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		Description

		

		A frozen wasteland. A ruthless warlock. All who challenge his power have fallen.

		

		Gareth Arban seeks to find and destroy the Dragonskull, the legendary lost relic of dark magic.

		

		But to reach the Dragonskull, he must cross the wastelands ruled by tribes of brutal lizardmen. And his enemies, the sorceress Azalmora and the warlock Mharoslav, are ahead of him.

		

		They desire the Dragonskull, and will kill anyone to claim its power.

		

		Including Gareth and his friends...
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		Chapter 1: The Wastes

		

		Gareth Arban knew that enemies awaited them in the xortami wastes.

		

		Though he worried that the weather and the terrain might prove deadlier obstacles.

		

		The first day after their departure from Nifheldun passed without much trouble. They left the Stoneblood Road, descending to the lands on the other side of the mountains. Gareth and his companions traveled in a line. He walked in front with Crake, Morigna, Philip, Jerome, Telemachus, Joachim, and Dietmar following. Dietmar and Joachim kept an eye on their train of pack horses, the animals loaded with as many supplies as they could bear. Gareth didn’t know how far it was from Nifheldun to the resting place of the Dragonskull, and the more supplies they had, the better their chances of success.

		

		But the Dragonskull was close, he knew.

		

		Gareth felt it inside his head.

		

		The link to the final Waystone had grown stronger once they had crossed the River Jormundgar north of Sigulforn, stronger again once they passed the Stoneblood Road, and now it was a constant pressure inside his skull. If Gareth had closed his eyes and spun in a circle, he would not have been disoriented. The pressure inside his head remained constant, pointing him towards the last Waystone.

		

		To the ruins of Takaris, the resting place of the Dragonskull.

		

		Perhaps that was the reason the Guardian Morigna walked close to Gareth whenever possible.

		

		She did not speak much and seemed somehow suited to the harsh landscape of the xortami wastes – a tall, stark figure swathed in a gray cloak and heavy gray robes, though sometimes he glimpsed the golden armor beneath the robes or the rings upon her fingers. It was cold enough that she kept her cowl up, shading her lean elven features and coppery red hair.

		

		Morigna had not said anything, but Gareth had the impression that she was worried about him, that she thought his link with the Waystone was dangerous.

		

		Given that he had now seen visions of Niara while he was awake, Morigna might have a point.

		

		They kept to the ruins of the old road. Likely it had once been a broad highway built by the slaves of the xortami as they expanded their empire. It had crumbled away long ago, but a raised causeway of earth still rose from the ground.

		

		Philip was the best tracker among them, but even Gareth could see the marks of clawed feet on the causeway. No doubt Warlord Valdranek and his army liked had marched this way once they left Nifheldun.

		

		Gareth wondered if Valdranek knew that Nifheldun was now in the hands of the Norvangir. If the xortami warlord decided to turn his army and return south, Gareth and his friends would find themselves right in his path.

		

		“Fear not,” said Morigna when Gareth mentioned the possibility. “This land is dangerous, but if foes approach, we shall have ample warning. The Sight can offer at least some premonition of danger, and I have more prosaic methods of warning.”

		

		A raven dropped out of the sky and landed on her shoulder, letting out a caw.

		

		“Why is there a bloody bird on your shoulder?” said Crake. He hadn’t said much since they had left Nifheldun. Gareth suspected that he missed Lady Ingvilda and wasn’t in the mood to discuss it.

		

		“A spell of earth magic,” said Gareth before Morigna could answer. “She can use it to control the minds of beasts and see through their eyes.”

		

		A sardonic smile went over Morigna’s features. “You are very well-learned in magic for a knight, but then you are the son of the Keeper of Andomhaim.” She reached up with a finger, stroked the bird, and it took to the air with another caw. “The Sight will warn us if any creatures or wielders of dark magic approach. The ravens will provide more eyes, and I doubt the xortami will think to guard against them.”

		

		“We shall need to be careful,” said Philip. “Valdranek might have marched in haste to the north, but that many xortami warriors can only move so swiftly. Judging by these tracks, I think we are right behind them.”

		

		“We are,” agreed Morigna. “And I fear they are between us and the final Waystone.” She glanced at Gareth.

		

		“Since we can’t go through that many xortami warriors,” said Gareth, “let’s hope they get distracted by Valdranek’s rivals.”

		

		“And Mharoslav is ahead of us,” said Telemachus, gripping the hilt of his sheathed sword. The Arcanius Knight had always been grim, which wasn’t surprising given that Mharoslav had slaughtered his family. But ever since his ill-fated confrontation with Mharoslav in the tower of Nifheldun, Telemachus’s grimness had intensified, had become sharper and harder. Gareth was looking at a man who wanted to go to his death in battle. Telemachus believed that he had failed his murdered family.

		

		Gareth wanted to find a way to keep Telemachus from getting himself killed but didn’t know how.

		

		And it was entirely possible that the xortami might kill them all long before they found Mharoslav or the final Waystone.

		

		Conversation faded as they kept walking, their attention on the landscape. At first, Gareth thought the xortami wastes, at least their southern edge, did not look all that different from the lands of the Norvangir. The terrain was hilly and rocky, though the hills were smoothing out. Patches of thick pine trees alternated with meadows of tough brown grasses, though most of the grass was covered in snow. Yet not as much snow as there had been south of the mountains. Morigna thought that the mountains blocked many storms coming from the west, keeping the xortami wastes from getting as much snow as Norvangenheim.

		

		That was just as well. Gareth had seen more snow than he had ever wanted.

		

		Though he would never admit that to Crake.

		

		The differences soon became apparent as well. Most of Norvangenheim had been cultivated, with forests alternating between meadows and fields of crops. Gareth saw no sign of farming here, no sign that the land had been worked for generations. Which was almost a shame because the soil was obviously rich. Both Philip and Father Colafur had said that the fiery mountains sometimes vomited ash and fumes that enriched the soil, made it more fertile and better suited for crops.

		

		There were also more ruins here, far more than Gareth had seen in the northern half of Norvangenheim.

		

		They passed crumbling towers. Once they had been mighty strongholds, but now they were only empty stone shells. Some still had weathered reliefs on their sides, blocky, stylized images showing xortami warriors leading trains of orcish and halfling captives, xortami priests sacrificing them upon altars. The images were hardly pleasant, though they lacked the malignant cruelty of dark elven art.

		

		Though much like the dark elves, the xortami had destroyed their empire through their own pride and madness.

		

		As the day lengthened and afternoon gave way to evening, Gareth saw the fires to the north.

		

		The harsh yellow-orange light reflected off the clouds. It looked a bit like a sunset on a cloudy day, but the sun did not set in the north.

		

		“That must be more volcanoes,” said Jerome, pointing at the glow.

		

		“Aye,” said Gareth. “When the xortami tried to use the Dragonskull for the first time, its power destroyed them. It also cracked the earth. I don’t think there were any volcanoes in this part of the world before they used it.”

		

		“They ought not to have listened to the Ossuary,” said Morigna.

		

		“Do you think he sabotaged them on purpose?” said Jerome. In the catacombs beneath Nifheldun, Gareth, Jerome, and Morigna had encountered the Ossuary. Once a powerful dark elven lord, the Ossuary was now an insane wreck of his former self, devoted to the xortami, who his ruined mind regarded as his children. He claimed to have given the xortami high priests the knowledge they needed to create the Dragonskull, though Gareth didn’t know if the dark elf had been lying or not.

		

		“I doubt it,” said Morigna. “Not consciously, anyway. The Ossuary showed them how to forge the Dragonskull. A pity he did not accidentally destroy himself first. Much evil would have been averted.” One of the ravens landed on her shoulder. Morigna stroked the bird, nodded to herself, and the bird took to the air once more.

		

		“The raven has seen foes, my lady?” said Dietmar.

		

		“No,” said Morigna. “Not nearby. Their passage is obvious, though. The raven has spotted a good campsite. I suggest we stop to make camp soon.”

		

		Telemachus frowned. “There is still another hour or two of daylight.”

		

		“Aye,” said Morigna, “but we shall need a large fire tonight. I fear it will soon become dangerously cold.” The wind had picked up, and it seemed to become colder with every passing moment. “We shall not defeat Azalmora, nor shall you have your vengeance, Sir Telemachus, if we all freeze to death.”

		

		“She’s right,” said Gareth. “What have the ravens found?”

		

		“A ruined tower about a half-mile off the road,” said Morigna. “It is sheltered in the lee of a low hill. That will keep the light of our fire from being visible to the north, should Valdranek think to send patrols to watch the land behind him.”

		

		“He was clever enough to set that trap at Nifheldun,” said Crake. Already frost was starting to form in his red beard. The Swordbearers and Telemachus had all grown beards since leaving Tarlion, partly because there was rarely any opportunity to shave and mostly because it helped keep their faces warm. “Just as well we have your magic to help keep watch.”

		

		“We shall still have to remain cautious,” said Dietmar.

		

		“Indeed, Master Dietmar,” said Morigna. “This way.”

		

		They turned west off the causeway and entered a pine forest. The pine trees were huge, some of the biggest that Gareth had ever seen, and they rose high enough that it wasn’t hard to find a path beneath their branches. As Morigna had said, the land rose in a shallow hill, and one of the ruined xortami towers sat at the hill's base. The tower and the hill would help block the light from a campfire.

		

		That was fortunate, because they were going to need a fire to survive the night. The wind was picking up again, and Gareth felt the chill sink through his heavy clothes. The soulblade on his hip could protect him from many different things, but Gareth doubted it would keep him from freezing to death overnight.

		

		The tower’s roof had fallen in long ago, but the round walls were mostly intact. Inside, a heap of rubble rested in the center of the floor, which was overrun with grass, but they would have enough room to get all the horses inside.

		

		“Bit of a trap, isn’t it?” said Crake. “Only one way in or out.”

		

		“Aye,” said Morigna. “But it will be easier to stay warm. And, if necessary, it will be easy to defend.”

		

		“We had best gather a good store of firewood,” said Gareth as Joachim and Dietmar tended to the horses. “Jerome, come with me, we’ll get some branches. Crake, Telemachus, I think you had better start on the firepit. Guardian, I think you and Philip should keep watch, you have the best chance of spotting anything.” It felt odd to give commands to the Guardian. But, then, Gareth never actually gave her commands, only suggestions, and so far she hadn’t protested any of them.

		

		Morigna and Philip moved to the entrance to the tower, and Gareth saw the faint flicker of purple light around the Guardian’s fingers as she cast a spell of earth magic. She had used that spell when they had crossed the Deeps to enter the catacombs beneath Nifheldun. The magic let her sense the earth around her, feeling the pressure if anyone stepped upon it. Between that and her power with the Sight, Gareth wasn’t too worried that anyone would take them unawares.

		

		But he would not relax his vigilance. The Guardian had powerful magic, but Azalmora had forced her to retreat.

		

		And given that Azalmora had claimed whatever weapon of dark magic Khurnetsov had summoned in Nifheldun, the spiderling priestess would be all the more dangerous.

		

		No one had disturbed this forest for some time because many branches lay fallen on the ground. Gareth and Jerome gathered two armloads, deposited them in the firepit that Crake and Telemachus had made, and then went to get more.

		

		“I wonder,” said Jerome in a low voice.

		

		“Eh?” said Gareth. He hadn’t expected the other knight to speak.

		

		“Maybe you should ask the Guardian about the prophecy,” said Jerome.

		

		“What prophecy?” said Gareth, though he knew what Jerome was talking about.

		

		“The one that your sister had before we left Tarlion, the vision,” said Jerome. “She said that I had to fight the awakened shaman, and that came true when we fought Nhalavask in the Qazaluuskan Forest. She said that Crake would have to reforge the weapon of the fallen king, and that happened in Sigulforn, didn’t it? Snorri Last-King had Gungnir before Crake and Ingvilda reforged it, and he fell in battle.”

		

		“I know,” said Gareth. His sister’s visions were never wrong. They usually did not make a great deal of sense and often were not comprehensible until they had come true.

		

		But they were never wrong.

		

		“She said you would follow the Waystones, and we have,” said Jerome. “She said that Philip must find the gate, the way into the ruins of the madmen who built the Dragonskull. And that Sir Telemachus must master his magic.” He paused and picked up a thick branch with a grunt. “Didn’t Rhoanna also say that when Telemachus found his teacher, he must trust to her wisdom? Maybe that is the Guardian.”

		

		“It could be,” said Gareth. “But I don’t know.”

		

		“Who else could it be?” said Jerome.

		

		That was a reasonable question.

		

		“I don’t know,” said Gareth again “My sister’s visions…they’re not as helpful as we might like. She said you would have to face the awakened shaman. But we couldn’t use that as a guide. We had no idea we would have to fight Nhalavask in his barrow. And Crake and the spear? We didn’t even know that the Norvangir existed when we left Tarlion, let alone that they had a broken magical spear.”

		

		“But the visions did still come true,” said Jerome.

		

		“They did,” said Gareth, picking up another branch. “But my mother told me that Rhoanna’s visions are like reading a book through a keyhole. Everything she sees is true. But it’s incomplete, and we often don’t understand what she saw until after it has happened.” He added one more branch to his bundle. “Besides, I think Joachim already talked with the Guardian about the visions.”

		

		“Oh.”

		

		“Does that make you feel better?”

		

		“Not particularly.”

		

		Gareth nodded. “Well, a hot fire might.”

		

		When they returned to the broken tower, the fire was already going. The pile of pine branches in the impromptu firepit crackled and hissed, casting their light against the eroded wall of the tower. Gareth and Jerome piled their branches against the wall. Dietmar fed a few more pieces of wood into the flames while Joachim busied himself brushing down the horses.

		

		“One more load of wood, I think, sirs,” said Dietmar. “That ought to get us through the night.”

		

		Jerome grunted. “You could help carry it.”

		

		“Alas, sirs,” said Dietmar, “regrettably I lack the stature and strength of young human men…”

		

		Joachim snorted. “He’s got you there. I’ll help you bring in some more. I’d rather not freeze to death tonight.”

		

		He had a point. Even in the few minutes that Gareth and Jerome had been gathering fuel, it had gotten noticeably colder. Gareth went with his friend and his brother, and they each gathered another bundle of wood and carried them back to the tower.

		

		To Gareth’s mild alarm, Crake was telling a joke to the Guardian when they returned.

		

		“So the barmaid looked at the blacksmith,” said Crake, “and said if that was his iron bar, she bloody well wanted a refund.” Gareth suppressed a wince. He had been there the first time Crake had heard that joke from a barmaid in Castra Marcaine’s town, and it didn’t seem suitable to tell the Guardian.

		

		But Morigna tossed back her head and laughed. The sound of amusement from the somber Guardian was so surprising that Gareth almost dropped his branches.

		

		“Ah, I had forgotten that,” said Morigna.

		

		“You’ve heard that one before?” said Crake.

		

		“But you tell it well, Sir Crake,” said Morigna. “Though when I first heard the joke, it was a carpenter and an oaken table leg.”

		

		Telemachus blinked a few times. After traveling together all the way from Castarium, he was used to Crake’s sense of humor, though it must have been a surprise to learn that the Guardian had one as well.

		

		“Table leg?” said Crake. “Huh, it’s funnier that way.”

		

		The wind howled outside the tower, and Dietmar fed more branches into the fire. It was chilly within the stone cylinder but far warmer than it would be outside in the icy wind.

		

		“This is a bad place for a tower,” said Philip. “It would have been better to build it atop that hill. They would have had a good view of the countryside for a few miles.”

		

		“Slaves,” said Gareth.

		

		“Eh?” said Crake.

		

		“The tower was for guarding slaves,” said Gareth. The memory came to him from his visions of the Waystone. “The xortami used orcish and halfling slaves to work their fields. This pine forest was probably a field before they forged the Dragonskull. Xortami guards would watch the slaves in the field, make sure they kept working.”

		

		“Cheery thought,” said Crake.

		

		Morigna said nothing, though Gareth felt the weight of the Guardian’s gaze from across the fire.

		

		After they ate, they set a schedule for the watch, though Morigna’s spells would warn them if anyone approached.

		

		Gareth made himself as comfortable as he could on the stony ground, which wasn’t very much. Despite that, the long march through the freezing weather had fatigued him, and he fell asleep at once.

		

		And in his sleep, he dreamed.

		

		Once more he saw the creation of the Dragonskull – the dying dragon falling from the sky and plunging into the earth. The xortami digging the dragon’s skull from the ground and dragging it to Takaris, where their priests and wizards toiled over it. Gareth could pick out more details now that he knew more about what had happened – the individual xortami priests, the towers in the countryside, and xortami warlords in their gleaming armor.

		

		He saw the Ossuary cringing by his xortami masters, offering them advice as they forged the Dragonskull.

		

		One of the xortami high priests picked up a crown. It was a circle of gold, its sides adorned with glowing crystals of blue.

		

		Then the vision shifted, and Gareth saw the life of Niara again – her childhood in the small village, the death of her father at the hands of Xothalaxiar’s soldiers, her enslavement in the city ruled by the urdmordar. The awakening of her powers, her training as one of the First Magistri, and the long battle to drive the urdmordar from Tarlion and Andomhaim.

		

		Her growing conviction that Xothalaxiar had gone to find the Dragonskull.

		

		The journey in pursuit of the urdmordar, and Niara’s and Xothalaxiar’s deaths in their final battle, killed by the awakened magical defenses of Takaris.

		

		“You again,” said Niara.

		

		Gareth stood with her before the outer wall of Takaris, its surface carved with more of those reliefs of the xortami triumphing over their enemies. Niara leaned on her bronze-colored staff, her armor battered and soot-stained, dark hollows beneath her blue-purple eyes, a few wisps of her white hair blowing around her face. She looked wild and beautiful.

		

		But doomed.

		

		He knew how this dream ended.

		

		“Why do I keep seeing you?” said Niara.

		

		“You’re not,” said Gareth. “I’m sorry. You died fighting Xothalaxiar. This is my dream. I’m talking with your memory now. You just never believe me when I tell you that.”

		

		Niara let out an exasperated breath. “I think I would know if I was dead, Gareth Arban.” She blinked. “But how do I know your name?”

		

		“I told you,” said Gareth. “In other dreams like this. And this dream is taking place inside my head. You know everything I know, I suppose.”

		

		Niara shook her head. “I must be hurt worse than I think. I’m having a conversation with a handsome young knight who won’t even be born for five hundred years.” A confused look went over her face. “But…we’ve had this conversation before, haven’t we?” She frowned at the wall. “I’ve stood here before, talking with you.”

		

		“You have, yes,” said Gareth. “Because this is a dream.”

		

		“No, it’s not,” said Niara, irritated. “Dreams don’t work that way.”

		

		“Dreams don’t have to make sense,” said Gareth.

