await you here.” He spread his arms, shadows streaming from the silver staff. “For the world is chaos, the merest anarchy, and not even the Guardians can stem the tide.”

		 

		“Then you do serve Koravenor,” said Morigna. “I suspect his power exceeds your own by a considerable degree, and given the disdain the xortami hold for the dark elves, he would not let you remain in his city otherwise.”

		 

		“I am growing impatient with you, my fair one,” said the Engraver, the malice in his voice sharpening. “You shall have to be chastened. Come to me naked on your hands and knees, and I shall let the lesser ones who travel with you live.”

		 

		Morigna let out a disdainful laugh. “Let me guess. You desired to claim the power of the Dragonskull for yourself, so you traveled here to claim it. Except you ran afoul of Koravenor’s little challenges and have been subject to his power ever since. In fact…yes, I see the marks of the Dragonskull’s aura upon you. You are bound to its power, just as Koravenor is.”

		 

		“Foolish child,” said the Engraver, more malice entering that voice. “How little you know.”

		 

		“Then why not enlighten me?” said Morigna. “Perhaps I shall be in such awe of your prowess that I will cast off all my clothes and fling myself panting upon you like a dog in heat.”

		 

		Jerome gave her a startled look, but the Engraver did not notice the sarcasm that dripped from her words. The Engraver might look less ghastly than the Ossuary, but Gareth suspected the same level of madness lurked behind the smiling face. And probably far more pride and arrogance since the xortami had methodically beaten that out of the Ossuary.

		 

		“Did you think me a fool?” said the Engraver. “The Dragonskull destroyed the xortami. I had no desire to follow in their path. Or to lord it over the tribal remnants of their empire, or to grovel at their feet like that wretch the Ossuary. Rather, I wished to learn their secrets. Despite their limits and primitive reptilian brains, the xortami were master-rune smiths, greater than even all but a few of the dark elves like myself. And they carved their greatest work upon the Dragonskull.”

		 

		Gareth remembered when he had seen the Dragonskull in the dreams of the Waystone, seeing glimpses of its forging under the supervision of the Ossuary and the chief priests and sorcerers of the xortami. They had carved hundreds of runes of power into the Dragonskull.

		 

		“I would take their secrets for myself,” said the Engraver, “and make them mine. I came to the ruins of Takaris, penetrated the wards, and defeated the challenges of that undead fool Koravenor. Then I beheld the Dragonskull and studied the runes written upon the relic. Unfortunately…I slightly underestimated the power of the Dragonskull and have been temporarily bound here ever since.” His smile widened. “Soon, I shall attain my freedom. You should come to me willingly before then, my lovely rose. Else I shall take you whether you will it or not, but it shall be more pleasant if you choose the first path.”

		 

		“Such a compelling tale,” said Morigna. “The first half was true, the second was not. You did come here seeking the runes on the Dragonskull, but Koravenor defeated you and overpowered you. Despite his loathing for dark elves, the influence of the Dragonskull required that he dominate you, the marks of which I see upon your aura. Ever since then, Koravenor has kept you here, using you to help maintain the wards around the city. You expended some effort upon the ward over the outer wall, did you not?”

		 

		“Then you admire my work?” said the Engraver.

		 

		“Commonplace at best,” said Morigna.

		 

		The Engraver drew himself up, the shadows pouring from his staff seeming to darken, a quiver of rage going over his alien features.

		 

		“Commonplace?” he hissed, the mask of charm vanishing entirely. “Commonplace? Bold words from one of Ardrhythain’s pet Guardians. Especially from one traveling with humans bearing high elven weapons. How desperate you must be!” He gestured, and shadows poured from his staff. “Then I shall show you mercy. After I have killed all your companions in front of you, you shall beg on your knees for the opportunity to please me, and I may choose to grant it.”

		 

		“Then you are as foolish as you are incompetent,” said Morigna, “for you underestimate the power of a human armed with a high elven soulblade.”

		 

		“My wards are mighty beyond your comprehension,” said the Engraver, “as you shall soon understand.”

		 

		He gestured, seizing some of the shadows pouring from his staff, and drew a symbol in the air. The symbol blazed with blue fire and then vanished, and a dozen hooded wraiths rose from the ground.

		 

		The specters drifted towards them, a chill already filling the air.

		 

		“Break the wards upon the tiles,” said Morigna, voice low and urgent. “Do not step on any tile that has not been dispelled.”

		 

		Gareth nodded and lifted Stormshield, the soulblade burning hot with anger in his fist.

		 

		“I’ll shield us from the wraiths’ aura,” said Niara, white fire rolling up the length of her staff. The white light leaped out from her, settling around Gareth and the others, and the chill grew less intense.

		 

		“Make your feeble plans!” shouted the Engraver. Again he grasped the shadows streaming from his staff and used them to write a symbol. It blazed with blue flame, and more wraiths rose from the ground. “They will drown in chaos!”

		 

		Niara gestured and sent a shaft of blazing white flame at the Engraver.

		 

		It disappeared a few feet from her hand, the symbols on the nearest tiles burning brighter. Yet those few symbols flared and disappeared, broken by the power of Niara’s attack. Joachim saw what she had done and cast a spell of his own, hurling a shaft of white fire. It wasn’t as powerful as the spell that Niara had summoned, but another of the glowing symbols winked out.

		 

		Then the wraiths drew closer, and Gareth and the other Swordbearers attacked.

		 

		Niara’s and Joachim’s spells had cleared enough space for them to attack, and Gareth cut down the wraiths that approached. Stormshield ripped through their immaterial bodies with flashes of white flame, unraveling them into nothingness. Right away, Gareth found himself at a disadvantage. He wasn’t sure what would happen if he stepped on the warded tiles, and he didn’t want to find out the hard way. The wraiths had no such prohibition and moved to attack from the sides. Gareth, Crake, Philip, and Jerome spread out in a half-circle to protect the others, and Telemachus joined them a second later, Niara’s magic protecting him as lightning crackled around his blade.

		 

		Again Niara cast a spell, Myotharia’s staff glowing in her hands, and she slammed the end of the weapon against the floor. A ring of white flame leaped out from her in all directions, washing over the symbols on the stone. As before, the symbols absorbed the power of her attack, but a dozen of them vanished.

		 

		And suddenly Gareth and the others had more room to maneuver.

		 

		Gareth lunged into the next group of wraiths that the Engraver had summoned. With Niara’s magic protecting him, Gareth could draw on Stormshield to move faster and strike harder, and he slashed his way through the wraiths, destroying them with every blow. The Engraver might have boasted of his magical prowess, but the wraiths he had summoned weren’t nearly as powerful as the ones that Koravenor had created.

		 

		Joachim had gotten into a rhythm now, casting spells of white flame that broke the wards on the tiles. The Engraver summoned another wave of wraiths, but Gareth and the others cut through them. The rage on the Engraver’s face increased, but Gareth saw growing fear there, and the dark elven noble retreated into the ring of standing stones.

		 

		“Fools!” called the Engraver. “You should have surrendered to me, my lovely Guardian. I would have spared your followers and kept you from Koravenor’s eye. Instead, he shall destroy you, and you shall beg for my mercy before he is finished!”

		 

		He took his staff in both hands. Shadow and blue flame coiled around him, and the Engraver disappeared. Gareth cut down the last wraith and turned, looking for more foes.

		 

		“Did he turn invisible?” said Jerome.

		 

		“No,” said Morigna. “No, that was a transport spell. I can cast it at need, though it is hazardous and does not always function as one might hope. I expect the Engraver realized we were about to kill him and ran off to Koravenor with his tail between his legs.”

		 

		“The fool should count himself fortunate,” said Niara. “Compared to the Ossuary, his fate could have been much worse.”

		 

		“He will wish he was the Ossuary if I catch up with him,” said Gareth. “His threats to the Guardian merited death.”

		 

		To his surprise, Niara smiled at him.

		 

		“Aye,” said Crake, and he tapped Valorforge’s head against the rim of his shield with a ringing sound. “You stab him in the heart, and I’ll bash his head in. No one should talk to our Guardian that way.”

		 

		The others agreed, and Morigna smiled.

		 

		“Thank you, sir knights. How pleasant to be surrounded by such strapping and violent young men,” said Morigna. “The Engraver is dangerous, but less dangerous than Koravenor. No doubt the Engraver will suffer for his failure to defeat us here. Or Koravenor will give him another chance. Perhaps Azalmora will kill him and spare us the bother.”

		 

		“Better that we destroy the Dragonskull and let Azalmora realize she made this journey for nothing,” said Dietmar.

		 

		It took some time to destroy the remaining glyphs in the chamber. Gareth wanted Niara and Joachim to conserve their magical strength, so he and the other Swordbearers used their weapons to break the wards.

		 

		It was tedious work, but not difficult, and a short time later, they had crossed the Engraver’s chamber and continued deeper into the maze of passages beneath Takaris.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 9: Deeds of Song

		 

		Ten days after Ingvilda left Nifheldun with her warband, her brother, and nine hundred picked men gathered from his thanes and the men of the jarls allied with him, she looked for the first time upon the ruins of Takaris.

		 

		It had been an eventful journey.

		 

		Though not so eventful as she feared.

		 

		Her vision meant that they needed to come to Takaris and join the Swordbearers, or else Norvangenheim would fall into ruin and darkness. The path to Takaris was one that she knew, though she had never walked it. Indeed, a traveler in the xortami wastes could hardly miss it. A causeway ran northward from Nifheldun, and Ingvilda knew that it most likely led to the ruins of the old city.

		 

		Knowing was one thing.

		 

		Following the path was something else entirely.

		 

		Many xortami tribes lived along the route of the causeway, dwelling in the shadows of their ancient glory, and Ingvilda had raided some of them. Yet the lands were empty as she and the warriors of Norvangenheim rode northward. It was easy enough to discern the reason. Warlord Valdranek had drawn all the southern tribes to him. He had left Nifheldun in haste to deal with his foes, and likely all the warriors allied to him had followed. And when Valdranek had gone north with such a large army, his rivals would have moved to counter him.

		 

		Ivar’s scouts found frequent evidence of battle upon the ancient road – broken swords, splintered shields, and discarded arrows. Thankfully, it had not snowed in significant quantities for several weeks, and so it was easy to discern tracks.

		 

		“It seems that many small bands of kobolds and xortami skirmished here,” said Ivar. They rode at the head of the column along with the chief commanders of the host. Jarl Aurgelmir and two of his sons had accompanied them, partly to win renown in defeating the xortami and partly because Aurgelmir wanted to marry Ingvilda, or barring that, marry one of his many sons to her. If Ivar did indeed claim the crown of Norvangenheim, whoever had the ear of the king’s trusted half-sister would have influence indeed.

		 

		Ingvilda wasn’t going to marry Aurgelmir. His eldest son, however, might make a suitable option. Like Hordan, he was a placid, calm-spoken man, nonetheless capable of ferocious violence whenever the war-horn sounded and the spear-song began. Though Ingvilda wasn’t sure if he was broad-minded enough to tolerate a wife who worked a rune-anvil and had many friends among the common warriors.

		 

		“Aye, my lord, tis so,” said Hordan, frowning at the road. “The tracks of Valdranek’s march in haste are plain enough. But his march was not unopposed.” He pointed at the side of the causeway. “You see there and there? Those are the marks of skirmishing patrols if I have ever seen them. Valdranek’s rivals have offered him a sword-dance.”

		 

		“One he would accept, I deem,” said Ivar. “For in our parley, Valdranek made plain his desire to conquer Norvangenheim and make slaves of the sons of Norvangir. If he has any hope of conquering us, he will need all the might of the xortami behind him. The Norvangir are a free people and will only accept a king freely chosen.” As if to emphasize the point, he gestured with Gungnir. “The lizardmen will only accept a tyrant placed over them by force of arms.”

		 

		“Well,” said Aurgelmir. “Perhaps our swords will deny Valdranek the chance.” He began to recite some of his own poetry. Aurgelmir was a capable warrior, but it seemed what talent God had given him in war had come at the expense of any ability he might have had as a poet.

		 

		“Well-spoken, as always, my lord,” said Ivar hastily when Aurgelmir paused for breath. “Perhaps we shall have the chance to repay Valdranek for the lives of our warriors slain during his treachery at Nifheldun.” His expression darkened behind the red beard. “And the vile warlock Mharoslav, both for the warriors who perished below the walls of Nifheldun and the men who fell when Mharoslav roused traitors within my own walls.”

		 

		“The rewards of treachery are bitter in the end,” said Aurgelmir.

		 

		“And Mharoslav may not be with Valdranek any longer,” said Ingvilda. “Sir Gareth and the Guardian Morigna said that he betrayed Valdranek and Khurnetsov and fled Nifheldun rather than face the Swordbearers. Valdranek wishes to be king-fated, and no king can forgive treachery.”

		 

		“Aye, sister, you speak truly,” said Ivar. “I expect Mharoslav will scurry to the strongest of Valdranek’s rivals. That rival had best take care, or Mharoslav will slip the dagger into his back, as he did to Khurnetsov and tried to do to me.”

		 

		“Perhaps Sir Telemachus will have slain him by now,” said Ingvilda.

		 

		“It may be, my lady,” said Aurgelmir. “I spoke briefly with the Arcanius Knight both in Musfell and again in Nifheldun. He seemed to be a man with a heavy doom upon him, bound to avenge his blood-kin or fall in the attempt.”

		 

		“Little wonder,” said Ivar. “Mharoslav slew his entire family. A jarl must be keen-sighted and clear-minded, you know this well, my lord Aurgelmir. I misliked Mharoslav from the moment I first laid eyes upon him and distrusted him even more listening to his fair words. It is bitter to me that I was proven right with the blood of my men.”

		 

		“Well, brother,” said Ingvilda, “if Sir Telemachus fails in his quest, perhaps you shall strike down Mharoslav upon Gungnir. I found Mharoslav’s face ill-featured, though I daresay it would look more charming upon your spear’s blade.”

		 

		“I cannot disagree,” laughed Ivar. “Ah, sister, if I had a hundred men as bloodthirsty and battle-keen as you, we should have chased Valdranek into the sea with his tail between his legs.”

		 

		“Who can say what the fates will weave upon their loom?” said Ingvilda.

		 

		God might rule the cosmos, but many of the Norvangir, whether baptized or followers of the old gods, believed in the dooms of fate. Father Colafur had spent many of their journeys puzzling over the conflict between fate and free will, something which vexed him to no end but did not trouble Ingvilda at all. What would be would be, and it was the task of man (or woman) to meet their fate with unflinching valor and contempt for hardship.

		 

		But whether by the will of God, the decree of fate, or sheer random chance, an advantage came to them the next morning.

		 

		Many kobolds lived in the xortami wastes as the lizardmen. For the most part, the kobold tribes regarded the xortami as gods, or at least the representatives of their gods. The southern kobold tribes of the wastes were particularly fierce in their devotion and had gone over to Valdranek’s host in great numbers.

		 

		But not all the kobolds were as fanatical. Humans and orcs had a range of religious devotion ranging from the deep faith of Father Colafur to the more cynical beliefs of Ivar, who was a baptized son of the church but left the followers of the old gods alone because he found them useful. The kobolds of the wastes were much the same. Some took a more cynical interpretation of their beliefs or were pragmatic enough to see that unending warfare with their neighbors was disadvantageous. Perhaps a half-dozen kobold tribes traded with both the pagan orcs of the west and the Norvangir, and bold Norvangir merchants could win great profits from the gemstones and walrus ivory the kobolds offered in trade.

		 

		Ingvilda had dealt with several kobold tribes over the years, and the chieftain of one of them approached.

		 

		“A great riding of humans,” said the chieftain in accented orcish, a battle-scarred old kobold named Keltoraph. Old scars marked his red and black scales. The crests of northern kobolds grew thicker as they aged, and the bony crest atop Keltoraph’s head looked almost like a spiked helmet. A dozen of his warriors stood behind him, short bows in hand as they watched the Norvangir, though they had not yet set arrow to bowstring. The kobolds and the sons of the Norvangir could never truly be friends, but they did not necessarily have to be foes. “A great riding indeed. Long years has it been since we have seen so many humans ride this far north.”

		 

		“A vision guides us, Lord Keltoraph,” said Ivar. Keltoraph twitched a bit, probably in amusement at being called a lord, but Ivar would never be discourteous to anyone, even when ordering their deaths. “For my sister is blessed with visions, and her vision foretold that if we do not ride to Takaris, ruin will befall our people.”

		 

		“A vision from your god? It is wise to heed such things,” said the kobold chieftain. “Though our gods are harsh ones. Warlord Valdranek, he says that he is the true lord of the xortami, that in the name of the gods, my people need to follow him.” Keltoraph let out a rasping, hissing chuckle. “But Warlord Valdranek wants us to die in the name of our gods while he reaps all the plunder. So when his emissaries summoned us, we promised to march but remained in our home in the Deeps while the other tribes went to join him.”

		 

		“Do you not fear Lord Valdranek’s vengeance?” said Ivar. “Such lords are hard-handed with those who betray them.”

		 

		Keltoraph gave a shrug, which looked odd on the long frame of a kobold. “Perhaps. But we fear many things. And perhaps Valdranek should fear many things as well. Many great lords have tried to become the emperor of the xortami. Yet it has been long years since these lands had an emperor. The path to such power is perilous, and Takaris is deadly to those who approach it.”

		 

		Ingvilda thought of what the Swordbearers had told her of the Dragonskull and wondered if Crake and the others were still on their way to the ruins of Takaris.

		 

		Or if they had fallen in battle along the way, caught in the conflict between the xortami tribes.

		 

		“A man must take his chances,” said Ivar.

		 

		“So we shall,” said Keltoraph, “and so are you, jarl of the Norvangir. For I have never seen so many humans riding this far north, and fate may turn against you.” He gave another apathetic shrug. “Yet perhaps your god shall protect you, if you follow the vision he gave to your sister. It seems that he has protected you so far.”

		 

		“What do you mean?” said Ivar.

		 

		“Valdranek is not the only one who seeks the throne of the xortami,” said Keltoraph. “He has one great rival, Warlord Makarov, whose lands lie to the northwest. Many tribes have come to his banner, just as many tribes have come to Valdranek’s side. When Valdranek marched against your fortress in the Stoneblood Road, Makarov moved south to assail Valdranek’s lands.”

		 

		That made a great deal of sense. Had Valdranek remained at Nifheldun with his army, he would have held the fortress, killed the Swordbearers, and crushed their attempt to free the prisoners, and probably he would have taken Musfell by now. But Valdranek had left Nifheldun in great haste, and the only possible reason had been the threat from a rival.

		 

		“Do you know the outcome of the battle?” said Ingvilda.

		 

		“We know not,” said Keltoraph. “Both Makarov and Valdranek will to Takaris, this we know. Both want to claim the ancient relics of Takaris to become the emperor.” He let out a hissing laugh. “Fools. Only death waits in Takaris. But that is to your advantage, is it not? A year ago, had you ridden this causeway, the warriors of the xortami would have slain you all days ago. But every xortami warrior has been drawn away to the north for the great contest between Makarov and Valdranek.”

		 

		“Have you seen any other humans?” said Ivar.

		 

		“Yes, two days past,” said Keltoraph. “We considered robbing them, but our shamans warned us against it. The shamans said the humans carried weapons of great power and could wield potent magic, so we remained unseen and let them pass.”

		 

		“Do you know what became of them?” said Ivar.

		 

		“They fought one of Makarov’s patrols, and the Warlord’s soldiers pursued them. The humans fled into the Deeps. There are many entrances to the Deeps in this land, some of them natural, some built by the ancient xortami. The humans cast a spell that collapsed the entrance after them. What became of the humans after that, I cannot say.”

		 

		“Can you lead us to Takaris?” said Ivar.

		 

		“Why bother?” said Keltoraph. His tail lashed at the stony ground of the causeway beneath them. “Follow this road north. Eventually, you will find Takaris. Most likely, you will find the armies of Makarov and Valdranek first.”

		 

		“Yet we have never been this far north before,” said Ingvilda. “The wisdom of a guide would be welcome.”

		 

		“You ask my hunters to take great risks,” said Keltoraph. “Whoever wins the battle between Valdranek and Makarov, my tribe might gain their enmity. We would have to be compensated for such a risk.”

		 

		“What manner of compensation did you have in mind?” said Ivar.

		 

		After that, it was all over but the haggling.

		 

		In exchange for more gold than Ivar really wanted to part with and a promise that his tribe could trade freely at Musfell should they not all be killed, Keltoraph agreed to guide them the rest of the way to the ruins of Takaris.

		 

		###

		 

		The next four days passed in wary tension.

		 

		The Norvangir host rode north along the causeway, covering ground at a good pace. It was obvious that a large army had passed along the causeway a short time ago. The ground had been trampled beneath many xortami feet and creased by numerous wagon wheels, and the side of the road was dotted with the detritus left by a large army on the march – torn canvas, splintered wagon wheels, broken axles, the bones from slaughtered animals.

		 

		Keltoraph and his scouts remained vigilant, but it became clear that the northern stretch of the xortami wastes was mostly empty of soldiers. Battles had their own gravity, and just as smaller streams inevitably flowed into a larger river, a confrontation between two great jarls would pull all the fighting men to their sides.

		 

		It seemed the pattern held true among the xortami as well.

		 

		Keltoraph grew more and more nervous, sending his hunters out to watch for any attackers. The air remained bitterly cold, the sky overcast and the color of iron, but no storms came. Ingvilda had traveled during blizzards before and had managed to survive with all her fingers and toes intact, but it wasn’t an experience she was eager to repeat.

		 

		The landscape around the causeway remained flat, likely why the ancient xortami had built the road here in the first place, but the surrounding land was a mixture of thick pine forests and rocky hills that jutted upward like stone fists. This sort of country would be ideal for skirmishes and raids but less favorable to a pitched battle.

		 

		A day south of Takaris, Keltoraph insisted they go off the road and circle to the east.

		 

		“It will be difficult for the horses,” said Keltoraph, “but the road to the north is thick with patrols. Both for Makarov and Valdranek.”

		 

		“The sons of Norvangir fear no battle,” said Ivar.

		 

		“Then battle you shall have if you ride north,” said Keltoraph. “You might prevail against one or two patrols, but soon the xortami will overwhelm you. If you choose to ride that way, we shall not stop you, but we will not come with you to your deaths.”

		 

		“We must ride to Takaris, brother,” said Ingvilda. “No doubt we will fight the xortami, but the vision said we must go to Takaris. How we get there is less important than the fact that we arrive there at all.”

		 

		“So be it,” said Ivar. “Lord Keltoraph, lead the way.”

		 

		They left the road and circled northeast, following the kobolds’ lead through the valleys between the craggy hills. It occurred to Ingvilda that Keltoraph might decide to betray them to curry favor with either Valdranek or Makarov. If he did, Ingvilda resolved, she would make sure that the kobold chieftain did not live to enjoy the rewards of his treachery.

		 

		But no xortami warriors showed themselves, and the next day, they came to the battlefield.

		 

		Ingvilda looked over the ground herself. They were east of a large hill, a great wall of mountains rising to the north. Some of the mountains smoldered with a sullen red glow, wispy fumes rising into the air from their jagged peaks. At the hill’s eastern foot, there had been the camp of a large army. The camp had been moved, the army departed, but many of the tents had been burned, and there were clear signs of fighting.

		 

		One of Ingvilda’s men found the treacherous warlock Mharoslav.

		 

		The dead warlock lay at the edge of the burned camp. Crake had said that Mharoslav had iron bones because of his chaos magic, and certainly the tusks jutting from his heavy jaw were fashioned of iron. His dark robes were torn and slashed, and the killing blow had been a stab through his eye that had found his brain.

		 

		His iron skull had not been enough to save him from that.

		 

		“How long has he been dead?” said Ivar, gazing down at the corpse.

		 

		“It cannot be said with any certainty,” said Father Colafur. “It is so cold the body would have frozen solid within hours after death. But no more than a few days, I deem.”

		 

		“It seems that Sir Telemachus must have completed his quest,” said Ivar. “Should he survive, I must reward him for avenging the blood of my sworn men.” He gave orders, and some of his thanes hewed through Mharoslav’s neck and iron spine, mounting his head upon a spear. “It will serve as a fine war-trophy, though I wish to give it to Sir Telemachus to bear in victorious honor to his homeland.”

		 

		“Then we can hope,” said Ingvilda, “that the Swordbearers were successful, and they have reached Takaris, perhaps even the Dragonskull itself.”

		 

		Ivar snorted. “Yes, we have ridden all this way only to congratulate the Swordbearers. Somehow, I doubt that vision came to you for that purpose. The spear-song and the sword-dance await us yet, sister.”

		 

		They rode northwest, circling around the hill, and at last, the ruins of Takaris came into sight.

		 

		A large U-shaped valley, about six or seven miles across, opened in the wall of mountains to the north. The great xortami city filled most of it, the outer walls tall and strong, the ruins of mighty towers and great palaces rising within. Ingvilda gazed at the city in wonder, her eyes wide. She had thought that Sigulforn was a large city, and Crake had said that a quarter of a million people lived in Cintarra to the south, but Takaris was enormous. Sigulforn would disappear into the ruins of Takaris without a trace.

		 

		She had known that the xortami had once been a powerful empire, that as skilled and dangerous as they were in the modern age, they had once been far more potent, but it was shocking to see the evidence of it with her own eyes. It was just as well that her ancestors had come to this world when they had. If they had arrived at the height of the power of the xortami, likely they would have been enslaved, and Norvangenheim would never have arisen.

		 

		If Valdranek claimed the Dragonskull, would he rebuild Takaris to its former glory?

		 

		Though if Valdranek was slain and the Dragonskull destroyed, that would never happen.

		 

		Right now, they had a more immediate concern.

		 

		“Where is the foe?” said Father Colafur in a low voice.

		 

		All the trails they had found, all the footprints, indicated that the xortami armies had converged on Takaris. Ingvilda had expected to see tens of thousands of xortami warriors camped south of the city, which would make getting into Takaris and finding the Swordbearers a challenge.

		 

		But there was no one south of Takaris. It was clear that a large army had been encamped south of the city, as recently as earlier today, but it was gone.

		 

		“They have entered the city,” said Ingvilda. “That is the only explanation. There is no place else a large host could go. If they were encamped anywhere else, we would have seen them, or fought their far-ranging scouts.”

		 

		“Aye, I think you’re right,” said Ivar. He tilted his head. “And unless I miss my guess, I hear the sounds of battle from within the city.”

		 

		Ingvilda paused, listening. For a few seconds, all she heard was the ceaseless moan of the wind blowing over the hills, but she discerned the familiar roar of a battle. It was faint, but she thought it was coming from somewhere in the southern half of the ruined city.

		 

		“Perhaps the xortami now battle the Swordbearers,” said Father Colafur.

		 

		“No, the noise is too great for that,” said Ivar. “That is a battle between two great hosts. Once you have heard the battle-song on that scale, you never mistake it for anything else.”

		 

		“Maybe Valdranek and Makarov are fighting each other in the streets of Takaris,” said Ingvilda. She wondered how Crake and his friends would fare in such a battle.

		 

		“Or they fight the walking dead,” said Keltoraph. “The shamans say that the undead haunt the ruins of the city. Perhaps Valdranek or Makarov entered Takaris and thought the undead would bow to them.” He let out that hissing kobold laugh again. “They know otherwise now. I have kept my bargain with you, Ivar jarl of Sigulforn. Now I leave your fate in your hands. Should either Valdranek or Makarov see my hunters, they shall seek vengeance one day.”