		

		“When the dreams are induced by a magical effect, they do,” said Niara. “To an extent. And this isn’t acting like a dream.”

		

		“I’ve almost found your last Waystone,” said Gareth. “I don’t think it’s much farther now. And when I do, we will enter Takaris and destroy the Dragonskull, keep anyone from ever using it.”

		

		“Hmm,” said Niara. “A pity you don’t actually exist. I could use the help of a Swordbearer or three against Xothalaxiar. You would have been useful on the journey here, for that matter. We…”

		

		She frowned, turned, and looked toward the ruined wall of Takaris.

		

		A blue glow had started flickering from behind the wall.

		

		Gareth could not recall that from his previous visions.

		

		“It’s never done that before,” said Niara, her brow furrowing.

		

		“No,” said Gareth. He had seen this dream with Niara several times. Never had there been a light glowing from within the ruins of Takaris.

		

		Niara looked at him, her expression sharp and keen, all the confusion gone from her eyes. “Listen to me. I saw your dreams. That weapon of dark magic the xortami summoned? If its aura is powerful enough, it might interact with the Dragonskull.”

		

		“Interact?” said Gareth.

		

		The dream dissolved into nothingness.

		

		Gareth jerked awake and sat up, breathing hard. He sat within a ruined tower, a fire burning in the center of the floor, the others sleeping nearby. For a second, confusion gripped him, as it almost always did after the dreams, but his memories came back into focus. Norvangenheim. Nifheldun. The campsite in the tower.

		

		Crake was snoring quite loudly.

		

		An irritable part of Gareth’s mind wondered if Ingvilda had found Crake’s snoring annoying.

		

		He turned his head and saw Morigna looking right at him.

		

		The Guardian leaned against the archway, a gray shadow in her robes and cloak. Her eyes gleamed beneath her cowl, and she gripped her black staff with both hands, the rings glinting upon her fingers.

		

		She beckoned, and Gareth got to his feet and collected his sword belt, wrapping it around his waist. Going anywhere without Stormshield in the xortami wastes seemed foolish.

		

		“We should speak,” said Morigna in a soft voice, and they stepped outside.

		

		It was bitterly cold, which Gareth didn’t mind because the shock helped clear away the lingering shreds of the dream. Four of the thirteen moons were out, and their combined light was a cold blue, which made the forest seem all the icier, dappled patterns of shadow and pale blue moonlight across the forest floor.

		

		“You were dreaming,” said Morigna, “of Niara.”

		

		“How did you know?” said Gareth. He didn’t bother to deny it.

		

		“The Sight showed me,” said Morigna. “I saw the aura in your mind as you dreamed. I fear it is becoming dangerous.”

		

		“My mother examined me with the Sight before we left Tarlion,” said Gareth. “She didn’t see anything like that.”

		

		“Tarlion is a long way from any of Niara’s Waystones,” said Morigna. “Their magic grows stronger the closer you draw to them. Which means the effect they have upon you is greater. You have been seeing Niara while you are awake now, have you not?”

		

		“Yes,” said Gareth. He didn’t want to talk about it, but he had glimpsed flashes of Niara with his waking eyes. Sometimes he thought he had seen her walking along the causeway or standing next to him, frowning at something.

		

		“The dreams are bleeding over into the waking world,” said Morigna. “The Waystones should not be responding to you like that, and nor should the dreams.”

		

		“Then why are they?” said Gareth.

		

		“I do not know,” said Morigna. “I am not an expert at such things, and if your mother and Philip’s mother could not find the answer, then I am unlikely to do so. My best guess is that the Waystones are damaged somehow.”

		

		“Damaged,” said Gareth. “Yet they have worked so far.”

		

		Though he knew that was not entirely true. Myotharia had been able to suppress the function of the Waystone in the Tower of Mourning, and Gareth had not been able to use it until the mad high elf had drowned in the River Jormundgar. And while Gareth and his friends had been fighting Myotharia in her dragon shape, Azalmora would have had ample opportunity to tamper with the Waystone. Could she have been able to sabotage it?

		

		“While exacting a greater price upon you,” said Morigna.

		

		“I haven’t paid a price,” said Gareth.

		

		“Have you not?” said Morigna. “You have journeyed thousands of miles from your home through great peril. The pull of the final Waystone upon your mind grows stronger with every step north you take. It is almost a compulsion by now.”

		

		“What are you saying?” said Gareth.

		

		“I do not know, not yet,” said Morigna. “It is possible that the Waystones have been damaged or tampered with or that the spells are functioning in a way that Niara did not anticipate.” She let out a breath, which rose from her cowl like a plume of steam. “It is just as well that your brother and I am with you. He is a gifted healer, especially for such a young Magistrius.”

		

		“The Waystone might hurt me?” said Gareth.

		

		“It might,” said Morigna. “Or it might not. There will be no way of knowing until we stand before it.” She let out another breath, one that sounded irritated. “I know I am being vague. Well, I must, for I know not enough to be anything other than vague. But I do know this. The memory spells upon the Waystones, spells to let a warrior follow in Niara’s path, should not be functioning the way they are. The dreams should not be becoming stronger, and nor should they make you see visions in the waking world.”

		

		They stood in silence for a few seconds, watching the silent woods around them.

		

		“If the Waystone might hurt me,” said Gareth, “then it is no different than every other step I have taken since I touched the first Waystone. Azalmora might have slain me in Cintarra. Mharoslav might have killed me in Tarlion. Or Khurnetsov might have killed us all in Nifheldun. If Azalmora or Mharoslav find the Dragonskull…”

		

		“Or Mthrozgar,” said Morigna, a hard edge to her voice. She really did not like the dvargir.

		

		“If any one of them finds the Dragonskull, God only knows what will happen,” said Gareth. “It is up to us. We…”

		

		He fell silent.

		

		A jolt of anger from Stormshield entered his mind.

		

		Dark magic was nearby.

		

		“Ah,” said Morigna. “You feel it too.”

		

		“The xortami?” said Gareth, scanning the darkened trees.

		

		“No,” said Morigna. “Urvaalgs, I think. About a half-dozen of them. They are coming closer. They will not take us unawares, but you had better wake up the others quickly and quietly.”

		

		Gareth nodded and walked back into the tower. He woke the others in haste, and they gathered weapons and came to the entrance. Gareth felt Stormshield’s anger grow sharper.

		

		The urvaalgs were getting closer.

		

		“Can you see where they are, my lady?” said Philip.

		

		“Not with my physical eyes, not at night,” said Morigna. Urvaalgs had a power that let them blend with their surroundings. It made the creatures difficult to see even in direct noon sunlight. At night, it made them nearly impossible to locate. “When I say the word, draw your swords.”

		

		They stood in silence for a few moments. Gareth scanned the trees, but nothing moved. At least nothing that he could see. The cold wind set the branches of the pine trees to rustling and creaking. Urvaalgs could move in near-silence, so even the subdued rustling and the faint moan of the wind was more than enough to mask their approach.

		

		Purple light glowed along Morigna’s staff, and she gestured, a whirling globe of white mist spinning to life above her left hand.

		

		“Now,” she said and tossed the globe into the trees.

		

		Gareth yanked Stormshield from its scabbard, the soulblade erupting into pale white flames.

		

		At the same moment, the globe struck the ground and expanded into a wall of ghostly mist. It spread in a semicircle before the entrance to the ruined tower, and Gareth heard a sizzling noise accompanied by metallic growls of pain.

		

		The mist was acidic, and it forced the urvaalgs to abandon their power of stealth.

		

		Six creatures appeared out of nothingness, twisted hybrids of ape and wolf, black fangs filling their muzzles and black talons jutting from their paws. Ropes of greasy black fur hung off their gaunt, gray-skinned bodies, and their eyes burned like dying coals.

		

		As one, the urvaalgs loosed metallic screams and charged.

		

		Or they tried too, anyway.

		

		Telemachus leveled his sword and cast a spell, and arcs of brilliant lightning sprayed in a cone from the blade. The magic of the Arcanius Knight swept over the urvaalgs. The spell wasn’t powerful enough to kill the urvaalgs or even hurt them very much. But it did stun them for a second, their muscles jerking and spasming as the lightning coursed through their nerves.

		

		For a second, the urvaalgs could not move.

		

		And in that second, Gareth and the other Swordbearers attacked.

		

		He drew on Stormshield for speed and strength. The nearest urvaalg started to shake off the spell, getting its legs beneath it, but Gareth was already in motion. Stormshield swept down in a blaze of white fire, and the soulblade crunched into the urvaalg’s neck, half-severing its head from its spine. The white fire poured into the urvaalg, burning the corrupted flesh, and the creature fell dead at Gareth’s feet.

		

		Crake swung Valorforge, and the soulhammer that had remade Gungnir slammed into the head of an urvaalg. Valorforge might have reforged the ancestral spear of the kings of Norvangenheim, but it crushed the urvaalg’s skull, turning its head to a smoking paste. Jerome and Philip likewise attacked, Lightseeker and Sunstrike burning with white flame in their hands, and two more urvaalgs fell dead to the frozen ground.

		

		One of the remaining urvaalgs bounded at Telemachus. The Arcanius Knight twisted to the side, swinging his lightning-wreathed sword. A sword of steel would do nothing to an urvaalg. The magical lightning sheathing his blade, however, proved far more effective, and the jolt knocked the urvaalg back long enough for Crake to bring Valorforge down in a killing blow.

		

		The final urvaalg lunged at Morigna, and she cast a spell. The ground shuddered, and a dozen thick roots leaped from the earth and wrapped around the urvaalg’s limbs, binding it in place. The creature came to a halt, snapping and snarling as it tried to free itself.

		

		It was more than enough time for Gareth to take off its head with a swing of Stormshield.

		

		Silence fell over the forest, save for the rustling of the wind-stirred leaves.

		

		Some of Stormshield’s anger faded.

		

		But the white fire did not vanish from the sword’s blade.

		

		“Is that all of them?” said Crake, looking around.

		

		“Aye,” said Morigna. “There are no other creatures of dark magic nearby, I am certain of it.”

		

		Crake gestured with Valorforge. Pale fingers of white flame danced around the soulhammer’s head. “Valorforge doesn’t agree.”

		

		“No,” said Morigna. “Something of dark magic is stirring. Not nearby, I think. I suggest we get what rest we can for the remainder of the night. I will meditate with the Sight, and see what may be revealed.”

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 2: The Lizardmen

		

		After his conversation with Morigna and the fight with the urvaalgs, Gareth thought his nerves would not allow him to sleep.

		

		But the interior of the tower was pleasant, at least compared to the chill outside, and Gareth fell asleep at once.

		

		No dreams troubled his sleep, whether his own or Niara’s.

		

		Shortly after dawn, Morigna awoke them.

		

		“We should hurry,” she said. “I believe I know why your soulblades are reacting to dark magic.”

		

		“I do not sense any spells of dark magic nearby,” said Joachim.

		

		“No,” said Morigna. “There are none. But the soulblades are more sensitive to such things than any spells that can be wielded by elves or humans. So is the Sight. Something of great dark magical power has awakened to the north.”

		

		“The Dragonskull?” said Gareth.

		

		He remembered the strange blue light he had seen in the dream of Niara and Takaris.

		

		“I believe so,” said Morigna.

		

		“Then we are too late,” said Philip. “Azalmora has found the Dragonskull.”

		

		“Or Mharoslav,” added Telemachus.

		

		“No,” said Morigna. “The Dragonskull is not being wielded. Rather, I believe it has started to awaken.”

		

		“Why would it awaken?” said Telemachus.

		

		“I suspect,” said Morigna, “it is awakening because those who would wield it are drawing near.” She looked at Philip. “Your mother once told me of a theory held by the natural philosophers of Old Earth, how the act of observing an object can change its nature.”

		

		“That sounds like a load of rubbish,” muttered Crake.

		

		“Perhaps it is,” said Morigna. “But the Dragonskull was powerful enough to destroy the empire of the xortami and reduce them to warring tribes. We know not the limits of its power nor the extent of its abilities. It may well be that the mere act of seeking the Dragonskull could awaken it once the seeker is close enough.”

		

		“Which means that Azalmora and Mharoslav are ahead of us,” said Jerome.

		

		“We knew that anyway,” said Gareth. “It can’t be helped. We weren’t in any shape to leave Nifheldun immediately.”

		

		“Because of my folly,” said Telemachus.

		

		“Because you had all fought a hard battle,” said Morigna sharply. “Setting out half-exhausted and lacking supplies would have done no good. The outcomes of most battles are decided before the first sword is drawn and the first arrow is set to a bowstring. But we must now exercise even greater caution. The xortami wastes were dangerous before, but they shall hold greater peril. The stirring of dark magic will draw creatures of the dark elves – urvaalgs and ursaars and worse things. It may well start raising the freshly slain as undead.”

		

		Gareth nodded, stifling a grimace. That would not hinder Azalmora or Mharoslav. Both were strong enough with dark magic to take control of any creatures that hindered them, whether living or undead.

		

		Though perhaps an urvaalg might eat Mthrozgar.

		

		He doubted they would be that fortunate.

		

		“If the dark magic is stirring, Guardian,” said Joachim, “can you use the Sight to follow it to the source? We may not need to find the last Waystone at all.”

		

		Crake snorted. “That would be just bloody typical, wouldn’t it? We go to all this effort to take the Southron to the Waystone in the Qazaluuskan Forest and then the one the crazy high elf was guarding, and you can just follow the Dragonskull with the Sight?”

		

		“I fear the aura is not quite that precise, Sir Crake,” said Morigna. “I know that a storm is coming. I know not when the first raindrop will fall.” Her gaze shifted to Gareth. “And we still need to visit the last Waystone. Sir Gareth’s link to it is a better guide than the aura.”

		

		“The Waystone isn’t that far from Takaris,” said Gareth. “I think it’s on a hill, and Takaris itself is in a nearby valley. I know Niara could see the wall of mist around Takaris from where she placed the Waystone.”

		

		“And once you are closer, my lady,” said Dietmar, “I expect the Sight will prove a more reliable guide to finding the precise location of the Dragonskull.”

		

		“Most likely,” said Morigna.

		

		“You see?” said Joachim, clapping Crake on the shoulder. “We didn’t come all this way for nothing after all.” Crake only grunted.

		

		“We should set out at once,” said Morigna, glancing towards the sky. “There is never as much daylight this time of year as one might wish, and we do not want to waste any of it.”

		

		Her counsel was sound, so they gathered up the camp, quenched the fire, and loaded their supplies onto the pack horses. Morigna’s magic sensed no one nearby, so they left the ruined tower and headed east back to the causeway.

		

		It took some effort to coax the horses past the slain urvaalgs, and finally Gareth and Crake had to drag the carcasses into the trees so their horses would go past. It had been cold enough that the urvaalgs had already frozen solid. Gareth could hardly blame the horses for refusing to come near the dead urvaalgs.

		

		Even frozen, they still put out a vile stink.

		

		A short walk took them from the trees back to the causeway.

		

		“Should we go back on the road or stay in the forest?” said Jerome, giving the causeway a dubious look.

		

		“We are exposed on the causeway,” said Telemachus.

		

		“We can also move faster upon the road, sir,” said Dietmar. “The terrain in the trees is not favorable for the horses.”

		

		“It’s like when the medvarth chased us in the Northerland,” said Jerome. “Back during the siege of Toricus. We had to stay off the road then.”

		

		Gareth remembered that day well. It had only been a few years ago, but a lot had happened since, and it sometimes felt like a century had passed since he had been a squire at Castra Marcaine, hoping to become a knight with enough renown to win Iseult Toraemus’s hand in marriage.

		

		It seemed like a lifetime ago.

		

		Was that how Niara had felt, he wondered, looking back on the village where she had grown up before Xothalaxiar’s soldiers had come?

		

		Probably not. With a flicker of wry amusement, he supposed Niara had never been as great of a fool as Gareth had been about Iseult.

		

		“You said your spells and ravens can spot many enemies,” said Gareth, pushing aside the thoughts, “but they cannot spot everything.”

		

		“This is so,” said Morigna. “However, anyone skilled enough and powerful enough to elude them will be a dangerous foe. Fortunately, I travel in the company of knights bearing three soulblades and a soulhammer, so we likewise are quite dangerous.”

		

		“We had better take the causeway,” said Gareth. “I don’t know how far ahead Azalmora and Mharoslav have gotten, and if one of the horses breaks a leg, we’re going to have a harder time of it.”

		

		With that decided, they climbed back onto the low rise of the causeway.

		

		“The causeway has another advantage,” said Jerome, looking to the north. Gareth saw the distant shape of mountains, one of them giving off a red glow. “This must have been a major highway. If all other hopes fail, perhaps we can simply follow this road to Takaris.”

		

		“Aye,” said Gareth. For a second, just a second, he was absolutely certain that he saw Niara walking a short distance away, cloak billowing behind her, staff in hand. “I am certain that Niara came this way.”

		

		He glanced at Morigna, wondering if the Sight had noticed something, but her attention was on the landscape around them. Probably just as well.

		

		They traveled for the rest of the day, following the causeway towards the distant mountains. The road passed through both forests and plains. In places, the trees clustered up close to the causeway, making a perfect site for an ambush, but no enemies appeared, whether urvaalgs, xortami, or anything else.

		

		Gareth did see more stone xortami ruins. Whatever else one might think about the lizardmen, he had to credit that they had been skilled engineers. The towers might have been ruined, but they had endured fifteen thousand years of freezing and thaws.

		

		The causeway passed a larger fortress, a massive tower rising from within a curtain wall that encircled a low hilltop. It reminded Gareth of a smaller version of Nifheldun. Unlike Nifheldun, this citadel was in poor repair. The curtain wall had been breached in a half-dozen places, and the gate was simply a massive pile of broken stone. The top level of the tower had collapsed into itself, making the tower look like a damaged sword blade. Nifheldun had been rebuilt several times during its long history, but no one had bothered with this stronghold.

		

		“I wonder why no one has claimed this place,” said Philip. “It would make a strong seat for a powerful lord.”

		

		Crake grunted. “Only if that lord has enough money to repair the wall. It would cost a bloody fortune, and you’d need strong backs to move all that stone.”

		

		“There is a lingering aura of dark magic over the tower,” said Morigna. “I expect something makes its lair within the ruin. We had best avoid the place unless we seek a fight.”

		

		“Make a bad campsite, anyway,” said Crake. “Wouldn’t feel secure sleeping in a fortress with that many holes in the wall.”

		

		As the day drew on towards dusk, they selected another ruined tower to serve as their camp for the night. This one stood on the edge of a pine forest. As before, Gareth and Jerome collected branches while Morigna set her spells.

		

		Mercifully, no urvaalgs attacked.