		 

		“Your word-bond has proven true, Lord Keltoraph,” said Ivar. “Should I survive the battle, you may come to Nifheldun or Musfell and trade freely.”

		 

		“We shall see,” said Keltoraph. “May the blood of your defeated foes drip freely from your claws.”

		 

		With that, Keltoraph turned and loped away to the south, his scouts following him.

		 

		“What a cheerful thought,” said Father Colafur.

		 

		“Better than hoping that our blood drips from the claws of the xortami,” observed Hordan.

		 

		“Marching through the southern gate would be folly,” said Aurgelmir. “We might take the xortami unawares and strike from behind, but we would soon be overwhelmed and defeated.”

		 

		“There is another way,” said Ingvilda. “Another gate is in the eastern wall. If the xortami entered through the south and are now engaged in battle, they might not have thought to place guards upon the eastern gate. If we hasten, we shall enter the city and find the Dragonskull before the xortami stop us.”

		 

		“And how shall we fight?” said Aurgelmir. “This city is vast, maze-built and half-ruined, and we are but nine hundred. Perhaps we could hold one of those great towers against the foe, but we would soon be starved out.”

		 

		“We shall find the Swordbearers, locate the Dragonskull, and destroy it,” said Ivar. “Come, let us hasten. If we move wind-swift, we can take the enemy unawares.”

		 

		The column rode for the vale that held the ruined city, looping to the northeast. Ingvilda kept a wary eye on the walls as the city drew closer and the sounds of battle became louder, but it seemed the xortami were focused entirely on their foe, whether undead creatures or rival tribes. Ingvilda saw that many reliefs covered the walls. They were typical xortami sculptures, showing the lords of the lizardmen ruling over bowing slaves. Ingvilda had seen images like this in other xortami ruins.

		 

		But never ones quite so large.

		 

		The eastern gate was intact, though the metal doors had been destroyed long ago and lay in broken ruin upon the ground. The great arch of the gate yawned in the wall, and beyond it Ingvilda saw a wide square. Ruined buildings and towers of stone loomed overhead, and statues of xortami nobles and priests stood on pedestals.

		 

		She drew a deep breath, resting her hand on the haft of her mace.

		 

		Battle awaited them within the ruins, and Ingvilda felt the familiar tense eagerness.

		 

		The warriors of Norvangenheim rode through the eastern gate and into Takaris.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 10: Vassals

		 

		The last of the undead warriors fell, and Valdranek gave new orders.

		 

		His soldiers advanced, and Azalmora watched them, both Ghostruin and her magical power ready to strike.

		 

		They had almost reached the heart of the city. Since the death of the basilisks, Azalmora had not seen Koravenor. She had expected to see the undead priest, or at least his shadow projection, at any moment. The Dragonskull’s power had overshadowed his reason, and in his resultant madness, he would allow only the strongest to claim the mighty relic. If she was going to prove beyond all doubt that she was the strongest, she needed to crush the undead priest’s challenges and seize the Dragonskull.

		 

		Unless, of course, the Swordbearers had destroyed him.

		 

		It was not outside the realm of possibility. Koravenor had only sent his shadow projection to deal with her, but the Guardian had the Sight, and she might be able to follow the source of the spell back to its caster. Koravenor wielded mighty dark magic, but a soulblade would pierce all his magical protections.

		 

		Could they have reached the Dragonskull and already destroyed it?

		 

		No. The mighty aura still radiated from the heart of the city. Had the Dragonskull been destroyed, Azalmora would have known at once. In truth, every wielder of magic in the city would have sensed it. And all the common soldiers, as well, for the destruction of the Dragonskull might well touch off a minor earthquake or a volcanic eruption.

		 

		She was closer to that aura now, so close, and the desire threatened to overwhelm her. For centuries she had yearned to ascend, to cast off the loathsome dark elven half of her heritage and become a true urdmordar, rising in power and might.

		 

		The ability to achieve that was almost within her grasp, and Azalmora reminded herself to remain cautious, to not become hasty and undo all her labors at the final step.

		 

		Valdranek’s soldiers advanced, weapons raised, and Azalmora and Thraxar followed the xortami into the center of the city.

		 

		The square was enormous and had likely been used for public assemblies and marshaling soldiers before they marched to war. Massive statues stood in the square, images of ancient xortami lords and emperors rising against the overcast sky like dark towers. To the right loomed the great mass of the royal palace of the xortami, a colossal ziggurat tower surrounded by smaller buildings within a courtyard.

		 

		To the left of the square stood the High Temple of Rhugavak.

		 

		It looked like a far larger version of the temple in the mountains where Xothalaxiar had met her doom. A colossal fane faced the square, larger than any of the great cathedrals of Andomhaim, an engineering feat equal to the massive buildings in the City of the Seven in the heart of the Heptarchy. Next to it stood a pyramidal ziggurat smaller than the one in the royal palace. Both the fane and the ziggurat were joined to an immense domed edifice of dark stone, the dome almost large enough to cover the entire great square. Up close, it did indeed look like an immense gladiatorial arena, but one large enough to hold tens of thousands.

		 

		The mighty aura of the Dragonskull shone like a dark star from within that domed edifice.

		 

		Unfortunately, Azalmora saw no way into the domed arena. The only entrance she could see was the great doors in the front of the fane. Her initial impulse was to blast a hole in the wall, but that would have been challenging. The domed arena had been built of massive blocks of dark basalt cut from the nearby mountains. Even her magic would take considerable time to break through them. If that was not enough, potent warding spells shone with blue fire and shadow over the entire temple, shielding it from magical or physical attack.

		 

		Perhaps that would be the best strategy, to carefully break through the wards and the walls while guarded by Valdranek’s soldiers. If the Swordbearers attacked, Valdranek and his warriors would overwhelm and kill them. Four Swordbearers and their allies made for a formidable force, but even they could not stand against thousands of xortami soldiers.

		 

		Or the Swordbearers would find a secret way into the temple and destroy the Dragonskull while Azalmora was still peeling away the wards.

		 

		“We have come farther than any xortami lords have for thousands of years,” said Valdranek, gazing at the royal palace. “Millennia have passed since any xortami nobles have stood in the heart of our capital. Today the xortami empire shall be born anew.”

		 

		“Indeed,” said Azalmora. “And your empire will be guaranteed if I can but claim the Dragonskull.”

		 

		“Yes,” said Valdranek. “And if we can deal with those miserable Swordbearers.”

		 

		No undead attacked as more soldiers came into the square. Xortami soldiers moved to seal off the streets, with instructions to build temporary barricades from the available rubble. Kobold messengers came from the southern half of the city, reporting that while the undead attacks continued at the eastern and western barricades, they had slowed significantly and came with fewer numbers. Perhaps Valdranek’s forces had simply destroyed most of the undead, which Azalmora doubted.

		 

		More likely something else was holding Koravenor’s attention. The Swordbearers, maybe?

		 

		Or he was preparing the deadliest challenge yet.

		 

		As Valdranek issued orders, Azalmora strode toward the High Temple of Rhugavak, Thraxar following her.

		 

		The gates to the fane were enormous, fifty feet high and built of dark metal, but they seemed tiny in the massive edifice. Azalmora cast the spell to sense magical forces and felt the great power flowing through the wards. She thought the cataclysm the Dragonskull unleashed up Takaris might have shattered the wards, but she saw instead that the Dragonskull itself was fueling them.

		 

		Breaking through such powerful spells would be a challenge.

		 

		“A potent defense,” said Thraxar, his third eye twitching as it contemplated the wards.

		 

		“It is,” said Azalmora. “More potent than I would like. We may require aid from Valdranek’s priests to break through.”

		 

		She strode to the center of the great square where Valdranek’s banner flew. The Warlord conferred with his chief nobles. To judge from their conversation, the nobles wanted Valdranek to move at once to seize the royal palace and declare himself the emperor of the xortami nation. She resisted the urge to curl her lip in disdain. Just as well that Valdranek was in command and not his lords. He had self-discipline enough to keep his focus upon the main goal, and not to chase after mere titles until he had the power to back them up.

		 

		Azalmora had drawn breath to speak when the familiar pool of shadows appeared between her and Valdranek, rising to become the translucent projection of Koravenor.

		 

		“Further you have come, spiderling,” said Koravenor. “Have you the strength to claim the Dragonskull?”

		 

		“Have you the strength to strike down the Swordbearers?” said Azalmora. “For if they reach the Dragonskull before we do, they shall destroy it. The strongest cannot claim the Dragonskull if it is first destroyed by the Swordbearers.”

		 

		Koravenor said nothing. The golden mask concealed his features, and his face would have been undead and devoid of expression anyway. Yet Azalmora had the distinct impression that Koravenor was annoyed.

		 

		“You should consider the foes that lie before you,” said Koravenor. “For you shall soon face them.” He pointed his staff at the looming temple. “Behold, the wards upon the doors have been disarmed. You shall enter the temple alone and face the foe that awaits you there.”

		 

		“Alone?” said Azalmora.

		 

		“Alone,” repeated Koravenor. “If you desire to claim the Dragonskull, you must prove that you are the strongest.”

		 

		With that, he vanished, his spectral image unraveling into nothingness.

		 

		For a few seconds, no one spoke.

		 

		“You shall go alone into the temple?” said Valdranek. His yellow eyes narrowed as he looked at the huge fane and the domed arena. “Potent both are your spells and your sword, but to judge from the dark magic radiating from that place, to enter it without allies may be folly.”

		 

		“Perhaps,” said Azalmora, “but bold action is required. If we tarry too long, the Swordbearers will find a way past your soldiers and destroy the Dragonskull. Remember the fates of Makarov, Mharoslav, and your loyal servant Khurnetsov. We dare not underestimate our enemies.”

		 

		Though Azalmora wondered if she was being rash. If she was falling into the trap she had warned herself against, of rash action when a more considered approach was necessary.

		 

		Of course, there were hours when swift action was needed, when too much deliberation would lead to defeat. Azalmora suspected she had come to such an hour.

		 

		“So be it,” said Valdranek. “If you wish to cast the dice, then cast them, and we shall see what your fate holds.”

		 

		“Await me here,” she said to Thraxar. “I will enter the temple and dispatch this challenge, and then you shall join me.”

		 

		Or she could continue further into the temple and claim the Dragonskull at last.

		 

		Resolved, she strode back to the great fane, passing the looming statues of long-dead xortami lords. She reached the metal doors, and they swung open before her. Within she glimpsed the cool winter sun falling upon a floor of dark stone but saw no other details.

		 

		Azalmora stepped within, and the doors boomed shut behind her, leaving her in darkness.

		 

		Her six hidden eyes opened. Spiderlings could see in the dark better than nearly any other kindred save for the dwarves and the dvargir, but even spiderlings needed at least a little light. Fortunately, Ghostruin’s fire cast a pool of bloody light at her feet, and braziers burned in niches in the high walls, ghostly blue flames dancing around bowls of dark stone.

		 

		She stood in a massive hall, much like the one where Xothalaxiar had perished, but far larger. In the distance, several hundred yards away, she could just make out the shape of a great altar. Azalmora did not know the precise details of xortami religious ceremonies. Yet she knew the xortami regularly sacrificed slaves upon their altars, partly out of devotion and partly to keep their slave populations cowed through fear. It was a useful tactic, and Azalmora intended to continue it once Valdranek established his empire.

		 

		Though, of course, she would feed upon the life force of sacrificed slaves.

		 

		Azalmora took a few cautious steps forward, scanning for foes and reaching out with her arcane senses. This place was awash in dark magic, both from the aura of the Dragonskull and the wards that protected the temple. Yet she felt currents of power stirring nearby. New spells had been cast here and recently. Had Koravenor worked them? There were other undead priests in the city, though not of Koravenor’s power.

		 

		She had gone thirty yards into the fane when shadows and blue fire swirled ahead, and a figure appeared about twenty-five yards in front of her.

		 

		Azalmora found herself looking at the single most beautiful dark elf she had ever seen.

		 

		He wore a black robe and cloak trimmed with blue. For an alarmed instant, Azalmora thought it was the long blue coat traditionally worn by dark elven archmages, but this dark elf’s garments lacked that degree of ornamentation. In his right hand, he held a staff of gleaming silver, shadows bleeding from symbols carved upon its length, much as shadows swirled from the corrupted soulstone sent into Ghostruin. A silver diadem marked with symbols rested upon his brow, a minor soulstone set into its peak glowing with blue light. His dark hair hung to his shoulders, his void-filled eyes like pits in his pale, beautiful face.

		 

		And to Azalmora’s surprise, a wave of intense lust went through her, and a sudden image of her kneeling unclad before him went through her mind.

		 

		It had been a long, long time since any such impulse had occurred to her. Spiderlings could couple with males of other kindreds, though the inclination to do so varied wildly from individual to individual and was usually the interest of younger priestesses. Azalmora had known priestesses with guards of orcish soldiers whose duties included pleasing their mistress, which was invariably a source of amusement among the older priestesses. For as a spiderling aged, she learned that no physical pleasure was equal to wielding dark magic and imposing her will upon lesser creatures, though Azalmora found that killing with her own hands was a close second.

		 

		With an effort of will, Azalmora dismissed the urges from her thoughts.

		 

		It was harder than she expected, which meant the dark elf was using magic to influence her. Azalmora’s mind was protected from magical intrusions, but subtle spells could sometimes bypass such protections like a trickle of water finding its way through a fortified wall.

		 

		“Such radiant loveliness,” said the dark elf, spreading his arms. “A vision of beauty. Come to me, my spiderling rose, and I will show you such pleasure as you cannot imagine.”

		 

		That was new. In all the long and bloody millennia of her life, no one had ever tried to seduce Azalmora before, though she had undertaken her fair share of seductions. Under other circumstances, it might have been comical.

		 

		“A dark elf in the ruins of Takaris,” said Azalmora. “Permit me to guess. You have some cruel title laid upon you in mockery by your fellow dark elven nobles?”

		 

		“I see you are familiar with our ways,” said the dark elf. “The others called me the Engraver, for I am the master of all warding spells. Jealous of my prowess, the others named me that, but I have made the title my own. For none can equal my skill with spells of warding.”

		 

		“How fortunate for you,” said Azalmora. “You may have need of that skill soon enough if you think to stand in my path.”

		 

		“Why should I wish to stand in your path?” said the Engraver. “Why should we not walk it together, with my eyes fixed ever upon your beauty? Such pleasures we might bring one another.”

		 

		“How has a dark elf survived within the ruins of Takaris?” said Azalmora. “I imagine the guardians of this place would react badly to your presence, given the contempt the xortami have for your kindred.”

		 

		“For our kindred, my lovely one,” said the Engraver. “For I have never yet seen a woman of mingled urdmordar and dark elven heritage. Such a blending…it has bestowed your form and features with unsurpassed beauty. Come to me, and we will rule over these lizard vermin as king and queen.”

		 

		“I don’t wish to become a queen,” said Azalmora, which was true. She was going to become a goddess ruling over an empire.

		 

		“Then what do you desire?” said the Engraver. “For so beautiful a one must desire something?”

		 

		“I am going to claim the Dragonskull and wield its power for my own,” said Azalmora, “and I will use the xortami as a warrior elite in an empire that will crush and enslave all my foes. I will sweep from my path anyone who dares to challenge me. For you have come here to claim the Dragonskull yourself, have you not?”

		 

		The Engraver let out a ringing laugh. “The Dragonskull! The Dragonskull! It is all anyone will ever discuss in this miserable place. Why should I wish to claim a relic of dusty old bone? Yes, it seethes with dark magic, but look what it did to the xortami. No, I merely came here to view the runes carved upon the Dragonskull, to add them to my knowledge of wards.”

		 

		“And when you did,” said Azalmora, “you were ensnared. The undead priest Koravenor bound you, and you have been enslaved to the defenses of this place ever since.”

		 

		The Engraver’s expression had been calm and smiling, but something like enraged madness flickered over his face for just an instant before he caught himself. Azalmora had expected no less. The dark elves had been capable of great charm and some measure of self-control, but their enduring and self-defeating lust for cruelty always seethed just below the surface. The dark elves loved cruelty to the point where they would engage in it even when such a course was obviously self-defeating. Had they been able to exercise a little more self-control, they would rule the world.

		 

		But they couldn’t, and so the dark elves were a defeated, scattered remnant, their surviving nobles posturing fools like this one.

		 

		“You’ve met Koravenor, then?” said the Engraver, smiling once more. “Alas, I regret that you had such an experience. A mummified lizardman with pretensions of dark magic does make for tedious company. But come to me, and you shall not find me tedious at all. You will soon crave my touch as a thirsty man yearns for water.”

		 

		“Crude hedonism is not the path to power,” said Azalmora, “and power is greater than any mere pleasure.”

		 

		Again that enraged look flickered over his beautiful face. “Are all spiderlings so frigid and dull? You are half dark elf. Embrace that half of yourself, and I shall show you pleasure unending.”

		 

		“The dark elves,” said Azalmora, “were fools and failures. You could have ruled the world, but instead, you lurk in ruins and caverns, lording over tribes of kobolds and deep orcs and calling such places your kingdoms. Talk as you wish, but you are merely a slave bound to the power of the Dragonskull.”

		 

		The charm vanished entirely, replaced by the enraged madness of a dark elven lord whose pride had been challenged.

		 

		“Stupid little child,” hissed the Engraver. “I shall take my pleasure with you whether you will it or not. I can make it hurt for you. I can make it hurt for you very badly indeed.”

		 

		“Remove yourself from my path,” said Azalmora, pointing Ghostruin at him, “or else you shall see firsthand why the dark elves failed.”

		 

		The Engraver laughed, high and wild. “And you shall see why the other lords of the dark elves called me the Engraver.”

		 

		He struck the end of his staff against the floor with a ringing clang, and blazing blue light shone in the gloom of the fane. Symbols of blue flame burned to life on the floor and the walls, dozens of them. Azalmora just had time to recognize them as warding spells, specifically ones of restraint and binding. Then a barrage of invisible force struck her, wrapping around her like bands of iron. She staggered and then found herself frozen in place, held by the power of the Engraver’s wards.

		 

		“Well, well,” said Engraver, smiling once more as he strolled closer. “No more boasting words to say, spiderling? This day will not turn out to be a waste after all. What a delightful toy you will make. Ah, the rage upon your face! I don’t think you’ll have such a haughty look once I peel that armor off you. And that sword – an intriguing tool. Maybe I will be finally able to leave this miserable ruin once I have the power of that sword at my command.”

		 

		The interlocking wards held her immobile, but they had done nothing to her mind. Azalmora summoned magic and sent it flowing through Ghostruin, which crackled with crimson flame in her right hand. The crimson fire pulsed brighter, hotter, and a ring of it blasted from her, spreading for five or six yards before it dissipated into nothingness. Several of the symbols of binding on the floors and walls vanished, and suddenly Azalmora could move once more.

		 

		The Engraver came to a halt, void-filled eyes going wide, and Azalmora hurled a spell at him, a lance of shadow and blue flame designed to rip away his life force. Dark magic saturated the dark elves more intensely than any other creatures save the urdmordar, but they were still living beings of flesh and blood, and they could be killed. But the Engraver proved himself a capable wizard, and he thrust his staff, shadows pouring from its carvings to encase him in a ward. It drank away the dark force of Azalmora’s spell.

		 

		“You dare!” screamed the Engraver. “You dare to raise your hand against me!”

		 

		She resisted the urge to point out his capacity for stating the obvious and sent power into Ghostruin. The crimson fire burst from the sword, devouring more of the Engraver’s warding spells. The dark elven noble spat a curse, and shadows poured from his staff. He seized some of them in his hand, using them to draw a glyph in the air. It burned with blue fire and then vanished.

		 

		A score of wraiths rose from the ground and flowed toward her.

		 

		Azalmora cast the spell to sense magical forces and could not stop herself from laughing.

		 

		Confusion went over the Engraver’s features. Even for a powerful spiderling priestess, laughter was not an appropriate response when facing a score of spectral undead.

		 

		But while the wraiths were powerful, the binding spells upon them were not. The controlling spells that Koravenor had placed over his undead minions were potent and complex, the work of a true master of necromancy. By contrast, the binding spells on the Engraver’s wraiths were like the work of an overconfident child. The Qazaluuskan orcs could do better. Master of wards he might have been, but the Engraver’s skill with necromancy was far beneath Azalmora’s.

		 

		Her will reached out and seized control of the wraiths, and they halted in midair.

		 

		“Kill her,” said the Engraver. “Kill her, I command you!”

		 

		The wraiths remained motionless.

		 

		Azalmora pointed, and the hooded specters flowed toward the Engraver.

		 

		The dark elf’s eyes widened again, and he began casting spells, trying to reclaim control of his summoned creatures. His efforts were pathetic, and Azalmora beat them aside without much difficulty. The Engraver abandoned that strategy and began casting new wards instead, creating glyphs of blue flame to shield himself from his own undead. Azalmora sent the wraiths flying into them, destroying both his defenses and the specters, and cast spells of her own, backing them up with Ghostruin’s full might. The Engraver’s magical defenses crumbled beneath the force of the attacks, and the remaining half-dozen wraiths engulfed him.

		 

		The dark elf screamed and fell to his knees as the wraiths began drinking his life force, the shell of shadows rising from his staff keeping them from killing him instantly. Azalmora strode forward, raising Ghostruin, calling a spell to the forefront of her thoughts.

		 

		Killing the Engraver would be personally satisfying.

		 

		But she intended to build an empire, and he was very good with warding spells despite his ineptness at controlling the undead. She would make use of him, whether he willed it or not.

		 

		The Engraver stared up at her, helpless terror and rage on his face.

		 

		Azalmora swung the sword down, the dark soulblade just breaking the skin of his neck, and cast a spell. The dark magic poured through Ghostruin and plunged into the Engraver’s blood, and the dark elf rocked back with a scream, falling prone upon his back. With Ghostruin’s power backing her up, Azalmora reached into the Engraver’s mind and enslaved the dark elf to her will. It was a variant on the spell used to control corrupted war beasts like urvaalgs and ursaars. A dark elf was vulnerable to the same sort of magical domination, though they were usually powerful enough to fight it off. But with the Engraver’s defenses destroyed and a dark soulblade piercing his skin, he had no chance of fighting off the spell.

		 

		No chance whatsoever.

		 

		Azalmora’s power ripped into his mind and crushed it in her fist.

		 

		She stepped back and lowered Ghostruin, and the Engraver lay shuddering and trembling at her feet.

		 

		“Up,” commanded Azalmora.

		 

		The Engraver had no choice but to obey. Slowly, painfully, the Engraver sat up, grasped his staff, levered himself to a sitting position, and managed to get to one knee. He stared at her with hatred and no small amount of fear because he knew that he was trapped and could do nothing to escape his fate.

		 

		Just as he had intended to do to her.

		 

		For a second, Azalmora considered tormenting him but dismissed the thought. His knowledge was far too useful, and he would repay his foolishness in attacking her with millennia of enslavement and useful labor in her new empire.

		 

		“Take heart, my lord Engraver,” said Azalmora. “I shall put you to far better use than you intended for me.”

		 

		She heard the boom of the doors opening behind her and turned, Ghostruin coming up in guard.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 11: Shadow of the Skull

		 

		Dim winter sunlight spilled through the opened doors to the square, though it seemed shockingly bright in the gloom of the fane. The Engraver squinted and tried to shield his eyes. Two figures walked into the temple, and she made out the forms of Thraxar and Valdranek.

		 

		That struck her as strange. Why would Valdranek go anywhere with Thraxar?

		 

		Perhaps they were in league against her.

		 

		The Warlord and the Chosen Guard stopped a few paces away, gazing at the Engraver. Both men had their swords out but held low at their sides, spells of dark magic crackling around the blades. Azalmora wondered if they intended treachery, but their attention was on the Engraver.

		 

		“What manner of dark elven vermin is this?” said Valdranek.

		 

		“Vermin?” said the Engraver. “Vermin? You oversized lizard, I shall…”

		 

		Azalmora gestured, and the Engraver stopped talking with a choking noise.

		 

		“This is the Engraver,” said Azalmora. “He came to Takaris to try and steal the lore of the Dragonskull for himself. Instead, Koravenor trapped him and bound him to the Dragonskull. He was foolish enough to attack me, so now he is under my control.”

		 

		“Impressive,” said Valdranek, examining the Engraver as if the dark elven lord was an unusual insect. “Our priests did the same with the Ossuary, though it took considerably more effort.”

		 

		“Speaking of Koravenor,” said Thraxar, “the priest bade us to join you here.”

		 

		“What did he say?” said Azalmora.

		 

		“That if I wish to become the emperor of the xortami,” said Valdranek, “and if Thraxar desires to become the champion of the new goddess, we should come here now. And we would come alone.” He growled. “I do not appreciate these games.”

		 

		“Nor do I,” said Azalmora, “but we have been forced to play them since coming to Takaris. And I expect…ah, here we are.”

		 

		Shadows coiled across the floor, rising into the familiar spectral image of Koravenor.

		 

		“I see you have overcome the Engraver,” said Koravenor. “His skill with warding spells is potent, but to win victory, one must not merely defend. One must also attack with forceful vigor.”

		 

		“Indeed,” said Valdranek. “I find these games tiresome, high priest, and a waste of my time. For a xortami of the priestly caste, however powerful, to command one of the noble caste in matters of war is…uncouth. I demand you cease these challenges and bring me to the Dragonskull.”

		 

		Koravenor hesitated, the tension visible even in his undead frame.

		 

		The priest offered a bow to Valdranek.

		 

		The Engraver looked surprised.

		 

		“Forgive me, lord,” said Koravenor. “All that you say is true. Yet my will is not entirely my own. The might of the Dragonskull has overwritten much of my mind. But when you claim the Dragonskull and establish the new xortami empire, my spells shall be yours to command in all things.”

		 

		“We shall see,” said Valdranek. “How many more of these challenges await?”

		 

		“Just one,” said Koravenor. “For all three of you seek the Dragonskull for different reasons. You, spiderling, desire to cast off your inferior dark elven blood and transform into a true urdmordar. You, orc, want to become the high priest and champion of her cult and wield power far beyond anything in the annals of your kindred. And you, my lord Valdranek, wish to reunite the xortami tribes and rule over our new empire.”

		 

		“We all seek the same thing, priest,” said Valdranek. “Power.”

		 

		“Do you think to pit us against each other?” said Azalmora. “That is an error. For I think our combined power and skill would be enough to overcome even your magic.”

		 

		“So it would,” said Koravenor. “For that was the error we made when we first created the Dragonskull. No one man or woman, no matter how mighty, can wield all aspects of power. Should he fail, all will be lost. Your path is wiser.” His skeletal finger pointed at each of them in turn. “You, spiderling, shall be the goddess. You, my lord Valdranek, shall be the ruler. And you, orc, will be the iron fist. Upon these pillars shall rise an empire far mightier than the first founded in Takaris.”

		 

		He ignored the Engraver, which seemed to annoy the dark elf.

		 

		“Enough speech,” said Valdranek. “There shall be time for that once the Swordbearers have been defeated. Take us to your final challenge now. Else the Swordbearers will destroy the Dragonskull before we can reach it.”

		 

		“As you wish, my lord,” said Koravenor. “This way.”

		 

		The translucent image glided across the temple floor. Azalmora looked at Thraxar and Valdranek, and they followed her, keeping their swords and weapons ready. As an afterthought, she commanded the Engraver to follow them. His knowledge would prove valuable, and he might also make a useful pawn to sacrifice in the coming challenge.

		 

		Or battle.

		 

		Whatever it was that Koravenor intended to throw at them next.

		 

		“Speak,” said Valdranek. “What challenge do you lay before us now?”