		

		Gareth dreamed though he could not recall the images the next day. Flashes from Niara’s life. The death of her father, her training in Cathair Solas, the war with the urdmordar, the long, lonely journey in pursuit of Xothalaxiar.

		

		He supposed it didn’t matter if he remembered or not. Gareth’s dreams were now always about Niara.

		

		They resumed the journey. The signs of recent passage along the causeway were far clearer. The xortami did not wear boots, and the marks of their clawed feet along the ground were clear. Gareth also spotted the smaller marks of kobolds.

		

		Shortly before noon, they came to the ruined town.

		

		###

		

		“Can we go around?” said Crake.

		

		“I doubt it,” said Philip.

		

		Crake sighed. “It really looks like the sort of place we should go around.”

		

		Gareth could not disagree.

		

		The landscape had changed again, rising in a sharp ridge of hills crowned with jagged rocks. They ran in a rough line from southwest to northeast and extended as far as Gareth could see in both directions. With their sheer sides and rocky slopes, climbing over them on foot would have been difficult. Getting over them with the pack horses would be impossible.

		

		Especially since Gareth saw plumes of steam rising from fissures on the hillsides. Within the valley of the Stoneblood Road, there had been numerous vents, and some of them had belched out clouds of poisonous fumes. Even if they could get the horses over the hills, the animals might well be poisoned.

		

		Fortunately, there was a convenient gap through the hills.

		

		Unfortunately, the ruined xortami town filled most of it.

		

		Once, the walls of the xortami town would have closed off the northern and southern ends of the gap, making it impassable for unwelcome guests. Time and the destruction of the xortami empire had reduced most of those walls to a heap of rubble. Within the town, Gareth saw perhaps three dozen ruined buildings centered around a small step pyramid. He had seen many pyramids like that in Niara’s visions, and Gareth knew that it hadn’t been a temple but the residence of whatever noble or priest had commanded the town.

		

		The ruins looked like exactly the sort of place urvaalgs or other dangerous creatures lurked. Or where xortami warriors could set an ambush for anyone foolish enough to travel to this desolate place.

		

		“The road goes right through the town,” said Joachim.

		

		“Perhaps we should go around the hills to the north or to the south,” said Telemachus.

		

		“We have no way of knowing how far we would have to travel,” said Morigna. “Gareth, the next Waystone is still directly to the north, is it not?”

		

		“Aye,” said Gareth. “In a straight line, we would walk right through the town.”

		

		“Then it seems,” said Dietmar, “we have little choice but to continue.”

		

		“Do your ravens see anything?” said Telemachus.

		

		“No,” said Morigna, “but they will not go too close to the hills. Some of the fissures in the rock issue poisonous gas. There is a lingering aura of dark magic within that pyramid. The ravens do not like to fly near it.”

		

		“Sensible of them,” said Jerome.

		

		“Well, we’re Swordbearers, lads,” said Crake. “We go towards auras of dark magic.”

		

		No one could raise any arguments against that, so they drew their weapons and headed toward the ruined town. Gareth, Crake, Philip, and Jerome walked in front, soulblades and soulhammer ready. Telemachus came next, his sword in hand. Morigna, Joachim, and Dietmar brought up the back.

		

		If there was a fight, they were as ready for it as they could be.

		

		But no foes showed themselves as they approached the gate. Or had once been the gate, anyway. The wall had mostly crumbled into heaps of broken stone, with a gap marking where the gate had been. They passed through the gate without incident and walked down a wide street. The street was in good condition, the flagstones flat and level. The stone shells of houses rose on either side. Or at least Gareth assumed that they had been houses. Some of them must have been workshops – one of the roofless buildings held what had once been a row of forges. Gareth recognized the design from Nifheldun.

		

		Perhaps a rune-anvil or two was buried here. Maybe Ingvilda had learned some of the runes of her rune-smithing from this place.

		

		They reached the town’s center. The step pyramid rose on the left, its capstone about a hundred and fifty feet above the ground. Up close, it was much more weathered. Many of the casing stones had fallen off to reveal the rougher blocks of the pyramid’s core, ruining the reliefs that had once been carved on the pyramid’s sides. Given the universal grimness of xortami, Gareth doubted they would miss anything.

		

		A wide square lay before the pyramid. Based on what Gareth had learned from his visions, this had been where the ruler of the town had held public assemblies, executing rebellious slaves in the most grisly manner possible. He shivered a little as they strode onto the flagstones, and not from the cold.

		

		Morigna came to a stop, her staff tapping against the ground.

		

		“What’s wrong?” said Gareth.

		

		“Someone is approaching,” said Morigna, voice tight. A flicker of purple light went along the length of her staff. “From the north, around that building.”

		

		“Urvaalgs?” said Gareth. Flashes of white flame danced along Stormshield’s edge, but he didn’t feel the customary surge of rage from the soulblade that accompanied the appearance of a creature of dark magic.

		

		“Kobolds and xortami, I think,” said Morigna. “About ten xortami warriors and as many kobolds.”

		

		“A scouting party,” said Gareth.

		

		“We shall have to fight,” said Telemachus.

		

		“Valdranek will remember us from Nifheldun,” said Joachim. “Mharoslav told him all about us.” As ever, Telemachus scowled at the mention of his hated foe.

		

		“We can’t let any of them escape,” said Philip.

		

		“Aye,” said Gareth. He didn’t know if Valdranek knew that Nifheldun had fallen to the Norvangir. Some of the xortami warriors had escaped into the Deeps through the catacombs beneath the fortress, and they might have made their way to their warlord’s side by now. For that matter, Valdranek’s priests and sorcerers could have warned him.

		

		If Valdranek knew that Nifheldun had fallen, he would know that Gareth and the others had played a key role, and the xortami warlord might seek revenge.

		

		“Let the Guardian’s spells slow them down when they come at us, and then Telemachus can stun them,” said Gareth. “Same as the last few fights.”

		

		The others spaced themselves out around him, giving themselves room to swing their weapons. For most men, it was better to fight in formation, to create a shield wall. But soulblades granted greater speed and strength, which meant Swordbearers fought better in a loose group.

		

		The kobolds came first. They were larger and stronger than the kobolds Gareth had fought in the south, their scales a pattern of crimson and black. The kobolds Gareth had faced before had crests of crimson scales on the back of their skulls, but these kobolds had bony ridges that looked like horns. The creatures wore armor fashioned from bones and carried spears and shields.

		

		The xortami warriors followed.

		

		They were big and broad-shouldered, standing between six and seven feet tall. These xortami had red scales. The color of a lizardman’s scales determined his caste – golden xortami were nobles, bronze ones were priests, scholars, and wizards, green ones were craftsmen, and red-scaled xortami were warriors. The xortami had clawed hands and toes and heads that reminded Gareth a bit of mastiffs, with thick necks and massive jaws that looked as if they could bite through steel. Their black-slit yellow eyes glared at Gareth and the others.

		

		Yet it was clear that the xortami and their kobolds vassals were surprised. Gareth heard their growling voices raised in conversation, the kobolds hissing answers. He was half-tempted to attack, but that would leave their pack horses undefended.

		

		The xortami advanced cautiously, weapons raised, and one of them shouted something in his native language.

		

		“They think we are Norvangir,” said Morigna.

		

		That made sense. Gareth and the others were wearing cloaks and coats of Norvangir make, gifts from Jarl Ivar before they set out into the wastes.

		

		“Wait, you can understand them?” said Crake.

		

		“Magic ring,” said Gareth. Morigna waggled the hand in question in Crake’s direction.

		

		“Perhaps I can talk our way past them,” said Morigna. “I will ask if they are servants of Valdranek.”

		

		She raised her voice and started to shout in the xortami tongue. Gareth wasn’t sure what she had said, but the xortami reacted at once. The warriors let out growls, and the kobolds hissed. The one who had spoken earlier shouted again, banging his sword against his shield.

		

		“I see,” said Morigna.

		

		“What did he say?” said Gareth.

		

		“Roughly translated,” said Morigna, “he said that Valdranek is a scoundrel and a usurper who…does uncouth things to his mother, let us say. These warriors say they serve Makarov, who is the true ruler of the xortami tribes.”

		

		“Who is Makarov?” said Gareth.

		

		“Presumably, the true ruler of the xortami,” said Morigna. “At least in his own mind.” The xortami kept shouting.

		

		“What’s he saying?” said Crake.

		

		“Nothing of consequence,” said Morigna. She took her staff in both hands, purple light glowing along its length. “Mostly about how he will bring our heads back to Warlord Makarov as trophies to prove his valor. Get ready. They are going to attack any second. Let them come at us, and I shall knock them from their feet so you can strike.”

		

		The xortami warrior’s ranting rose to a crescendo, and the other lizardmen shouted and the kobolds hissed again. The xortami barked a command, and they charged forward, swords raised.

		

		Morigna waited until they had covered about three-quarters of the distance between them and struck her staff against the ground. A pulse of purple light washed out from her, and the ground rippled and heaved like a banner caught in the wind. The shock knocked both the xortami and the kobolds from their feet.

		

		“Go!” said Gareth, but the others were already moving.

		

		He joined them and attacked, ripping Stormshield across the throat of a prone xiatami warrior. A half-second later, he spun and killed a second lizardman with a quick stab. A third roared and lunged at him, only to catch a bolt from Dietmar’s crossbow through the eye. The others fared just as well, cutting down stunned xiatami and kobolds with every step.

		

		After the first shock of battle, the kobolds and xiatami recovered, but Telemachus unleashed his own magic. Lightning ripped from his sword, the brilliant arcs slashing at the enemy. The spell stunned them, and Gareth and the others went on the offensive. Morigna hurled spheres of acidic mist that enveloped the heads of xortami warriors, the afflicted lizardmen falling dead to the ground. Joachim cast a spell, and white light enveloped Gareth and the others, allowing them to move faster.

		

		Soon the fight was over, the kobolds and xortami slain.

		

		“Are there any others?” said Crake, breathing hard. Some xortami blood dripped from the head of Valorforge, the white fire dancing around the weapon burning away the rest.

		

		“No,” said Morigna. “None that I can sense, at least.”

		

		“This must have been a patrol,” said Gareth. “Sent out by Warlord Makarov.”

		

		“Likely Makarov is one of the rivals that Valdranek marched north to face,” said Telemachus.

		

		“God and the saints,” said Crake. “We got caught in the fight between the bone orcs and the medvarth, and then the fight between the xortami and the Norvangir, and now we’re about to walk into the battle between two different xortami tribes?”

		

		“It would appear so,” said Morigna.

		

		“Bloody hell,” said Crake. “Just for once, could we have a nice quiet journey somewhere?”

		

		“But the difference is,” said Gareth, “we made a pact with the bone orcs, and the Norvangir became friends. Both xortami warlords will have us killed on sight.”

		

		“Mharoslav allied himself with Valdranek,” said Telemachus. “Perhaps we can warn Makarov about his danger.”

		

		“I doubt it,” said Morigna. “I have come to know the xortami a little during my time in this land. They are as proud as the dark elves, though not so prone to self-destructive cruelty. But they see all other kindreds as slaves…”

		

		“Or meals,” said Gareth, remembering both his visions and some of the things Father Colafur had told him.

		

		“Or meals,” agreed Morigna. “We will not be able to reason with the xortami warlords.”

		

		“There may be one comfort,” said Dietmar. “Valdranek will likely have Mharoslav killed on sight should their paths cross.”

		

		Telemachus frowned. “Mharoslav’s words are poisoned, and he can sway even the strongest to his side.”

		

		“Indeed, sir,” said Dietmar, “but as the Guardian has said, the xortami are not fools. Once Valdranek learns that he has lost Nifheldun and the weapon of dark magic that Khurnetsov summoned, I suspect he will no longer regard Mharoslav as an ally.”

		

		“Perhaps,” said Telemachus, “but Mharoslav has the luck of the Adversary.”

		

		“It has to run out eventually,” said Gareth.

		

		“I am more concerned about the allies that Azalmora may win,” said Morigna.

		

		“She hasn’t really sought out allies, at least as far as we know,” said Gareth.

		

		“She did send that Old One after us in the Qazaluuskan Forest,” said Jerome.

		

		“And she knows that four Swordbearers are after her,” said Morigna. “I was not powerful enough to overcome her, but four Swordbearers and a Guardian at the same time are a far more serious threat. Azalmora was a Quaesitor, the most subtle and cunning of all the different orders of priestesses who serve the Seven Temples. She will not want to fight us herself, even with the weapon she stole from Nifheldun. Likely she will find allies to send against us.”

		

		“The xortami?” said Gareth.

		

		“Perhaps,” said Morigna.

		

		“I suggest we not remain here,” said Dietmar. “Warlord Makarov will not be pleased that we have slain his soldiers, and if Azalmora wishes to strike against us, this would be an ideal location.”

		

		“Agreed,” said Gareth.

		

		They passed through the rest of the town and found the supplies the xortami warriors and kobolds had carried with them. The xortami preferred to eat meat whenever they could get it. But like humans and orcs, meat was more available to the nobles and wealthy merchants instead of the common soldiers. The xortami had carried some dried meat with them but mostly bread and some dried vegetables.

		

		“That’s not…” said Jerome, giving the jerky a dubious look as they rifled through the packs.

		

		“Not what?” said Gareth, glancing at Dietmar.

		

		“We should have enough room on the packs to carry it with us, sir,” said the halfling. “The added supplies will be welcome.”

		

		“But that meat,” said Jerome. “It’s not…you know, dried orc. Or dried human. We know the xortami like to eat their slaves…”

		

		“A reasonable fear,” said Morigna, “but unfounded. That is dried beef. The xortami might enjoy the flesh of orcs and humans, but slaves are valuable, and only their lords and nobles dine upon it. The common soldiers make do with dried meat and vegetables, as the rest of us must.”

		

		With that, they loaded the supplies onto the pack horses and set off to the north, leaving the ruined town behind.

		

		Though soon they were forced to leave the road and veer into the pine trees.

		

		For Warlord Makarov’s army had sent many patrols through the wastes.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 3: Ghostruin

		

		As Thraxar and the twisted wreck of a dark elven noble called the Ossuary slept near the campfire, Azalmora stood in the shadows and contemplated her next course of action.

		

		Both her hands gripped the hilt of the sword she had taken from Nifheldun, the sword that Khurnetsov had summoned and thought to present to his master.

		

		The hilt thrummed with mighty dark magic beneath her gauntlets.

		

		Azalmora had come north seeking the Dragonskull, a mighty source of magical power. With it, she would transform, shedding the dark elven half of her nature and becoming a full urdmordar at last. Indeed, she would become the mightiest urdmordar in the world, and Andomhaim and Norvangenheim would be but two of the kingdoms that would one day be part of her dominion.

		

		She hadn’t come north seeking the sword grasped in her hands, and it wasn’t the equal of the Dragonskull.

		

		But despite that…

		

		It was still a relic of mighty dark magic.

		

		After all, it had been forged by the greatest wizard of the dark elves, and the sword’s previous bearer had almost destroyed the world.

		

		Azalmora didn’t want to destroy the world. She wanted to rule it, to feed off it, forever. Nevertheless, the sword would be a useful tool to that end.

		

		When Khurnetsov’s spells had restored the physical form of the dark soulblade called Ghostruin, it hadn’t appeared with a scabbard. Azalmora had taken a suitable one from the corpse of a slain xortami soldier. Ghostruin rested in that scabbard now, its dark power slumbering, latent. Azalmora needed to take steps to awaken it.

		

		But whenever she grasped the sword’s hilt, she saw the shadows.

		

		Specifically, the shadows of those who had carried the sword before her.

		

		There were four.

		

		The first was a Shaluuskan orc, from the kindred the men of Andomhaim called the ghost orcs, created with mutations that allowed them to turn invisible. The second was an elven man in robes, his face twisted with rage. Not a high elf or a dark elf, but probably one of the Liberated, those the men of Owyllain called the cloak elves or the gray elves. The third was a wiry human man in armor with a sardonic expression that seemed to convey contempt for everything around them.

		

		The final shadow was a dark elf in plate armor, a cowled cloak hanging from his shoulders. An armored helmet concealed his features, its faceplate wrought in the shape of a snarling dragon. In his right hand, he carried a staff that looked as if it had been made from shadow, and it seemed to shiver ever so often like a rope under tension, or perhaps a serpent about to strike.

		

		“Name yourselves,” said Azalmora.

		

		“In life, I was Vhalmharak, Warlord of the Shaluuskan Forest,” said the ghost orc. He was thinner and more slightly built than most orcish kindreds, his skin a silvery gray. “I took up Ghostruin to save my people, but they rejected my wisdom and slew me in battle.”

		

		“In life, I was Solthalis, archmage and the Lord Sentinel of Cathair Kaldran,” said the gray elf. “And I took up the sword because I deserve the power. Because Daalna was mine, she belonged to me by right, but she was seduced by that wretched Guardian Rilmael, and I…”

		

		The human knight let out a scornful laugh. “These fools might have taken the sword to salve their broken hearts, but I took it because I was strong enough. I am Sir Ricatus Eborium, and Andomhaim was mine.”

		

		“And you?” said Azalmora.

		

		“In life, I was the Theophract,” said the dark elf, his voice made sepulchral and metallic by the masked helmet. “Apprentice of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch and his right hand in the great work to tear down this defective cosmos and replace it. The others speak of their passions, but all such things were meaningless, for they would be swept away in the new cosmos.”

		

		“But you were slain,” said Azalmora, “by the blade of the Shield Knight of Andomhaim at the battle of Shadow Crown Hill.”

		

		The Theophract did not answer. Which, Azalmora supposed with a twist of dark amusement, was an answer in itself. The shadow standing before her was not really the Theophract, and nor were the other shadows actually the spirits of Warlord Vhalmharak, Sir Ricatus Eborium, or Lord Solthalis. Indeed, the Ossuary and Thraxar could not see them. The shadows were only the echoes of the previous bearers, their imprints left upon the dark magic that empowered Ghostruin.

		

		“So why have you brought us here?” demanded Solthalis. “Do you desire our service? Do you wish to heed our counsel?”

		

		“I haven’t brought you anywhere,” said Azalmora. “For you do not exist. Each of you set upon your path, and each of you failed.”

		

		Ricatus let out a sneering laugh. “Another proud Heptarchy priestess. I slew so many like you during the war.”

		

		“I very much doubt that,” said Azalmora. “But I have no use for you.”

		

		She concentrated. Ghostruin struggled against her will, but she was the master here, not the sword. The shadows of Ricatus Eborium, Solthalis, and Vhalmharak vanished into nothingness.

		

		But the shadow of the Theophract remained.

		

		“You will know things that I require,” said Azalmora. She bent her will upon the shadow. “Tell me how to awaken more of the sword’s power.”

		

		“The five dark soulblades were forged for the unmaking of the world and the cosmos, priestess of the Heptarchy,” said the Theophract. “Consequently, their power awakens the more that is unmade beneath their blades.”

		

		“In other words,” said Azalmora, “I need to start killing with the sword.”

		

		“Indeed.” The masked shadow regarded her in silence for a few seconds. “You seek the power of the Dragonskull.”

		

		“You know of the Dragonskull?” said Azalmora. Perhaps it was not surprising. The Theophract had served the Warden, and the Warden had known many secrets of magic, secrets that not even the Visionary possessed.

		

		“My lord the Warden knew many things,” said the Theophract. “The folly of the xortami was but one of them. He counseled the other lords and princes of the dark elves against summoning your ancestors the urdmordar to this world, but they failed to heed him. He also counseled the Ossuary against summoning the xortami.”

		

		“That would have been wise counsel,” said Azalmora, “given what happened to the Ossuary.”

		

		“But you seek the Dragonskull to transform, to ascend,” said the Theophract.

		

		“And how do you know that?” said Azalmora. She checked her mental defenses – they were holding. The sword had the potential to dominate her, as it had no doubt dominated several of its previous bearers. But none of them had possessed the discipline and skill of a Quaesitor of the Temple of the Visionary.

		

		Though Azalmora was aware that many fools had said something similar to themselves in the final moments before their deaths.

		

		“It is your nature,” said the Theophract. “All creatures desire power, and the dark elves and the urdmordar desire it keenly. You wish to cast off the dark elven half of your nature and transform to become a true urdmordar.”

		

		“Indeed,” said Azalmora.

		

		“The Dragonskull may offer the power you require for such a transformation,” said the Theophract. “Or it may destroy you. A fire might permit a smith to alloy tin and copper to create bronze…or the smith loses control of the flame and perishes in the ruin of his forge.”

		

		“You shall witness my ascension,” said Azalmora. “Were you not already dead and incapable of witnessing anything.”

		

		“Perhaps I shall,” said the Theophract. “Or perhaps your shadow will also one day counsel the next bearer of Ghostruin. For you know as well as I do that the five dark soulblades cannot be destroyed and will return again and again to unmake the world.”

		

		“Perhaps,” said Azalmora. Her mind had been too rigorously trained and disciplined to spit defiance at the Theophract’s shadow. She knew that she could fail, that chance or carelessness might undo all her efforts. “Or perhaps not.”

		

		She concentrated and dismissed the shadow of the Theophract, which disappeared without protest. Azalmora turned her mind upon the difficulties before her, considering the best course of action and how she might proceed.

		

		Several problems lay before her. The most immediate was the presence of her rivals – the orcish warlock Mharoslav and the Dzark Mthrozgar both sought the Dragonskull and hoped to claim it before she did. Neither Mharoslav nor Mthrozgar and his warriors could best her in a direct confrontation – for all his power, Mharoslav was not her equal, and the dvargir did not have wizards who could match her skill with dark magic.

		

		But they were both clever, wise enough to know that they could not stand against her. The dvargir concealed themselves from her, and Mharoslav had a remarkable gift for winning allies to his side and then discarding them when it became convenient. The xortami priest Khurnetsov had just been the latest.

		

		The xortami themselves might present an obstacle, albeit a lesser one. Dozens of xortami tribes lurked in the lands beyond the northern march of Norvangenheim. While fierce and warlike, they were a shadow of the former glory of their empire. Many of the tribes had rallied behind Valdranek, though Azalmora surmised that other confederations of tribes had formed to oppose him. Such a reaction was inevitable, and though the xortami assumed themselves superior to all other kindreds, they were not immune to the currents of political maneuvering. Should Valdranek realize that Azalmora had taken the weapon meant for his hand, he might well turn his priests and sorcerers against her, and the xortami wizards were skilled enough and numerous enough that Azalmora was not sure she could defeat them in a battle of spells.

		

		And there was another problem, one that surprised her with its persistence.

		

		Gareth Arban and his companions were still following her.

		

		The vagaries of chance and chaos, Azalmora supposed.

		

		Another two or three seconds and she would have killed Gareth in Tarlion, and his threat would have been removed. But if Azalmora had taken those extra seconds, the Shield Knight would have killed her. And since she had failed to kill him in Tarlion, Gareth had since become a Swordbearer. He and his friends had defeated Nhalavask in the Qazaluuskan Forest, overcome Myotharia in her dragon form, and ensured that the Norvangir had taken Nifheldun from the xortami.

		

		The potential Azalmora had observed in Gareth was becoming a reality.

		

		The error she had made in failing to kill him in Tarlion was compounding.

		

		She did not want to fight Gareth and his friends, not unless she was left with no other choice or she could prepare the battlefield for maximum advantage. If she had the Dragonskull, she would become powerful enough that no Swordbearer could threaten her. Indeed, to conquer Andomhaim once she had become a full urdmordar, she would need to destroy the Order of the Soulblade.

		

		But she didn’t have the Dragonskull yet, and first Azalmora had to ensure that she lived long enough to claim it.

		

		She contemplated the problem as the night drew on and the sun began to rise in the east, albeit beneath a heavy coat of gray clouds.

		

		Thraxar awoke first. The Chosen Guard got to his feet, his heavy gray armor creaking a bit. He removed his helmet and stepped to her side. Thraxar was one of the arachar orcs created by the Visionary to serve as the Heptarchy’s legions, with crimson skin and greater muscle mass and battle rage than normal orcs. Those augmentations were the result of dark magic-induced mutations, and sometimes those mutations resulted in a third eye in the center of an arachar child’s forehead. Those three-eyed orcs had considerable magical ability, and they became the Chosen Guards, the elite soldiers of the Heptarchy, masters of both spell and sword.

		

		Not the match of a priestess, of course, but if they lived long enough, Chosen Guards could become quite powerful.

		

		In addition to the power of dark magic, Thraxar had wisdom. He had seen that Azalmora would become a goddess, and when she transformed into a full urdmordar, he would serve as her high priest and champion.

		

		Perhaps the xortami might serve as excellent foot soldiers for her new empire.

		

		“Quaesitor,” said Thraxar in his whispery voice, his breath puffing in the chill air. “Shall I kill the dark elf?”

		

		“As enjoyable as we both would find that, no,” said Azalmora. “He still may have some use. Wake him.” The dark elves had once ruled as malevolent tyrants over legions of enslaved orcs and halflings and muridachs. The mere idea that one of the great dark elven nobles could be awakened by a mutant orc was an insult that would have sent them into a murderous fury.

		

		Which was why the dark elves did not rule the world and instead lurked in haunted ruins, brooding over everything they had lost.

		

		Thraxar strode to the fire and put his boot into the Ossuary’s side. “Wake. The Quaesitor requires your presence.”

		

		The Ossuary jerked awake and scrambled to his feet.

		

		As ever, he was an unpleasant sight.

		

		Once the Ossuary might have been a lord of the dark elves, terrifying and imposing. Now, he was nothing more than a broken wreck, a crumbling shell of what he had once been. His skin was so pale that it was almost white, and it was covered in ghastly scars, a mixture of knife slashes, the curling scars from a whip, and burns. The xortami priests had not been gentle in their chastisement of the dark elf who had sought to rule them. He was so gaunt that he looked almost like a skeleton sheathed in pale skin. A spike of ragged bone jutted from his right eye, and more spikes and growths of bone poked from his body almost at random.

		

		The Ossuary had taught the xortami how to forge the Dragonskull, or so he claimed. If he had, the price had been steep.

		

		“Mistress,” said the Ossuary. His deep voice would have been beautiful and melodious once, though now it sounded ghastly, a broken ruin like the rest of him. “How can I serve you? For I will delight in serving you. I see your purpose, former priestess of the Heptarchy.” He sank to his bony knees before her. “You shall take my creation and become a goddess, and you shall rule over my children. You shall lead the xortami to new glory, nay, to greater glory than they ever knew.”

		

		The Ossuary was a contemptible wreck, but Azalmora reminded herself not to underestimate him. There was a brilliant and skilled mind inside that skull, even if he had been undone by pride in the end. She had spoken little of her plans to him, yet he had still deduced quite a bit.

		

		“We shall see,” said Azalmora. “How far are we from Takaris?”

		

		“Not very far, mistress,” said the Ossuary. “Perhaps six days, as the crow flies.” He shrugged. “But we have not wings. Our path will be longer, for we must work our way around many hills. This is a rugged land, and you wished to keep away from the main road.”

		

		“It seems prudent,” said Azalmora. Valdranek was maneuvering against his main rival, and Azalmora did not wish to get caught in their battle. Gareth and his companions would likely be taking the road as well, and Azalmora definitely did not want to face them too soon.

		

		“The soulblades, mistress,” croaked the Ossuary. “You fear the white fire of the soulblades.” His presumption annoyed her, but he was right, and it was illogical to punish a servant for speaking the truth. “I remember…yes, I remember. When the world was young, the high elves marched against us. Ten thousand bladeweavers in their vanguard, ten thousand soulblades shining in the darkness like stars come down from earth to make war. Such mighty foes. We needed to summon soldiers to face them, so we opened the doors…the doors to the other worlds…”

		

		“Which is how you brought the xortami here,” said Azalmora, unwilling to let the Ossuary’s damaged mind wander down one of its tangents. “Your children.”

		

		“Yes. My children.” A dreamy looked went over the Ossuary’s face. “The dark elves thought they knew about power, about dominating inferiors. But the xortami know better, far better.”

		

		“You will take me to the city of Takaris,” said Azalmora. She reached out with her will and gripped the domination spells on the Ossuary, the xortami glyphs cut into his pale flesh. The Ossuary shuddered as she imposed her will upon him. “By the most direct route that avoids the main highway.”

		

		“Yes, mistress, yes,” said the Ossuary. “This way. I will lead you. Yes, this way.”

		

		The Ossuary stumbled forward, walking at a good pace even though his joints looked to have been broken multiple times and had never been healed quite right. Azalmora and Thraxar followed, descending the slope of the stony hill where they had camped for the night. Ahead the land flatted to a rolling plain, though Azalmora saw mountains in the distance. Based on both what she had learned and what the Ossuary had told her, Takaris lay within a bowl in the mountains, a large round valley only accessible from the south.

		

		The Dragonskull awaited within.

		

		She attached Ghostruin and its scabbard to a baldric as she walked, leaving the weapon resting against her back. The motions came easily, automatically. The brutal training of the Seven Temples included a thorough education in all matters both magical and martial, and she had fought and killed with many weapons.

		

		“The sword of the Warden,” croaked the Ossuary. “You shall kill with it, mistress. Kill with it, and its power will grow.”

		

		“Perhaps the Quaesitor,” said Thraxar, “will start with you.”

		

		The Ossuary let out a gurgling laugh. “Will she? Perhaps. But I know too many valuable things, orc. Far more than you. Perhaps if the mistress wishes to awake the sword, she will begin with your life.”

		

		“Enough,” said Azalmora. She had not come all this way and risked her life to listen to her servants bicker. Azalmora had a use for them both. “You will tell me more of the war between the xortami tribes.”

		

		“As you command, mistress,” said the Ossuary. “Yes, my children often war against each other, for conflict makes them strong. The stronger tribes dominate the weaker ones, making vassals of them or absorbing them entirely. Lord Valdranek has conquered many tribes. Therefore he also has many enemies, but his chief foe is Lord Makarov, who likewise has conquered his neighbors. Both seek to become the sole Warlord of the xortami nation, to claim the throne of the emperors of old.”

		

		“Why did you serve Valdranek instead of Makarov?” said Azalmora, though she thought she knew the answer.

		

		“Because Khurnetsov found me, and Khurnetsov served Lord Valdranek,” said Ossuary. “Long ago, long before even you were born, mistress, I served another xortami warlord. He became displeased with my service and imprisoned me in the darkness far beneath Nifheldun. But the warlord and all his priests were slain in battle, and I was left forgotten for a thousand years. But Khurnetsov delved deep into the old texts and freed me, and he presented my service to Lord Valdranek.”

		

		“I see,” said Azalmora. The ancient xortami had written spells of domination and enslavement into the Ossuary’s flesh, spells that she had seized control of with relative ease. Khurnetsov must have studied long and hard to find where the Ossuary had been entombed. Perhaps that explained how the xortami priest had become so powerful – he had the Ossuary as a private tutor. “And did you suggest to Khurnetsov that he summon Ghostruin?”

		

		“Oh, no, mistress,” said Ossuary. “Khurnetsov was a great scholar, learned in the lore of dark magic, though I taught him more. With his spells and meditations, he had sensed the presence of the Warden’s five dark soulblades. After much study and trial – and the spilled blood of many Norvangir slaves – he began the great summoning. He intended to summon one of the dark soulblades and place it in the hands of his lord Valdranek. With the sword, Valdranek would have conquered the xortami, and then the Norvangir, and soon all other lands.”

		

		“A bold ambition,” said Azalmora.

		

		Perhaps, she mused, it might be one that Valdranek could yet achieve.

		

		Possibilities opened themselves before her mind, paths that she might take.

		

		Even as she considered them, something brushed against one of her spells.

		

		One did not survive as a Quaesitor in the Temple of the Visionary for long without a high degree of arcane mastery, and Azalmora maintained several spells at all times. Some were wards against both material weapons and magical attacks. However, one was a necromantic spell that would sense the presence of any life force nearby. Even the dvargir could not conceal themselves from that spell if they drew close enough.

		

		Yet now she sensed several sources of life force about a mile to the north.

		

		“Come,” commanded Azalmora. “We will need to stop by those trees briefly.”

		

		“That is not on the way to Takaris, mistress,” said the Ossuary.

		

		“Fear not,” said Azalmora. “This will not take long.”

		

		They walked to the patch of forest, and Azalmora instructed Thraxar and the Ossuary to wait for her. As an afterthought, she commanded the Ossuary not to speak until she returned. Thraxar had excellent self-control, but he still had all the violent aggressiveness of an orc, and there was always a chance that the Ossuary might annoy him into attacking. So long as Azalmora had a use for the Ossuary, she wanted the dark elf kept alive.

		

		She strode alone into the trees and soon found the kobolds.

		

		There were a dozen of the creatures, with red and black scales and hard ridges upon the tops of their heads. The creatures wore a mixture of chain mail and bone armor and carried spears, shields, and short bows. They had heard her coming as she strode into the snowy clearing, and they had their weapons in hand.

		

		“A human,” said one of them, speaking in the hissing kobold tongue.

		

		“Strange looking human,” said a second.

		

		“Bah, all humans look alike,” said the first. “Like shaven apes. Look at their soft skins.”

		

		“That doesn’t smell like a human,” said a third kobold, forked tongue flickering over his fangs. “Perhaps we should be cautious.” He was wiser than the others. A pity his wisdom would not protect him from what was about to happen.

		

		“Let us take her prisoner to Lord Makarov,” said the kobold. “He could use a human female for breeding in his slave pens. Or he may wish to feast upon her flesh. Perhaps he will reward us well.”

		

		“Or that orcish warlock will demand her,” said the second kobold. “I do not trust this newcomer. The xortami should not listen to some scheming orcish warlock.”

		

		So Mharoslav had already allied himself with Makarov.

		

		Given that Valdranek would likely blame the loss of Nifheldun and Khurnetsov on Mharoslav, it made sense for the orcish warlock to ally himself with Valdranek’s rival. Knowing Mharoslav, perhaps he even had the audacity to claim he had sabotaged Valdranek in support of Makarov’s ambitions.

		

		“Fear not,” said the first kobold. “Lord Makarov will keep the orcish warlock in his place.”

		

		“Then you serve Lord Makarov?” said Azalmora in the kobold tongue. Enough kobolds lived in the Heptarchy that it had been useful to learn the language.

		

		The kobolds stared at her in astonishment.

		

		“She is not human,” said the third kobold.

		

		“No,” said Azalmora, reaching over her shoulder to grasp Ghostruin’s hilt. “Not even in part.”

		

		“Who are you?” said the first kobold. “Identify yourself, female!”

		

		“Fear not,” said Azalmora. “I promise that my name will have no importance to you for the rest of your lives.”

		

		She drew the sword, the dark blade seeming like a slash of night against the white snow on the ground. The corrupted soulstone set in the tang bled shadows as she raised the weapon.

		

		And then the black blade burst into crimson flames.

		

		“Take her!” barked the first kobold.

		

		The kobolds armed with spears charged while those armed with bows raised their weapons.

		

		Azalmora made a slashing motion with her left hand and released a pulse of dark magic. Shadows leaped out in all directions, washing over the kobolds as they charged. It was a simple spell, one without enough power to harm a living creature.

		

		But the bows disintegrated, the wood rotting into crumbling splinters, the shafts of the spears falling apart.

		

		The kobolds staggered to a halt, shocked by the destruction of their weapons.

		

		In that instant to distraction, Azalmora moved.

		

		She leaped forward, attacking with Ghostruin. She took the head off the first kobold, the blade hewing through its neck without slowing. The dark soulblade dealt a wound to a second kobold, and the creature fell dead at her boots, the dark magic reducing it to a withered, desiccated corpse. As she had expected – Ghostruin was powerful enough that a single wound from the sword, no matter how minor, was fatal.

		

		The kobolds scrambled for the short swords they carried, which had not been affected by her spell. The creatures were strong, skilled, and reasonably quick, but they were no match for the skill imparted by the relentless training of the Seven Temples. Azalmora cut down nine of them, and the remaining three turned to flee.

		

		For a half-second, Azalmora considered letting escape to warn Lord Makarov but decided against it. That would not serve her purposes at this time.

		

		The spell took more time to cast, but it wasn’t long enough to allow the kobolds to escape. Blue fire slashed from her hand and rolled over the kobolds, and their withered corpses fell dead to the ground. Azalmora let out a breath and looked over the battlefield, but none of the kobolds had survived.

		

		She looked at the sword.

		

		The weapon had changed.

		

		Before the fight, Ghostruinhad been solid black, almost like looking into a starless sky. Now swirls of crimson went through the blade, adding a strange pattern to the weapon. The amount of dark magic radiating from it had increased as well, and if she wished, Azalmora could draw on it to augment her own spells.

		

		Both the Ossuary and the shadows had been right. Killing did increase the sword’s power.

		

		As if her thoughts had summoned him, the shadow of Ricatus Eborium appeared.

		

		“You begin to see,” laughed the knight. “The killing makes you stronger. You…”

		

		Azalmora dismissed the shadow. The Theophract’s shadow might have useful knowledge. The shadow of an arrogant knight who had taken up Ghostruin out of petty spite had nothing to offer her. It reflected well upon the Theophract’s patience that he had been able to control such a fool.

		

		She returned Ghostruin to its scabbard and left the patch of woods.