		 

		“There were many kinds of dragons in the elder eras,” said Koravenor. The priest turned to face them, gliding backward as he spoke. “Among the greatest of them were the high dragons, who wielded power even beyond the imagination of the dark elves at the height of their strength. The high dragons traveled from world to world, preparing it for the kindreds who would awake there. Such was the history of this world when it was still young. When the first elves awoke, the high dragons handed the stewardship of this world over to them.”

		 

		“That is not how it happened,” snarled the Engraver. “The ancient elves were complacent and lacked vision, content to dwell upon what they had been given and to never grow beyond it. Those of us who were wise enough to reach beyond our limits, to find the power of the shadow of Incariel, we were…”

		 

		Azalmora sent a mental command, and the Engraver stopped talking. She had no interest in listening to him justify the myriad failures of the dark elves.

		 

		“Even high dragons die,” said Koravenor. “The ancient elves sealed away their bones in a hidden tomb called Dragonfall, for the bones of dragons are charged with great magic, power beyond the reach of lesser kindreds. But the high dragons have enemies, and there was a battle in the great voids between the worlds. One of the high dragons fell dead to this world not far from here, his bones driven far into the earth from the impact. We delved deep in the rock to bring the bones forth, for our priests and sorcerers saw the power, the potential.”

		 

		“The Dragonskull,” said Azalmora.

		 

		They drew nearer to the great altar at the far side of the fane, a massive slab of black rock about the size of a house. It rested atop an elaborate dais carved with reliefs, and Azalmora sensed the echoes of old dark magic. Many slaves had been sacrificed there across the centuries.

		 

		Past the altar, in the far wall of the fane, stood another pair of massive doors wrought of dark metal. Unless Azalmora missed her guess, those doors would lead to the domed arena she had seen outside.

		 

		To the power she had sought for so very long.

		 

		“We brought the dragon’s skull to Takaris and forged it into a relic of surpassing power,” said Koravenor. “As you know, else you would not now stand here.” The priest’s image glided up to the dais and stopped before the altar, still facing them. “We knew we had made an artifact that would give us dominion over the world. But what we did not know, what we did not understand, was that there would be consequences we could not foresee.”

		 

		“Obviously,” said Valdranek. “The Dragonskull destroyed its wielders, and the xortami empire collapsed.”

		 

		“Such was one consequence,” said Koravenor. “Hearken to another. The power of the high dragons is beyond the ability of mortal minds to comprehend. Even the minds of xortami, as superior as we are over the various kindreds of apes that infest this world, are unable to fully grasp the truth. We did not realize that the bones would cast a shadow.”

		 

		“All physical objects cast shadows if they stand in sufficient light,” said Thraxar.

		 

		“Some shadows, orc, are stronger than others,” said Koravenor, “and the shadow of a dragon is the strongest of all. Behold your final challenge.”

		 

		The priest raised his staff, the blue light shining brighter in the gloom of the fane. Azalmora looked toward the distant roof, and the shadows stirred above her.

		 

		No, not stirred.

		 

		The shadows were moving.

		 

		The great dragon leaped from the ceiling and plummeted toward them like a thunderbolt.

		 

		The creature had been fashioned entirely out of coiling wisps of shadow, shadows so dense and black that they had become a solid thing capable of blocking light. The great beast was a hundred feet long from jaws to serpentine tail, its limbs thick as tree trunks. Had its wings been unfurled, they would have been larger than the sails of a Heptarchy warship. Its jaws yawned wide, and they were large enough to swallow Azalmora whole, a fact which was important because those jaws were hurtling right at her.

		 

		Training and reflex took over, and Azalmora threw herself to the side, hitting the floor and rolling. A second later, the dragon struck the floor, and though it might have been fashioned of shadow, it still landed with enough force to make the ground shudder.

		 

		Koravenor had spoken truly when he said the shadow of a dragon was greater than any other.

		 

		The dragon leaped back into the air with terrific speed, its wings beating to raise the dark creature into the air. The wind from its wings tugged at Azalmora’s cloak and hair, so strong that she had to brace herself to keep from falling over. Blue fire blazed to life in the depths of the shadowy dragon’s jaws, and Azalmora knew it was about to breathe flame upon them.

		 

		Or the equivalent of flame.

		 

		Ghostly blue fire leaped from the jaws of the shadowy dragon and rolled across the floor. It wasn’t fire at all, of course, but a manifestation of dark magic, a wave of entropy that would rip away Azalmora’s life force and wither her flesh to dust. She cast a warding spell, channeling it through Ghostruin to augment her magic, and the spell flared to life.

		 

		It proved just barely enough.

		 

		The dragon’s entropic fire struck her ward with the force of an avalanche. Azalmora staggered, the strain from the competing powers burning through her mind. Even with Ghostruin’s magic backing up her strength, it was barely enough. The sheer power of the ghostly fire was drawn from the Dragonskull itself.

		 

		Power that Azalmora herself would soon possess.

		 

		Unless, of course, the shadowy dragon killed her.

		 

		With the dragon breathing its flame at her, both Thraxar and Valdranek sprang into motion. Valdranek went left while Thraxar went right, their sword blades charged with dark magic. Both the orc and the xortami warlord attacked, driving their swords into the dragon’s neck. Their blades sank into the shadowy mass, and the dragon reared back on its hind legs, forelegs extended, and then hammered back down, intending to crush them.

		 

		But they were too experienced as fighters to fall victim to the attack, and Thraxar and Valdranek dodged out of the way. The dragon’s forelimbs slammed into the floor, and its jaws opened wide and sent another plume of entropic flame billowing over the temple. Again Azalmora had to work a warding spell, putting her whole strength into it.

		 

		From the corner of her eye, she saw the Engraver raise his staff, shadows streaming from it. The dark elf drew a glyph from the shadows that transmuted to blue flame, multiplying into a dozen copies of the same symbol that hovered before him.

		 

		She had no more time to contemplate it because the fire slammed into her ward once again.

		 

		Another wave of stress, even pain, went through her mind as she held against the dragon’s fire. It ripped at her warding spell, shredding it even as she forced it to hold with the iron grip of her will. The blast of fire also struck the Engraver, yet it parted around the dark elven lord and left him untouched.

		 

		It seemed his skill with wards was as great as he claimed.

		 

		Thraxar and Valdranek had taken cover behind the dais, which gave them just enough cover to avoid the flames. They leaped over the dais and rushed at the shadowy dragon, but the beast sprang into the air. Again the blue flame started to dance to life around its dark fangs.

		 

		“Engraver!” said Azalmora. “Warding spells for all of us, now!”

		 

		No doubt the Engraver had hoped that the dragon would kill her, allowing him to escape back to the presumably more tolerable service of Koravenor. But her domination spells held true, and the Engraver had no choice but to cast warding spells as she commanded. His hand moved in a blur, shaping the shadows that bled from his staff into elaborate symbols.

		 

		The shadows burned with blue light, and a ring of glowing sigils floated in front of Azalmora. Identical rings appeared in front of Thraxar, Valdranek, and the Engraver, and the dragon unleashed its fire. The cone of blue flame swept from the jaws and engulfed Azalmora, but the ring of sigils that the Engraver had summoned at her command held.

		 

		Which meant Azalmora’s magic was free to strike back.

		 

		She pointed, drawing on every bit of her magical power and every scrap of strength that Ghostruin could give her. A shaft of blue flame leaped from her hand and sliced into the dragon’s flank. Shadows exploded from the hovering beast’s side, spraying into the air only to vanish into nothingness. The dragon’s jaws yawned as if it had roared, though it remained silent, and it circled to the left.

		 

		“The wings!” bellowed Valdranek, circling around the dais to keep the hovering dragon in sight. “Direct your spells against the wings! Force it to the ground!”

		 

		He followed his own advice and began a spell, blue fire swirling around his hand, Thraxar likewise summoning his magic. Azalmora drew on more power, blue light shining around her hand. She, Thraxar, and Valdranek struck as one, shafts of blue flame stabbing upward to slice across the dragon’s right wing. The dragon might have been a shadow cast by the Dragonskull, but it still needed wings to fly. The spells tore the wing to shreds, and the dragon jerked in midair and plummeted to the ground.

		 

		Right at Azalmora.

		 

		She flung herself to the side as the dragon slammed into the floor, the temple shaking from the impact. The shadowy dragon’s tail swept at her like the crack of an immense whip. Azalmora dodged, but not quite fast enough, and the blow hit her and threw her backward. She slammed into the floor and slid into the base of the wall.

		 

		That hurt.

		 

		Quite a lot.

		 

		But pain meant nothing. She had endured far worse during her training in the Temple of the Visionary, and she would willingly subject herself to much worse to obtain the power of the Dragonskull. With a grunt of effort, Azalmora forced herself back to her feet. Her head swam from her impact against the wall, but she ran back at the dragon.

		 

		She had taken a battering, but so had the dragon. The volley of magical spells had damaged the creature’s right wing, and it could no longer take to the air. The beast was quick and strong, and it unleashed plumes of entropic blue flames from its dark jaws. But its great size worked against it. Valdranek and Thraxar were just as fast and far more agile, and they hewed at the dragon’s sides, their spell-wreathed blades ripping into the shadowy bulk.

		 

		And they had another advantage.

		 

		The shadowy dragon was not regenerating. The power of the Dragonskull might have created it, but it seemed that power could only manifest for a short time. Or maybe if the dragon was destroyed, Koravenor would have to summon it again, and Azalmora might be able to claim the Dragonskull before the priest called the shadow dragon once more.

		 

		She had to hit it hard, to destroy it now, while she had the chance.

		 

		Azalmora ran toward the dragon as Thraxar and Valdranek attacked from the sides. That gave her another advantage. The dragon had a hard time focusing on more than one foe at once. Whenever Valdranek attacked, the dragon turned toward him, only for Thraxar to strike from the other side. When the dragon swung its head at Thraxar, Valdranek attacked again.

		 

		The dragon turned toward her as she ran towards it, and the blue fire erupted from its jaws.

		 

		The flames struck her but parted around the ring of wards that the Engraver had cast before her. The dragon’s entropic fire intensified, but the wards held, and Azalmora found herself standing before the dragon’s head. The creature drew back, but Azalmora had gotten close enough.

		 

		She leaped, seized the dragon’s head with her free hand, and flung herself onto the top, the shadowy flesh chill beneath her. The dragon jerked, and it would have whipped its long neck to the side.

		 

		Before it could do that, she drove Ghostruin into the dragon’s skull.

		 

		The shadowy material of the dragon’s body was as hard as actual flesh and bone, but Ghostruin cleaved through it like soft butter. The dark soulblade plunged into the dragon’s head to the hilt, and Azalmora cast a spell, throwing every shred of magical power she could summon into the sword. Ghostruin’s power augmented and enhanced her spell, and her magic plunged through the sword and ripped into the shadowy dragon, unraveling it from the inside.

		 

		For a second, the dragon shone like a star, frozen in place, ribbons of blue fire ripping down its body.

		 

		Then the dragon dissolved into nothingness, wisps of black smoke rolling away in all directions.

		 

		Azalmora found herself plummeting to the floor. She flung out her right hand, making sure that she wouldn’t land on Ghostruin, and tucked her shoulder. The floor rushed up to meet her, and she rolled. Once again, she hit the ground hard, tumbling over and over, and at last she came to a halt, every inch of her body aching.

		 

		But pain would not stop her.

		 

		She rolled to one knee, hand coming up in a spell, ready to defend or attack as necessary.

		 

		But there was no need. The dragon was gone as if it had never existed. Thraxar, Valdranek, and the Engraver were all staring at her. She was pleased to note that there was fear on the Engraver’s face while Valdranek watched her with cautious wariness. The domination spells ensured that the Engraver was incapable of betraying her, but it was always good to remind Valdranek that allying with her had been the correct decision, that she was indeed capable of becoming the driving power behind the new xortami empire.

		 

		“Quaesitor,” said Thraxar. “Are you injured?”

		 

		“No,” said Azalmora. Truth be told, she felt battered and was limping a bit, but spiderlings were resilient. She stooped and picked up Ghostruin. The sword, of course, was intact. It would take far more than a simple fall to damage a dark soulblade.

		 

		“A mighty blow,” said Valdranek. “The battle hung in the balance.”

		 

		“It did,” said Azalmora. She rolled her shoulders and looked at the Engraver. “Even you, my lord Engraver, proved to be of use.”

		 

		“Shall I be rewarded for this?” said the Engraver.

		 

		“Your reward,” said Valdranek, pointing his sword at the dark elf, “is that we shall let you remain the thrall of the Lady Azalmora and not subject you to the same discipline we have inflicted upon the Ossuary over the millennia.”

		 

		“A fine reward, I think,” said Azalmora. “I daresay you would be less charming if you had spikes of bone growing from your face.”

		 

		The Engraver stopped talking. She didn’t even have to command him. Apparently, he had some survival instincts after all.

		 

		Boots clicked against the stone floor, and Azalmora turned to face the doors to the plaza. A group of xortami nobles in armor and priests in robes approached, and Azalmora recognized them as Valdranek’s inner circle.

		 

		“My lord,” said one of the nobles. “You were victorious.”

		 

		“Yes,” said Valdranek. “How did you know? I bade you to remain outside until I summoned you.”

		 

		“The shadow of the undead priest,” said one of the priests. “He said that you were victorious and would require our presence. Did we act in error, Warlord?”

		 

		“It would appear not,” said Valdranek. “Where is that meddlesome priest? Did his image depart?”

		 

		Before his advisors could answer, shadows pooled on the floor between Azalmora and Valdranek. She tensed, wondering if the shadowy dragon was going to reform itself, but instead the shadows became the translucent image of Koravenor once more.

		 

		“You have defeated the shadow of the Dragonskull itself,” said the masked priest. “An impressive victory.”

		 

		“What of the Swordbearers?” said Azalmora. If Koravenor was willing to heed Valdranek enough to invite the Warlord’s advisors into the temple, then perhaps he would listen to her. “Have you defeated them?”

		 

		“They yet live,” said Koravenor. “But not for much longer. They reached the passages beneath the city but swiftly became lost. Whether they live or die, they will not stop you from claiming the Dragonskull.”

		 

		“Then what challenge do you have for us now?” said Azalmora.

		 

		“You have prevailed, my lord Valdranek, Lady Azalmora,” said Koravenor. “For the Dragonskull awoke as those with dark power came to wield it, and only the strongest may claim it. You have proven yourselves to be the strongest.” The masked specter beckoned with a withered hand. “Come. The Dragonskull awaits.”

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 12: Prophecies

		 

		Morigna led Gareth and others through the maze of tunnels beneath the ruins of Takaris.

		 

		The labyrinth had served a dual purpose for the xortami – a sewer and drainage system, and to channel flows of lava into the city, no doubt for use in powering their foundries and furnaces and their spells. The city might have been a ruin, but the underground tunnels were in good condition, and the passage of the millennia had done little to harm them.

		 

		“I keep thinking we’ll find another cave-in,” said Jerome, eyeing one of the channels of molten stone with a wary look, as if he expected the lava to attack them or for dangerous creatures to emerge from it. Given all the dangers they had seen, it wouldn’t have been surprising. “Or that one of the tunnels flooded with molten stone.”

		 

		“It appears the destruction unleashed by the Dragonskull was limited to the surface,” said Morigna. “Or at least it did not extend very far underground.”

		 

		“I’ll say this for the xortami,” said Niara. “They knew how to work with stone and metal. If Takaris had been a human city, there would be nothing left. Maybe some stone walls still standing, a few holes that used to be cellars, and some grassy mounds.” She waved her staff, encompassing the tunnels. “Not all this. If Valdranek has the numbers, it wouldn’t take much work to rebuild Takaris and make it defensible again.”

		 

		“Then let’s hope we destroy the Dragonskull,” said Crake. “Or else I reckon the Norvangir will have many problems in a few years.”

		 

		“That is why we are here, yes,” said Gareth. The sarcasm went over Crake’s head.

		 

		Gareth remained watchful, expecting an attack at any moment. He doubted that Koravenor had forgotten them, and the undead priest was no doubt preparing more of his “challenges.” For that matter, Takaris was full of lesser undead and other dangerous creatures, and they would attack with or without Koravenor’s instructions.

		 

		Yet to Gareth’s surprise, they remained alone in the tunnels. Maybe Valdranek’s army had moved into the city, and all the undead were focused on the xortami. Perhaps the undead simply didn’t come down into the tunnels often.

		 

		“Could Azalmora have found the Dragonskull already?” said Gareth, speaking his fear aloud.

		 

		“No,” said Morigna with certainty. “I would sense it if she did. So would Niara, Telemachus, and Joachim, for that matter, and any wielder of magic within ten miles of the thing. You Swordbearers would sense, for your weapons would react in wrath.”

		 

		“It appears I would be the only one unaware of such a calamitous event,” said Dietmar.

		 

		“But I expect you would not remain unaware for long,” said Morigna. “No, Azalmora has not yet found the Dragonskull. However, I wonder why Koravenor has not shown himself again. Events elsewhere must require his attention.”

		 

		“Couldn’t he just send that shadow projection to watch us?” said Jerome.

		 

		“Even undead priests of great power can only split their thoughts in so many directions at once,” said Morigna. “Perhaps something of greater danger holds his attention.”

		 

		“More dangerous than four Swordbearers coming to destroy the Dragonskull?” said Philip.

		 

		“Perhaps,” said Morigna. “We shall see.”

		 

		They followed a widening tunnel leading to the heart of the city and the great structures there. A channel of lava two yards across flowed down the center, its heat held at bay by the warding spells of the ancient xortami builders. No enemies showed themselves, but another problem soon presented itself.

		 

		Even with her Sight, Morigna could not find the path forward.

		 

		The tunnel ended in a wall of massive blocks of rough-hewn granite. The lava flowed into a narrow tunnel set into the base of the wall. There were no doors in the wall, though side tunnels opened off on either side a few yards back.

		 

		“I suspect,” said Morigna, tapping her staff against the wall, “that these are the foundation stones of the large buildings in the center of Takaris, the royal palace and the temple housing the Dragonskull. Because the Dragonskull is almost directly above us in that direction.” she pointed her staff toward the ceiling.

		 

		“Then we need to find a way to get back to the surface,” said Gareth.

		 

		“Aye,” said Morigna. “Come, let us search. The royal path led from the temple in the mountains to Takaris, so we can assume there is an entrance to the palace above.”

		 

		They took one of the side tunnels and soon discovered that a network of smaller passages encircled the massive foundation stones. Morigna’s logic was sound, but despite the search, they found no entrances into the foundation stones.

		 

		After an hour of futile searching, they entered a large chamber. Its far wall was built of massive foundation blocks. No lava streams flowed into this room, and in the glow from Morigna’s and Niara’s spells of light, Gareth saw no signs of any foes nor anything remarkable about this room.

		 

		There was also no trace of an entrance to the surface.

		 

		“Maybe we should find another way,” said Crake.

		 

		“We may have no choice,” said Morigna. “There must be an entrance into the palace and quite possibly the temple, but I cannot find it.”

		 

		“Could you guide us with the Sight?” said Niara. “You did in the Deeps while we were hunting Xothalaxiar.”

		 

		Morigna gave a shake of her head. “I fear not. We are too close to the Dragonskull. Its dark aura is nearly overwhelming. I think we will simply have to search until we find a stairwell leading upward. There must be exits into other regions of the city, though such a course will have perils. We will have to fight our way through many undead, though perhaps we can remain unnoticed.” She pointed at one of the passages leading elsewhere, an unadorned corridor of dark stone with a dim red glow in the distance. “That heads west. If we come to the surface there, hopefully we shall avoid both Valdranek’s soldiers and the bulk of the undead…”

		 

		“Wait,” said Philip.

		 

		The Guardian fell silent, and Gareth looked at his friend. Philip’s brow furrowed in concentration.

		 

		“What is it?” said Morigna.

		 

		“Do you feel that?” said Philip.

		 

		“Other than tired, sore, and hungry, I don’t feel anything,” said Jerome.

		 

		“There’s a wind,” said Philip. “A breeze.”

		 

		Philip was right. There was a breeze, but it was barely noticeable. Nor was it that unusual. After they had entered the maze beneath Takaris and found the channels of molten stone, the difference in temperature between the warm air near the lava and the icy air in the rest of the passages had created winds. The passageway that Morigna had indicated probably had a stream of molten stone, which explained the breeze.

		 

		Crake shrugged. “Aye, you’re right, but what of it? Lots of wind down here.”

		 

		“It’s too cold,” said Philip, “and it’s coming from the wrong direction.”

		 

		A memory blazed through Gareth’s mind.

		 

		It had been in Tarlion after the deaths of Iseult and her father and her husband. Gareth and his friends had stood in the great hall of the High King’s Citadel, and Gareth’s father had planned to gather knights, Swordbearers, and Magistri to ride out in pursuit of Azalmora and Mharoslav.

		 

		But the Sight had come upon Gareth’s sister.

		 

		Rhoanna Arban had been born with the Sight more powerfully than any other human in history, or so Gareth’s mother and Philip’s mother agreed. Gareth loved his sister, though he had to admit she was a strange little girl. Her abilities with the Sight had also given her the annoying quality of a mischievous sense of humor, and she sometimes enjoyed unsettling people. Gareth hoped that whoever became her husband one day was up to the task.

		 

		When the Sight came upon her in power, her predictions were never wrong.

		 

		Rhoanna had said that Gareth, Philip, Jerome, Crake, and Telemachus had to set off after Azalmora and Mharoslav, or else they would all die, and a new empire of darkness would arise in the north. Rhoanna had also given predictions to Gareth and each of his friends.

		 

		Gareth had to follow the Waystones, which he had done.

		 

		Crake needed to reforge the weapon of the fallen king, which had come true when he and Ingvilda had reforged Gungnir.

		 

		Jerome had to duel the awakened shaman, and he had delivered the blow that defeated the Old One Nhalavask in his tomb.

		 

		Telemachus needed to master his magic, or else Mharoslav would slay him, and that had come to pass when Niara had helped him wield his gauntlet, using its power against the warlock.

		 

		Rhoanna’s prediction about Philip echoed through Gareth’s mind.

		 

		“You, Sir Philip, must find the gate, the way into the ruins of the madmen who built the Dragonskull.”

		 

		Right now, they stood in those ruins, not far from the resting place of the Dragonskull itself.

		 

		“Is that breeze coming from the wall?” said Gareth, pointing at the massive foundation stones.

		 

		“I think so,” said Philip.

		 

		He walked forward, Gareth and the others following, and stopped a few yards from the wall. Gareth could feel the breeze, though faintly, and if Philip hadn’t pointed it out, he wouldn’t have noticed it at all. The air changed direction down here so often that Gareth had stopped noticing it.

		 

		Philip hadn’t, though.

		 

		“It’s right here,” he said, and he put his hand on the narrow gap between two of the massive blocks. The wall had no mortar, but despite their rough faces, the blocks had been fitted together so tightly that Gareth didn’t think he could have gotten the blade of a knife between them.

		 

		The faint breeze came from between two of the stones.

		 

		“There must be a hollow space behind this wall,” said Philip.

		 

		Crake grunted. “Doesn’t look all that promising. If there’s a secret door, we don’t have a good way to open it.” He turned to Morigna. “Could you use your magic to turn the rock to sand?”

		 

		“I could,” said Morigna, “but with rock of this thickness, it would take the better part of a day. And since these blocks bear the weight of all the ones above them, the risk of a collapse would be considerable.”

		 

		“A thought occurs, Guardian,” said Dietmar. “Do you remember the animated statues?”

		 

		“Rather vividly,” said Morigna.

		 

		“Not the kind of thing you forget,” said Crake.

		 

		“The ancient xortami were clearly skilled with using lodestones and magic in conjunction,” said Dietmar. “Perhaps magnetism was used to open this door.”

		 

		“We can find out swiftly,” said Telemachus. “Please stand back, Sir Philip.”

		 

		Philip took a long step back, and Telemachus raised his left hand, the copper inlays on the back of his gauntlet flashing. He cast a spell, and slender arcs of lightning leaped from his hands and danced the across wall, dazzlingly bright in the relative gloom.

		 

		Telemachus lowered his hand. “Your logic is sound, Master Dietmar, as always. There are several large lodestones in the wall. Based on their position, I think I can use them to open the door.” He paused. “Though we should take several steps back. If I use the gauntlet on those lodestones, I suspect the door will open rather…abruptly.”

		 

		“By all means, then,” said Morigna.

		 

		Gareth and the others took several steps back, giving Telemachus room to work.

		 

		“Better draw your weapons, everyone,” said Niara. “No telling what’s waiting for us behind that door.”

		 

		“Sound counsel,” said Morigna, and her staff began to glow purple. Gareth drew Stormshield, and the others raised weapons or readied spells. “Sir Telemachus?”

		 

		Telemachus raised his gauntlet, lightning crackling around it.

		 

		For a second, nothing happened, and then three of the massive blocks split in half and swung outward. They opened so fast and with such force that the hidden doors slammed against the stone wall with a tremendous boom. Gareth flinched despite himself, and the echoes rolled over and over through the chamber and into the surrounding corridors.

		 

		“Bloody hell, that was loud,” said Crake.

		 

		“Good thing we saw no one else down here,” said Jerome. “Else the noise would bring them running.”

		 

		Beyond the opened doors, Gareth saw a broad flight of dark stone stairs climbing upward. Crimson light shone from crystals embedded in the ceiling. The chill breeze from the stairs grew stronger, but no enemies issued forth.

		 

		“Let’s go,” said Gareth, and they headed for the stairs.

		 

		“Ah, I see,” said Morigna as they neared the doors. She pointed at gleaming metal disks set set into the stone, similar to the ones Gareth had seen inside the animated statues. “A clever arrangement of enspelled lodestones. Under other circumstances, I would have spotted them with the Sight at once. The aura of the Dragonskull concealed them completely.”

		 

		The steps climbed up for several hundred feet and finally stopped in front of twin doors of black metal. As with the entrance to the Temple of Rhugavak in the mountains, symbols of blue fire glowed on the doors. Morigna peered at the symbols for a while and then nodded to herself.

		 

		“As before,” she said. “Joachim, Niara, cast spells of dispelling, and when they do, Sir Crake, strike the doors here.” She pointed at a spot in the center. “That will break the wards and allow us to pass.”

		 

		“Any idea what’s behind the doors?” said Gareth.

		 

		“None, I fear,” said Morigna. “The haze from the Dragonskull is simply too thick.” She was right about that. The rage from Stormshield had gotten stronger with every step that Gareth had taken up the stairs. “I suspect we are about to enter the temple housing the Dragonskull itself. Be ready for any kind of undead.”

		 

		“Well, let’s go smash this damn Dragonskull and go home,” said Crake, hefting his hammer.

		 

		Niara and Joachim cast the spells of dispelling, shafts of white flame lashing over the doors. Crake raised Valorforge and brought the soulhammer crashing down. The ringing clang of the impact filled Gareth’s ears, and the blue symbols went out. The metal doors swung open, revealing a pillared hall lit by crimson-glowing crystals set into the ceiling. The walls were unadorned stone, and three stone tables ran the length of the chamber. Racks along the walls held swords and scale armor sized to fit xortami. Gareth had the impression this had been a hall for soldiers, a place where they ate and armed themselves.

		 

		A score of undead moved through the room. Like many of the undead they had faced in Takaris, the creatures were mummified, withered xortami warriors, their crimson scales faded and blotchy. Ghostly images of the xortami as they had been in life glowed over each of the undead lizardmen, providing them with spectral armor.

		 

		Perhaps the undead had simply been standing motionless, or they had been wandering around the room in an echo of the activities they had carried out in life. But when the doors burst open, the undead whirled and charged as one, raising shields and lifting swords.

		 

		“Defend yourselves!” said Morigna, starting a spell.

		 

		Gareth and the other Swordbearers needed no prompting. With Telemachus joining them, they ran to meet the attack of the enemy. Even without a soulblade, Niara reacted first, and she sent a shaft of white flame blazing through the hall, so bright that it banished the gloom. The fire passed through Gareth and the others without harming them, but it sliced into the first rank of the undead. Niara’s spell destroyed three of the creatures in the blink of an eye.

		 

		One of the undead lunged at him, and before its blow could land, Gareth struck. Stormshield clove through the creature’s neck, sending the head rolling away across the floor. Crake smashed Valorforge through the skull of another undead, and Philip and Jerome dispatched their foes. Telemachus’s lightning-wreathed sword danced back and forth in his hands, and he took off the head of an undead warrior.

		 

		Niara cast another spell, and this time Joachim joined her, both Magistri hurling blasts of white fire into the fray. More undead fell, and Gareth and the other Swordbearers pushed forward. A few moments later, Philip cut down the last of the undead, and the sounds of battle faded.

		 

		“Is that all of them?” said Crake, looking around.

		 

		“I believe so,” said Morigna. “At least for now. I have no doubt we shall encounter more soon enough.” She took a few steps forward. “I believe we are in the great temple at the heart of the city. Likely this was once a guard room. The aura of the Dragonskull is very close now. This way.”

		 

		They crossed the hall to a pair of doors at the far end. Morigna pushed them open and beyond was a stone corridor illuminated by more red crystals.

		 

		“I wonder if these passages were for servants and slaves,” said Niara. “No decorations.”

		 

		“Most likely,” said Morigna.

		 

		They hurried through the narrow corridor, passing more guard halls and chambers that had once been either barracks or storage rooms. Twice more, they were attacked by undead, but the soulblades made short work of them. Gareth expected a more serious attack at any moment. They had almost reached the resting place of the Dragonskull. Surely Koravenor would realize the danger and respond soon.

		 

		Their path took them to more ornate corridors, ones with the typical xortami reliefs carved into the walls. They had left the servants’ and the guards’ portion of the temple complex and come to the places where the xortami priests themselves had once walked.

		 

		Another warded door blocked their path, and Niara, Joachim, and Crake broke the spells on it. The door swung open, revealing a large square hall, easily a hundred yards across in every direction. A low dais about twenty yards across stood in the center of the room. Braziers of black stone that glowed with blue fire stood in the corners. The ceiling was pyramidal, climbing upward in successive courses to reach an apex over the center of the dais.

		 

		Morigna let out a shuddering breath.

		 

		“What is it?” said Gareth. “What do you see?”

		 

		“The Dragonskull,” said Morigna. “Or, rather, its aura. The aura, I fear…is rather potent this close to the relic.”

		 

		“Is it in here?” said Gareth, looking around as they filed into the chamber. He didn’t think the Dragonskull was nearby. Gareth had never laid eyes on the damned thing, but thanks to the visions of the Waystone, he knew what it looked like. It was an immense dragon’s skull of grayish bone about the size of an ox-drawn wagon. Hundreds of glowing blue sigils covered the skull, the work of the xortami priests and sorcerers who had forged it so long ago.

		 

		But this chamber was utterly deserted.

		 

		“No,” said Morigna. “Be wary. Either Koravenor will make an appearance, or we shall encounter some other trap or defender. For all his talk about how the Dragonskull must go to the strongest, Koravenor knows we wish to destroy it, and he will try to stop us.”

		 

		They strode into the hall.

		 

		They had gone no more than a few steps when shadows began shifting atop the dais. Gareth’s first thought was that Koravenor’s shadow projection was about to appear and challenge them.

		 

		Except Koravenor’s image had always arisen from a small pool of shadows, and the swirling darkness covered the entire dais.

		 

		Morigna came to a sudden halt, her eyes going wide.

		 

		“Beware!” said Morigna. “That is not Koravenor! It is the shadow of the Dragonskull itself!”

		 

		The shadows heaved upward into a column, but far larger than the pillar that had become Koravenor’s image.

		 

		The shadows hardened, seeming to condense and congeal, and Gareth suddenly found himself looking at a dragon.

		 

		Or, at least, the shadow of one.

		 

		The creature was enormous, at least as large as Myotharia had been in her dragon form. Yet the dragon shape of the mad sorceress had been beautiful in a terrifying way. This dragon was fashioned entirely of hardened shadows. More shadows danced over its hide and wings like smoke, making the creature look hazy, almost blurred. The only trace of color in the darkness was the blue fire burning in its eyes and more flame of the same hue dancing behind its dagger-like fangs.

		 

		“What the hell is that?” said Crake. Valorforge’s head shone like a white star in his hand. Stormshield blazed with the same intensity in Gareth’s fist.

		 

		“The shadow of the Dragonskull,” said Morigna. “Or, rather, the shadow of the dragon whose skull was used to create the relic. Beware!”

		 

		The shadowy dragon’s serpentine neck darted forward, jaws opening wide, and blue fire exploded over its fangs and rushed toward them.

		 

		Gareth called on Stormshield to protect him from dark magic, but once again, Niara was faster. She struck the end of her staff against the floor, the weapon shining with power, and a ring of white light burst out in all directions. The light settled around Gareth and the others like a shell of translucent, immaterial armor, and the ghostly fire struck him a half-second later. It felt like having a bucket of freezing water dumped over him, but Niara’s protective magic kept it from draining away his life force.

		 

		“Go!” said Niara, pointing her staff. “I’ll hold the defensive spell!”

		 

		The dragon moved forward in perfect silence.

		 

		“Do not let it touch you,” said Morigna. “Niara’s magic might keep the fire from draining your life energy, but the talons and claws can still crush and rend.”

		 

		“Scatter!” said Dietmar as the dragon leaped forward with terrifying speed for something so large.

		 

		Gareth darted to the side, Niara running in the opposite direction. The dragon landed, the floor trembling with the impact beneath Gareth’s boots. The creature might have been fashioned from shadows, but it landed solidly enough.

		 

		Its head turned toward Telemachus and Dietmar, and Gareth changed direction and attacked. He drew on Stormshield for all the speed the soulblade could grant him, and he hewed into the dragon’s right hind leg. Stormshield ripped through the limb like an axe through rotten wood, and shadows sprayed from the wound like blood, though unlike blood, they disappeared before they struck the floor.

		 

		The dragon whirled to face him, and Gareth ducked under the sweep of its forelimbs. It was an immense creature, but its long body had the flexibility of a serpent, and Gareth found its fanged head hurtling toward him. He ducked again and raised Stormshield, and the sword bit into the dragon’s long neck.

		 

		By then, Crake, Jerome, and Philip rushed to the attack. The dragon jerked back from their assault and turned to face them. Before Gareth could recover his balance and strike again, Niara and Joachim unleashed their magic, shafts of white flame slicing into the dragon’s sides. The magic of the Well of Tarlion proved anathema to the shadowy creature, and the spells tore great wounds into its side.

		 

		Gareth and the other Swordbearers attacked in unison, landing blow after blow against the dragon. The creature turned back and forth, trying to strike back against its foes, but to no avail. Gareth wasn’t sure if the shadow was an undead wraith or a manifestation of magic he did not understand, some power or aspect of the Dragonskull. Yet the shadowy beast had trouble focusing on more than one opponent at a time and turned its attention to whoever had wounded it most recently. That allowed the Swordbearers to land hit after hit while Niara’s magic and Joachim’s spells punched into it.

		 

		Niara sent a shaft of white flame at the dragon that sliced cleanly through it, landing on its left flank to burst from its right in a spray of shadows. The dragon went motionless and collapsed to the floor, unraveling into thousands of wisps of shadow. A second after that, the wisps vanished, and there was no sign that the dragon had been there at all.

		 

		Save for Gareth’s rapid breathing and the ache in his shoulders from vigorous swordplay.

		 

		“What the hell was that?” said Crake, wiping sweat from his forehead. “The shadow of the Dragonskull?”

		 

		“More precisely, the shadow of the dragon whose skull was used to create the relic,” said Morigna. “The Dragonskull was forged from the bones of a high dragon, and such creatures possessed powers beyond our understanding. It is not surprising that their bones would act in unexpected ways. I suspect the shadow either manifests spontaneously, or Koravenor sent it after us.”

		 

		“Then why wasn’t Koravenor here to make one of his damn speeches?” said Crake. “He must have never shut up when he was alive.”

		 

		“Given that he’s still talking fifteen thousand years after he died, I suspect you’re right,” said Gareth, and Crake snorted.

		 

		“I do not know,” said Morigna, “and I confess the absence troubles me. But we must continue. The Dragonskull is near, and if we hasten, we can destroy it before Azalmora claims the relic.”

		 

		They crossed the chamber and passed through the doors on the far side.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 13: Burning The Self

		 

		The shadow of Koravenor glided forward, and Azalmora followed, Thraxar, Valdranek, and his various advisors accompanying her.

		 

		The lust burned through her mind, and only long years of iron self-control kept her from breaking into a run. The Dragonskull was so close. Just a little more, and she would claim its power for herself. At last, she would ascend and cast off the miserable dark elven half of her blood, becoming a true urdmordar.

		 

		Just a little more, and the power would be hers.

		 

		Ghostruin trailed crimson flames from its blade. The dark soulblade’s power had grown steadily after she had stolen it from Khurnetsov’s summoning chamber, its magic waxing with every death she fed into the weapon. Now, with the Dragonskull so close, Ghostruin was awakening in full.

		 

		The shadows of its previous bearers flickered in her vision.

		 

		“Then you dare to claim ultimate power yourself,” sneered Solthalis, the elven archmage’s face twisted with fury. “Using the sword that you stole from me! I was betrayed and murdered before I could attain ultimate power. Let us see if your fate is any different.”

		 

		“Ambitious,” said Ricatus, the knight’s usual mocking smirk on his face. He might have betrayed Andomhaim to the Heptarchy, though if Azalmora had met him in the flesh, it would have been difficult not to kill him out of sheer annoyance. “You’re playing a dangerous game, spiderling. I played it myself and lost. If things had gone a little differently, I would rule Andomhaim as the vassal king of the Heptarchy. Instead, that idiot Sir Niall and his damned wife killed me.” He let out his nasty jeer of a laugh. “Better take care lest you meet the same fate.”

		 

		But, as usual, the shadow of the Theophract was the only one with anything useful to say.

		 

		“The ascension to greater power is possible,” said the Theophract. “Such things have happened before. Spiderlings have become full urdmordar. Xothalaxiar herself, as she told you. Other kindreds have attained ascensions as well. The orcish blood gods were originally wizards of great power upon their homeworld, though their influence here is limited. But exercise caution. Such power can entrap the unwary. My lord the Warden cast spells to make himself utterly unconquerable within the walls of Urd Morlemoch. His spells succeeded, but he bound himself within the citadel, unable to ever leave. Much history might have happened differently had he been able to depart.”

		 

		Vhalmharak started to speak, but Azalmora concentrated and banished the shadows before the long-dead orc could give his opinion.

		 

		Much was about to happen, and she did not wish to be distracted by the chattering shadows of those who had failed to attain the power she was about to claim.

		 

		“Where are you taking us?” said Valdranek.

		 

		“To the resting place of the Dragonskull,” said the specter of Koravenor. They strode down a high corridor of stone, crystals set into the arches overhead giving off the dull red glow that the eyes of the xortami preferred. Carvings along the walls showed the lords of the xortami ruling over their slaves and servants.

		 

		“And where is that?” said Valdranek. “Speak.”

		 

		“We proceed to the great assembly chamber of the High Temple of Rhugavak,” said Koravenor. “Once a hundred thousand of our kindred could assemble within for the great ceremonies. The nobles of our empire gathered to hear the proclamations of the emperor and the high priests. It was filled on the day the Dragonskull was finished. All those in the assembly chamber and within Takaris were slain, though many were raised as undead.”

		 

		The corridor ended in a pair of great black doors glowing with warding spells. Koravenor raised his staff, and the wards vanished, and the doors swung open.

		 

		Azalmora stepped into the assembly chamber.

		 

		It was laid out like a massive gladiatorial arena. Tiers of seats descended towards the ring at the bottom, a flat space paved in stone. Azalmora stood on a broad tier about halfway between the highest seats and the ring at the bottom. In other places along the broad tier, she saw doors that opened into other areas of the great temple, and towards the bottom of the arena, overlooking the ring itself, she saw a pair of massive double doors at the end of a deep aisle. Those doors should open into the plaza between the temple and the royal palace.

		 

		The domed ceiling stretched far overhead, so high it seemed like the sky itself. Once again, Azalmora was impressed by the engineering and building skills of the ancient xortami. She had never seen a dome that large, and had anyone attempted to build one in the Heptarchy, the effort likely would have ended in catastrophic failure. Enormous red crystals rested in the dome’s base, casting their pale red radiance over the entire cavernous space of the arena.

		 

		Azalmora’s mind noted these details, organized them as important. She had spent far too long as a Quaesitor to stop paying attention to her surroundings. Such an appalling lapse could mean death, even on the cusp of victory.

		 

		But the thing resting on the arena floor demanded the majority of her attention.

		 

		For at last, at long last, she had found the Dragonskull.

		 

		An ornate dais lay in the exact center of the arena floor. Perhaps it had once held the throne of the xortami emperors, but the dais had been cleared to make room for something else.

		 

		The Dragonskull rested atop the dais.

		 

		It was a dragon’s skull about the size of a large wagon, and in life, the dragon would have been large enough to swallow an ox whole without much difficulty. The skull was made of dark gray bone, almost like rock, and it looked nearly fossilized. Fangs as long as Azalmora’s arm filled the jaws, and she could have put her head and shoulders through the eye sockets without squeezing. Hundreds of glowing symbols covered the skull, carved over the jaw and fangs and ridges and the bony crest, each charged with the potent and deadly dark magic by the most skilled wizards in the history of the xortami kindred. The runes cut into the Dragonskull would awaken its immense natural power and transform it into dark magic for the wielder to use as he or she saw fit.

		 

		Behind her, the others fell silent, gazing at the Dragonskull. They knew, like Azalmora, the immensity of the power they beheld. The spellcasters could sense the magic radiating from it like the heat from a burning forest. Those without magical ability could see the destruction that it had wreaked upon Takaris.

		 

		Azalmora could not take her eight eyes from it.

		 

		It was like looking at a star of dark magic, an instrument capable of changing the fate of nations and empires.

		 

		It was…it was…

		 

		Power in physical form.

		 

		And yet terrifying at the same time. For Azalmora knew what she had to do next. She needed to take control of that power for herself. Considering it intellectually was one thing. Seeing the reality of it with both her physical eyes and her arcane senses was something else entirely. It would be like trying to summon and ride a hurricane or standing in the path of a burning cloud vomited by a volcano and redirecting it by willpower alone.

		 

		“You are certain?” said Valdranek. Despite his excellent self-control, Azalmora could hear the awe, even the fear, in the Warlord’s voice. “You are certain you can control this…this thing?”

		 

		She was not.

		 

		“I am,” said Azalmora.

		 

		After centuries of searching and struggle, she had found the means to ascend.

		 

		And she would either ascend, or she would die. There was no other choice.

		 

		Before them, the shadowy projection of Koravenor dissolved into nothingness. Azalmora wondered if the masked priest intended one final challenge.

		 

		Then she saw a flicker of movement on the arena floor below. A figure in robes of crimson and black moved out from behind the Dragonskull, a golden mask concealing the face, a golden staff topped with a blue soulstone in the right hand.

		 

		Koravenor awaited her below in the flesh, with no further shadow projections.

		 

		“The xortami empire shall rise today,” said Azalmora, and without looking back, she strode to the broad stairs that descended to the arena floor, the others following her. The power radiating from the Dragonskull beat against her, almost like she was walking into torrents of freezing fire, and both her lust and her fear increased.

		 

		She strode onto the floor of the arena. The Dragonskull rested before her, terrifying in its power, and Valdranek, Thraxar, the Engraver, and the others stopped at the base of the stairs, unwilling to come any closer. Azalmora could hardly blame them. She had known that the Dragonskull was mighty, but the power was beyond anything she could have imagined. Little wonder that the Dragonskull had destroyed Takaris and caused the downfall of the ancient xortami empire. Little wonder fools like the Engraver and the Dzark Mthrozgar and the warlock Mharoslav had tried and failed to claim it.

		 

		The might of the Dragonskull could topple empires and devastate continents.

		 

		Or, in Azalmora’s hands, conquer them.

		 

		Her face remained calm, and her hands did not tremble as she stopped a few paces from Koravenor. The undead xortami priest floated a few inches off the floor, his withered form draped in his robes, his visage hidden beneath the golden mask and ceremonial headdress. This close, Azalmora saw the soulstone atop his golden staff had been corrupted with dark magic. It was nowhere near as powerful as the one in Ghostruin, but the staff was still a potent instrument of dark magic.

		 

		“Lady Azalmora,” said Koravenor. There was a faint scent of decay when he spoke, of old bones and scales long ago desiccated into leather. “You have survived the challenges I set before you, and you now stand in the heart of Takaris. Do you wish to claim the Dragonskull?”

		 

		“Yes,” said Azalmora, staring into the black eyeholes of his golden mask. She saw a glimmer of blue fire in their depths.

		 

		“So be it. This is the final test,” said Koravenor. Azalmora tensed, raising Ghostruin in guard, but the undead priest kept speaking. “You shall either bend the Dragonskull to your will, or you will perish. There are no other outcomes.”

		 

		“You spoke of a key, a means to control the Dragonskull,” said Azalmora. “Where is it?”

		 

		“It awaits you here,” said Koravenor, and the masked priest glided a few feet to the side, revealing an object that rested on the dais behind him.

		 

		It was a crown.

		 

		Azalmora had seen numerous crowns, usually worn by orcish kings ruling over the Heptarchy’s vassal kingdoms. She had found that the more ornate the crown, the less authority in truth its bearer wielded. This crown was a simple diadem of gleaming silver, its band about as wide as Azalmora’s thumb. Nine soulstones had been set into the crown, glowing with blue fire. The diadem looked simple, almost delicate, and certainly would have seemed so sitting upon the brow of a noble-born xortami.

		 

		But the spells on the crown were as potent as the ones about the Dragonskull. Azalmora cast the spell to sense the presence of magical forces, and the number of sensations that hammered against her mind was near-overwhelming. Yet even in the torrent of impressions, she sensed the link between the crown and the Dragonskull. The crown would control the mighty layers of interlocking spells, allowing its bearer to direct the Dragonskull.

		 

		Assuming the bearer was strong enough.

		 

		Assuming anyone could be strong enough to control the great relic.

		 

		“What must I do?” said Azalmora.

		 

		“Take the crown,” said Koravenor. “Impose your will upon it. Either you will prove strong enough to wield the Dragonskull or the crown will destroy you.” He shrugged. “Or you will unleash a new disaster upon this land, and we shall wait for someone stronger than you to wield the Dragonskull.”

		 

		“There will be no one stronger,” said Azalmora, sheathing Ghostruin in its scabbard against her back. “The Dragonskull is mine.”

		 

		“Then put it to the test,” said Koravenor.

		 

		“Lady Azalmora,” said Valdranek. “Are you certain…”

		 

		“Entirely,” said Azalmora, letting none of her doubts and fears enter her voice.

		 

		Without hesitation, she gripped the crown in both hands and lifted it.

		 

		The world shifted around her.

		 

		A tremor went through the floor, barely perceivable, but it was there. The symbols carved into the dark bone of the Dragonskull began to glow brighter. At the same time, the icy metal of the crown shivered beneath her hands, the soulstones set into the metal shining. The crown looked like silver, but it wasn’t. It was something stronger and lighter than steel, a masterpiece of xortami metallurgy and smithcraft, a metal capable of enduring the colossal forces flowing through it.

		 

		Would her flesh and mind prove as durable?

		 

		She would, they vowed.

		 

		It was time to find out.

		 

		Azalmora set the crown upon her head.

		 

		The world had shifted before.

		 

		Now it trembled.

		 

		Again the temple shook around her, and every symbol carved into the Dragonskull blazed brighter, so bright that the light drowned out the crimson glow of the crystals at the base of the dome.

		 

		The power poured into her in a molten torrent, and Azalmora could not stop herself.

		 

		She screamed and fell to her knees, the dark magic howling through her like a firestorm through a dry forest. Part of her mind noted that the veins in her hands were glowing blue, that she could see the same light shining through her armor and clothing as if her blood had turned to azure flame. Just as she had a link to Ghostruin, she now had a mental link to the crown resting upon her brow.

		 

		And through it, she was connected to the immense forces awakening within the Dragonskull.

		 

		Azalmora had thought the seven urdmordar who ruled over the Heptarchy had been the pinnacle of power. Constantly fed by the life force sacrificed upon the network of enspelled altars throughout the domains of the Heptarchy, the seven urdmordar gorged themselves constantly upon the life force of sacrificial victims. She had believed them to be the pinnacle of magical strength.

		 

		She had been wrong.

		 

		Very, very wrong.

		 

		The magic within the Dragonskull was immense, the raw power of creation itself. The power found in the heart of a star, a great furnace so bright that it could provide heat and warmth and light to every world within its reach. Just a bare fraction of the sun’s fury could provide light to sustain life.

		 

		That was what the Dragonskull was. The raw fury of creation, of the power once wielded by the high dragons. The ancient xortami, they hadn’t understood, not really, they had simply thrown a web of dark magic over the Dragonskull and tried to direct its magic, like fishermen attempting to ensnare a kraken with a net.

		 

		Distantly she heard herself screaming, was aware that blue flame was coming out of her opened mouth and nostrils. The temple was shaking, the power pouring into her in an endless torrent, and she heard Valdranek and his vassals arguing, the Engraver edging away from them with wide eyes. The magic filling Azalmora wanted to burn her to a cinder, to leave her a smoking skeleton on the floor.

		 

		But it did not.

		 

		She would not yield.

		 

		She had known torments worse than this. Azalmora had survived the brutal training of the Temple of the Visionary and the more demanding trials to become a Quaesitor, where unimaginable torments were regularly dealt out as punishment. She had wielded dark magic for thousands of years, and she had been a murderous instrument of the Visionary’s will. Her designs had laid waste entire kingdoms. Azalmora had walked through the smoking ruins of rebellious cities, past their slaughtered defenders, and looked at the piles of the slain, of the women and the children of the rebels executed and piled bloody heaps as a warning to anyone who would defy the rule of the Seven Temples.

		 

		Azalmora had done that.

		 

		She had slain and slain and found it good, proof of her strength and prowess and skill.

		 

		And she desired more. She had killed countless innocents in the name of the Visionary. Now those innocents would be killed in her name, for her glory, and she would feed upon their deaths and grow strong.

		 

		The power of the Dragonskull burned through her, but her mind held it back. Her will had been hardened and tempered through millennia of death and dark magic, and it had become as implacable and unyielding as Ghostruin itself. Nothing would break her. Nothing could break her. She might be killed, but she would never yield to anything but her own will.

		 

		Her mind held back the fury of the Dragonskull.

		 

		But her body was failing. Even as her will kept the magic from consuming her, she felt her heart thundering in her chest, her lungs rasping, sweat pouring down her face, all six of her hidden eyes open and jerking. Her mind would never break, but the same could not be said of her flesh. In only moments more the strain would kill her, a blood vessel bursting in her brain, her heart rupturing.

		 

		Her flesh was weak.

		 

		Or, rather, the dark elven half of her flesh was weak.

		 

		Azalmora pushed to her feet, chest heaving with her breath.

		 

		She was aware that Valdranek and his councilors had fallen silent, that they were staring at her with a mixture of fear and amazement. Even Koravenor had backed away, floating to join the Warlord.

		 

		In another few seconds, the power was going to kill her.

		 

		She had to become more.

		 

		To transform.

		 

		But she understood the secret, the reason the ancient xortami had failed to control the Dragonskull. To wield the Dragonskull, the bearer had to transform. Transformation required sacrifice.

		 

		To burn something.

		 

		The power seeped from Azalmora’s skin, burning away her armor and clothing until she stood naked before the Dragonskull, every muscle clenched, sweat pouring off her. The scabbard turned to ashes, and Ghostruin fell and clanged against the floor behind her. It would take more than even the fire of the Dragonskull to truly destroy the dark soulblade.

		 

		Azalmora needed to transform, and she had something she was more than willing to burn.

		 

		She thrust the dark elven half of her soul into the fire.

		 

		New power exploded through her as she felt her essence ripped in half. A void filled the center of her being where half her soul had once been, and Azalmora trembled on the verge of annihilation, her entire will and mind threatening to collapse into the nothingness that had once been the dark elven half of her nature.

		 

		But nature abhorred a vacuum, and the urdmordar half of her soul rushed to fill the void.

		 

		And at last, after so many centuries of searching, Azalmora transformed.

		 

		Her legs pressed together and fused into a single mass of flesh that bent and warped and expanded, swelling into the abdomen of a massive crimson spider the size of several full-grown horses. Pain stabbed through her, distant in the storm filling her mind, and limbs erupted from the sides of her abdomen, eight massive legs of knobbed crimson chitin, each one sharp as a spear and stronger than a score of orcish warriors. Azalmora rose on her new legs as the crimson chitin covered her in an armored carapace, replacing her soft and weak skin. Long talons burst from her fingers, sharper than a razor and tougher than steel.

		 

		As her body expanded, so did her mind, her will unfolding and growing stronger, the speed of her thought multiplying a hundredfold. Her magic had been strong, but now dark magic flowed into her, coming at her merest thought as easily as a fish darting through still water.

		 

		With the expansion of her mind came hunger.

		 

		A shadow of it had always been in her mind, a pale image of the real thing. While Azalmora had been disciplined enough to restrain herself, she had always enjoyed killing. Indeed, her preference for physical combat, for slaying with her own hands, had been an outward manifestation of that hunger. But now she felt the true hunger of the urdmordar, the desire to feast upon the life forces of her victims, to gorge herself upon their stolen energy.

		 

		She welcomed that desire.

		 

		The hunger would build an empire to rival the Heptarchy.

		 

		The transformation finished, and the urdmordar gloried in her new form.

		 

		Azalmora could now work the greatest of spells with relative ease. So much magic saturated her that she could shapeshift at will, take any form she chose and walk unseen through humans or orcs or halflings, undetected by her prey. Mere weapons of steel and wood could not harm her. Elemental spells she could shrug off with ease. Only the magic of the high elves could possibly harm her.

		 

		The Swordbearers.

		 

		Cold pragmatism cut through her exultation.

		 

		Yes, she had ascended, had become a true urdmordar at last. But while Azalmora was immortal, she was not invincible. If any of the Swordbearers drew close enough to her, they could strike her down. Gareth Arban’s father had killed three female urdmordar, and from what Azalmora had learned, he hadn’t even been a Swordbearer for two of those fights. Gareth Arban had inherited at least some of his father’s prowess.

		 

		And he had a soulblade.

		 

		But Azalmora would not face the Swordbearers herself. She had an army of xortami. They would kill the Swordbearers for her. And with Valdranek as the emperor and military commander of the new xortami empire, she would slowly crush Andomhaim to dust and hunt down every last one of the Order of the Soulblade, eliminating the threat to her.

		 

		And she would feast upon the world forever.