		

		“Quaesitor,” said Thraxar. The Ossuary waited next to him, looking almost like a crouching white spider. “Was your task successful?”

		

		“It was,” said Azalmora. “Ossuary, we…”

		

		A booming roar echoed over the landscape.

		

		Thraxar took a quick step to the side, drawing his sword with his right hand, blue fire and shadow crackling around his left hand. Azalmora summoned her own magic, calling the cold dark power of the void to her will, ready to strike in any direction.

		

		But the field outside the forest remained empty.

		

		Above. The roar had come from above.

		

		Azalmora stepped back, turning in a circle as she scanned the sky.

		

		There.

		

		A golden shape flew about a mile to the west.

		

		A great golden dragon, its wings spread wide, its scales glinting in the dim winter light.

		

		“Quaesitor,” said Thraxar. “That is…”

		

		“Myotharia,” confirmed Azalmora. “In her dragon form.”

		

		“I thought that Gareth Arban and the Norvangir slew her,” said Thraxar. “Drowned her in the River Jormundgar.”

		

		“As did I,” said Azalmora. “As do all the Norvangir and Gareth, it seems. But high elves are difficult to kill.”

		

		The Ossuary let out a croaking laugh.

		

		“I remember,” he said. “I remember. Myotharia was great among the magi of the high elves, strong with all their magic and spells. But her family…your urdmordar ancestors captured her family, mistress. All her children, their wives and husbands, and all her little grandchildren. Myotharia slew the urdmordar, but the urdmordar had devoured all her family, and she went mad, mad, mad…”

		

		“You have that in common, it would seem,” said Thraxar.

		

		The Ossuary let out a cackling laugh.

		

		“I doubt Myotharia has come this far north in a long time,” said Azalmora as the dragon disappeared from sight.

		

		“Not for centuries,” said the Ossuary.

		

		“I imagine the xortami will be astonished to see her,” said Azalmora.

		

		“They will,” said the Ossuary. “The lore of the priests will tell of Myotharia and the dragon, but none of them will have seen her.”

		

		“Indeed,” said Azalmora.

		

		The idea came to her, and she examined it as she might a gemstone, seeking for flaws.

		

		“Where,” she said at last, “will Valdranek have gone?”

		

		“He marched to confront Makarov,” said Ossuary.

		

		“You will take me to Valdranek,” said Azalmora.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 4: Warlord

		

		The night after the battle in the ruined town, Gareth and his companions made camp in a small hollow of the hills overlooking the causeway.

		

		Because of the cold, there was no choice but to light a fire, though it made Gareth uneasy. A fire could be seen a long way off in the dark winter night, and if Makarov’s army was nearby, one of their patrols might notice. They concealed the fire’s light against the hill as much as possible, but there was only so much that could be done to hide it.

		

		Morigna cast her spells of sensing, and they set a double watch.

		

		But no foes showed themselves. If Valdranek marched against Makarov, perhaps the two xortami warlords would be more concerned with each other’s soldiers than anything else. Maybe if they timed it right, Gareth and his friends could slip past while the two xortami rivals were locked in battle.

		

		As usual, Gareth had dreams of Niara. She didn’t speak to him, but disjointed images from her life flashed through his skull. Gareth knew them almost as well as he knew his own life by now – the death of her father, the destruction of her village, the awakening of her magic, the war with the xortami and the pursuit of Xothalaxiar.

		

		Waking up and setting off on the day's march was almost a relief by comparison.

		

		The pressure in his skull from the Waystone was not painful, but it was growing stronger and stronger with every step.

		

		“That gauntlet you wear,” said Morigna.

		

		“Eh?” said Gareth, shaken out of his thoughts.

		

		They walked north along the causeway as fast as they dared. It was clear that many xortami and kobolds had recently passed this way. Their tracks were all over the top of each other, along with the marks of wagon wheels and horses’ hooves. The Norvangir said that the xortami had no tradition of cavalry warfare, which made sense because most of them were too large to fit atop a horse. But the xortami still needed supplies, and horses made useful beasts of burden.

		

		“Not yours,” said Morigna. “You, Sir Telemachus.”

		

		“This, you mean, Guardian?” said Telemachus, holding up his left hand. For the most part, his armor looked like that of an Arcanius Knight – steel breastplate, helmet, greaves, and gauntlets. But his left gauntlet was more ornate and inlaid with copper designs on the backs of the fingers and hand. Copper was an odd choice for armor since it would not stand up well to the edge of a steel sword.

		

		But Telemachus had not modified the gauntlet to make it stronger.

		

		“Aye,” said Morigna. “A peculiar design. One I have not seen before.”

		

		“I fashioned it ere I traveled to Andomhaim,” said Telemachus. “But surely you must have seen it before.”

		

		“No,” said Morigna. “I know you were at the great battle of Cathair Animus, but tens of thousands of other men were as well. I am afraid I cannot recall you out of such a throng.”

		

		“Nor would I expect you to,” said Telemachus. “I was but a young man. Younger than Sir Gareth and the other Swordbearers are now.” A ghost of a rare smile tugged at his lips. “Back then, I suppose, Sir Gareth and the other Swordbearers were still carrying cups of wine at the royal court of Andomhaim.”

		

		“That’s not true,” said Gareth. “I was carrying cups of wine in the royal court of Owyllain.” Crake snorted a laugh.

		

		“But the gauntlet,” said Morigna. “It channels magical force, does it not?”

		

		“Aye, my lady,” said Telemachus. “When I call lightning into the gauntlet, it creates the power of a lodestone. Observe, if you will.” He took his helmet, set it on the ground, and cast a spell. Lightning coiled around the fingers of his left hand, and the helmet leaped from the earth and struck his palm with a ringing clang.

		

		“A useful power,” said Morigna.

		

		“You know,” said Crake, “I don’t think I’ve seen you use it for a while. Not since the Qazaluuskan Forest.”

		

		“It would not have been of much value in our battles,” said Telemachus. “Against a single opponent, it is useful, for you can disarm them.” He shrugged. “But since I have been traveling with you, we have faced large numbers of foes. The gauntlet requires considerable power. It is more efficient to stun our enemies so you can strike.”

		

		“It is still a remarkable achievement,” said Morigna. “I have never seen such a thing.”

		

		Telemachus looked startled. “Truly? But you are a Guardian, a wielder of great magic.”

		

		“I have only been a Guardian for about twenty years,” said Morigna. “I have learned much in that time, and I have also learned how much more there is that I simply do not know. For that matter, my talents do not lie with the creation of enspelled devices and artifacts, but rather with earth magic.”

		

		“I suppose you could learn to imbue objects with the power of earth magic,” said Joachim.

		

		“I could,” said Morigna, “but it would take time and study, and my time is often occupied.”

		

		“Such as by guiding bands of wayward knights through the frozen wastelands?” said Gareth.

		

		“Indeed,” said Morigna.

		

		Crake snorted.

		

		“What?” said Gareth.

		

		“You never used to make jokes,” said Crake.

		

		Gareth shrugged. “I got older.”

		

		But that was only part of the truth. He had indeed gotten older, and as he looked back at the squire he had been at Castra Marcaine, Gareth thought his younger self callow and foolish. Yet it was more than that. He had dreamed of Niara so often, had talked with her memories so regularly, that some of her dark sense of humor had worn off on him.

		

		Morigna had warned him that the magic of the Waystone might have consequences he did not understand. Maybe this was one of them.

		

		“Alas, Guardian, I fear that creating such a gauntlet would avail you not,” said Telemachus. “I thought it would prove potent against Mharoslav, for as a warlock of Vhalorast, his skeleton has become iron.”

		

		“I imagine a strong lodestone would prove useful against a warlock with an iron skeleton,” said Morigna.

		

		“It would,” said Telemachus, “but I lack the power to breach his protection. The gauntlet was a wasted effort. As all my efforts to avenge my family have been.”

		

		“Not wasted,” said Gareth. “Mharoslav hasn’t been able to kill you. You’ve hindered his plans again and again.”

		

		“Only thanks to you, your brother, and our other companions,” said Telemachus.

		

		“If you will forgive the observation, sir,” said Dietmar, “Sir Gareth and the others might have been pages while you fought at Cathair Animus, but I fear I am older than all of you and have seen more of war – the Frostborn war, the civil war between the High King’s father and the usurper Tarrabus Carhaine, and the Heptarchy invasion.”

		

		“That’s true,” said Crake. “You’ve lived through a lot.”

		

		“A prerequisite for growing older, sir,” said Dietmar. “And I can say this. A battle is not over until it is over. In the dark days when Warlord Agravhask ruled Cintarra, it seemed that the enemy would never be overcome and the Heptarchy would soon conquer Andomhaim.” Crake scowled at the mention of Agravhask. “Yet in the end, Agravhask was killed and the Heptarchy driven back to the Isle of Kordain. Until you yourself are slain, there is yet hope.”

		

		Telemachus gave a slow nod. “Perhaps there is at that, Master Dietmar. We shall see, anyway.”

		

		“We shall,” said Dietmar.

		

		Gareth opened his mouth to answer, and then he felt Stormshield jolt in its scabbard.

		

		The soulblade was reacting to a source of dark magic.

		

		Alarmed, he looked around. They were on the causeway, with a pine forest lying to the east. To the west, the land was flat for about a half mile and then rose to a series of rocky hills, some of them topped with crumbling xortami towers. But Gareth saw no one approaching in any direction.

		

		Yet Stormshield jolted again. He stopped and drew the soulblade and saw that it was burning with white flames. Crake, Jerome, and Philip had likewise drawn their weapons. Were the soulblades and the soulhammer reacting to the dark aura of the Dragonskull?

		

		“Foes?” said Telemachus, looking around.

		

		“It doesn’t look like anyone is moving nearby,” said Dietmar.

		

		“More bloody urvaalgs, I reckon,” said Crake.

		

		“Guardian?” said Gareth.

		

		Morigna’s eyes narrowed, her right hand grasping her black staff, her left hand gesturing as she cast a spell. Purple light flashed around her, the glow glinting off the rings on each of her fingers.

		

		“Not a creature of dark magic,” she murmured. “But a spell. Someone is casting a spell of dark magic a few miles away.”

		

		Stormshield shuddered in Gareth’s hand.

		

		Morigna’s eyes widened. “Someone is casting a spell of dark magic at you.”

		

		“At us?” said Gareth, calling on Stormshield’s power to defend. Yet he felt nothing, and by now, he had faced enough wielders of dark magic to know what it felt like. Even when he deflected their spells with Stormshield, or the soulblade protected him from their dark magic, there was always a chill, a sense that a power cold and ravenous lurked nearby, something that wanted to gorge itself upon his life.

		

		But right now, he felt nothing.

		

		“No, not at you,” said Morigna. “Someone is casting a spell at your soulblades.”

		

		Gareth glanced at Stormshield. The blade burned with white fire, the soulstone in the tang glowing with an angry light. “They’re attacking our soulblades?”

		

		“Not attacking,” said Dietmar. “Tracking.”

		

		Morigna’s breath hissed through her teeth. “I should have thought of this sooner. Your soulblades are powerful artifacts of high elven magic. They are proof against all kinds of spells, but their mere presence means a sufficiently skilled dark wizard can detect them.”

		

		“Azalmora,” said Gareth.

		

		“Or Mharoslav,” added Telemachus.

		

		A raven cawed overhead and then dove from the sky to land upon Morigna’s right shoulder.

		

		“We will know soon enough,” said Morigna.

		

		She touched the bird’s neck for a second, and then it sprang into the air once more, wings flapping.

		

		“Xortami soldiers,” said Morigna. “Led by a noble, and they have at least one priest with them. About three miles to the north along the causeway. They are coming right at us.”

		

		“Perhaps we can elude them in the forest,” said Jerome.

		

		“No,” said Morigna. “They are using magic to track your soulblades. So long as the priests keep casting the spell, they will be able to find you. I suspect the spell only has a range of ten miles or so…”

		

		“But we’re not covering ten miles in this terrain and this weather before they catch up to us,” said Gareth.

		

		“Well, it’s a simple solution, isn’t it?” said Crake, hefting Valorforge. “We kill the priests. Let’s wait for them here.”

		

		“If we stand here, we shall be overwhelmed,” said Morigna. “There are at least forty xortami warriors, maybe more. If they surround us, we will be defeated.”

		

		“Defensible ground,” said Gareth. “We need a place where the terrain favors us.”

		

		“The ravens saw a suitable location,” said Morigna, pointing her staff toward the hills rising to the east. “A steep hill, accessible only on one side. We can make a stand there.”

		

		“Will not we be trapped?” said Philip. “The enemy can bring up reinforcements at their leisure.”

		

		“Perhaps, or perhaps not,” said Morigna. “Both Sir Telemachus and I can bring deadly spells to bear against our enemies. The priests will ward themselves against attack, but Joachim’s magic can shatter their wards, and then Telemachus and I can strike. If we kill the priests, the xortami will not be able to follow us immediately, and we can escape.”

		

		“She’s right,” said Gareth. “We had better get moving. If we lose the horses, we’re going to be in a lot of trouble.”

		

		They set off at a jog for the east, the thin layer of snow crunching beneath their boots. Joachim and Dietmar urged the horses as fast as could the animals could manage, and Gareth and Crake went to help them. The Norvangir horses were sturdy and had good stamina, but they were not bred for speed, and they snorted and whinnied in protest at the need for haste.

		

		Soon they came to the hill that Morigna had indicated. Gareth saw that it offered an excellent defensive position. The rocky hill looked a bit like a cone with its top chopped off. Most of its sides were steep and would make a challenging climb, but the hill’s eastern face offered a gentler slope.

		

		Gentler, but still quite steep. It took the horses a considerable amount of urging to climb up, and they had to choose their path with care on the uneven footing.

		

		Finally, they reached the top of the hill, and Gareth turned and saw the xortami warriors approaching.

		

		It was indeed a large warband, at least forty strong, led by a golden-scaled xortami noble. Gareth glimpsed two bronze-scaled xortami priests in robes and armor, and Stormshield shivered in anger when he looked at them. These had to be the priests who had used their magic to track the presence of the soulblades.

		

		“Shall we strike at them?” said Telemachus.

		

		“Not yet,” said Morigna.

		

		Dietmar’s crossbow clicked as he loaded the weapon.

		

		The xortami formed up at the base of the hill, and the golden-scaled noble stepped forward. The crimson-scaled warriors wore chain mail, but the noble had plate armor and carried a greatsword in his right hand.

		

		“Humans!” bellowed the noble in the orcish tongue. “Humans, hear me!”

		

		“Shall we be offended?” murmured Morigna to Dietmar. The halfling snorted, once.

		

		“In the name of Makarov, Warlord of the xortami, rightful lord of Takaris,” said the xortami noble. “Hear me, Gareth Arban, Philip Aemilius, Jerome of Dun Licinia, Crake of the Northerland, and Telemachus Valaros!” The lizardman stumbled a little over Philip’s family name and Telemachus’s name – clearly, the words were strange to him. “I command you to surrender and accompany us to the presence of Lord Makarov.”

		

		“Shall I?” said Morigna. “It may surprise him to hear an answer in his own tongue.”

		

		“Go ahead,” said Gareth, and Morigna stepped forward and started shouting in the xortami language.

		

		The noble stared up the hill at her and then answered in the same tongue. Gareth had spent enough time with the Norvangir by now that he could recognize many of the common words in their language, but the xortami speech was still a mystery to him.

		

		Nevertheless, he recognized the name of Mharoslav.

		

		“What did he say?” said Telemachus, his voice calm.

		

		“He said that an orcish warlock named Mharoslav has come to the court of Lord Makarov,” said Morigna. “Mharoslav has pledged fealty to Makarov and will help him claim the Dragonskull and become the new lord of the xortami.”

		

		“Just like Valdranek,” said Gareth.

		

		“Ah,” said Telemachus. “Thank you, Guardian. That clarifies matters.”

		

		Before Gareth or any of the others could stop him, Telemachus took a step forward. Gareth feared that Telemachus would rush down the slope to attack the xortami, but the Arcanius Knight went no further.

		

		Instead, a massive bolt of lightning leaped from the end of his sword and struck the xortami noble. The glare was dazzling, the thunderclap immense, and the blast threw the noble backward to crash into some of his waiting soldiers.

		

		“Good shot,” said Crake.

		

		“Thank you,” said Telemachus. “It really wasn’t, though. All that metal makes it easy to target a spell of lightning.”

		

		Morigna let out a sigh.

		

		A minor furor ensued at the foot of the hill. Some of the warriors attended to the fallen noble, who wasn’t getting up again. An argument broke out between the other warriors, probably over who was in command, and at last, the priests stepped in to take charge.

		

		“You have a bow, do you not?” said Morigna.

		

		“I do,” said Philip, sheathing Sunstrike and lifting his bow. “I suppose it is time to start bleeding the enemy.”

		

		“Aim for the warriors,” said Morigna. “The priests have warded themselves against material weapons.”

		

		Philip nodded, drew his bow, aimed carefully, and released. It was a long shot, but it was downhill, and the wind was in his favor. The arrow plunged into the neck of a xortami warrior, and the lizardman staggered to the side, lost his balance, and fell over. At the same time, Dietmar raised his crossbow and pulled the trigger. The weapon twanged, the quarrel arced overhead, and struck a xortami warrior in the chest. The crossbow had greater power than Philip’s bow, and the bolt punched through the armor, the lizardman going down with a scream.

		

		Right about then, the xortami decided it was time to attack. One of the warriors pointed his sword and bellowed a hoarse cry, and the other lizardmen shouted in answer and rushed forward. Both priests hung back, starting to cast spells.

		

		“Hold them!” shouted Morigna, beginning a spell of her own. “Joachim and I will deal with the priests!” Joachim summoned his own magic, the white fire of the Well of Tarlion playing around his hands.

		

		Gareth stepped to the edge of the slope, Crake, Philip, Jerome, and Telemachus joining him. He heard a click followed by a twang, and another crossbow bolt shot past to strike a xortami warrior in the throat. The lizardman fell with a gurgling snarl, rolling down the hill. White light and blue fire flashed as Morigna, Joachim, and the priests sent their magic at one another.

		

		“I will strike when they draw near,” said Telemachus in a low voice. “That will be our best chance to attack.”

		

		Gareth nodded, and the lizardmen rushed up the slope. Or they tried to rush, anyway. The poor footing meant their charge turned into a halting advance in places, slowing them down enough that Dietmar managed to shoot two more before they reached the top of the hill.

		

		Telemachus thrust his sword, and a web of lightning leaped from the weapon. The arcs of lightning raked across the front rank of the xortami, and the magic stunned them, their muscles jerking and spasming. The xortami lost their balance, falling into the other warriors, and the advancing lizardmen became stuck in a tangled mob.