		 

		The crown glowed upon her brow, the link to the Dragonskull waiting. The Dragonskull remained stable, its immense power waiting at her call. She considered drawing on more of the Dragonskull’s magic but decided against it. As an urdmordar, she could endure the link to the Dragonskull without it burning her to ashes or erupting in a catastrophic outburst of destruction, as had been the fate of the ancient xortami. But she would still have to exercise great caution. Even an urdmordar could only channel so much dark magic at a time, and the Dragonskull remained deadly dangerous. Best to only use it when necessary or in the occasional grand gesture to impress the soldiers and nobles of her new empire.

		 

		Perhaps in a few decades, she would use its power to rip down the walls of Tarlion.

		 

		Azalmora turned, her eight legs moving with smooth grace, and gestured. Ghostruin leaped from the floor and landed in the claws of her right hand. Most of the urdmordar eschewed using tools or weapons of any kind, preferring to rely upon their natural dark magic. The Visionary thought that foolish, and so did Azalmora. Ghostruin’s creator had been the greatest wizard of the dark elves, and he had created a weapon of great potency.

		 

		It would serve her will, not the other way around.

		 

		She gazed down at Valdranek, Thraxar, Koravenor, the Engraver, and the xortami nobles and priests.

		 

		“It seems,” said Valdranek at last, “that the transformation was successful.”

		 

		“It was,” said Azalmora. Her voice had changed, had taken the tones of inhuman beauty that had marked the speech of Xothalaxiar and the other true urdmordar. She saw the mild flinch go through the xortami and knew that they felt her voice and will inside their skulls even as she spoke. “The Dragonskull is under my command. It will not threaten the xortami kindred again.” She looked at Valdranek, all eight of her glowing eyes focused on him. “Lord Valdranek, you have reclaimed the throne of your ancestors. You, by right of conquest, are now the emperor of the xortami kindred. Should any of the remaining nobles defy you, they will be destroyed and their soldiers, artisans, and laborers brought under your authority. High Priest Koravenor, will you serve your emperor?”

		 

		“I shall,” said the undead priest. With her new power and the crown glowing upon her head, Azalmora felt the links Koravenor had with the Dragonskull. The ancient relic had indeed overwritten much of his will, and he would do whatever she commanded. “The xortami empire rises anew, and I shall heed your commands, my lord.”

		 

		“Then hear my first command to you,” said Valdranek. “Your undead shall cease their attacks upon my soldiers. There is much work to be done, but your undead will guard the walls while my soldiers take possession of the city. Then you and I shall make an inventory of the treasures within the ruins and the royal palace, and we shall send messages to the remaining nobles that the time has come to swear fealty to me as the new emperor.”

		 

		“It shall be done, my lord,” said Koravenor.

		 

		“You, Lord Thraxar,” said Azalmora, “are now my Champion and the Lord Captain of my guard. My first instruction is to begin assembling your warriors. Choose worthy soldiers and sorcerers by whatever means you think best, and they shall receive the blessing of my blood.”

		 

		The urdmordar had created arachar orcs, both the lesser sort that served the urdmordar of the Wilderland and the stronger, more mutated soldiers of the Heptarchy. Azalmora had no intent of simply limiting herself to orcs. Her guard would be the finest fighters and most powerful wizards in the new empire, agents to carry out her will as she subjugated any foes in her path.

		 

		“I suggest,” said Koravenor, “that as my undead secure the walls, we gather your soldiers and nobles within the great assembly chamber. Let them acclaim their new emperor and swear their fealty and obedience to you. Let them witness this moment in our history and tell the later generations. For the rest of their lives, it shall be a moment of pride and honor that they were here when the new empire arose.”

		 

		Azalmora thought that sound counsel. Leadership was often about symbolism more than anything else. The cities she had seen razed as a Quaesitor had provided effective symbols of the might of the Heptarchy, keeping kingdoms and tribes quiescent who might otherwise have been tempted to revolt. Let the soldiers and the nobles see the symbol of the new empire’s glory, and they would be inspired.

		 

		And they would see her and know the fate that awaited them if they defied Valdranek. Azalmora had promised to make the xortami the warrior elite of her new empire, feeding instead upon the subjugated humans and orcs and halflings, and she would keep her word. But Valdranek would face dissidents and incompetents.

		 

		Executing them would simply be wasteful. Feeding upon them would make better use of their lives. Azalmora was disciplined enough to keep her appetites at bay, even in her glorious new form.

		 

		But she was still very, very hungry.

		 

		“Your counsel is sound, high priest,” said Valdranek. “Let us summon my men once the walls are secured.” He turned to one of his nobles. “Send a messenger back through the fane to the square.”

		 

		“There is no need, my lord,” said Koravenor, and the priest raised his staff. The soulstone at the end pulsed, and a grinding noise came to Azalmora’s ears. On the other side of the arena, the great doors she had observed earlier swung open, dim winter sunlight spilling into the chamber. Through the doors, she saw the square and some of Valdranek’s soldiers. “Your messenger may take a more expeditious route.”

		 

		“Very well,” said Valdranek.

		 

		“My lord, we…” started Koravenor, and then fell silent, bowing his head as if in thought.

		 

		“What?” said Valdranek.

		 

		“You sense something?” said Azalmora.

		 

		“Something is amiss,” said Koravenor. “Impossible. How could the Norvangir have come here?”

		 

		“The Norvangir?” said Valdranek.

		 

		On the far side of the arena, one of the sets of doors on the middle tier swung open with a flash of white light and a clang.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 14: Arrival

		 

		After they defeated the shadowy dragon, Gareth and his friends moved deeper into the temple.

		 

		Three times more they fought their way through groups of undead warriors backed by the spells of undead priests. While the fights were serious, and Gareth was not foolish enough to take any foe lightly, the undead proved little threat. Niara’s magic held back the spells of the undead priests, and Gareth, Crake, Jerome, Philip, and Telemachus cut down the undead soldiers. They did not last long against Swordbearers and an Arcanius Knight.

		 

		After they killed the third group of undead, they found themselves in a high corridor, its walls carved with more reliefs of the xortami ruling over their slaves. The corridor ended in a pair of black doors sealed with warding spells, the blue light glowing in the gloom.

		 

		“We are here at last,” said Morigna, gazing at the doors. “The Dragonskull lies beyond. I am certain of it.”

		 

		Niara let out a long breath. “It’s taken me a very long time to get here.”

		 

		“Yes,” said Gareth. “But we’ll end it today. We’ll break the Dragonskull, and we’ll all go back to Tarlion. And you can come back to Andomhaim with Xothalaxiar slain and the Dragonskull destroyed. All the Magistri will know that you were right about the danger.”

		 

		She offered a faint smile. “Gareth, all the Magistri I warned about the Dragonskull have been dead for almost five hundred years.”

		 

		Gareth shrugged, uncertain of what to say. He was grateful that the death wish that had gripped her, the need to see Xothalaxiar slain even at the cost of her own life, seemed to have passed with Xothalaxiar’s defeat. Yet the Dragonskull awaited them, and Azalmora was somewhere in the city. Once Gareth would have looked forward to the challenge of facing so deadly a foe as a spiderling priestess in battle, dreaming of the knightly renown it would bring him.

		 

		After having seen so much fighting, after having seen Azalmora’s deadly skill, Gareth would avoid fighting her if he could. His younger self would have called that unknightly cowardice. He knew better now, knew that if they fought Azalmora, some of his friends might well die.

		 

		Niara might die in front of him.

		 

		No, he hoped they could destroy the Dragonskull before Azalmora found it.

		 

		Yet something within him knew they would have to face the Quaesitor before this was all over, and he resolved to be ready.

		 

		To make sure that Niara survived, that his friends did not fall to Azalmora’s dark magic.

		 

		“So destroying the Dragonskull,” said Crake. “How do we, you know, actually do that?”

		 

		Gareth shrugged. “Hit it with our soulblades and your soulhammer.”

		 

		“Aye, we say that,” said Crake, “but that’s like saying you can make a blade by hitting a piece of hot iron with a hammer until a sword falls out.” Niara laughed. “How exactly do we destroy it?”

		 

		“I am afraid, Sir Crake, that it really is that simple,” said Morigna. “Based upon what we have learned and the visions that Gareth and Niara have seen, the relic is the skull of a dragon. It will be somewhat larger than Myotharia’s head in dragon form. Dragon bone is durable and charged with power, but the Dragonskull has been corrupted by dark magic. It will shatter like glass beneath the strokes of Valorforge, and a soulblade will hew through it like soft butter. It will not take many blows to destroy the Dragonskull, and we can do so swiftly.”

		 

		“All the better, then,” said Dietmar. “One suspects that neither Azalmora nor Valdranek will forgive the loss, and our best chance of escaping Takaris is to pass the gates while the xortami host is still entangled in the ruins.”

		 

		“Aye, but one problem at a time,” said Morigna. “First, we must destroy the Dragonskull. Let us breach the wards upon that door, and then…”

		 

		The floor quivered beneath Gareth’s boots, and some dust fell from the ceiling.

		 

		“What?” said Morigna.

		 

		Another jolt went through the floor, more violent this time. For an awful second, Gareth thought an earthquake was about to strike Takaris or that the ancient spells on the flows of lava beneath the city had failed and one of the nearby volcanoes was about to erupt. This temple had stood intact for fifteen thousand years, but he supposed it would be a bitter joke if the edifice finally collapsed into itself when Gareth and his friends entered it for the first time.

		 

		“The Dragonskull,” said Morigna, voice tight. “Its aura is stirring. Someone is claiming the relic.”

		 

		“Azalmora,” said Gareth.

		 

		“Hurry!” said Morigna. “There is not much time.”

		 

		They sprinted to the closed double doors. Again a faint tremor went through the floor, and Stormshield blazed like a sun in Gareth’s fist. The soulblade’s rage, always present in this dark place, had awakened to new fury.

		 

		He came to a halt before the doors, the others around him. Morigna looked back and forth, head turning within her cowl.

		 

		“The wards upon these doors are stronger,” she said. “We shall need a different approach. Sir Gareth.” She pointed at the doors. “Rest the tip of your sword there, between the doors.” Gareth nodded, went to one knee, and thrust Stormshield’s tip into the narrow gap between the metal doors. White fire pulsed down the length of the soulblade, reflecting in the dark metal, and the glowing symbols of the wards groaned and began to crackle. “Niara, cast the dispelling spell upon the left door, Joachim upon the right. When they do, Sir Crake, strike with your soulhammer in the usual place.”

		 

		“Don’t miss and hit me in the head,” said Gareth.

		 

		“Fear not, Southron,” said Crake. “I wouldn’t want to disappoint the fair Lady Niara.”

		 

		There was no more time for jests. Joachim and Niara both cast the dispelling spell, white fire lashing over the doors. Stormshield’s wrath flared in response, and Crake swung Valorforge, striking where Morigna had indicated. As before, there was a white flash and a ringing metallic clang, and the doors burst open from the impact.

		 

		Gareth leaped to his feet and rushed through the doors, the others around him with weapons and spells ready.

		 

		A sight of wonder and terror greeted his eyes.

		 

		The chamber beyond was vast, the single largest room that Gareth had ever seen, larger than the High King’s hall in Tarlion, larger than the Great Cathedral in Cintarra, even bigger than the temple fane where they had fought Xothalaxiar. It was a huge arena, with tiers of stone seats descending toward the ring at the very bottom. The domed ceiling arched high overhead, seeming almost like the sky itself. Red crystals shone at the base of the dome, casting a faint crimson glow over everything.

		 

		Except for the blue light coming from the floor of the arena.

		 

		For the first time, Gareth looked at the Dragonskull with his waking eyes.

		 

		He had wondered if it would look different than it had in his visions, but it didn’t. It was as terrifying and alien as he remembered, a massive dragon’s skull of dark bone, hundreds of glowing blue sigils shining upon it. Something about it both drew and repelled the eye, as if the skull was merely the housing for an array of magical forces far beyond human understanding.

		 

		A knot of xortami stood in the lowest ring of the arena, facing the Dragonskull. As Gareth’s eyes passed over them, he spotted Thraxar in his heavy gray armor, his three-eyed face concealed beneath his heavy helm. Gareth also saw Koravenor, this time in the flesh, the undead priest holding his staff. Behind them, a pair of massive double doors had opened, pale winter sunlight spilling into the arena. Some xortami soldiers had begun to advance through it, but not many.

		 

		A female urdmordar stood before the Dragonskull.

		 

		Gareth’s first thought was that the creature was Xothalaxiar, that the urdmordar had somehow survived her mortal wound in the mountain temple. This urdmordar looked a great deal like Xothalaxiar, with the same enormous spider-like body armored in red chitin, the knobbed legs rising like spears. A feminine torso rose where the spider’s head should have been, likewise sheathed in the crimson chitin, with eight-blue glowing eyes upon her face of inhuman, terrifying beauty.

		 

		But there were differences.

		 

		For one, this urdmordar wore a crown, a silver diadem set with glowing blue crystals.

		 

		For another, this urdmordar also carried Ghostruin, the dark soulblade burning with bloody fire in her right fist.

		 

		And even across the distance separating them, Gareth could see that the urdmordar’s facial features were subtly different than Xothalaxiar’s.

		 

		Different, and yet familiar.

		 

		They had come too late.

		 

		Azalmora had already claimed the Dragonskull and transformed, just as she had told Gareth in the Shadow Ways beneath Cintarra.

		 

		Too late. After everything, they had come too late.

		 

		Gareth stared at them in shock, the urdmordar and the xortami staring right back at him.

		 

		“Take them!” thundered Azalmora, pointing Ghostruin at Gareth. A xortami voice rose in command, and Gareth spotted Valdranek in his golden armor among the waiting lizardmen.

		 

		“We must strike now!” said Morigna. “She cannot use the full power of the Dragonskull without destroying herself! Get that crown and destroy it! That is the key!”

		 

		Koravenor, Thraxar, and Azalmora began casting spells. Xortami soldiers rushed through the doors from the square, hurrying to join their lord.

		 

		“Follow me,” said Gareth. “Right at Azalmora.”

		 

		“I’ll hold back their spells,” said Niara, Myotharia’s staff glowing white in her hands.

		 

		Gareth nodded and broke into a run, heading down the shallow stairs toward the floor of the arena. Crake and Telemachus came to his side, lightning already crackling around Telemachus’s sword as the Arcanius Knight called his magic. Niara, Joachim, and Dietmar followed him while Philip and Jerome brought up the back.

		 

		If they were going to destroy the Dragonskull, if they were going to save Andomhaim and Norvangenheim from the thing that Azalmora had become, they had to win now, before it was too late.

		 

		Xortami soldiers rushed up the stairs, swords and spears ready.

		 

		###

		 

		The magic of the Well of Tarlion flowed through Niara’s mind, mingling with the elemental power that she had called. She knew in the next few moments that she might die in agony, that she might see the man she had come to love die, that her new friends might fall in the fight.

		 

		Despite all that, she felt calm.

		 

		Almost relaxed, even.

		 

		This was familiar.

		 

		It was what she had spent most of her adult life doing before her search for Xothalaxiar and the Dragonskull. After she had returned from Cathair Solas with the Keeper and the rest of the First Magistri, she had gone into battle alongside the Swordbearers against the urdmordar and their hordes of orcish warriors. Again and again, they had gone into battle, and they had prevailed against desperate odds, for a Swordbearer was worth twenty men in a fight. And for the first time, the urdmordar had faced humans wielding weapons that could kill them, and the spider-devils had reacted with fear, even panic, making poor battlefield decisions that the knights of Andomhaim had exploited.

		 

		After the death of Xothalaxiar, Niara had decided to leave her life of vengeance behind. To return to Tarlion with Gareth, to try to start a new life with him.

		 

		But now she was about to go in battle alongside Swordbearers against an urdmordar five hundred years later.

		 

		Niara laughed aloud at the thought, and she was aware of Jerome giving her an incredulous look. She knew that pain and death might await, that her path might end in a few more steps.

		 

		But few things could match the dark joy of battle, of testing her power and strength against a foe.

		 

		The only thing better than battle…

		 

		Victory.

		 

		And here she would either die or prevail.

		 

		Koravenor, Azalmora, and Thraxar all cast their spells, throwing attacks of dark magic at their advancing foes. Niara unleashed her magic, pushing the power she had summoned through Myotharia’s staff, and cast a spell. A translucent dome of shimmering white light rose before them, and the magical attacks of the undead priest, the urdmordar, and the Chosen Guard crashed into the ward.

		 

		All the attacks hit hard. But Niara had cast spells like this many times. When she had faced Xothalaxiar, Niara was forced to split her power between her own defense and striking back. For this spell, she had been able to put her full strength into her defense, and her ward held.

		 

		It helped considerably that the staff of Myotharia augmented every spell she channeled through it, pushing the spell to greater heights than anything Niara could have worked on her own. Her previous staff, the one that had melted inside Xothalaxiar’s black heart, had acted much the same, but this staff was a creation of a smith far beyond Niara’s skill.

		 

		Some part of her mind thought that Myotharia might be pleased had she known. The urdmordar had taken everything from Myotharia, and now Niara was carrying her staff into battle against one who would claim the legacy of murder and horror that belonged to the spider-devils.

		 

		Yes, she thought, Myotharia would have been pleased had she been sane enough to know.

		 

		Azalmora, Thraxar, and Koravenor all began new spells, and Niara smiled a mad smile and recast her wards.

		 

		Before this was done, she was going to teach them the folly of wielding dark magic.

		 

		###

		 

		The xortami rushed up the stairs to meet them, and Crake raised his hammer, Valorforge burning like the white-hot heart of a foundry’s fire.

		 

		The soulhammer was well and truly furious. Crake had mostly gotten used to the jolts of rage he sensed from the weapon whenever they faced a creature or a wielder of dark magic. God knew they had encountered enough creatures of dark magic since leaving Tarlion.

		 

		But they had never faced something like the Dragonskull. Valorforge wanted Crake to march down to the floor of the arena and smash the Dragonskull to pieces, which was convenient because that was what Crake was going to do. It made him glad that he wasn’t a Magistrius like Joachim or had the Sight like the Guardian. If looking at the Dragonskull made him angry, God and the saints only knew what they felt when looking at the damned thing.

		 

		Yes, smashing the Dragonskull was the right thing to do.

		 

		Just the small matter of all the angry xortami in the way.

		 

		And the urdmordar with the dark soulblade.

		 

		The first of the xortami warriors bounded up the stairs, and Crake braced himself for the fight. His eye noted details – the crimson scales of the xortami, marking them as warrior caste. They wore scale mail and spiked helmets. Good quality smithing, but not as good as Crake could have done himself or Ingvilda with her rune-smithing. They carried spears, swords, and shields, and they came in a rush, responding to the shouted commands of Valdranek. Really, they should have formed up, or gotten out some crossbows to bombard the humans with bolts.

		 

		Speaking of crossbows, Crake heard the expected click from behind him, and one of the xortami warriors went down, a crossbow bolt from Dietmar’s weapon buried in his throat. That halfling was a devil with a crossbow in his hand.

		 

		White fire struggled against blue light as Niara’s spells kept the dark magic from reaching them, and one of the xortami lunged at Crake. Crake deflected the spear thrust against his shield, the steel tip scraping against the wood, and the xortami warrior retracted his spear to strike again.

		 

		Which was an error. When facing a man with a hammer, most fighters made a serious mistake. They assumed that a hammer would be slow and cumbersome, which it was, but it was never as slow as people thought. Additionally, Crake was a Knight of the Soulhammer, and thanks to Valorforge, could move much faster than his foes expected.

		 

		So as the lizardman drew back his spear to stab, Crake whipped Valorforge up, and the hammer’s head clipped the fingers of the warrior’s right hand. Even over the howl and crackle of competing magical spells, Crake heard the lizardman’s growl of pain, and before the xortami warrior could recover, Crake brought Valorforge against the side of his head with a tight, controlled swing.

		 

		Novices with a hammer either took wild swings, leaving themselves open, or failed to realize that you didn’t need to hit the enemy quite as hard as you thought to land a fatal blow, especially with a head wound. Valorforge dented the side of the xortami warrior’s helmet, and the lizardman rolled away down the stairs, either dead or unconscious.

		 

		It took less than two seconds for Crake to kill the xortami, which was good, because a lot more of them were coming. Gareth killed three of them, and then Crake struck down another. Dietmar’s crossbow twanged again, and another xortami soldier fell.

		 

		By that time, the rest of the lizardmen had thought things through. More xortami advanced up the stairs in good order, this time presenting a wall of shields to the Swordbearers, while other groups split off, climbing over the rows of seats to come at them from the sides. That could become a serious problem very quickly.

		 

		Which meant Morigna was right, and they had to get to the Dragonskull now. Azalmora might have turned herself into an urdmordar, but Crake suspected smashing the Dragonskull to glowing splinters might put a serious dent in her plans.

		 

		Assuming he didn’t first put a dent into her skull with Valorforge. Niara had said that the red chitinous stuff covering an urdmordar was harder and stronger than steel, but Crake was willing to find out for himself.

		 

		“Telemachus!” said Gareth.

		 

		The Arcanius Knight waited until the last possible second to release his magic. Silvery arcs of lightning leaped from his sword, drawn to the metal armor of the lizardmen. The jolts of Telemachus’s spell stunned the xortami warrior, setting their muscles to spasming, and Crake and Gareth seized the opening. They attacked, striking down the stunned soldiers. A few years ago, the Southron would have called this unknightly, but this was a war for the survival of the realm of Andomhaim, not a knightly joust with heralds to enforce rules of fair combat.

		 

		They needed every advantage they could get, to push those advantages as far as they could.

		 

		Maybe that was the effect of Niara’s memories upon Gareth. God knew she seemed to be a good influence on the Southron.

		 

		Philip and Jerome rushed to join them, and the four Swordbearers hewed a path through the lizardmen, their dark blood spilling upon the ground. More blue fire and shadow rushed from the arena floor, but Niara’s white light rose to meet it, the spells of dark magic breaking against her power. When Crake glanced at her for a half-second, there was a strange expression on the Magistria’s face. She was grinning, her teeth visible, and her eyes were wild and almost mad with rage.

		 

		She liked to fight, and she hated dark magic almost as much as Valorforge. He was glad that she was in love with the Southron and not him. Niara was pretty enough in an underfed sort of way, and he did like her, but her intensity was unsettling.

		 

		Crake bashed in the skull of a xortami warrior, reversed the direction of Valorforge’s swing, and tripped another of the lizardmen. Before the xortami could recover his balance, Sunstrike darted in a thrust of white flame, and Philip opened the lizardman’s throat. Two more xortami tried to attack him, but Gareth chopped off the head of the one on the left, his soulblade’s magic driving the strength of his arm. A sphere of white mist leaped from the end of Morigna’s staff and engulfed the head of the second xortami with a sizzling noise, and the lizardman fell dead as the acidic mist ate into his skull.

		 

		And then the way was clear to the floor of the arena and the Dragonskull. A run of about seventy-five yards, and they would reach the cursed relic.

		 

		Azalmora stood between them and the Dragonskull, the dark sword burning with bloody fire in her hands. Crake spotted Valdranek as well, which he supposed meant all the xortami with him were the lords and the commanders and the chief priests. Well, they would die just as easily as any other xortami.

		 

		Just as easily as Crake himself, come to think of it.

		 

		Which was probably going to happen in the next few minutes.

		 

		Oh, well. He had always known he was probably going to die in a fight like this. Better than catching a kobold arrow during a skirmish in the Northerland. Crake hoped that Dux Constantine would know that he had died well, that he hadn’t betrayed the trust the Dux had put in him.

		 

		Maybe no one would ever know what had happened here. Before he had wised up, Gareth had always talked about gaining enough renown to win the hand of Iseult Toraemus. Well, if Crake came back alive to Andomhaim, he would have quite a few stories to tell, ones that might impress a few women. They would certainly have impressed Ingvilda.

		 

		Too bad he probably was never going to see her again.

		 

		Gareth shouted and ran down the stairs, and Crake and the others followed. Valdranek’s voice barked a command, and he and his lords moved to block the stairs, placing themselves between the Swordbearers and the Dragonskull. Damned fools, willing to die for an urdmordar. Ghostly blue fire and shadows played around the blade of Valdranek’s massive sword. Back at Nifheldun, Joachim had said that the Warlord could cast spells. Well, Valorforge hated all users of dark magic, so Valdranek could perish alongside the urdmordar with whom he had allied himself.

		 

		Before Crake and the others could take more than five running steps, Koravenor cast a new spell.

		 

		Rather than hurling attacks at Niara, he gestured with his staff, and a wave of darkness rolled up the tiers of seats. Pillars of shadow rose from the wave of darkness, condensing and hardening into coherent forms.

		 

		“Oh, not again,” muttered Crake.

		 

		Scores of wraiths flowed up the tiers towards Crake and the others.

		 

		Unlike the xortami soldiers, the wraiths were immaterial. The stairs did not slow them, and they flowed right through the rows of seats. The wraiths closed on them in a semicircle as Koravenor, Azalmora, and Thraxar all started new spells. A deathly chill washed through Crake for a half-second, and then Niara struck her staff against the floor. White light burst from her and settled around Crake and his friends. He had seen her cast this spell often enough to recognize the ward against the life-draining aura of the wraiths, and the terrible chill eased.

		 

		But if Niara had to hold the ward against the wraiths, would she be able to block Azalmora’s and Koravenor’s spells at the same time?

		 

		More and more xortami were running through the doors to the square, rushing to join the fight.

		 

		Crake had a sinking feeling that this might be the closest they would ever get to the Dragonskull.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 15: Lieutenants

		 

		Koravenor summoned another wave of wraiths, and the creatures flowed up the tiers of seats toward the Swordbearers.

		 

		Azalmora drew on power to shape into a spell. All her life, she had studied and labored to master the secrets of dark magic, to draw more and more power from the lifeless void between the worlds. The rewards of power had come, slowly, grudgingly, but they had come.

		 

		But now…

		 

		Now the power came so easily, even eagerly, at her call.

		 

		It was intoxicating.

		 

		It would have been intoxicating, but Azalmora knew better than to succumb to such emotion.

		 

		Especially with deadly danger to so close.

		 

		By ill chance, there had been very few xortami soldiers in the assembly chamber when the Swordbearers broke through the doors. Gareth Arban and his allies had ripped through them, and they had been on the verge of reaching the Dragonskull itself when Koravenor had summoned scores of wraiths, sending the creatures to assail the Swordbearers from all directions.

		 

		One wraith was little threat to a Knight of the Soulblade.

		 

		Dozens of them together were far more formidable, and Koravenor was a powerful enough necromancer to call numerous wraiths with little effort. Niara had been using her warding spells to block any attacks directed at the Swordbearers and their allies, and Azalmora was disturbed to see that the Magistria was carrying the staff once borne by Myotharia. The high elven sorceress must have been lucid enough to transfer the weapon in the final moments before her death, and Niara could use the staff to augment her spells, creating wards that the combined powers of Azalmora, Thraxar, and Koravenor could not breach. The power of the Well of Tarlion was proof against every other kind of magic, especially when directed by a skilled wielder.

		 

		For a second, Azalmora had considered drawing on the power of the Dragonskull to crush her opponents, but she discarded that option as too risky. She had used the relic’s magic to transform and become a true urdmordar, and her link through the crown was stable, but Azalmora was not certain what would happen if she tried to direct the Dragonskull’s power against her foes.

		 

		She might destroy them.

		 

		She might accidentally annihilate herself.

		 

		Or she might raze the ruins of Takaris to the ground. Had there been more time for cautious experimentation, she might have a better idea of the Dragonskull’s capabilities and the amount of power she could safely draw from it. But the Swordbearers were here right now, and this most definitely was not the time to employ something as dangerous and unpredictable as the Dragonskull.