		

		Gareth attacked, seizing the moment of distraction. With Stormshield’s speed driving him, he killed three of the xortami before they recovered. Crake, Philip, and Jerome likewise carved through the lizardmen. Gareth retreated a few steps as the xortami recovered, and Telemachus cast his spell again. Once more, he stunned the lizardmen, and Gareth and the others struck.

		

		Three more lizardmen fell to his blade, and Gareth raised Stormshield, looking for his next foe.

		

		But the lizardmen fled down the slope in disarray. Gareth saw that both the priests were dead, their bodies charred and smoking. He could guess what had happened. Joachim had collapsed the priests’ wards, and then Morigna had struck with her acidic mist. His brother looked tired. It must have taken a considerable amount of power and effort to dispel the wards.

		

		“The enemy flees,” said Telemachus. “We should pursue and hunt them down. Or they will return to Mharoslav and tell him of our location.”

		

		“Let them,” said Morigna. “We shall be gone by then. If Makarov sends more priests to hunt us down, they shall have a harder time finding us.”

		

		“Maybe you even killed the only priests that can cast that spell,” said Crake.

		

		“We’re not that lucky,” said Gareth.

		

		They let the remaining xortami warriors flee and coaxed the pack horses back down the hill. Getting them down the hill proved harder than leading them up the slope in the first place, perhaps because of the smell of spilled xortami blood. Finally Morigna had to use a spell of earth magic to control the horses, and she guided them down the hill.

		

		“Can’t you do that all the time?” said Joachim, wiping some sweat from his forehead.

		

		“I could,” said Morigna, “but then I would not be able to maintain it. Horses are too intelligent. It takes too much magical power to override their instincts.”

		

		“Aren’t ravens intelligent, too?” said Crake. “Lady Moriah named her order of spies after the ravens. Doubt she would have done that if they were dumb as a sack of rocks.”

		

		“They are quite intelligent,” said Morigna, “but naturally curious, and using them as spies and scouts is easy. One simply encourages them to follow their natural instincts.” By then, they had reached the base of the hill. Gareth looked to the north, but the xortami warriors had already vanished from sight.

		

		“I wonder,” he said aloud, “how far Makarov’s main force is from here.”

		

		“Likely not far,” said Morigna. “Which means we must make an immediate choice. Traveling by the main road is no longer wise. Better to travel parallel to it by a few miles. Do we go east or west?”

		

		“What do you suggest?” said Gareth. He suspected that she already had a preference.

		

		“East,” said Morigna. “My ravens have been overflying the terrain. There is a trail, though it winds somewhat. If the xortami return – when the xortami return – they shall have a harder time following us.”

		

		“Then we should go east,” said Gareth.

		

		###

		

		They spent the rest of the day hurrying through the hills, moving as fast as they could manage. As Morigna had predicted, the path was winding, but they could follow it.

		

		Thanks to the Waystone, Gareth had no fear of getting lost in the hills. The presence of the final Waystone in his mind remained constant, a link that would draw him back to the north whenever he wished. Gareth had no doubt they could parallel the road once they had gotten far enough away from Makarov’s xortami.

		

		They walked for as long as they could, until the last of the sunlight died away to the west and the air grew colder. Once the light had failed, they stopped for the night at the southeastern foot of a steep hill. Given that any pursuers would likely come from the north or the west, hopefully the bulk of the hill would block the light of their fire.

		

		By mutual agreement, they set a double watch in addition to Morigna’s sensing spells. Gareth and Crake took the first watch and when their turn was over, woke Jerome and Philip to take over. After the amount of magical power they had expended, Gareth wanted Joachim and Telemachus to have a full night’s sleep. Their spells had proven crucial in the battle against the xortami, and they might need those spells again very soon.

		

		Morigna never seemed to sleep but instead sat cross-legged, staff laid across her legs, head bowed as she gazed into the fire. Gareth suspected that she was in a trance, which seemed to rejuvenate her as much as sleep.

		

		He lay down, wrapped himself in his cloak, and fell asleep.

		

		The dream came at once, sharp and vivid.

		

		“Something is going to happen,” said Niara.

		

		They stood outside the walls of Takaris, not far from the gate where Niara would face Xothalaxiar for the last time.

		

		No, had already faced Xothalaxiar for the final time. Gareth had spent so much time talking to Niara’s memories that sometimes the order of events got confused in his head.

		

		“I know,” said Gareth, thinking of that final battle.

		

		“No,” said Niara. “Look.”

		

		She pointed with her metal staff, and Gareth saw the blue glow brightening within the ruins of Takaris, the light outlining the shapes of crumbling towers and hulking pyramids.

		

		“The Dragonskull,” said Gareth. “It’s awakening. The Guardian thinks it can sense that wielders of dark magic are seeking it.”

		

		“She’s probably right,” said Niara, voice distracted. “An artifact that powerful can transcend some of the usual limitations of time and space. Your soulblade is the same way – you can sense it no matter how far away you are from it, which is why stealing a soulblade is useless. That, and it kills anyone except its proper bearer.” She shook her head. “But this isn’t right. This didn’t…this didn’t…happen the last time…”

		

		She trailed off, her brow furrowing.

		

		“But that’s not right,” she said. “I remember being here before, but this is the first time that I ever saw Takaris. The day I pierced the mist and caught Xothalaxiar before the city’s gate. Except that hasn’t happened yet. Why do I remember that?”

		

		“Because it happened five hundred years ago,” said Gareth. “You fought Xothalaxiar, and you both were killed by the city’s magical defenses. I’m sorry.”

		

		She stared at him, and Gareth knew that his words hadn’t registered. This wasn’t Niara, only her memory. Yet even her memory was so determined, so unwaveringly devoted to hunting down Xothalaxiar and killing her, that nothing he could say or do could alter her perception.

		

		“You had better be ready,” said Niara instead.

		

		“For what?” said Gareth.

		

		“The red shadow I see in these dreams sometimes,” said Niara. “The spiderling Azalmora. She knows you’re coming, and she’s preparing to fight you. The spiderlings I faced, hybrids of human and urdmordar, were bad enough. Hybrids of urdmordar and dark elf will be much worse.”

		

		“She doesn’t want to be a hybrid,” said Gareth. “She wants to ascend to become a true urdmordar.”

		

		“And that, Gareth Arban,” said Niara, “makes her all the more dangerous. She’s like Xothalaxiar.”

		

		“How?”

		

		“Xothalaxiar wants to find the Dragonskull and become something more,” said Niara. “Azalmora wants to do the same thing. If she’s real, if you’re real and not some daydream inside my head, then you need to be on your guard. When she decides you’re too much of a threat, she will act, and ruthlessly.”

		

		The dream ended, and Gareth jerked awake.

		

		Even with his fatigue, he had a hard time getting back to sleep.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 5: Necropolis

		

		They set off before dawn the next morning and headed northward.

		

		This portion of the xortami wastes was far rockier and hillier than the regions they had seen previously, interspersed with pine trees growing on the slopes and in the valleys, and Gareth feared they would get lost, even with the guidance of his link to the Waystone. The landscape reminded him of the rougher regions of the Northerland, where it was easy to get lost unless you were familiar with the countryside.

		

		Fortunately, Morigna and her magic proved a capable guide. Many ravens lived in the hills, and she used her magic to send them circling for miles in all directions. With the aerial view, they were able to avoid several dead-ends or impassible hills, and they made better time than Gareth expected.

		

		Of course, the ravens could not see beneath the canopy of the trees, so Morigna also took control of squirrels, sending them to scout beneath the pines.

		

		“Never thought anyone could get a use for squirrels,” said Crake. “Damned things are a nuisance. If they find a single gap in your house, they’ll build themselves a nest, and then you’ll have an army of them eating holes into your walls.”

		

		“I prefer ravens and crows as scouts,” said Morigna. “Squirrels, generally, are much more malicious and eat each other when they can find no other food.” She shrugged. “But one makes use of the tools at hand.”

		

		Soon after that, they saw the first monument.

		

		A massive block of dark stone jutted from the side of a hill, large as a small house. A sealed stone door had been built into its side. Atop it stood a large statue of a xortami warrior. It was a bit weathered from the passage of the millennia, but Gareth could tell that it was a xortami noble in armor, both clawed hands grasping the hilt of a sword. The statue had been carved in the usual blocky xortami style but still radiated menace and pride.

		

		“Odd-looking statue,” said Crake. “Doesn’t look like the ones back in the Stoneblood Road.”

		

		“It’s a tomb,” said Gareth.

		

		The others looked at him.

		

		“How do you know?” said Joachim.

		

		“The visions,” said Gareth. “I think I remember it from the Waystones. There’s…” He frowned, trying to recall. “The xortami nobles and priests didn’t bury the dead in their cities or their towns or even outside them. There was a large valley somewhere south of Takaris. All the nobles and the priests built themselves tombs there.”

		

		“We’re somewhere south of Takaris,” pointed out Philip.

		

		“And the xortami priests all wielded dark magic,” said Joachim.

		

		Crake grunted. “Like the Old Ones.”

		

		“I don’t think the xortami used necromancy as much as the bone orcs do,” said Gareth.

		

		“But we can assume they did,” said Morigna. “And the corpse of a wielder of dark magic sometimes rises as an undead creature, regardless of what the wizard might have intended in life.”

		

		“Then perhaps we should go around these burial grounds,” said Telemachus. “If they are filled with danger.”

		

		“They might well be,” said Morigna. “Then again, every direction is filled with peril. By now, Mharoslav will have realized we slew Makarov’s warriors, and he may send another warband out. Nor will Azalmora have forgotten us, and she knows that four Swordbearers are a deadly threat to her.” Gareth remembered Niara’s warning in the last dream. “The way past the tombs may well be less dangerous than our other options. Even the most powerful undead cannot stand against the wrath of a soulblade.”

		

		“She’s right,” said Gareth. “We’ll have better odds against some minor undead than a hundred xortami warriors.” He frowned, trying to remember. “I think most of the tombs are in a valley. If the terrain’s right, if the Guardian’s ravens can scout the path, maybe we can go around most of them.”

		

		Crake shrugged. “Suppose we might as well try it.”

		

		Gareth kept a close eye on the tomb as they passed it. Morigna said a lingering aura of dark magic hung over it, but nothing happened. Perhaps they would be safe enough so long as they did not disturb the tombs. Gareth wasn’t sure, but he thought that xortami nobles and priests had been entombed with undead guardians. So long as they did not seek to enter the crypts, they might avoid trouble with the undead.

		

		Nevertheless, Gareth resolved to remain vigilant.

		

		Morigna’s ravens found a winding path through the hills, and they passed several more tombs and monuments. All of them were variants on a common design – a cube of basalt masonry half-sunk into the hillside, a single sealed door leading inside. A statue of a xortami loomed atop each monument. Sometimes the statue depicted a noble in armor, other times a priest wearing robes similar to the ones that Khurnetsov had worn at Nifheldun. Stormshield jolted whenever he came too close to a tomb, indicating the presence of dark magic, but nothing emerged from the sealed doors.

		

		The land sloped higher and higher as they followed the ravens’ paths. Gareth wondered if the land would continue to rise until it reached the mountains near Takaris. Perhaps the causeway they had left would travel through the bottom of a valley towards Takaris. Gareth wished they had a map. He had asked Father Colafur for one before they departed Sigulforn, but of all the arts that the Norvangir possessed, cartography was not among them. Lady Ingvilda and her warband had ridden through the xortami wastes, but her travels had mostly been to the southwest of here.

		

		Niara, Gareth supposed, had been the first human to ever travel here.

		

		An attack came before they stopped for the night. A pair of urvaalgs rushed down the side of a hill and attacked. But Morigna’s Sight, combined with the panicked reaction of the ravens, provided them ample warning. Gareth and Philip cut down the urvaalgs with their soulblades, and they continued for another mile, wanting to camp far enough away that the smell of the urvaalg carcasses would not trouble the horses.

		

		The night passed without incident. For once, no visions troubled Gareth’s rest.

		

		Though the pressure of the final Waystone remained constant in his head.

		

		A few hours after they set off the next morning, they came across the burial ground of the xortami.

		

		“God and the saints,” said Crake. “That is a bloody lot of basalt.”

		

		“A necropolis,” said Joachim.

		

		“A what?” said Crake.

		

		“A city of the dead,” said Morigna.

		

		“It is at that,” said Crake.

		

		They stood on a hill overlooking a wide, shallow valley. Thousands of basalt tombs filled space, covering nearly all of the valley’s floor and sides. Most of the crypts were similar to the ones they had already seen. But some were larger and more elaborate, smaller versions of the pyramids Gareth had seen in his visions of Takaris, though these pyramids were topped with massive statues of armored xortami. The tombs of warlords, Gareth thought, or perhaps great nobles and commanders.

		

		“We should go around the western edge,” said Morigna, pointing. “The presence of so many tombs sealed with wards of dark magic means there is a considerable malignant aura. I suspect at least some urvaalgs are lurking nearby. Skirting around the valley will be the best course.”

		

		“It doesn’t look like the sort of place it’s a good idea to visit at all,” said Crake. “Kind of reminds me of the deeper parts of the Shadow Ways, aye? Except it’s all on the surface.”

		

		“Then it will be easier to go around,” said Gareth.

		

		They followed Morigna’s counsel and headed to the west, circling over the line of the hills overlooking the valley. That involved a lot of going up and down the peaks and picking their way around basalt boulders that jutted from the ground. Their progress was slower than Gareth would have wished, but given that Stormshield jolted in anger every time he looked at the necropolis filling the valley, it was just as well.

		

		Trying to cut across the valley of tombs probably would not go well.

		

		It was strangely quiet. The snow, of course, muffled every sound, but on the journey up the causeway and through the hills, there had also been the noises of animals. The occasional caw from Morigna’s ravens and the noises from deer and squirrels and rabbits. There was none of that here, only the mournful rustle of the wind as it blew past.

		

		“I confess,” said Dietmar, “that I am not terribly prone to nerves…”

		

		Crake snorted. “Useful skill for a master thief.”

		

		“I’m sure there’s no evidence of that, sir,” said Dietmar. “But the necropolis gives me the same sort of sense as Nhalavask’s barrow in the Qazaluuskan Forest.”

		

		“Unsurprising,” said Morigna. “Halflings are more sensitive to magic than humans, at least on a subconscious level. Best to listen to that instinct, Master Dietmar. The aura of dark magic hanging over that valley is quite potent.”

		

		The vast bulk of the tombs were clustered in the valley, but a few perched on the tops of the hills. Gareth and the others approached one such tomb. It was of a slightly different design than most of the others, with a tall obelisk carved with xortami symbols rising from its top. Statues of armored warriors stood at either side of the door leading into the crypt.

		

		Stormshield shuddered in its scabbard.

		

		“Something’s wrong,” said Gareth, grasping the soulblade’s hilt.

		

		“Aye,” said Crake, raising Valorforge. “I think a creature of dark magic is approaching.”

		

		“You are right,” said Morigna. “Beware! It is above us!”

		

		Gareth looked up and saw the dark shape flying overhead.

		

		His first thought was that it was a fire drake, similar to the drakes they had encountered west of the Qazaluuskan Forest. All the drakes they had seen in Norvangenheim had been wingless rock drakes, which made up for their lack of flight with larger size and a combative attitude.

		

		But drakes were not creatures of dark magic.

		

		The winged shape passed overhead, and Gareth saw that it was not a drake.

		

		It was an armored woman with great leathery wings spreading behind her.

		

		The armor was fashioned of overlapping plates of black metal that sheathed her body. Black talons rose from the fingers of her gauntlets. Her face looked like that of an elven woman with pale blond hair, her eyes filled with a black void. Gareth had never seen a creature like this before, but he had heard of them, and Stormshield blazed in his hand.

		

		An urdhracos.

		

		A hybrid of a dark elf and another kindred, created with the malignant sorcery of the dark elves. Eventually, the dark elven half overwhelmed the other half, resulting in a creature of immense dark magical strength. Gareth’s father had told him that it was possible for an urdhracos to repent, to free themselves of the curse of their dark magic, but in all the recorded history of Andomhaim and Owyllain, it had only ever happened twice.

		

		Trying to convince an urdhracos to repent, both Gareth’s mother and father had cautioned him, would almost certainly result in his death.

		

		He braced for the attack, but instead, the urdhracos folded her wings and landed atop the obelisk. She slid down a few feet, her claws grasping the stone, and gazed at them. Her expression was more curious than anything else, like a woman who had seen something new and baffling.

		

		It also had a strange twitch, like madness seethed just beneath her skin.

		

		“How very unexpected,” said the urdhracos at last, speaking the orcish tongue. Her voice sounded calm, but Gareth heard the same unstable undercurrent in it that he had glimpsed in her face. “Very unexpected. A halfling, a Liberated elf, and six humans traveling together in the ruins of the xortami. I have not seen such a strange combination in…well, ever.”

		

		“Will you fight us or let us pass?” said Morigna.

		

		The urdhracos laughed, high and wild and mad. “Fight you? Fight you? No, no, no, certainly not. I see the swords your young humans carry. High elven soulblades. Such weapons have not been seen in this land for thousands of years. Ah! Even looking at their fire hurts me, like shards of ice digging into my skin.” The amusement returned. “But there’s no need to fight, not when I can fly away whenever I want.

		

		“Then you will let us pass?” said Morigna.

		

		“That would be dull,” said the urdhracos. “Ever so dull, and I despise boredom. Fortunately, ever since my father’s pets turned on him and made him into their pet, this land has offered no lack of amusement.”

		

		“Your father?” said Gareth, and then he understood. “The Ossuary. The Ossuary was your father.”

		

		“Ah, you’ve met him, I see,” said the urdhracos. “Disappointing, is he not? My father was a great lord of the dark elves, but he wanted to become greater.” She trailed off, a brooding look on her face.

		

		“They usually did,” said Morigna.

		

		“He opened the doors between the worlds and summoned the xortami,” said the urdhracos. She let out that unsteady laugh again. “I remember it well. He stood before the lizardmen with his soldiers and announced that he was their lord and god, and they were his slaves. They would fall upon their knees and worship him at once, or else they would know his wrath. Instead, they slaughtered his soldiers, overpowered his spells, put a chain and collar around his neck, and made him crawl on his hands and knees like a dog. It wasn’t at all boring.”

		

		Gareth supposed that an urdhracos’s idea of amusement would disturb a healthy mind.

		

		“And you were not enslaved with him?” said Morigna.

		

		“I can fly away, remember?” said the urdhracos. “So I did. The xortami forgot about me after a few generations. They live a long time by human standards, but not as long as dwarves or those annoying dvargir. I waited, and I watched, and I amused myself with the lizardmen when I could. I knew what would happen. In time, my father shared his secrets with the xortami,” she gestured with her free hand at the necropolis below them, “and his secrets destroyed them.”