		 

		Koravenor’s wraiths had slowed and then stopped the charge of the Swordbearers. Niara’s magic protected the Swordbearers and their companions from the chilling touch of the wraiths, allowing the knights to draw on the full power of their soulblades. They cut down the wraiths, keeping the spectral undead from reaching their more vulnerable companions, but Koravenor raised more and more of the creatures.

		 

		With Niara’s attention split, Azalmora began casting spells, reaching into the well of dark power within her and sending lances of life-draining entropic force at her foes. Every single time, Niara blocked her, building a ward even as she held the defenses against the wraiths.

		 

		But Azalmora now possessed the superhuman constitution of an urdmordar, along with immense reserves of dark magic.

		 

		Niara was only a human woman of flesh and blood. And one, Azalmora suspected, who had pushed herself very hard for a very long time.

		 

		Azalmora’s stamina would last far longer than that of her foes.

		 

		Especially since the number of her allies was increasing.

		 

		Even as Koravenor summoned additional wraiths to hold the Swordbearers at bay, more and more xortami warriors rushed into the assembly chamber. Valdranek had sent messengers for his soldiers to hasten, and they hurried to gather under their new emperor’s watchful eye. Several of his soldiers had fallen in the first mad rush to attack the Swordbearers, taken off-guard by the sudden arrival of foes in the ancient temple, but the warriors arriving from the square came in better order and better prepared. Even as Azalmora hammered at Niara’s protective spells, the floor of the arena filled with xortami soldiers, and they formed up and prepared to advance on their enemies. One group would head directly at the Swordbearers, while two more would climb the tiers on the right and the left, circling to strike from the flanks.

		 

		A lot of xortami soldiers were going to die today.

		 

		But when the fighting was over, the Swordbearers, the Guardian, the Magistria Niara, and their allies would be slain, and Azalmora and Valdranek would have a free hand to build their empire. Azalmora supposed the Shield Knight and the lords of Andomhaim would never even know what had become of the Swordbearers, and by the time the lords (or their heirs, given the timescale involved) decided to investigate, the armies of the new xortami empire would already march on the borders of Andomhaim.

		 

		“Thraxar!” said Azalmora. “Take command of the central assault. Make sure the Swordbearers fall.” Thraxar went to join the group of xortami preparing to assail the Swordbearers from the front.

		 

		To send instructions to Koravenor, she had no need to bother with speaking or even something as subtle as the mindspeech spell. He was bound to the Dragonskull, and she had only to send a mental image of her plan for the undead priest to immediately obey. An efficient means of both communication and domination. She would have to investigate it more when time permitted. Perhaps she would use the Dragonskull to dominate all the members of her guard, binding them to her will.

		 

		She noticed several xortami sorcerers gathering near Valdranek and reached for his thoughts with the mindspeech.

		 

		“The Swordbearers are potent foes,” said Valdranek. Grim, angry satisfaction colored his mind. He was furious at the losses the Swordbearers were inflicting upon his men and still angry at the loss of Nifheldun and the death of Khurnetsov at the hands of Gareth Arban.

		 

		But he knew as well as Azalmora that the Swordbearers were in a bad position, that even though the battle would be costly, the Knights of the Soulblade would fall here.

		 

		“But you and Koravenor are already pushing the limits of their sorceresses,” said Valdranek. “Let us see if additional elemental attacks will break them.”

		 

		Azalmora sent her approval of the strategy through the mindspeech spell and hurled another blast of killing magic at Niara.

		 

		###

		 

		As she had so many times before, Niara fought with burning fury and cold skill.

		 

		Magic flowed through her, and she shaped spell after spell. She was used to splitting her attention in many directions at once, and she did so now. Part of her will maintained the warding spell against the wraiths’ aura. It let the Swordbearers use their full power to attack, and it protected the others from the wraiths’ dark power, else the combined aura of so many spectral undead would have slain them quickly. Niara wanted to use the rest of her power to strike back.

		 

		Unfortunately, she needed to use her power to defend. Koravenor’s full attention was on summoning wraiths, but Azalmora sent spell after spell at Niara, and she was as powerful now as Xothalaxiar had once been. Worse, Azalmora also had that corrupted soulblade, and just as Niara used Myotharia’s staff to enhance her spells, so did Azalmora use Ghostruin to augment her magic to great effect.

		 

		Niara could block those killing spells, but it took nearly all of her focus and will to hold the ward against those deadly hammer blows. Joachim had joined the fray, casting shafts of white flame that destroyed the wraiths, but the younger Magistrius didn’t have Niara’s skill or raw power. He would someday match her if he lived long enough, she judged – the potential was there, and he had clearly enjoyed the benefits of good teachers.

		 

		The problem was living long enough, which was not looking too likely right now.

		 

		Azalmora thrust her free hand, and a sphere of darkness wreathed in blue flame leaped forward, a variant of several spells the urdmordar had cast already. When the spell reached its target, the sphere would explode in a burst of entropic force, ripping away the life of any living creature caught within its teeth. Niara snarled and rebuilt her warding spell, the wall of white light rising before her betrothed and her friends as they fought for their lives.

		 

		The urdmordar’s spell struck the ward, and the power of the Well of Tarlion contested against the dark magic of Azalmora. The urdmordar’s spell dissipated without harming anyone, but her ward almost buckled underneath the assault, and Niara had no choice but to start rebuilding it at once.

		 

		Yet Azalmora did not follow up the spell with another strike. Niara blinked sweat from her eyes, wondering why, and the xortami started to move. Some of the warriors headed up the stairs towards them, Thraxar directing them. Other groups moved to the right and the left, climbing up the tiers of seats.

		 

		Niara and her friends were in a bad position. Unless something changed right now, Niara did not see any outcome other than defeat and their deaths.

		 

		White fire lanced across her vision as Joachim flung another spell into the wraiths. One of the creatures dissolved into nothingness, but more flowed up the tiers towards the Swordbearers, and already Koravenor was summoning new wraiths. Morigna cast a spell, hurling a sphere of white mist that flew at the advancing xortami soldiers. It exploded into a curtain of seething acidic fog, not enough to kill the xortami, but it did slow them, sizzling into their scaled skin and forcing them to duck their heads as they advanced.

		 

		Something clicked within Niara’s mind as Azalmora began a new spell.

		 

		“Morigna, Joachim!” she said. “I have an idea.”

		 

		###

		 

		The wraiths were a swirling mass of darkness, hooded and robed forms with eyes of ghostly blue flame. Fighting them was like fighting a wall of mist, albeit a mist that could kill if it touched you for too long.

		 

		Gareth swung and slashed with Stormshield, hewing the soulblade through wraith after wraith. As deadly as the creatures were, they had no defense against Stormshield’s power, and he needed only to swing the soulblade through one of the wraiths to destroy it, which was a lot easier than cutting through armor and flesh and bone.

		 

		But there were so damned many of the wraiths.

		 

		Gareth, Crake, Jerome, Philip, and Telemachus fought alongside each other, striking at the spectral creatures and shielding each other whenever the undead threatened to overwhelm them. Morigna’s earth magic had no spells that could harm or even hinder the wraiths, but she had cast a spell that sheathed her staff in an aura of gray light, and whenever she struck a wraith with the weapon, the creature recoiled as if pushed back by a strong breeze. If the wraith remained in contact with her glowing staff for too long, it unraveled, but more often, she pushed the wraiths back with sweeping blows from her staff, letting Gareth and the others destroy the creatures.

		 

		They were holding the wraiths back, but they had not gotten any closer to Azalmora and the Dragonskull.

		 

		And their situation was about to get much worse.

		 

		Xortami warriors strode up the shallow stairs, shields extended in a wall, swords drawn back to stab. Gareth could spare little attention from the fighting in front of him, but in his peripheral vision, he saw more groups of xortami warriors circling to the right and the left. The first attack would pin them in place, and then the attacks from the left and right would surround and overwhelm them. Gareth and his friends would pile a ring of xortami corpses around them, but the end would no longer be in doubt.

		 

		For a wild second, he considered charging through the wraiths at Azalmora, drawing on Stormshield to increase his speed. But that would only get him killed for nothing. Niara’s protective spell shielded him from the wraiths’ aura, but direct contact for too long would overwhelm the spell. He would fall dead even before he came to the arena floor.

		 

		Then the wraiths parted before him.

		 

		“What the hell?” said Crake, breathing hard, face flushed behind his thick red beard.

		 

		The xortami had almost reached them, and Gareth saw a flare of blue flame behind them.

		 

		Thraxar.

		 

		The three-eyed orc was behind the first rank of the xortami, and the Chosen Guard cast a spell, a lance of shadow flying at Gareth. He raised Stormshield and called upon its power to protect, and Thraxar’s spell broke against it.

		 

		Then the front rank of the xortami closed, and both Telemachus and Morigna struck.

		 

		The Guardian cast her spell, and the stairs beneath the xortami soldiers rippled and heaved. The effect was even more dramatic on stairs than it was upon level ground, and dozens of xortami soldiers fell. Telemachus cast his spell of lightning, the dazzling arcs raking across the armored xortami and setting their muscles to twitching and jerking.

		 

		For an instant, Gareth hesitated. He didn’t want to leave the Guardian, his brother, Dietmar, and Niara unprotected, especially Niara. But if they didn’t kill Azalmora and destroy the Dragonskull, then this had all been for nothing.

		 

		Even if they destroyed the Dragonskull and slew Azalmora, a dark corner of his mind pointed out, they might well perish in their victory, killed by the hordes of xortami filling up the arena.

		 

		But their only path to victory was forward, so Gareth charged with the other Swordbearers, flinging themselves into the xortami. He killed three of them before the others could rise, and he heard bones crunching beneath Valorforge, saw the flash of white flame as Jerome and Philip carved their way forward. Gareth killed and killed as fast as he could, his shoulders aching, his breathing coming hard and fast.

		 

		Shadows coiled in the corner of his eye, and he whirled in time to see Thraxar standing a few paces away, the Chosen Guard’s sword leveled. Darkness burst in a torrent from his blade, reaching to coil around Gareth, and he yelled and called upon Stormshield’s power to defend against dark magic. Thraxar’s attack struck his soulblade and shattered into nothingness.

		 

		Around him, the xortami began to rise, but Gareth seized the opening. Thraxar had helped engineer the siege of Toricus in the Northerland. He had aided Azalmora on the path to becoming a full urdmordar, preparing to unleash a new horror upon the world. Stormshield’s anger was in accord with Gareth’s own, and he attacked, sweeping Stormshield at Thraxar’s face.

		 

		The three-eyed orc was ready for him, and his own sword came up, crashing against Stormshield with a ringing clang. The soulblade’s furious power dispelled the dark aura around Thraxar’s blade, but it did nothing to the sword itself, a weapon of sharp steel more than capable of cutting Gareth open. Thraxar went on the attack, and Gareth had to retreat, parrying and catching Thraxar’s swift blows upon his shield. He stumbled into a prone xortami and almost lost his footing, and Thraxar sprang forward for the kill. Gareth just managed to get his shield up in time but at a bad angle, and the Chosen Guard’s strike knocked his shield out of line.

		 

		Thraxar drew back his sword for the kill.

		 

		Morigna cast another spell, and the stairs heaved beneath them, though the rippling distortion flowed around Gareth. He recovered his footing and attacked, hammering at Thraxar with all of Stormshield’s power driving his strength. The Chosen Guard stumbled back, trying to regain his balance, but Gareth kept pressing him.

		 

		Finally, Thraxar was a half-second too slow with a parry, and Gareth chopped Stormshield with all his strength. The three-eyed orc wore heavy armor, but there was a gap between helmet and cuirass, and Stormshield swept into the gap and plunged into Thraxar’s neck. The orc’s mouth sagged open, green blood gushing across his armor, and Gareth ripped the sword free and swung again. This time the blade sheared through, and Thraxar’s head rolled off his shoulders in a jet of green blood.

		 

		The armored body clanged against the steps and stopped moving.

		 

		Gareth felt a brief, vicious surge of satisfaction. The men who had been slain fighting against the medvarth at Toricus had been avenged.

		 

		The satisfaction was brief because the xortami kept coming, and Gareth found himself forced back on the defensive.

		 

		###

		 

		Again Azalmora cast a spell, her magic hurtling across the arena to smash into Niara’s wards. She sent more power from the Well of Tarlion through her mind, shaping the ward, and blocked Azalmora’s magic from reaching her. As ever, the impact staggered her, the strain rolling through her mind as she fought to keep the warding spell from collapsing.

		 

		But even Azalmora, for all her magical might and skill, needed a few seconds to work powerful spells.

		 

		Those few seconds gave Niara the time she needed to act.

		 

		“Now!” she shouted, pulling all her power together and forcing it into a magical spell.

		 

		Koravenor was calling more wraiths to join the torrents already flowing through the arena. Niara doubted that the undead priest had neglected his magical defenses, but with Niara’s attention focused on her warding spells, he likely did not expect an attack directed at him.

		 

		So she caught Koravenor off guard when she hit him with her full power.

		 

		The shaft of white flame sliced through the space between them and slashed across Koravenor. The undead priest floated a few inches off the ground, and the impact knocked him back a few feet. The fire of the Well of Tarlion shredded through Koravenor’s magical defenses, collapsing his wards. Niara’s magic struck him hard enough that some of her power leaked through his ruined wards to reach his undead flesh, smoke rising from the sleeves and collar of his ornate robes.

		 

		Koravenor started to rebuild his defensive spells, but before he could finish, Joachim struck. The younger Magistrius could not summon nearly as much magical power as Niara, but he could cast the dispelling spell just fine. Joachim couldn’t have penetrated Koravenor’s wards on his own, but disrupting the wards before they were finished was much easier.

		 

		The undead priest’s spells collapsed, and before he could recover, Morigna’s spell reached him. The Guardian hurled a sphere of acidic mist that engulfed Koravenor, setting his robes afire and dissolving into his undead flesh. Since Koravenor was undead, he felt no pain, and the acidic spell wasn’t enough to destroy him.

		 

		It distracted him for a few seconds, which was long enough for Niara to pull together her will and power for one more spell.

		 

		A sphere of blazing light, a mixture of the Well’s magic and elemental flame, leaped from the end of her staff and struck Koravenor in the chest. The globe burned into his torso and then exploded, consuming the undead flesh with elemental fire, the magic of the Well ripping apart the necromantic spells that had sustained Koravenor across the millennia.

		 

		His staff clattered against the arena floor, his smoking mask sliding away as his body collapsed into a pile of embers and smoking bones.

		 

		The wraiths vanished, undone by the destruction of their summoner.

		 

		Niara doubted her spell had truly destroyed him. Koravenor was bound to the Dragonskull, and in time the relic would restore his undead form.

		 

		Hopefully they would destroy the Dragonskull first and…

		 

		Before the thought could finish forming in Niara’s mind, Azalmora struck again.

		 

		More dark magic lashed out from the urdmordar, and Niara just barely got her warding spell up in time. Fatigue rolled through her mind and body as she held the spell intact. The amount of magic she had channeled in the last few minutes was considerable, and it was taking its toll upon her stamina, as had all the fighting in the days before that.

		 

		The days, the weeks, the months.

		 

		How long had it been since she had slept in an actual bed?

		 

		The xortami sorcerers joined the battle, sending blasts of elemental flame and shards of ice into the fight. Now Niara had to hold two warding spells, one against flame and another again ice. Joachim did what he could to help her, but the bulk of the effort fell to Niara, and she felt her magic starting to buckle. If either of her wards failed, either Azalmora’s magic would kill them all, or the elemental storm unleashed by the xortami sorcerers would consume them.

		 

		To make matters worse, fresh groups of xortami soldiers were about to attack from the left and the right.

		 

		Niara realized that this was the end.

		 

		The prospect of her own death troubled her more than it once would have. She had slain Xothalaxiar, had avenged her father. That was enough, wasn’t it?

		 

		Yet there had been the chance for more. To start a new life with Gareth, to find a purpose other than vengeance.

		 

		Niara did what she had always done, and she fought on.

		 

		###

		 

		The death of Thraxar and the destruction of Koravenor annoyed Azalmora greatly.

		 

		Thraxar had been a loyal lieutenant during her quest for ascension. Unlikely many Chosen Guards, he had possessed sufficient vision to see the possibilities. Most Chosen Guards, when learning that Azalmora sought to leave the Heptarchy and become a true urdmordar, would have reported her to the Quaesitors for chastisement. Thraxar had the vision and the ambition to carve out his place in the new empire that Azalmora would build.

		 

		She regretted the loss of a valuable tool.

		 

		The destruction of Koravenor was irritating, but less so. The Dragonskull had overwritten his mind and aura. Probably he would reconstitute himself in a few months, but Azalmora suspected that his defeat meant that all the undead bound to his control had been destroyed.

		 

		At the moment, that was not a major concern.

		 

		The battle had swung her way, and the Swordbearers were about to fall.

		 

		The Swordbearers and their allies had put up a ferocious fight, as Azalmora had always known that they would, and Valdranek was probably going to lose around two or three hundred of his soldiers by the time the matter was settled. Yet Azalmora saw the end coming. The Swordbearers were about to find themselves surrounded by a ring of xortami warriors, and the xortami sorcerers continued their bombardment of spells. Their stamina would not last much longer, but that was all right. Between Azalmora’s attacks and their spells, Niara’s defenses were buckling.

		 

		Once they broke, the battle would end swiftly.

		 

		Another ripple went through the stairs, knocking some of the xortami warriors from their feet. A useful little spell of the Guardian’s. A pity that Morigna had escaped their duel in the valley of the Stoneblood Road. Had the Guardian not escaped, Azalmora would have killed her, and much annoyance and hindrance might have been averted.

		 

		She wondered what it would feel like to feed upon the Guardian…

		 

		No. Best not to indulge the thought. The Swordbearers and their allies were too dangerous. Safer to simply kill them all rather than indulge herself.

		 

		Azalmora drew in magic for another spell, drawing on Ghostruin’s strength to augment her power.

		 

		A massive lightning bolt howled down from the dome and struck Azalmora, knocking her backward.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 16: Songs of Valor

		 

		Blood dripped down Gareth’s arms and spattered his golden shield.

		 

		Most of it had come from his xortami foes. Gareth thought some of it belonged to him. He had taken glancing hits on his arms, and he felt the pain of the cuts. His arms and shoulders burned from fatigue, and if not for the power of Stormshield giving him strength and stamina, he wasn’t sure he would have been able to remain on his feet.

		 

		Fire exploded overhead, both blue and yellow-orange, struggling against the flickering light of Niara’s warding spells. He knew that she was still alive because she kept recasting the spells, though he didn’t dare take his eyes from the xortami soldiers for even a second. The last time he had looked at her – it seemed an eternity, though it couldn’t have been more than a minute past – her face had been pale beneath a coat of sweat, her eyes wide and her teeth bared with battle rage. He knew that she wanted to strike at the enemy, but all her strength was going to keep them alive beneath her warding spells.

		 

		The xortami soldiers closed around them in a ring, and Gareth, Jerome, Crake, Philip, and Telemachus fought to keep the enemy at bay, Dietmar, Joachim, Niara, and Morigna standing behind them. Dietmar shot his crossbow into the crowded xortami as fast as he could reload the weapon. Morigna hurled spells at the lizardmen, knocking them off guard. Joachim cast the healing spell several times, and Gareth had felt its burning chill sweep through him at least once. Maybe twice?

		 

		He wasn’t sure.

		 

		Some small part of his mind searched desperately for a way to get at Azalmora and the Dragonskull. That same small part of his mind castigated Gareth for his failure.

		 

		He had led his friends here to die. Gareth should have ignored Rhoanna’s vision, should have insisted that his friends remain in Tarlion, or heeded his father and headed north with a large company of veteran Swordbearers and powerful Magistri. Instead, he had failed, all his friends would die, and Azalmora and the xortami would create a dark empire that would rival the Heptarchy.

		 

		He had freed Niara from her quest for vengeance, promising to help her find a new life, only to lead her to his death here. She would die in battle, just as she had always expected.

		 

		It was all Gareth’s fault.

		 

		Only a small part of his mind hurled these accusations at him.

		 

		Because every other fiber of his being was going to the fight, to striking down the enemy and keeping them at bay. Back at Castra Marcaine when Gareth had been a squire, Sir Tragen Volarus had always said that if a squire had too much time to brood, that meant he wasn’t working hard enough and needed to experience some exhaustion.

		 

		In the final moments of his life, Gareth realized the truth of the knight’s words.

		 

		A xortami soldier stabbed a spear at him. Gareth caught the blow on his shield, the steel of the high elves ringing against the impact. He had no fear for the shield – the xortami could stab it all day and would only end up with a dulled spearhead. The jolt of the impact traveled up his aching arm, and Gareth knew that his shoulder would give out long before his shield.

		 

		The lizardman retracted the spear and drew it back for another stab, but Morigna unleashed one of her spells. The xortami had grown used to her efforts to make the stairs beneath their feet unstable, so she altered her tactics, flinging curtains of acidic mist at them. Between their heavy armor and their thick scales, the acidic mist did little to harm them, but it pained the xortami, and they had to duck their heads to keep the mist out of their eyes.

		 

		The xortami spearman flinched, and Gareth seized the opening, lashing Stormshield across the lizardman’s throat. The xortami soldier fell, his blood staining the stone of the arena stairs, but two more rushed to take his place.

		 

		Next to Gareth, steel rang against steel, and Sir Telemachus fell to one knee with a grunt, blood dripping down his forehead. The Arcanius Knight was a skilled fighter, and his spells of lightning had kept the xortami from overwhelming them. But he had no soulblade to enhance his stamina, and he also had the additional strain of casting his spells all while wielding sword and shield. Gareth was at his limits, but so was Telemachus, and the older man did not have Stormshield to aid him.

		 

		The xortami facing Telemachus raised a sword for a killing blow, and Gareth brought Stormshield around in a quick chop. The soulblade took off the lizardman’s sword hand, and the soldier rocked back with a screech. Before he could recover, Telemachus surged upward, stabbing, and his sword inflicted a mortal wound.

		 

		Gareth twisted back to face a pair of xortami, trying to raise his shield.

		 

		He didn’t manage it in time, and a spear thrust got past his guard. It had been aimed at his throat, but his last-minute twist meant the spear struck his left shoulder instead. Between his thick clothes and his mail hauberk, the spear did not reach his flesh, but the impact hurt, pain rolling down his left side. It would leave a nasty bruise, but that was the least of his concerns right now.

		 

		The sweep of his shield knocked the spear out of line, and Gareth tried to launch a riposte. He moved too slowly, and the lizardman got his own shield up in time even as a second drove a sword at Gareth’s head. He parried the blow with Stormshield and stumbled, righting himself when Joachim grabbed his arm.

		 

		Fire exploded overhead, the light brilliant in the gloom of the arena, and Niara’s warding spell flickered and sputtered as it tried to hold back the flames. Blue light shone from the floor of the arena as Azalmora cast another spell, and even over the clangor of battle and the howl of magical spells, Gareth heard the grunt of exertion as Niara tried to gather her will for the next ward.

		 

		He realized that the end had likely come.

		 

		Gareth resolved to kill as many of the enemy as possible before he fell.

		 

		Then lightning lanced down from the domed ceiling and slammed into Azalmora, the flash of it so brilliant the arena went from gloom to something like noon sunlight for a brief second. The thunderclap was deafening, and the noise rolled over and over through the arena.

		 

		For a baffled second, Gareth had no idea what had happened. Had lightning struck the arena through the domed ceiling? Had Azalmora lost control of the Dragonskull?

		 

		But he had seen a mighty lightning bolt like that before, hadn’t he?

		 

		As the thunder faded, he heard voices bellowing battle cries in the Norvangir tongue.

		 

		###

		 

		Ingvilda strode into the massive chamber, her mace ready in her right hand, her shield upon her left arm.

		 

		Takaris had been vast beyond her ability to grasp, but the streets were broad and wide, and they had ridden to the great buildings in the center of the city. From there, it had been a simple matter to follow the sounds of the fighting. Ingvilda had wanted to attack the xortami gathering in the great square, but Ivar, ever devious, had suggested they cross through the temple and attack the xortami from behind. For that matter, it was likely that the Dragonskull was within the temple, and where they found the Dragonskull, the Swordbearers of Andomhaim would not be far behind.

		 

		Rune-forged war hammers broke open the doors of black metal they had encountered, and the Norvangir entered the temple.

		 

		The domed chamber was the single largest constructed space that Ingvilda had ever seen. Her brother’s hall in Sigulforn was large, as was the city’s stone church. A jarl in southern Norvangenheim had a somewhat larger hall, though the roof had gaps in it, and the wooden structure was so rickety it looked as if a brisk wind could knock it over.

		 

		This chamber could have held them all with ample room to spare.

		 

		A great battle was underway, the sound of fighting echoing off the domed ceiling. Hundreds of xortami warriors surrounded a small group of fighters, and Ingvilda spotted the familiar, distinctive white flames of soulblades wielded against dark magic by Swordbearers.

		 

		That sight demanded her attention, but she had seen many battles before.

		 

		The skull and the nightmare standing before it were far more terrifying.

		 

		A huge dragon’s skull written with symbols of blue flame rested atop the dais on the center of the arena floor. The thing looked unreal, somehow, like it housed powers beyond the ability of the human mind to comprehend. Ingvilda was not given to excessive self-reflection or rumination, but looking at the Dragonskull sent a shiver of dread through her mind.

		 

		Almost as bad was the unease inspired by the crimson horror standing before the Dragonskull on eight legs.

		 

		The thing had to be an urdmordar. Ingvilda had never seen one of the spider-devils, but she had heard their descriptions, and the creature with the sword of bloody fire in its right hand could be nothing else. Crake had said that Azalmora wanted the Dragonskull to ascend to a true urdmordar, and it seemed that the spiderling had succeeded.

		 

		The urdmordar and the xortami were about to win.

		 

		But they were not yet victorious, and the sons of the Norvangir had arrived.

		 

		Ivar lifted Gungnir over his head. He had been experimenting with the weapon and its powers during the journey north. Father Colafur, ever curious, had eagerly shared the lore he knew of the spear of the kings of Norvangenheim, and Ivar had gained greater mastery over the spear and its abilities.

		 

		Just as well. They would need those powers soon enough.

		 

		The soulstone that Crake and Ingvilda had set into the spear’s blade flashed with silver light, and a mighty bolt of lightning ripped down from the dome.

		 

		The spider-devils were mighty, all men knew that, but Gungnir was mightier still. The blast of lightning struck the urdmordar and flung her back. Her legs skidded and flailed, catching her before she fell against the Dragonskull, smoke rising from her carapace. The urdmordar’s glowing eyes fixed on them across the wide space of the arena, and Ingvilda realized that the creature wore a silver diadem set with glowing stones. No doubt it was worked with mighty spells.

		 

		“Sons of Norvangir!” bellowed Ivar. “To battle!”

		 

		Thanes and housecarls, all of them bearing rune-forged arms and armor, rushed out of the corridor and into the great chamber. Ingvilda ran after them, following Ivar, who again raised Gungnir over his head. Lighting crackled over the weapon and then leaped to envelop the Norvangir.

		 

		Suddenly every man who followed the bearer of Gungnir had an aura of lightning around his weapon, in addition to whatever other powers the weapon might bear thanks to its rune-forging.

		 

		They charged into the fight on one of the flights of shallow stairs leading to the arena floor. Ingvilda felt the familiar battle-joy, a mixture of terror and exhilaration, coming over her. She heard a deep xortami voice bellowing commands. Warlord Valdranek, she thought. She had heard him speak during the ambush at Nifheldun. Well, he thought to become the lord of a new xortami empire, but it taken him an ambush to win. In a fair fight, steel against steel, the Norvangir had driven the xortami out of Nifheldun and retaken the fortress.

		 

		The men with Ivar and Ingvilda were the best fighters the Norvangir had to offer, all of them experienced warriors, battle-eager and sword-skilled, and equipped with rune-smithed weapons and armor made by the best smiths of Norvangenheim.

		 

		If the lizardmen wanted to build their empire anew, let them pay for it in blood!

		 

		The first of the Norvangir reached the xortami, and there was no more time for thought, only battle.

		 

		Ingvilda swung her lightning-wreathed mace. A xortami warrior raised his shield, a disc of sturdy oak covered in steel with a metal boss in the center. That was just as well, so she let her blow fall upon the center of the shield. The lightning leaped from her weapon and surged into the xortami warrior, who rocked back from the jolt. Before the lizardman could recover, Ingvilda crushed his skull with a swift swing.

		 

		More xortami converged on her, probably because she had gone to battle wearing her helmet topped with the skull of a xortami, a trophy of the first lizardman she had slain as a young girl. Ivar had made a few dry remarks saying that challenging the xortami while wearing the helm was like hunting a pack of wolves while carrying a side of raw beef, but Ingvilda didn’t care. She intended to make war on the xortami. Let the enemy see who came to strike them down.

		 

		Next to her, Ivar leveled Gungnir and shouted. The spear could only summon one of those great lightning bolts every so often, but he could employ its lesser powers more frequently. Those “lesser” powers included the lightning he had used to charge the weapons of his fighters and the web of lightning that leaped from the end of the spear to sweep across the xortami. Ingvilda had seen Sir Telemachus cast a similar spell several times during their journeys together.

		 

		The arcs of lightning that sprang from the end of Gungnir were much more powerful than anything she had ever seen Telemachus wield.

		 

		A dozen xortami perished, their hearts stopped by the force of the lightning. Scores more fell stunned, overcome by the strike, and went twitching and thrashing to the floor. The Norvangir rushed into the opening created by the attack, killing with every step. Soon they swept over the prone xortami and into the remaining lizardmen, who wavered in the face of the onslaught. They had expected to fight some exhausted Swordbearers, not Norvangir warriors fresh and eager for the kill. It helped that the Norvangir attacked downward, giving them an additional advantage over the reeling xortami.

		 

		Ingvilda killed and killed, swinging her mace with mighty blows, every strike crushing the skull of a xortami warrior.

		 

		###

		 

		A change came over the xortami after the immense thunderclap.

		 

		Gareth looked around, uncertain of what was happening. That lightning bolt had sounded like one of the mighty attacks unleashed by the reforged Gungnir, and he heard voices shouting familiar battle cries in the Norvangir tongue, including lines he recognized from the songs The Victory of Harald Dvargirbane and The Doom of Snorri Last-King.

		 

		But that was impossible.

		 

		They were a long way from Nifheldun. Surely the Norvangir couldn’t have followed them here from Nifheldun, could they? Gareth and his friends had left weeks ago. Any Norvangir would have had to depart almost at once, maybe the day after Gareth and his friends had departed at the latest.

		 

		But the xortami were wavering and falling back. The blast of fiery spells from the xortami sorcerers had ceased.

		 

		“The Norvangir!” said Morigna, and Gareth finally risked a glance over his shoulder.

		 

		An unexpected sight greeted his eyes, one all the more wonderful for its sheer surprise.

		 

		Hundreds of Norvangir warriors in armor and helmets rushed down the aisles and over the seats, driving the xortami soldiers back. Even more astonishing, all the Norvangir bore weapons wreathed in lightning. A single hit from those swords, axes, and maces sent a surge of lightning into its target, stunning the lizardmen and offering the Norvangir a chance to make an easy kill.

		 

		The attack of the lizardmen collapsed, and the xortami retreated down the stairs to the arena floor, leaving their dead behind. Dietmar took the opportunity to shoot one of them in the back. Gareth wiped the stinging sweat and blood from his eyes and saw Azalmora heave herself back to her feet, her clawed legs scrabbling for balance against the floor. The power of Gungnir’s lightning bolt had driven her to the ground, and he saw the scorch march it had left upon her armored carapace.

		 

		He also saw that while Azalmora and the xortami had been driven back by the sudden onslaught, they had not been defeated. Valdranek bellowed orders to his soldiers, who formed themselves up in fresh lines. They were still between Gareth and the Dragonskull. More xortami soldiers were rushing into the arena through the great gates to the square, providing the lizardmen with constant reinforcements.

		 

		The arrival of the Norvangir had given Gareth and his friends a respite but not victory.

		 

		“Those men,” said Niara, and Gareth looked at her. She was still on her feet, though breathing hard, her eyes wide and bloodshot. “I recognize them from your dreams. Are they…”

		 

		“The Norvangir,” said Gareth. “Though I don’t know how they came here in time.”

		 

		A huge Norvangir man stepped towards them, clad in gleaming scale mail and a round helm with a long nasal guard. A bristling red beard hung halfway down his chest, currently braided for battle. A gleaming shield shone upon his left arm, and in his right hand, he carried a massive golden spear with a glowing soulstone set upon the blade. It took Gareth’s tired brain a second to recognize Jarl Ivar of Sigulforn, the spear Gungnir in his grasp.

		 

		“Greetings, men of Andomhaim,” said Ivar in Latin. He nodded to Telemachus. “And Owyllain. We are battle-met upon a field of war.”

		 

		“And never was I so glad to see friends in a dark place,” said Gareth. “How…how are you even here, my lord? It has been many miles and many days since we left Nifheldun.”

		 

		“Sister?” said Ivar.

		 

		A woman stepped to Ivar’s side. She was tall and strong, as tall as Crake and only an inch or two shorter than the jarl. Like Ivar, she wore scale mail beneath a cloak trimmed in wolf fur. Unlike Ivar, the thick skull of a xortami warrior had been set atop her helmet, a token to draw both her allies and enemies in battle.

		 

		Crake was grinning like a fool.

		 

		“A vision came to me soon after you departed, knights of Andomhaim,” said Ingvilda. “In it, I saw a battle awaited, doom-fated and heavy with the fate of our nation, a coin balanced upon the side. Either you must prevail in this battle, or a great dark power will rise, and Norvangenheim shall be as chaff upon the threshing floor, our sagas forgotten, our people made bond-slaves or scattered upon the winds of war. Either we must prevail here, or both our homelands shall be naught but ashes and bones.”

		 

		“It was a true vision,” said Gareth, watching the enemy array themselves for a new attack on the arena floor. Azalmora waited behind them but in front of the Dragonskull. “That urdmordar, that’s Azalmora. She found the Dragonskull and used it to become an urdmordar. If she wins here today, she’s going to make Valdranek the new emperor of the xortami and attack Norvangenheim.”

		 

		Had Gareth been less tired, he might have been able to describe events more coherently, but Ivar only nodded.

		 

		“You slew the foul Mharoslav, this I know,” said Ivar, “for we came upon his iron bones ere we rode to Takaris.”

		 

		“Sir Telemachus killed him,” said Niara, “and avenged both his family and the blood of your murdered bondsmen and housecarls at Sigulforn, Lord Ivar.”

		 

		Ivar looked at her. “Glad I am to greet the one who bears good news. Yet you are not known to me.”

		 

		“This is Niara, who went north to battle Xothalaxiar before Harald Dvargirbane founded Norvangenheim,” said Gareth. “She slew the urdmordar and has come with us on the final stage of our quest. And if we survive the battle to come, we shall be wed.”

		 

		“Ah!” said Ivar. “Glad tidings indeed! This I pledge to you, Gareth Arban and Niara Spider-bane. Should we prevail this day, we shall have a feast of victory in Sigulforn, and you shall be wed in my hall by the bishop of Sigulforn himself!”

		 

		“We have many xortami to slay before that happy hour, brother,” said Ingvilda.

		 

		“Aye,” said Morigna, “and another urdmordar to battle and a relic of evil to destroy.”

		 

		A shout rose from the xortami below. Azalmora cast a spell, and a wave of shadows leaped out from her. Gareth feared the urdmordar had launched another attack, but instead, the shadows settled around the xortami soldiers, wrapping them in hazy, flickering armor much like the animated statues on the royal path from the mountain temple.

		 

		“A warding spell,” said Niara. “Cast to blunt the edge of your lightning, men of Norvangenheim.” She offered a savage smile to Ivar and Ingvilda. Gareth had suspected that she would like the Norvangir. “I can dispel some of it.”

		 

		“Good,” said Ivar, “though this spider-devil may find Gungnir’s lightning to be a sharper sword than she thinks.”

		 

		Again the xortami shouted, banging swords and spears against their shields.

		 

		“If we are to strike, Lord Ivar, it must be now,” said Morigna. “There are thousands more xortami outside. They cannot all come into the temple at once, the doors are not large enough for it, but they will have constant reinforcements. If we do not destroy the Dragonskull and slay Azalmora now, right now, we shall never again have the chance.”

		 

		“You gave Jarl Aurgelmir sound counsel, Guardian, and you give it to me now,” said Ivar, and he banged Gungnir’s blade against his shield. Perhaps it was some aspect of Gungnir’s magic, but that clang drowned out the noise from the xortami warriors below. “Sons of the Norvangir! Today we walk the battle-road! Today we sound the war-horn, today we smite the foe! Let us fight so that a thousand years from now, our descendants still sing the songs of valor that will be written of this day!”

		 

		The Norvangir thanes and housecarls roared their approval, and the mass of Norvangir warriors spread out, moving to meet the waiting xortami soldiers.

		 

		“Swordbearers,” said Morigna in a low voice. “We need to get to Azalmora, and we must get that crown away from her. Otherwise, if the battle turns against her, she may try to wield the power of the Dragonskull against us.”

		 

		“Isn’t that what she’s been doing?” said Jerome.

		 

		“No,” said Morigna. “She only tapped the power of the Dragonskull enough to transform and has not used it since. We have only faced her magic and the fury of Ghostruin, for she is wise enough not to draw too heavily upon the Dragonskull. But if she gets desperate, she could draw on the Dragonskull’s power, which might destroy all of Takaris. Or perhaps all the xortami wastes.”

		 

		“Then we kill her, get the crown away from her, and destroy the Dragonskull,” said Gareth.

		 

		They had already faced and killed one urdmordar, hadn’t they?

		 

		Except that urdmordar had been overpowered by a dragon crashing into her, and Myotharia had not survived that battle.

		 

		If Azalmora was to be stopped and the Dragonskull destroyed, it was up to them.

		 

		Gareth drew in a deep breath and readied himself as they drew closer to the waiting xortami.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 17: Ancient Enemies

		 

		Niara pulled in as much power as she could hold, the staff of Myotharia glowing in her grasp.

		 

		The arrival of the Norvangir surprised her, but she accepted it with equanimity, even though she had expected to die just a few moments earlier. Battle was always a cast of the dice, and a certain victory could become a catastrophic defeat in the blink of an eye. Azalmora and the xortami might still prevail. Right now, Niara guessed the numbers of the Norvangir slightly exceeded those of the xortami, and the Norvangir had better weapons and armor thanks to their rune-smithing.

		 

		More xortami were coming through the doors to the square. If Niara and the others did not destroy the Dragonskull now, they would be pushed back and slowly overwhelmed, just as they almost had been a few minutes ago.

		 

		God, but she was tired.

		 

		Yet Niara had never stopped, never yielded, and she wasn’t about to give up now.

		 

		If this had been a game of dice, the coins would have been stacked up in the center of the table, and whoever had the better of the next few throws would win everything.

		 

		The front rank of the Norvangir soldiers (one of Gareth’s memories told her they were called housecarls) approached the xortami, and Niara unleashed her magic. She sent a glowing column of white flame sweeping from her staff and across the xortami. The fire passed through the lizardmen without harming them since they were living mortals untouched by the taint of dark magic. But the spell ripped apart the shadowy armor that Azalmora had cast over them, leaving the xortami vulnerable to the storm-wreathed weapons of the Norvangir.

		 

		The housecarls crashed into the lizardmen, and their front rank collapsed, stunned by the lightning-charged weapons.

		 

		Niara would have cast another dispelling spell into the xortami, but she had once again drawn the attention of Azalmora. Darkness and blue flame swirled behind the xortami, and the urdmordar’s dark magic lashed out in a vortex of shadows, one that would rip away the life force of any creature it touched. Azalmora sent the vortex right at the Norvangir, and Niara worked a ward, raising a wall of translucent white light that shattered the attack.

		 

		The effort sent a pulse of fatigue and pain through her, but as always, Niara ignored them and readied her next spell.

		 

		###

		 

		The Norvangir rushed into the xortami, and Gareth charged, Crake, Jerome, Philip, and Telemachus behind him. The attack of the Norvangir warriors, backed by their storm-sheathed weapons, pushed back the lizardmen, their line distorting beneath the assault. If Gareth and the other Swordbearers could punch through the line, they could reach Azalmora and end this battle, freeing the world of the curse of the Dragonskull.

		 

		If they could breach the line.

		 

		Assuming that Azalmora didn’t kill them all, just as she had almost killed them in Tarlion and again in the mountain temple.

		 

		But in Tarlion, Gareth hadn’t carried Stormshield. In the temple, she had fought alongside Xothalaxiar, and had fled rather than face four Swordbearers without aid.

		 

		No more fleeing. No more chasing.

		 

		Gareth shouted, drawing on Stormshield for speed and strength.

		 

		An armored lizardman loomed up before him, leading with his shield, spear drawn back to stab. Gareth swung Stormshield with all the soulblade’s fury driving his arm, and the wooden shield shattered under the impact. The xortami staggered, his astonishment plain, and Gareth killed the lizardman. Another attacked, thrusting a sword towards his face. Gareth deflected the blow against his shield, and Philip took off the xortami’s head.

		 

		A blast of elemental flame rolled towards him, and Gareth spotted a robed xortami standing behind the fire. He called on Stormshield’s power to protect, and the spell broke against the soulblade’s power. The xortami sorcerer raised his clawed hands, already working another spell, only for Jerome to plunge Lightseeker into the lizardman’s chest. He ripped the soulblade free, and the xortami fell dead.

		 

		More lizardmen converged on them, wrapped in Azalmora’s protective shadows, but a shaft of white flame sliced across them, dispelling the protection. Gareth glanced back, surprised that Niara could spare the attention from her duel, but Joachim was behind him, hands glowing with the Well’s magic. Telemachus seized the opening and worked his own spell, arcs of lightning stabbing into the unshielded xortami. Gareth, his friends, and the Norvangir pushed forward, cutting down the stunned lizardmen.

		 

		Though their own momentum was turning against them. Gareth and the Swordbearers had acted like the head of the spear, plunging into the ranks of the lizardmen. Unfortunately, that meant they were surrounded and in danger of getting cut off from the Norvangir.

		 

		Yet while the shadowy armor that Azalmora had summoned might have protected the lizardmen from elemental spells, it did nothing to shield the ground beneath their feet.

		 

		Morigna gripped her staff in both hands and slammed it against the ground, a massive pulse of purple light flowing down the weapon and sinking into the earth. The floor of the arena folded and rippled like a banner caught in a strong wind, flinging the xortami from their feet. Gareth and the others rushed into the gap, killing with every blow.

		 

		A blast of blue flame and shadow hurtled at Gareth. He wondered if Azalmora had cast the spell at him, but he spotted a xortami priest in the melee. Stormshield chimed in his hand as he called upon the sword’s power to block dark magic, and the priest’s spell shattered against the soulblade. Before Gareth could recover his balance, Jerome struck, and the xortami priest staggered and collapsed to the floor, dark blood gushing across the stone.

		 

		Gareth and the others fought on, the glow of the Dragonskull shining before his eyes.

		 

		###

		 

		Azalmora cast another spell, a sphere of darkness and shadow leaping from the end of her clawed hand to fly at the xortami. Once such a spell would have been a great labor, but now she worked it with little effort. It should have killed scores of the Norvangir warriors, regardless of their rune-forged armor, ripping away their life force and raising them as undead puppets under the control of her will.

		 

		The dome of translucent white light appeared between the spell and her targets, and her magic shattered against Niara’s wards.

		 

		That was annoying.

		 

		Despite all the mighty magic she had unleashed in the last few moments, Azalmora did not feel at all tired. Niara could not say the same. The Magistria’s face was pallid and grim with strain even as more white fire played around the golden staff.

		 

		Azalmora’s expanded intellect also meant that she could divide her attention more easily, that she could contemplate her options even as she cast spells and hammered down Niara’s defenses.

		 

		The Swordbearers were coming. They were about to break through the line of the xortami, despite the best efforts of Valdranek’s soldiers, and then they would rush at the Dragonskull. If even one of them reached the relic, they could destroy it. Not quickly, but even one soulblade would be able to break the Dragonskull.

		 

		Azalmora would be the only thing that stood between them and the relic.

		 

		She had expended considerable effort trying to get the Swordbearers killed – binding the Old One Nhalavask, inflaming the madness of Myotharia, allying with Xothalaxiar against them – and all the efforts had failed. She considered ordering the Engraver into battle, but the fool had fled elsewhere in the temple, and summoning him would waste valuable time.

		 

		Perhaps Azalmora would simply have to do it herself.

		 

		A dangerous risk, but one she had to take. If Azalmora won here today, she would finally kill the Swordbearers who had pursued her since Tarlion, and no one would be left alive to carry warning back to Andomhaim. For that matter, the strongest jarl of Norvangenheim and his most loyal supporters were here. If Azalmora killed them all and took the spear Gungnir, no single strong leader would arise to rule the Norvangir, and Valdranek’s new empire could subdue and conquer the jarls of the Norvangir one by one.

		 

		If Azalmora triumphed here today, she would win absolutely everything.

		 

		By the time any serious opposition arose to her new empire, it would be too strong to defeat.

		 

		But first she had to kill the Swordbearers.

		 

		Already the wound from Gungnir’s lightning strike had healed, the damaged chitin upon her back and flank regenerating. Azalmora rolled her shoulders, Ghostruin burning in her right hand, and sent another magical attack at Niara even as she watched the Swordbearers carve their way closer.

		 

		Rather than wait for their arrival, she charged. As a spiderling, Azalmora had been stronger and more resilient than a human of comparable size. As a true urdmordar, she had the strength of twenty men and the speed of a striking serpent.

		 

		Azalmora sprang forward, intending to kill or disable one of the Swordbearers before the fighting began in earnest.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 18: Crown of the Gods

		 

		Gareth cut down another lizardman, and suddenly the way before him was clear. Crake, Philip, Jerome, and Telemachus were a half-step behind him. Ahead he saw the blue glow of the Dragonskull upon its dais, the symbols shining with eerie light upon it.

		 

		And for a bare instant, he had the impression that the Dragonskull was watching him.

		 

		That it was somehow alive and watching him not with malice, but with…

		 

		Expectation?

		 

		He shook off the thought as a product of his tired mind and looked for Azalmora.

		 

		But the urdmordar was there, right there, a huge red blur shooting towards him, the sword of crimson flame blazing in her right hand…

		 

		Gareth heard Niara shout his name, and Azalmora attacked.

		 

		Ghostruin swept down like a thunderbolt, and Gareth raised Stormshield to parry. The dark soulblade struck Stormshield with a ringing clang, and if Gareth had not called upon his weapon to enhance his strength, the fury of Azalmora’s blow would have shattered his arm and dislocated his shoulder. Xothalaxiar had not tried to engage them in physical combat, preferring her spells, but Azalmora was hideously strong.

		 

		Gareth stepped back, trying to get his balance back, and Azalmora lashed at him with her front two right legs. Her spider legs were as thick as trees, segmented and knobbed and hard as stone. He got his shield up in time, and the blow landed with a ringing clang. The impact knocked Gareth over, and he hit the smooth floor and slid a few yards before he came to a stop.

		 

		He bounded back to his feet, ignoring the pain, letting Stormshield’s strength fill him. The other three Swordbearers and Telemachus attacked, trying to come at Azalmora from all directions, but the urdmordar was too fast. She shrugged off Telemachus’s magical lightning and sent the Arcanius Knight sprawling with a shove from her legs. Ghostruin swept toward Crake, who deflected the blow with a quick swipe from Valorforge. Philip and Jerome tried to attack from the left side, but one of Azalmora’s legs lashed out. Jerome ducked under the sweep of the crimson limb, but Philip caught it in the face. His head snapped back, and he landed hard upon his back and remained motionless.

		 

		Azalmora stooped over him for the kill, and Gareth sprinted toward the urdmordar.

		 

		Her legs flexed, and she leaped backward, landing in front of the Dragonskull. The crystals set into her silver crown glowed brighter as she drew nearer to the great relic, and once again, Gareth had the sense that the Dragonskull was looking at him. Maybe it really was. Stormshield was alive in a sense, and it hated dark magic and wanted to destroy all who wielded it. Perhaps the Dragonskull was alive in the same way.

		 

		Gareth raced toward Azalmora, and the urdmordar gestured, casting spells. Shadows sprang from the ground, wrapping her in a hazy mantle of armor similar to the ones she had summoned over her xortami allies. A sphere of darkness leaped from her left hand, flying over Gareth’s head, and he saw the flash of white light as Niara’s magic blocked the spell. Azalmora swung Ghostruin before her, and a wall of ghostly blue fire sprang from the floor and rushed forward like a wave crashing against the shore.

		 

		Stormshield pulsed in Gareth’s hand, reacting to the surge of dark magic, and he called on the soulblade’s power to protect. The wave parted around him, its power diverted by Stormshield.

		 

		Azalmora sprang into the air, a blur of red flame and shadow, and she landed right behind Gareth. She had also spun, bringing herself around to attack, and Gareth just barely dodged around a burning stab from Ghostruin. He ducked beneath a blow from her front legs and lunged, hoping to drive Stormshield into her abdomen, just below the place where her humanoid torso melded with the massive bulk of her spider body. Niara had killed Xothalaxiar by driving her magic-sheathed staff through the urdmordar’s heart, but Gareth suspected a wound from a soulblade in Azalmora’s abdomen would severely hurt her.

		 

		She might have only transformed moments ago, but Azalmora showed no clumsiness in her new form, no uncertainty or confusion about how to use her new abilities. Before Gareth could close, Azalmora’s free hand stabbed toward him. Gareth thought she was about to cast a spell, but he realized it was far simpler. Claws like red daggers tipped her fingers, and she was going to rip his throat out. He got his shield up in time. The hand did not strike with anything like the force of her legs, but it was still hideously strong, and the impact knocked Gareth back.

		 

		Azalmora would have killed him then and there before Gareth got his balance back, but Crake, Jerome, and Telemachus attacked from the sides. Azalmora whirled, parrying Valorforge with Ghostruin and hurling a spell at Jerome and Telemachus. Jerome managed to block most of the spell against Lightseeker. The edge of the spell caught Telemachus, and the Arcanius Knight groaned and fell to his knees, shivering uncontrollably.

		 

		Gareth went back on the attack, and the three Swordbearers battled the urdmordar, the crackle and flash of spells ringing in the air around them.

		 

		###

		 

		Niara deflected another of Azalmora’s spells, blue fire struggling against white light.

		 

		A wave of grinding fatigue went through her, so deep that black spots danced before her vision, but Niara’s wards held. She pulled together power, hoping she could strike back while Azalmora was distracted with the Swordbearers, but to no avail.

		 

		Azalmora was just too quick.

		 

		A lance of shadow burst from the urdmordar’s hand even as she spun, dancing with inhuman grace away from the reach of the soulblades. The spell was focused at Niara, but if it struck, it would kill her and every Norvangir warrior within twenty paces, to say nothing of Dietmar and Morigna, who both stood nearby. Niara had no choice but to take the power she had summoned and shape it into a defensive ward. Once again, blue flame struggled against white light, and the power of the Well of Tarlion held against the cold fury of dark magic.

		 

		The magic of the Well was unyielding, a bastion of defense against dark power.

		 

		The same could be said of Niara’s will and mind, but they were supported by her body, which was mortal flesh and blood.

		 

		Her body was exhausted and had been exhausted for some time.

		 

		She had to keep going, had to keep fighting, summoning her magic and channeling it through Myotharia’s staff. The minute she stopped, Azalmora would be able to direct her full attention and power against the Swordbearers fighting her.

		 

		Even without her magic, Azalmora was winning. Sir Philip and Sir Telemachus were both down, either unconscious or dead. Gareth, Crake, and Jerome were still attacking, trying to land a hit on Azalmora with their soulblades and Crake’s soulhammer, but Azalmora was too fast and graceful. Xothalaxiar had eschewed physical combat, preferring to use dark magic as her weapon, and had only fought in a physical fight when left with no other choice. Azalmora, by contrast, seemed to relish fighting in a way that Niara had never seen before in all the urdmordar she had faced.

		 

		One by one, she would wear down the Swordbearers and kill them, or Niara’s stamina would finally fail. Once that happened, the battle would be over. Azalmora would kill them all and then direct her attention to the Norvangir battling Valdranek’s xortami soldiers. The urdmordar and the xortami would win, and Azalmora would build a dark empire that would make Xothalaxiar’s nightmarish city seem like the domain of a petty bandit.

		 

		That seemed likely the most likely outcome.

		 

		Unless Niara did something to change the direction right now.

		 

		Unfortunately, she could think of nothing, and no additional help seemed to be at hand. The Norvangir were winning, though the lizardmen held them back from reaching the arena floor. Dietmar stood close by, shooting his crossbow into the xortami as fast as he could. He would run out of bolts sooner or later, probably sooner.

		 

		Joachim darted forward, running through the gap in the line left by Gareth’s charge at Azalmora. Niara felt a brief spasm of alarm, worried that he was about to get killed. Joachim ran to the side and dropped to one knee next to Philip, casting the healing spell as he did. Azalmora’s malevolent glowing gaze turned in his direction, but while she might have been able to fight three Swordbearers and a Magistria simultaneously, she did not have enough attention or magical force left over to deal with Joachim.

		 

		Morigna stood next to Niara, eyes closed, both hands grasping her staff. She had been casting spells into the xortami, aiding the Norvangir against the lizardmen, but she had stopped, closing her eyes and going into a trance. Niara wondered what the hell she was doing.

		 

		Azalmora cast another spell as Philip got to his feet. A whirling sphere of compressed shadow sprang from her claws. Niara swept her staff before her, channeling her full power and will into another warding spell. The barrier of translucent white light rose before her, and Azalmora’s magic rammed into it.

		 

		The strain howled through Niara’s mind, and for a second, the effort of holding the ward was so great that Niara could not breathe. Almost, almost, she lost her grip on the ward, but the pressure diminished and then vanished.

		 

		Niara did not know how many more she could stop.

		 

		Then Morigna’s eyes popped open, and she drew in a deep breath.

		 

		“The crown!” she shouted. “Gareth, get the crown away from her! It is the only way!”

		 

		###

		 

		Crake just barely stayed ahead of Azalmora’s stabbing legs.

		 

		It was damned bloody unfair. Azalmora had grown huge, and she was fast, as fast as a Knight of the Soulblade drawing upon his weapon for speed. She had eight legs now, and you think she would have needed all eight of them to stand. Crake had only two legs, but he needed both to stand up properly. Azalmora, by contrast, seemed able to keep her balance upon two legs at a time, the other six acting like sweeping clubs and lightning-fast spears.