		

		“And you helped them along, I suppose?” said Morigna.

		

		“Why bother?” said the urdhracos. “My father destroyed himself with his magic, and when he shared it with the xortami, they simply repeated the pattern. I only needed to watch and wait. Since then, it has been amusing to watch the xortami war against each other. Sometimes they start to rise and rebuild their empire, only to fall to squabbling once more. On occasion, some ambitious priest or another finds my father and uses his knowledge, only for it to lead them to ruin. They never learn. But that is the weakness of you lesser creatures, isn’t it? Your lives are so short, and the wisdom of the older generation must be learned anew with the younger one. Sometimes they fail the test.”

		

		Gareth wondered why the urdhracos hadn’t attacked yet. Was it part of a cunning plan? Then he realized that he was overthinking things. The urdhracos had told them the truth, at least as far as he could discern. She was wise enough not to come within reach of the soulblades, and perhaps she really was bored and in a talkative mood.

		

		Though given what an urdhracos would likely find entertaining, Gareth resolved not to lower his guard.

		

		“And is this a test?” said Morigna.

		

		“Perhaps,” said the urdhracos. “I started seeing humans in this land recently, more and more of you. You must multiply like rabbits.”

		

		“How recently?” said Gareth.

		

		“Mmm, about five hundred years ago,” said the urdhracos. “The first one was a female. White hair. A powerful sorceress. Nearly killed me.”

		

		“Niara?” said Gareth, surprised.

		

		“I didn’t ask her name,” said the urdhracos with some asperity. “But she was chasing an urdmordar, a powerful one. They both went to the ruins of Takaris, and they both died there. Killed by the defenses the xortami left around the city. Oh, well. Since then, many humans have come to the south, beyond the mountains. The Norvangir, they call themselves. I avoid them because that mad high elf lives there, and she is not fond of creatures like me.”

		

		“She was slain in battle a few weeks past,” said Gareth. Perhaps he shouldn’t have told her that, but if the urdhracos had been spying on the Norvangir, it was hardly the sort of thing that would remain secret.

		

		“Was she, now,” said the urdhracos. “Perhaps you think that. But…well, it seems the Dragonskull is starting to wake up again, is it not? I can feel it. If you carry high elven soulblades, you will be able to feel it as well. And if you are here with high elven soulblades, that means you are pursuing those who seek the Dragonskull for themselves. Would you like to know about them?”

		

		“You are very well-informed,” said Morigna.

		

		The urdhracos let out that unsteady laugh again. “I have been spying on this land for a very long time, watching the xortami for my amusement. And, I admit, sometimes pushing them in one direction or another. But I know there are others seeking the Dragonskull. The spiderling priestess, for one. An orcish warlock who has convinced Warlord Makarov to aid him. And the dvargir, who as ever seek to meddle and steal.” She grinned, the expression mad and gleeful on her gaunt face. “Would you like to know a secret about the priestess?”

		

		“What secret is that?” said Morigna.

		

		“Oh, that’s no fun,” said the urdhracos. “I will make a bargain with you. If you win my game, I’ll tell you the secret.”

		

		“I think we would rather not,” said Gareth.

		

		“My dear strapping human boy,” said the urdhracos. “I’m afraid you don’t have a choice. The game has already begun.”

		

		Gareth glanced at the others, saw them readying weapons or spells.

		

		“And what are the rules of your game, may I ask?” said Morigna.

		

		“One rule. And it’s very, very simple,” said the urdhracos. The glee intensified on her face. “It’s even one word.”

		

		“What word is that?” said Gareth.

		

		“Survive,” said the urdhracos, and she leaped into the air with a cackle. In the same instant, she cast a spell, blue fire and shadow crackling around her hands.

		

		Gareth raised Stormshield, intending to block the attack, but the urdhracos had not aimed her spell at him or at any of the others.

		

		Instead, the blast of blue flame and shadow struck the door to the tomb.

		

		It swung inward, and the undead xortami rushed out.

		

		“Survive!” shouted the urdhracos, her voice rising to a shrilling laugh as she circled overhead.

		

		The undead lizardmen looked as if they had been mummified, their bodies reduced to withered husks, their crimson scales turned leathery and dull. Yet they still wore armor and helmets and carried swords and shields. The undead lizardmen poured out of the tomb in a torrent, and Gareth and the other Swordbearers attacked.

		

		Morigna struck first, a wave of purple light leaping from her staff to roll through the ground. The distortion wave struck the first rank of undead, and more of the creatures fell over than Gareth would have expected. He just had time to realize that the mummified lizardmen probably weighed less than they had in life, and then he and the other Swordbearers struck.

		

		They tore through the undead xortami like a thunderbolt. Stormshield dealt devastating wounds to the desiccated creatures, the soulblade’s white fire spreading through their corrupted flesh. Gareth and the others cut down undead after undead, and then a deep chill went through him, a different sort of cold than the icy winter that gripped the land.

		

		The wraith flowed out of the tomb.

		

		The spectral creature looked like a hooded shadow wrought of smoke and black mist. Two pinpricks of blue fire burned in its eyes. A second wraith emerged from the door, and both creatures glided forward, the chill intensifying. Stormshield flared brighter in Gareth’s hand, the soulblade protecting him from the creatures’ life-draining aura.

		

		But Joachim, Dietmar, and Telemachus would have no defense from that malignant power.

		

		“Joachim!” shouted Morigna before Gareth could speak. “Wraiths!”

		

		White light flashed as Joachim cast a warding spell that settled over them. It would protect them from the wraiths’ life-sucking aura, which meant Gareth could use Stormshield’s power to make himself stronger and faster, rather than the soulblade’s strength protecting him from the wraiths.

		

		He rushed forward, cutting down the remaining mummified xortami in his path, and attacked the first wraith. Stormshield slashed down through the immaterial creature’s torso, and it dissolved into nothingness. The second wraith reached for him, but Crake chopped Valorforge down in an overhead blow.

		

		The specter unraveled and disappeared.

		

		Gareth turned towards the door to the tomb, but it slammed shut with a grinding crash. He turned in a circle and saw Jerome and Philip strike down the remaining xortami warriors. Dietmar and Telemachus had hung back to protect Joachim and Morigna – Telemachus’s lightning would not have been all that effective against the withered xortami anyway.

		

		The laughter of the urdhracos rang out, and Gareth looked up in time to see her land atop the tomb’s obelisk once more.

		

		“You won the game!” said the urdhracos. “Well-played, strangers. Well-played. Usually strangers lose when I play.” She grinned, showing teeth whiter than her pale face. “But you won, fair and square, so you get your secret. The spiderling priestess carries a weapon of dark magic.”

		

		“We knew that already,” said Morigna.

		

		“Did you know what manner of weapon?” said the urdhracos.

		

		“No,” said Morigna.

		

		The urdhracos leaned a little closer. “A soulblade.”

		

		“A soulblade?” said Gareth. “But that’s impossible. She couldn’t touch a soulblade.”

		

		“But a corrupted soulblade,” said Morigna, her voice hard. “A dark one.”

		

		“Yes,” sighed the urdhracos. “I had never seen a dark soulblade before. But the priestess carried one with her. A fountain of dark magic. I have never seen such a thing, and I have lived for a very long time. My father thought himself a skilled artificer, but he never could have wrought a weapon of such power. It will be interesting to watch your confrontation. I expect she will kill you with that mighty weapon.”

		

		With that, the urdhracos leaped from the obelisk, wings spreading wide. Gareth tensed, expecting the urdhracos to attack or to cast another spell, but instead she flew away, soon vanishing from sight.

		

		“That’s…it?” said Jerome. “That’s all she wanted?”

		

		“It would appear so, sir,” said Dietmar. “Even with all my experience, I have never encountered an urdhracos. I cannot say my life was diminished by the absence. But all the accounts agree the urdhracosi are highly intelligent, and I doubt she would risk her life in a confrontation with Swordbearers.”

		

		“You are right,” said Morigna, her voice distracted, her brow furrowed. “The urdhracosi are insane, but they are always clever and would not risk themselves unless commanded by a dark elven noble. Since there is no one to command this urdhracos, it seems she has spent the last fifteen thousand years amusing herself at the expense of her father’s beloved xortami.”

		

		“Dark soulblade?” said Crake. “Didn’t Warlord Agravhask have one?”

		

		“He did,” said Morigna. “Shieldruin. I remember it well.”

		

		“So do I,” said Crake.

		

		“The Warden made five,” said Morigna.

		

		“But they were all destroyed at the end of the Heptarchy war,” said Joachim.

		

		“Yes. They were. At least, their physical housings were destroyed,” said Morigna. “But such weapons of power exist beyond the material world. We know now what Khurnetsov was summoning in the high chamber of Nifheldun. He was trying to bring back one of the five dark soulblades.”

		

		“It would appear he succeeded,” said Telemachus.

		

		“That winged devil could have been lying,” said Crake.

		

		“That is a possibility, sir,” said Dietmar. “However, I fear she had no need to lie. Not when her main purpose was to amuse herself, and the truth, from her perspective, would provide much more amusement.”

		

		“I fear you are right,” said Morigna.

		

		“The dark soulblades were powerful weapons, and Azalmora was already a skilled sorceress,” said Philip. “How much more dangerous will she be with a dark soulblade?”

		

		“Considerably,” said Morigna. “However, the bearers of the five dark soulblades were defeated once before. I think between us, we can defeat one. Your soulblades are still proof against dark magic, even magic channeled through a dark soulblade and wielded with the skill of a Quaesitor. I suggest that we keep moving.”

		

		“Best not to be here when that urdhracos returns,” said Gareth.

		

		“Aye,” said Morigna. “I doubt she will, though. She played one game with us. Why risk a second? One mischance, and she might fall to the swing of a soulblade. But if we linger here, we might draw something even more dangerous from the tombs.”

		

		“Most prudent, Guardian,” said Dietmar.

		

		They continued onward, soon putting the valley of the dead behind them.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 6: The New Goddess

		

		It did not take Azalmora long to find a scouting party of xortami warriors and kobolds.

		

		She extended her life-sensing spell as far as she could, but it was hardly necessary. Simply walking northward along the main causeway proved sufficient. A few hours after they set out, Azalmora encountered a group of xortami warriors and kobolds hastening toward them. It was clearly a small patrol – a dozen kobolds with red-and-black scales led by two xortami warriors. They eyed her warily. A dozen kobolds and a pair of xortami warriors ought to overpower a lone woman, an orc, and a crazed dark elf without much trouble.

		

		But they were intelligent enough to realize that a lone woman, an orc, and a crazed dark elf would not travel through their lands without good reason.

		

		“Name yourselves!” said one of the xortami warriors.

		

		Azalmora reached over her shoulder and drew Ghostruin. She knew logically that there would be an upper limit to how much power killing with the sword would unlock.

		

		But she hadn’t gotten there yet, and there was no harm in experimentation.

		

		“Do you serve Warlord Valdranek or Warlord Makarov?” said Azalmora.

		

		The xortami and the kobolds eyed the sword in her hand.

		

		“We serve Lord Makarov!” declared one of the xortami proudly. “He is the rightful Warlord and emperor of the xortami people, and he shall lead our nations to glory.”

		

		“That is unfortunate,” said Azalmora, and Ghostruin burst into crimson flame as she cast a spell. Dark magic surged through her, and a wave of shadow rolled from her hand and struck the xortami and the kobolds. It did nothing to their armor or metal weapons, but the wooden bows and arrows that the kobolds carried crumbled into dust, the metal arrowheads falling to the earth.

		

		One of the xortami warriors bellowed a command, and Thraxar rushed forward, already casting a spell of his own. Blue fire lanced from his free hand, catching one of the kobolds, and the creature’s withered husk fell to the earth, its life force drained away to fuel Thraxar’s magic. The Chosen Guard cast another spell, and a mantle of shadows rose around him, a protective spell to further augment his armor.

		

		Azalmora strode forward and called more dark magic, and a wave of deeper shadow leaped from her free hand. It settled over the xortami and the kobolds like ashes, and it sapped at their strength, draining away their speed.

		

		With that, she lifted Ghostruin and started killing.

		

		The fight was soon over, the withered corpses of the xortami warriors and most of the kobolds strewn on the frozen ground. A few of the kobolds turned to flee, but Azalmora did not want any survivors escaping to warn Makarov (and, more importantly, Mharoslav) of her presence. Dark magic flowed through her in an icy chill, and she threw lances of dark power, killing the kobolds as they fled.

		

		The last one fell dead, and silence came over the causeway once more.

		

		“An enjoyable bit of sport, Quaesitor,” said Thraxar in his whispery voice, all three of his eyes glinting with crimson blood rage. For all his trained mind, he was still an orcish male, which meant he enjoyed violence on a visceral level. “Though if we eliminate too many more patrols in this fashion, Mharoslav will realize that we are moving against him.”

		

		“Let him realize whatever he wishes,” said Azalmora. “It will be of no use to him. We continue.” She looked at the Ossuary, who stood gazing at the slain xortami. “Distressed by the fall of your children?”

		

		The Ossuary gave an indifferent shrug. “If they were not strong enough to survive, then they do not deserve to live.” He sneered at the slain kobolds and gave one of the withered corpses a kick with his bony foot. “The kobolds are cattle at best, vermin at worst. If my children had not enslaved them, they should have been exterminated.”

		

		“How prudent,” said Azalmora, keeping the disdain from her voice and expression. Not because she cared what the Ossuary thought but because self-discipline was a muscle that required constant exercise lest it atrophy. Exterminating the tribes of the northern kobolds would have been an appalling waste of potential workers and laborers. But such was the petty, self-defeating cruelty of the dark elves. They had indulged their lust for sadism too often, which was why the urdmordar had overwhelmed them and spread across the world.

		

		The Heptarchy was run with brutal efficiency and logic, which was why it had endured for fifteen thousand years, the urdmordar of the Seven Temples feeding endlessly upon their captive populations.

		

		When Azalmora cast off the weakness of her dark elven half and became a full urdmordar, she would follow many of the same principles in building her new empire.

		

		“Come,” said Azalmora. “It should not be much longer to find one of Valdranek’s patrols.”

		

		They left the slain patrol behind.

		

		As it happened, Azalmora’s prediction was correct. Less than an hour had passed before they came across another patrol.

		

		“Hold!” ordered the leader of the patrol, a golden-scaled xortami noble in plate armor, a sword in his hand. He commanded ten crimson-scaled warriors and twenty kobolds. Azalmora observed that they had seen battle recently – some of the kobolds had wounds, and the shields of the warriors bore fresh scars from the blows of swords and spears. “Identify yourself!”

		

		Azalmora drew Ghostruin and pointed the weapon at them.

		

		“Do you serve Warlord Valdranek or Warlord Makarov?” said Azalmora.

		

		The sword burst into crimson flames.

		

		The noble, to his credit, did not flinch. “I am Rhuretov, a noble of the xortami, and I serve Valdranek, the true Warlord of the xortami nation. He shall become the founder of our new empire, and we shall crush the Norvangir apes to the south.” He paused. “Though neither you nor your…strange companions are Norvangir.”

		

		The elven points of Azalmora’s ears were clearly visible, her red hair bound into a braid, the cowl of her cloak drawn back.

		

		“Indeed not,” said Azalmora, and she sheathed Ghostruin. “I must speak with Lord Valdranek. You shall bring me to him.”

		

		“And why shall I do that?” said Rhuretov.

		

		“Because I bring him the means of victory over his foes,” said Azalmora. “Over Makarov, over the other tribes, the Norvangir…and the means of wielding the power of the Dragonskull.”

		

		Rhuretov stared at her, blinking a few times. Azalmora waited, her dark magic held ready to strike if Rhuretov decided to attack. The xortami made for interesting physical specimens. Larger and slightly stronger than humans, about on par with typical orcish strength, though with a correspondingly higher necessity for food intake. Their scales were more resilient than either human or orcish skin, though their skeletons were no stronger. They had significant cognitive capacity, as evidenced by the previous heights of their civilization. They would be unencumbered by some of the baser mammalian emotional drives common in humans and orcs, which would allow for greater clarity of thought. Certainly, that explained the skill achieved by their engineers and their wizards.

		

		Their weakness, of course, was their caste system, which seemed to be ingrained into their very flesh. Just as some kinds of insect hives produced workers, warriors, and drones, the xortami produced different castes, and the worker, warrior, artisan, and priest castes obeyed the nobles without question. Indeed, the possibility of disobedience would never even cross their minds.

		

		But when the nobles quarreled for the supreme position, it meant xortami civilization fractured into permanently warring tribes, which was why the xortami kindred had never rebuilt itself to its previous heights.

		

		The obvious solution was to install a leader, crush all opposition with overwhelming force, and then lead the xortami against external foes to ensure a steady supply of captives and plunder to ensure social harmony.

		

		Perhaps Azalmora would take the first step upon that plan today.

		

		Or she would wind up killing the band of xortami and kobolds in front of her.

		

		“That…creature with you,” said Rhuretov, eyeing the Ossuary. “That elf-thing.” Given that the Ossuary wore only a ragged loincloth, his grotesque scarring and bony growths were clearly visible. “What is that?”

		

		“My child,” said the Ossuary, raising his right hand as if in benediction, since his left hand was a misshapen club of bone that hung at his side. “How fierce you are. How well you have learned my lessons.”

		

		“This is the Ossuary, once the dark elven lord who ruled over these lands,” said Azalmora. “Previously, he served Khurnetsov, the high priest of your Lord Valdranek. Now he serves me.”

		

		Rhuretov made a hissing noise. “And you betrayed the priest Khurnetsov to his death.”

		

		“I did not,” said Azalmora, which was entirely true. “As I recall, the orcish warlock Mharoslav was allied to your lord. He warned Lord Valdranek against the Swordbearers, did he not? The Swordbearers eluded the trap at the Stoneblood Road and entered Nifheldun by the secret ways. They freed the Norvangir and the Swordbearers slew Khurnetsov. Mharoslav fled the fall of Nifheldun and has now allied himself with Makarov.”

		

		Rhuretov let out a rumbling growl, the steam of his breath rising. “It seems you are well-informed, stranger. And fluent in our tongue.”

		

		“It has proven useful.”

		

		“Very well,” said Rhuretov. “This is a matter beyond my authority. I shall take you to Lord Valdranek, and he shall decide what is to be done with you. But I warn you that treachery shall be met with swift retribution.”

		

		“I have no doubt of that, Lord Rhuretov,” said Azalmora. She failed to mention that his retribution would be ineffective. But there was a time and a place for violence and times when other tools would prove more efficacious. “Please, lead the way.”

		

		“What name shall I give my lord when we stand before him?” said Rhuretov.