		 

		And that didn’t even include the dark soulblade burning with crimson flame in her right fist. Whenever Crake looked at that sword, he felt the fury of Valorforge and knew that the soulhammer wanted to destroy the corrupted soulblade. He had a brief vision of taking Ghostruin to an anvil and hammering the dark soulblade to broken fragments with Valorforge, and the urge to do it was as strong as the need for a drink of water on a hot day.

		 

		Of course, he had to kill Azalmora to get the dark soulblade away from her first, and that seemed less and less likely.

		 

		The only reason they were still alive, Crake reckoned, was because of Niara. The Magistria was enough of a threat that Azalmora had to keep her pinned down. Had Azalmora been free to bring her full magic to bear against the Swordbearers, they would be dead. Even with Niara’s distraction, Azalmora could still occasionally cast a spell at them, whether a burst of dark magic or another spell to slow and hinder them. Valorforge protected Crake from those attacks, but whenever it did, Azalmora seized the opening to attack.

		 

		His shoulders burned, his lungs heaving like the bellows of a blacksmith, sweat dripping down his face and into his beard. Crake liked to think of himself as tough as any knight in Dux Constantine’s service, but he knew the fatigue was starting to catch up to him, and only Valorforge’s power let his stamina hold.

		 

		Azalmora did not tire, did not slow, and kept casting spell after spell. It was hard to see any expression on that face of terrible alien beauty, but he thought that she was enjoying herself.

		 

		Bloody hell. Had they come through so much only to fall here at the end? Ingvilda had come to aid them, and her visions never lied.

		 

		Though the vision hadn’t lied, had it? From what little she had said, he gathered the vision had said that if the Norvangir didn’t come to help, their realm would fall into darkness.

		 

		The vision hadn’t said that they would succeed if they came to help.

		 

		Crake swung Valorforge at Azalmora’s sweeping legs. If he could injure her legs, he thought, if he could break or otherwise disable enough of them, perhaps that would slow her. For all her strength and speed, she wasn’t invincible. Xothalaxiar had fallen to Niara’s magic in the end. Even Azalmora had been hurt by Gungnir’s lightning, though the urdmordar had already regenerated the wound. If they could just get a solid enough hit, enough to slow her, that might decide the fight.

		 

		Morigna’s voice rang out, and Crake could just make out the words over the din of combat.

		 

		The crown. She was shouting something about a crown. But why?

		 

		He dodged another stab of Azalmora’s legs, looked at her towering form, and felt like a bloody idiot.

		 

		Of course! The crown! The undead priest Koravenor had said that the crown was the key to controlling the Dragonskull. Niara had burned him to ashes, but he had probably been waiting here when Azalmora had broken into the arena and handed that crown to her. That had given her control of the Dragonskull and with it the ability to transform into an urdmordar.

		 

		So what would happen if they got the crown off her head?

		 

		Crake didn’t know.

		 

		Might not be good. Maybe the Dragonskull would blow up and kill them all, turn Takaris into an even bigger pile of rubble than it was now.

		 

		On the other hand, if Azalmora died with them, both Andomhaim and Norvangenheim would be safe from her.

		 

		A Knight of the Soulblade defended mankind from the powers of dark magic.

		 

		Whatever the cost to himself.

		 

		Crake darted right at Azalmora.

		 

		One of her legs stabbed at him, and he accepted the blow, calling on Valorforge for all the strength the soulhammer could give him. The claw at the end of her leg slammed into his shield with enough force that it was torn from his arm and clattered against the floor.

		 

		That hurt.

		 

		That really hurt.

		 

		Might’ve broken his arm, come to think of it.

		 

		But Azalmora had not expected him to take the blow, and for a half-second, the urdmordar was off balance even as the other Swordbearers circled around her.

		 

		Crake seized the leg with his free hand and heaved, pulling himself onto the urdmordar’s back. The chitin sheathing the limb felt strange beneath his gloved hand, both flexible yet as unyielding as rune-forged steel, and it radiated a deathly chill.

		 

		Azalmora sprang backward in a great leap. Crake lost his balance, but not before he swung Valorforge at her head. It was a sloppy, hasty blow, made all the worse by his unstable footing, but Valorforge clipped the side of her head.

		 

		The crown went flying.

		 

		So did Crake.

		 

		He hit the ground hard, and pain exploded through him.

		 

		At the same time, a howling noise came from the Dragonskull, blue light blazing from the relic.

		 

		Crake shuddered, and realized that he wasn’t shaking, that the ground was trembling beneath him.

		 

		That was probably much worse.

		 

		###

		 

		Gareth ran at Azalmora as the urdmordar leaped backward, and Crake fell from her back at enough of a height that he was either dead or badly hurt.

		 

		But Crake’s last blow sent the crown tumbling from Azalmora’s head, and it struck the ground and rolled away from the urdmordar.

		 

		Gareth took a step closer to the rolling crown, as did Azalmora, and the arena heaved beneath them. A roaring noise came from the Dragonskull, the symbols of blue fire written into it glowing brighter.

		 

		A brief pause came over the battle as every single combatant, human and xortami alike, looked at the Dragonskull.

		 

		The crown rolled closer to Gareth and clattered to a stop, ringing against the stones of the floor.

		 

		Azalmora was already moving in a blur, but Gareth was closer.

		 

		He raised Stormshield high and brought the sword down onto the crown.

		 

		Nothing happened.

		 

		Stormshield rebounded from the crown’s silvery metal. The soulblade took no damage from the impact, but neither did the crown. Gareth gaped at it in astonishment for an instant, and then the truth, the obvious truth, blazed through his mind.

		 

		The crown was not an object of dark magic. Not in itself.

		 

		But the Dragonskull was. Stormshield blazed with fury whenever he so much as looked at it, and its aura was so powerful that the soulblade had sensed it from miles away. The single attempt of the xortami to use the Dragonskull had destroyed Takaris and brought their empire crashing down in ruin.

		 

		Azalmora moved in a crimson blur, Ghostruin burning in her fist. She was going to kill him, retake the crown, and then kill them all.

		 

		Memories flashed through Gareth’s mind so fast he could scarce grasp them.

		 

		He remembered the vision he had seen of the Dragonskull’s creation. A dying high dragon had fallen from the cosmos, landing with such force that its impact had driven its bones deep into the earth. The bones of a high dragon held mighty magic, which was why the high elves had locked the rest of the bones of the high dragons away in a hidden tomb. Even with just the skull of a high dragon, the xortami had created a weapon of unimaginable power.

		 

		But the high dragons were not evil.

		 

		Powerful beyond measure and alien beyond the ability of humans to truly understand, but they were not evil. They traveled from star to star, preparing new worlds for the kindreds that would one day dwell there and then departing. The high dragons wielded powers of creation and growth, not of destruction.

		 

		The Dragonskull had been twisted, corrupted, perverted by the skill of the xortami sorcerers and artificers.

		 

		Again, he felt that the Dragonskull was watching him, that it was alive and waiting to see what he would do.

		 

		Then all at once, Gareth understood.

		 

		He had been wrong from the beginning.

		 

		Or perhaps not wrong, but lacking a complete understanding of what he needed to do.

		 

		His quest hadn’t been to destroy the Dragonskull.

		 

		His quest had been to free it.

		 

		Before he could talk himself out of it, Gareth seized the crown and set it upon his head.

		 

		Power exploded through his mind, and the arena trembled around him.

		 

		###

		 

		Azalmora froze in astonishment, even her expanded intellect unable to process the sight before her eight eyes.

		 

		What was Gareth Arban doing?

		 

		Attempting to destroy the crown had been a logical tactic but futile. The crown itself was not an object of dark magic, merely the link connecting to the mighty spells upon the Dragonskull. A subtle distinction but an important one. A soulblade could destroy the crown with enough blows, but it would take time that Azalmora would not give her foes.

		 

		But she had never expected one of the Swordbearers to attempt to use the crown.

		 

		Gareth went rigid, his eyes glowing blue, the same light spreading through the veins beneath his skin. The Dragonskull shone brighter, the great temple trembling from the shifting forces. Even as Azalmora hurtled at Gareth, a blast of blue lightning leaped from the side of the Dragonskull and struck the tiers of seats, blasting apart the stonework into rubble.

		 

		The fool. Gareth couldn’t control the Dragonskull. None of the Swordbearers could. They lacked the rigorous training in arcane forces that Azalmora possessed, the mental discipline that allowed her to channel the magic. The Guardian or Niara might have managed it, perhaps barely, but they both were far younger and less experienced than Azalmora. If they tried to use the crown and the Dragonskull, at best they would burn themselves to cinders.

		 

		At worst, they would destroy Takaris, maybe causing every single one of the nearby volcanoes to erupt.

		 

		Gareth would just kill himself.

		 

		But she wouldn’t let him live long enough to die from his own folly. Azalmora drew back Ghostruin to strike. One clean blow to take off Gareth’s head, and she would reclaim the crown and stabilize the Dragonskull.

		 

		Then it was simply a battle of attrition to wear down her foes and kill them one by one.

		 

		Perhaps Valdranek would make Gungnir part of the imperial regalia of the new xortami empire.

		 

		###

		 

		The cosmos exploded through Gareth’s mind.

		 

		He had thought his mother a powerful sorceress, the most powerful in Andomhaim, and Azalmora wielded her spells with deadly skill.

		 

		But they were only embers compared to the blazing sun of the Dragonskull.

		 

		Power poured through his skull, and with it, memories that were not his own, that were too vast for his mind to grasp. Gareth dimly glimpsed dragons flying from star to star, pouring their magic into new worlds. Like craftsmen laboring to build a mighty cathedral, though on a far greater scale than anything the mind of man could grasp or even imagine.

		 

		An echo of that power lived in the great skull resting atop the dais.

		 

		The xortami had taken that echo and twisted it with their dark spells.

		 

		The Dragonskull’s might blazed through every fiber of Gareth’s body, threatening to burn him away like a blade of grass cast upon a fire.

		 

		But it wasn’t just raw force, impartial and indifferent. It was alive, on some level beyond human life, and it was watching him.

		 

		Waiting.

		 

		Gareth shouted inside his mind.

		 

		“I don’t seek to wield you,” he said. “I don’t seek to command you. I will free you. Spells of dark magic have been laid upon you. Stormshield can break any spell of dark magic. Use it. Use it!”

		 

		The Dragonskull answered.

		 

		The flow of power shifted, and suddenly it flowed through his link to Stormshield. The soulblade burned with savage fury, and Gareth felt its righteous wrath rise. The magic of the Dragonskull was immense and unfathomable, but the xortami had driven spikes of dark magic into it, chains of power to direct and wield it.

		 

		Stormshield burned away the taint of the dark power.

		 

		The crown dissolved into ashes on Gareth’s head and drifted away.

		 

		The runes and glyphs cut into the Dragonskull burned white hot.

		 

		Power lashed out from the Dragonskull in all directions, ripping into the walls and the ceiling and turning stone to dust.

		 

		###

		 

		The crown dissolved into dust on Gareth’s head, and power erupted from the Dragonskull, torrents of white-hot flame.

		 

		One of them came right at Azalmora.

		 

		She stared at it, transfixed.

		 

		It was…it was…

		 

		In all her long life of murder and dark magic, in all the different nations she had traveled and places she had walked, she had never seen anything so…so…

		 

		Beautiful.

		 

		It was the raw power of creation the high dragons had once wielded, the fire at the heart of a star, the molten blood of the earth, the radiance at the heart of a lightning bolt.

		 

		Power that could do anything, shape anything.

		 

		All the dark magic that she had wielded over the millennia had been nothing but a shadow compared to this.

		 

		All her life, she had sought true power, but it had always been beyond her reach, and she had never even known it.

		 

		The torrent of flame struck Azalmora, and Ghostruin shattered in her hand, the dark soulblade’s physical form destroyed.

		 

		Her last thought was that even her destruction was beautiful in the light of this fire, and then Azalmora burned away and knew nothing more.

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 19: Aura

		 

		The cold chill of the healing magic washed through Crake, and the pain of his injuries faded, though they did not leave him entirely.

		 

		“Best get up, Sir Crake,” said Joachim. The Magistrius sounded as terrible as Crake felt, his voice hoarse, his eyes bloodshot. “Fighting’s not over yet. My brother would never let you hear the end of it if he won the battle while you were lying about.”

		 

		Well, he was right about that.

		 

		Crake pulled himself to his feet, Joachim at his side, just in time for the Dragonskull to start exploding.

		 

		Tendrils of white-hot fire lashed out in all directions, ripping into the tiers of seats and cutting through the stone like butter. One of those tendrils struck Azalmora, and both the urdmordar and her dark soulblade exploded into ashes and vanished. The temple shook around Crake, chunks of stone falling from the ceiling.

		 

		“What the hell did you do, Southron?” said Crake, stunned.

		 

		“I think,” said Joachim, “I think he destroyed the spells on the Dragonskull with Stormshield, and that means…”

		 

		“Out!” Morigna’s voice thundered through the arena. “Everyone out of the temple! The Dragonskull is going to explode!”

		 

		The combatants had no need to heed her. They were already moving. The Norvangir were retreating quickly in good order to the doors on the arena’s middle tier. The xortami were sprinting in a panic to the doors leading back to the center of Takaris. Crake wondered what had put such a fright into them and then remembered the history. The Dragonskull had been activated only once before, and that had destroyed Takaris and fractured the xortami empire into warring tribes. For all they knew, that catastrophe was about to replay itself.

		 

		Maybe it actually was.

		 

		Come to think of it, running like hell was a really good idea.

		 

		Crake half-ran, half-limped to join Gareth, who stood staring at the blazing Dragonskull with wide eyes. Joachim joined him, as did Philip, Jerome, and Telemachus. Crake was surprised that they were still alive, though they all looked as battered and tired as he felt. Joachim must have healed their wounds, letting them keep fighting as the battle raged on. Niara and Morigna ran to join them, Dietmar following with his crossbow.

		 

		“What the hell did you do?” said Crake again.

		 

		Another tremor went through the floor, more tendrils of flame lashing out from the Dragonskull.

		 

		“I don’t really know,” said Gareth. “The Dragonskull…I think it was alive, and it wanted to be free of…”

		 

		“Explanations can wait,” said Morigna. “Run! Follow the Norvangir!”

		 

		###

		 

		Gareth was utterly exhausted, and in addition to his sore and aching limbs, he had a thunderous headache from the few seconds the power of the Dragonskull had flowed through him.

		 

		Considering what had happened to Azalmora and Ghostruin, he was grateful that a headache was the only lingering effect of the few seconds he had dared to wear that crown.

		 

		They sprinted across the arena floor and up the shallow stairs, heading towards the middle tier with the doors of black metal. The shaking was getting worse, and Niara stumbled, but Gareth caught her arm and helped her to keep going. More tendrils of flame burst from the Dragonskull, slicing into the walls and tearing out chunks of the ceiling. Shafts of pale winter sunlight shone from breaches in the dome, dim compared to the unlocked power of the Dragonskull. How much damage could the temple take before the entire thing collapsed?

		 

		More fire blazed from the Dragonskull, and two ribbons of flame leaped out, one on Gareth’s left, another on his right. The coils of fire ripped into the wall of the arena overhead, and Gareth came to a halt, the others stopping around him.

		 

		They were trapped. The coils of flame cut them off from any of the doors on the middle tier or the gate the xortami had used to enter.

		 

		“Can you dispel it?” said Morigna.

		 

		Niara gestured and sent a shaft of white flame into the ribbon of fire on the left. The spell struck the flames and bounced away like a pebble thrown at a castra wall. “No. It’s too strong. Maybe I can ward against it.” She cast a warding spell before her, a dome of translucent light, and pushed it against the coil.

		 

		The ward shattered like a pane of glass.

		 

		“No,” said Niara. “It’s too powerful.”

		 

		A massive jolt shook the chamber, and the Dragonskull vanished.

		 

		In its place was a sphere of blazing flame that rushed outward, a wall of fire flowing up the stairs toward them.

		 

		Gareth remembered how Azalmora had dissolved into ashes.

		 

		At least their deaths would be quick.

		 

		###

		 

		Niara stared at the expanding sphere of flames, rage filling her mind.

		 

		She had come so far. She had seen and endured so much. Xothalaxiar had fallen at her hand, and her father had been avenged. She had even fallen in love, finding something that she could care about other than vengeance.

		 

		And now, after all that, her betrothed and her friends were all going to die here?

		 

		The sphere of flame expanded outward, filling the arena.

		 

		She had maybe two seconds before they died.

		 

		No. No, she would not allow it.

		 

		But a warding spell wouldn’t work. She couldn’t dispel the flames.

		 

		Yet there was one thing she had never done before, one thing she never could do.

		 

		Niara hadn’t cared whether she lived or died, and in truth, she hadn’t really cared whether anyone else lived or died. She hadn’t wished anyone ill, but all men died, did they not?

		 

		But here and now, she cared very much.

		 

		Niara forced her exhausted mind through the patterns of the spell, channeling the power of her magic into the golden staff of Myotharia.

		 

		A half-second before the flames of the Dragonskull washed over them, she cast the healing spell.

		 

		It erupted from her, covering Gareth and the others in a sphere of pale white light.

		 

		The fire of the Dragonskull washed over them, and Niara felt the agony as it started to burn into them.

		 

		But she healed it.

		 

		She healed it faster than the fire could burn, and the magic of the Well of Tarlion flowed out from her, pushing back the flames, and Niara and her friends stood untouched in the midst of the inferno. She saw Gareth looking at her in wonder, and the small part of her mind that was not trembling with strain noted with wry amusement that Morigna’s mouth was hanging open in shock.

		 

		Niara gripped the spell in her will, forcing it through the overburdened staff, her healing magic repairing the damage from the flames faster than it could harm.

		 

		The flames winked out. The arena was a smoking ruin, great breaches torn in the dome overhead. The Dragonskull was gone, and a glowing crater yawned where the arena floor and the first half-dozen tiers of seats had been. Niara released her magic with a groan, her head throbbing, and Myotharia’s staff splintered apart in her grasp and fell in a half-dozen twisted pieces to the floor. The amount of magic she had summoned had proven too much even for the mighty artificers of the ancient high elves.

		 

		But the staff had served its purpose. Myotharia had been right. Niara had needed it after all.

		 

		“That was,” said Joachim into the silence. “That was…astonishing.”

		 

		“I don’t know what you did, but I’m glad you did it,” said Jerome.

		 

		Before anyone else could speak, a massive cracking sound filled the damaged arena.

		 

		The dome of the ceiling was giving way.

		 

		“Run!” bellowed Morigna, and Niara did not need to be told twice.

		 

		They raced through the arena as great chunks of the dome broke loose and thundered into the seats with booms and clouds of dust. Niara ran as fast as she could, her breath sawing against her lungs and dry throat. Under other circumstances, she would have cast a warding spell to try and block the falling rubble. But she was utterly spent, and if she tried to use any magic right now, she would either pass out, throw up, or both.

		 

		Niara and the others darted through one of the doors on the middle tier a few seconds before the entire ruined dome gave way. A shower of stones filled the arena, and the jolt knocked Niara from her feet, her armor clattering. She rolled to one knee and almost fell over but saw that the doors to the arena had been filled with rubble.

		 

		Silence fell over the corridor, broken only but the sounds of their rapid breathing.

		 

		“I guess,” said Jerome at last, “I guess we did it.”

		 

		“And we’re still alive,” said Philip.

		 

		“My astonishment,” said Dietmar, “knows no bounds.”

		 

		Niara laughed despite herself and wiped the sweat and dust from her brow. “I’d wager Azalmora would feel the same way.”

		 

		“What did you do?” said Gareth, helping her to stand. “How did you ward away the fire?”

		 

		“She didn’t,” said Joachim. “She healed the damage as fast as it came. I’ve never heard of anything like it.”

		 

		“Don’t ask me to repeat it,” said Niara. “And I don’t think I could. Half the effort came from Myotharia’s staff, and the spell broke it.”

		 

		“But she would be pleased had she known of it,” said Morigna. “For our quest has been successful, and the Dragonskull broken. Come, let us find out way out of this ruin and rejoin the Norvangir. I expect they shall be most eager to hear our tale.”

		 

		***

		 

		
Chapter 20: Knights

		 

		As it turned out, it was not hard to find the Norvangir.

		 

		They had regrouped to the east of the great temple and the royal palace of Takaris while the xortami fled in disarray to the south.

		 

		“A great panic has gripped the lizardmen,” said Ivar, Gungnir gleaming in his hand. “When the Dragonskull burst into flame…perhaps it reminded them of the great cataclysm that destroyed their empire long ago.”

		 

		“Cowards,” said Ingvilda. She still wore her helmet topped with the xortami skull. “Had they stood and fought, steel-hardening their hearts, they would have prevailed. For they had ten times our number.”

		 

		“Since I would rather not die in this dismal place, sister,” said Ivar in his dry voice, “I am glad that they did not.”

		 

		“Was Valdranek slain?” said Gareth. God and the saints, he felt like he could sleep for a week. Maybe a month. But Niara was leaning on him, and he would not let himself rest while she needed him. “In the chaos, I couldn’t see.”

		 

		“I know not, Swordbearer,” said Ivar. “But if he still lives, his authority is much reduced. My scouts say that the xortami who fled the southern gate broke apart into their individual tribes. If Valdranek still lives, it will take him much time to rebuild his authority.” He smiled behind his heavy beard. “Should he march south again, he will find a united Norvangenheim ready to oppose him.”

		 

		“With you as its king, I trust,” said Morigna.

		 

		“Of course, Guardian,” said Ivar without rancor. “Someone must rule Norvangenheim. You might say I seek to become king-fated for my own glory, and you would speak true.” His smile faded. “But the sons of Norvangir must have a king. You see that we have many enemies – the dvargir, the pagan orcs of the west, the xortami and their kobold allies. Even if Valdranek is slain, some new xortami warlord might rise and seek to wage war against my people. And perhaps we should be wary of the Heptarchy you described.”

		 

		“We are a long way from the southern sea, brother,” said Ingvilda.

		 

		“We are. But the Heptarchy might send more priestesses like this Azalmora, spider-cunning and spider-patient, to work discord among the sons of the Norvangir,” said Ivar. “Yet I speak of the distant future. Today was a great victory. Though I understand it not. How did you destroy the Dragonskull, Sir Gareth? You donned the accursed crown, and then all was flames.”

		 

		“The Dragonskull,” said Gareth slowly. “I don’t fully understand. I don’t think any mortal mind can understand it. But the Dragonskull was alive, in a sense.”

		 

		“A mighty feat for a skull,” said Ingvilda.

		 

		Gareth shook his head. “It was alive the way that my soulblade is alive, the way that Gungnir is alive.” Ingvilda nodded her understanding. “But it was the skull of a high dragon. They were beings of creation, not malice. The Dragonskull hated that it had been twisted to the service of dark magic. When I put on the crown, I spoke to the Dragonskull, and my soulblade burned away the dark magic that bound it. Then the Dragonskull destroyed Azalmora and Ghostruin, and it destroyed itself, lest its power be abused again.”

		 

		“Nearly killing us in the process, I should bloody well point out,” said Crake.

		 

		Gareth shrugged. “I don’t think it fully understood. I know that I do not. I can say no more about it.”

		 

		Ivar gazed at him for a moment and then nodded. “So you have said. Perhaps it is ill-fated and folly-minded to dwell upon such high matters of magic. The xortami did, and look what became of them. But come! A great deed you have wrought and a great victory we have won. A bold deed, song-worthy – to ride to Takaris, smite the Dragonskull, and to ride out again.” He looked at his sister. “No doubt Father Colafur will wish to write a book.”

		 

		She laughed. “He has already started. I see him scribbling notes by the fire at night.”

		 

		“You all have done deeds of renown, and shall be remembered as friends of the Norvangir,” said Ivar. “Sir Gareth, Sir Crake, Sir Jerome, Sir Philip, Sir Telemachus, Magistrius Joachim, Master Dietmar, Magistria Niara, and the Guardian Morigna. You shall be ever welcome in my hall and invited to share my mead and meat should your paths bring you to Norvangenheim again. But let us ride out before the xortami find their courage once more. I will flinch not from battle, but I would rather not face ten times our number.”

		 

		###

		 

		Two weeks later, Gareth Arban lay in his guest room in the hall of Jarl Aurgelmir in the city of Musfell.

		 

		The last time he had been here, during the march to Nifheldun, he had slept in the citadel. Now he merited his own small bedroom in the jarl’s hall, which was much warmer than the gloomy citadel. The room also had its own hearth, and flames crackled within, filling the room with their heat and dim light.

		 

		Gareth lay upon his back atop the bed, a faint sheen of sweat drying on his skin, and ran his hand along Niara’s side, feeling the warmth of the skin there.

		 

		She yawned and rested her head against his chest.

		 

		“You do just keep going and going, don’t you?” she murmured.

		 

		Gareth felt himself smile. “I did not hear you complain.”

		 

		“What will we do now?” said Niara.

		 

		“Go to sleep, I think,” said Gareth. It was his turn to yawn. “And then ride south to Sigulforn tomorrow with Jarl Ivar.”

		 

		“Where we shall be wed in his hall,” said Niara. “Unless you’ve changed your mind?”

		 

		Her tone was light, but her eyes were serious.

		 

		Gareth kissed her. “I haven’t.”

		 

		“Then what will become of us?” said Niara. “Once we are wed, and we make our way in this new world that I have somehow lived to see.”

		 

		“We’ll go back to Andomhaim,” said Gareth. “To Tarlion, to report of our task to the High King. And then? Dietmar will return to the Order of the Ravens in Cintarra. Sir Telemachus will go back to Owyllain in honor, for he slew Mharoslav of Vhalorast and avenged his family. Perhaps I will ask my mother to try and find him a wife, for he too deserves to put the past behind him and begin anew. Joachim, I think, will go to Queen Mara’s court, where he was to serve as one of her Magistri before he joined our quest. But you and I…we’ll return to the Northerland with Crake, Philip, and Jerome. For we were the household knights of Dux Constantine before we became Swordbearers, and that oath has not been released.”

		 

		“Assuming Crake can leave Ingvilda,” said Niara with a smile. “He’s crept into her tent every night since we left Takaris.”

		 

		“He will,” said Gareth. “Ingvilda does not want to leave Norvangenheim, and he does not want to stay.”

		 

		“I suppose I will be bored,” said Niara. “This peaceful new world has no place for one of the First Magistri.” Gareth laughed, and she gave him an irritated look. “What?”

		 

		“Niara,” said Gareth, “whatever happens, you will not be bored. Norvangenheim is not the only realm with foes. It is the task of the Swordbearers and the Magistri to protect Andomhaim from dark magic, whether from without or within. And whatever happens to us, however long we live, however many children God may grant us…you won’t be bored. You will be needed.”

		 

		“Good,” said Niara. “And what about you, Sir Gareth Arban? What do you want?”

		 

		What did he want? He had wanted to become a knight, worthy of the trust shown to him. He had also wanted to marry the love of his life, but he had been wrong. It hadn’t been Iseult.

		 

		It had been Niara all along.

		 

		Gareth just had to find her first.

		 

		“I already have everything I want,” said Gareth, and he kissed her again.

		 

		THE END

		 

		Thank you for reading DRAGONSKULL: CROWN OF THE GODS.

		 

		The DRAGONSKULL saga has concluded, but there are more epic tales to tell in the realm of Andomhaim. Look for SHIELD OF STORMS (https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=17147), the first book in THE SHIELD WAR series, to come in 2024.

		 

		You can read a preview of THE SHIELD WAR in the short story THE LAST SHIELD (https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=17143).

		 

		If you liked the book, please consider leaving a review at your ebook site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter. (https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1854)
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