		

		“I am Azalmora,” she said. “This is my servant Thraxar. I suspect Lord Valdranek is already well-acquainted with the Ossuary.”

		

		“Come, then, Lady Azalmora,” said Rhuretov.

		

		The kobolds spread out around them. Short bows rested in the kobolds’ clawed hands, and while they gave the appearance of an escort, Azalmora knew that their real purpose was to shoot her should she attempt any treachery. She made no objection. The kobolds could not hurt her, and the illusion of security would make Rhuretov more tractable.

		

		She gripped the hilt of the knife at her belt, the knife charged with the blood of Gareth Arban. The final Waystone was not far now, and when Azalmora stood before it, the Dragonskull would at last be within reach.

		

		The last of Niara’s Waystones might also offer her a significant tactical advantage if she reached it first.

		

		She knew Gareth Arban and his companions would have to come to the final Waystone and that knowledge might give her the advantage she needed to kill them.

		

		A journey of two days brought Azalmora and Rhuretov to the army of Valdranek.

		

		A wall of mountains rose to the north, a red glow coming from some of the peaks. Valdranek’s army camped at the base of the foothills, blocking the causeway as it headed towards the mountains. Azalmora counted tents with interest. It seemed that Valdranek had only sent a portion of his strength to confront Jarl Ivar at Nifheldun. At a rough count, she thought that Valdranek had four thousand xortami warriors, along with as many kobolds, who no doubt acted as scouts and auxiliaries.

		

		Perhaps Valdranek should have taken more warriors south with him to hold Nifheldun. Then again, no doubt Valdranek’s hand had been forced when Jarl Ivar and his allies marched from Musfell.

		

		And if not for the interference of the Swordbearers, Valdranek’s strategies would have succeeded.

		

		A refrain, Azalmora supposed, which had been repeated over and over again throughout the history of Andomhaim.

		

		The Warlord maintained a well-ordered camp. Kobold scouts met Rhuretov’s while they were still several miles off and fell in escort around them. Two of the kobolds raced towards the camp, no doubt carrying news of their arrival. Azalmora, Thraxar, and the Ossuary walked into the rows of tents, escorted by Rhuretov’s warriors, and their passage drew every eye. Likely it was the first time a spiderling, a mutant orc, and a mad dark elf had walked into one of Valdranek’s camps. The Ossuary raised his good hand in blessing, smiling at the xortami, though they gazed at him with cold, reptilian eyes.

		

		An open square marked the center of the camp, and several xortami nobles and priests stood there. The nobles, like Rhuretov, wore plate armor, their golden scales glinting in the gray winter sun. The priests had bronze-colored scales and wore a mixture of robes and armor, along with metal headdresses that looked a bit like stylized sunbursts. Some of them carried wooden staffs carved with strange designs or topped with human skulls, skulls likely taken from ill-fated Norvangir warriors.

		

		Warlord Valdranek towered over them all.

		

		He stood at least nine feet tall, and his scales gleamed as if they had been burnished. The noble wore plate armor that had been inlaid with gold designs, and a huge sword hung at his belt, longer and broader than Ghostruin. A less rigorously trained mind might have dismissed his burnished scales and polished armor as mere vanity. Azalmora knew better. Leadership was partly, even mostly, about appearances, and the xortami were no different than humans or orcs or halflings in that regard. Valdranek looked kingly, like a xortami lord destined to rule.

		

		“Well, Rhuretov?” said Valdranek, his hissing voice far deeper than a human or an orcish tone. “What have you brought before me?”

		

		“Warlord,” said Rhuretov with a deep bow. “My patrol found these outlanders, and it seemed best to me to bring them before your wisdom.” The noble sketched a brief summary of their encounter on the road. “Rather than judge such matters myself, I thought it better to bring them before you.”

		

		“You chose wisely, Rhuretov, and have done well,” said Valdranek, his black-slit yellow eyes weighing Azalmora. “So. The Lady Azalmora. The orc Thraxar, though an orc of a sort we have never seen before. And Khurnestov’s cringing pet.”

		

		“My children,” said the Ossuary, his voice shaking with joy. The xortami ignored him.

		

		“Lord Valdranek,” said Azalmora. “Thank you for your greeting.” She felt the arcane power around him. The Warlord could wield dark magic with considerable skill, with as much force as any of his priests.

		

		But not as much as Azalmora.

		

		Still, best to exercise caution.

		

		“The weapon,” said Valdranek. “The sword upon your back. Long did Khurnetsov labor to summon it back to this world. He intended to place it in my hand, and yet you have claimed it.”

		

		“I would place it in your grasp now, Lord Valdranek,” said Azalmora, “but the sword has bonded with me, and it will kill any other than its bearer.”

		

		“A problem which would be swiftly rectified with your death,” said Valdranek. Around him the nobles, priests, and warriors stirred, as if waiting for their lord’s command to strike.

		

		“It may,” said Azalmora. “But I would not insult your wisdom by telling you what you already know. For you already know that battle is a cast of the dice. You may slay me, or I may slay you, and none can say what will happen until the sword is drawn.”

		

		“A threat?” said Valdranek, voice calm and dangerous.

		

		“An observation,” said Azalmora. “But why should we fight when we might cooperate for our profit? For we share many of the same foes.”

		

		Valdranek let out a rumbling laugh. “A strange coincidence. Mharoslav spoke much the same when he first stood before me.”

		

		“An even stranger coincidence,” said Azalmora. “For Mharoslav is one of my foes.”

		

		Valdranek stared at her for a few seconds, his face giving away no hint of his thoughts.

		

		“I had thought you a dark elven noblewoman at first,” said Valdranek. “A fool to be dominated and enslaved and exploited, like the Ossuary who brought our ancestors to this world.” The Ossuary took no notice. In fact, he seemed to have forgotten where he was, rocking back and forth on his feet and humming to himself. “But your aura is different, more potent. You are not a dark elf, not entirely. Tell me, what are you? An urdhracos, like the Ossuary’s daughter, who flies back and forth over our land stirring up trouble? Or something else?”

		

		“My mother,” said Azalmora, “was the Visionary, one of the seven urdmordar who rule over the land of the Heptarchy far to the south.”

		

		Dead silence answered her pronouncement. She was fascinated to see how Valdranek would respond. This conversation might end with her killing him and cutting her way out of his camp, but if she had measured him correctly…

		

		“And why have you come before me?” said Valdranek. “Do you think to make threats? Demand our loyalty?”

		

		“I demand nothing,” said Azalmora. “What I desire is to see Mharoslav destroyed, the dvargir humbled and put in their place, and a single strong ruler with all the xortami tribes gathered to his throne. And all our desires may be achieved with a single relic of great power. The Dragonskull.”

		

		Valdranek weighed her with his yellow eyes. Such was his control that Azalmora could guess nothing of his thoughts from his expression. He had to know that speaking with her was a risk. Yet he would not have risen to a position of power among the xortami without knowing when to gamble.

		

		“Let us speak further, spiderling,” said Valdranek. “Come. We will discuss these matters alone.”

		

		“Is it wise to trust her that far, my lord?” said one of the priests.

		

		“If she betrays me, I will crush her underfoot,” said Valdranek. “This way.”

		

		He crossed to the nearest tent, a large pavilion of fine golden cloth. One of the nobles lifted the flap, and Valdranek strode inside.

		

		“Remain here,” murmured Azalmora to Thraxar, and the Chosen Guard nodded. “Make sure the Ossuary causes no trouble.”

		

		She followed Valdranek into the tent.

		

		Despite the luxurious cloth, the interior was austere. Heat radiated from a pair of metal braziers burning chunks of pine wood. A single table holding maps stood in the center of the floor. Valdranek crossed to the far side of the table, and Azalmora stood on the other side. She looked down at the map on the table. It was far more detailed than anything the Norvangir had been able to create, and Azalmora spotted their location, her eyes moving to where Takaris was marked in its valley at the foot of the mountains.

		

		“Yes,” murmured Valdranek. “We are not far from the Dragonskull now, are we? Though no one has been able to enter the ruins of Takaris for fifteen thousand years. The city’s magical defenses will allow none to enter.”

		

		“I have not come all this way,” said Azalmora, meeting his gaze, “to be hindered at the very end.” Just to see how he would react, she opened her six hidden eyes as well.

		

		Valdranek did not even flinch. “I have encountered spiderling priestesses before. Some urdmordar dwell in the wilderness southwest of our lands, and at times they take human captives and mate with them. The priestesses born of these unions are dangerous and powerful, though not strong enough to threaten the priests of the xortami.”

		

		“Or those among your nobles,” said Azalmora, “with the strength of will to wield dark magic.”

		

		“Indeed,” said Valdranek. “You, I perceive, are different.”

		

		He had no idea how correct he was. In these lands, the urdmordar created spiderlings by lying with human lovers. In the Heptarchy, the dark science of the Visionary made such crude methods unnecessary. Dark elves were kept captive in the dungeons beneath the Temple of the Visionary in the City of the Seven, their blood harvested to mingle with that of the urdmordar. Azalmora, and all her sisters, had been grown in the vaults beneath the Temple, awakening from the alchemical vats with a great deal of knowledge already inside their minds.

		

		“I come from a land far from here, a vast empire ruled by seven urdmordar,” said Azalmora. “The dark elves there were defeated and enslaved, much as your ancestors did to the Ossuary.”

		

		“A fool,” said Valdranek. “A knowledgeable fool, but a fool nonetheless. Still, he knows many useful things. When Khurnetsov dug him out of that tomb, the Ossuary taught him many valuable secrets…and my own skill with dark magic was increased as well. And while I am not your equal in strength, I know some lore. You seek the Dragonskull to become a true urdmordar, do you not? For the spiderlings always desire to cast off their lesser halves and ascend.”

		

		“You are learned,” said Azalmora.

		

		“You want my help to find the Dragonskull,” said Valdranek.

		

		“Yes.” He was clever enough to see through any attempts at flattery and manipulation.

		

		The xortami warlord coughed out a harsh laugh. “Bold of you. I have no wish to be ruled by an urdmordar. Or to be eaten by one, for that matter. Why should I possibly help you claim the Dragonskull? The chained wolf might as well ask a passing rabbit to free it.”

		

		“I, too, am learned in lore,” said Azalmora. “Permit me to indulge in a few deductions. You have gone far to unite the xortami tribes, but you have only a fraction of them beneath your banner.” Valdranek’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing. “You have powerful rivals, and you were worried enough about them to leave Nifheldun in the hands of your lieutenants, which is why Khurnetsov is dead and Mharoslav was able to betray you. Khurnetsov suggested the Dragonskull as a way of uniting the xortami, and summoned this sword to allow you to reach it.”

		

		“Well-reasoned,” said Valdranek.

		

		“But you are not certain if that is wise,” said Azalmora. “For you can see the ruins of your ancestors’ empire as clearly as anyone else. The Dragonskull destroyed them, and you are not certain what will happen if you breach the defenses of Takaris and claim the relic for yourself.”

		

		“And what will happen if you take up the Dragonskull and it doesn’t destroy you?” said Valdranek.

		

		“I will ascend to become a true urdmordar,” said Azalmora, “and you will become the first emperor of the new xortami empire.”

		

		“Or the very first meal of the newly ascended urdmordar,” said Valdranek.

		

		“You have more vision than that, or else you would not have risen so high,” said Azalmora. “Or perhaps I shall put it more crudely. Urdmordar feed upon life force…and the Norvangir, the orcs, the halflings, the muridachs, and the dvargir will taste just the same as the xortami. The xortami, who will be my chosen people, bringing captives to my altars in exchange for rich reward.”

		

		Valdranek considered her, fingering the hilt of the sword hanging at his side.

		

		“You propose a theocracy,” said Valdranek. “With you as a goddess, and me as the emperor.”

		

		“Goddesses do not rule,” said Azalmora. “Others rule in their name. The Heptarchy has been governed in this fashion for tens of thousands of years. Once I become an urdmordar, I will have great power at my command. With that power behind you, you will become the ruler of the xortami. The xortami once had an empire, and they shall have it again. You will conquer the Norvangir, the orcish tribes, the muridachs, the halflings of the Hidden People, and every other foe you encounter. Human nations you have not yet seen will bow to you. Make this pact with me, Valdranek of the xortami, and I shall not feed upon your people once I become an urdmordar. But I will feed upon all others, and the xortami shall be the lords of the world, with you ruling over them.”

		

		“And if I refuse?” said Valdranek.

		

		Azalmora shrugged. “Then I hope you are wise enough to let me depart in peace. You can then make your own fate without my help. Perhaps you will overcome Makarov, even with Mharoslav’s magic backing him. And maybe you will claim the Dragonskull before I do…and deal with the Swordbearers who slew Khurnetsov and handed Nifheldun over to the Norvangir. Who, even now, are heading northward towards Takaris.”

		

		Valdranek was silent for a long moment, the talon of his thumb rubbing against the pommel of his sword. He was weighing the risks, Azalmora knew, considering whether or not to toss the dice.

		

		“An alliance may have merit,” said Valdranek. “For now. You have made many fine promises. Let us see if you can fulfill them.”

		

		“A reasonable conclusion,” said Azalmora. “We both face two dangerous enemies. Makarov’s army, backed by Mharoslav. He desires to seize the Dragonskull for himself and has no doubt made many fine promises to Makarov.”

		

		Valdranek growled. “I was not so foolish as to believe his promises. Though I did not suspect that he would betray me so quickly.”

		

		“It was not by Mharoslav’s hand that Nifheldun fell,” said Azalmora. “He fled rather than face the Swordbearers. They are the second and the more dangerous of our foes. They are only four, but they travel with powerful allies…”

		

		“And the high elven soulblades they carry,” said Valdranek, “are anathema to wielders of dark magic. Had the need for haste not been so urgent, I would have remained in the Stoneblood Road until they were found and slain. I will not make that mistake again.”

		

		“The logical solution,” said Azalmora, “is that we arrange matters so that the Swordbearers and Mharoslav face each other. Either the Swordbearers will rid us of Mharoslav and weaken Makarov, or Mharoslav will kill the Swordbearers and eliminate their threat. Our position will be strengthened in any event.”

		

		“And how might this be accomplished?” said Valdranek.

		

		“I know where the Swordbearers are going next,” said Azalmora.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 7: The Warlock

		

		Gareth and his companions traveled north for three days after their confrontation with the urdhracos.

		

		They came under attack four times in those three days.

		

		The first two attacks were from more undead. The majority of the tombs were clustered in the valley, but many were scattered throughout the surrounding hills. Gareth and the others, guided by Morigna’s Sight and ravens, did their best to avoid those tombs. But sometimes they had no choice but to pass near the xortami tombs and their lingering auras of dark magic.

		

		Most of the time, nothing happened.

		

		But twice undead burst from the tombs, both mummified xortami warriors and shadowy wraiths.

		

		The fights ended quickly. Soulblades had been forged to destroy creatures of dark magic, and the undead had little defense against a soulblade’s fury. Stormshield struck down the mummified undead with a single hit, the white fire burning through the crumbling flesh and yellowing bone. Or a slash from a soulblade unraveled a wraith. Telemachus’s and Morigna’s elemental magic could do some damage to a wraith, but their spells were not nearly as effective against the undead as a soulblade. Joachim shielded the others from the wraiths’ life-draining auras, and Gareth and the Swordbearers hewed through the undead.

		

		Crake suggested, half-jokingly, that they search the tombs, given that they had found Nhalavask’s treasury in the depths of the Old One’s barrow.

		

		No one seemed too inclined to enter the darkness behind the stone doors, and they left the tombs in peace.

		

		Something worse than mummified warriors and wraiths might be sleeping in the darkness of the tombs.

		

		After a day and a half of travel, they put the last of the tombs behind them, and no further undead appeared. No xortami or kobolds, for that matter. If Mharoslav was hunting them with Makarov’s warriors, it seemed they had eluded the lizardmen for now.

		

		Gareth had no additional dreams of Niara save for fragmentary bits and pieces.

		

		But the presence of the final Waystone in his head grew stronger with every step. It wasn’t painful, but it was strange, and it dominated his thoughts. Sometimes he caught glimpses of Niara with his waking eyes as her memories bled into his mind.

		

		Part of him hoped the dreams and the visions would stop once he reached the final Waystone.

		

		The rest of him, more of him than Gareth would have liked, would miss the dreams, would miss speaking with Niara.

		

		If only her memory, since the real woman who had created those memories had been dead for half a millennium.

		

		The next attack came early on the third day. A pack of six urvaalgs bounded out of a patch of pine trees. Morigna and Telemachus unleashed their magic, the ground heaving beneath the urvaalgs, lightning stunning the creatures. Gareth and the Swordbearers attacked, taking down three of the creatures before the others recovered. One by one, they slew the others, and Crake crushed the final urvaalg’s skull with Valorforge.

		

		Philip and Jerome had both taken some minor cuts and bruising from the fight, and Joachim healed them.

		

		The ursaar attacked less than an hour later.

		

		The huge thing burst from the trees and rushed at them with far greater speed than its size should have allowed. Urvaalgs looked like ghastly fusions of wolf and ape, things created by a dark and disturbed mind. Ursaars were far larger and looked vaguely like bears. The creature was a massive hulk of muscled gray flesh, ropy black fur hanging off its sides. Its talons ripped at the earth as it ran, and its jaws seemed like they could crush solid rock without much effort. The eyes above the fanged jaws burned like dying coals, and the ursaar shot towards them, moving so fast that it almost blurred.

		

		Morigna unleashed her magic, sending a ripple through the ground. But the ursaar leaped forward, bounding over the distortion in the ground, and landed without slowing. Gareth and the others had to scatter, and Telemachus cast a spell, sending a lightning bolt into the ursaar. The hulking thing staggered, but it kept its balance.

		

		Gareth and Crake attacked from the left, and Jerome and Philip went from the right. Stormshield ripped a smoking wound into the creature’s side, and Valorforge punched a crater into the corrupted flesh. The ursaar bellowed in rage and swiped at him, and Gareth caught the raking claws on his shield. The golden metal of the high elves blocked the deadly talons, but the impact knocked him back several steps.

		

		Morigna cast another spell, and a sphere of acidic mist rolled over the creature’s head and back. The ursaar roared in pain, and Telemachus threw another bolt of lightning into its flank. The creature jerked, more sharply this time, and Gareth seized the opening. He lunged with Stormshield and drove the soulblade into the roaring mouth. The ursaar shuddered again, white fire pouring from Stormshield’s blade and into the creature’s body.

		

		Crake bellowed and swung Valorforge, the soulhammer crunching into the ursaar’s skull. Gareth felt the impact through his soulblade. He wrenched Stormshield free, bringing the soulblade up to strike again, but there was no need.

		

		The ursaar slumped dead to the ground, smoke rising from the wounds inflicted by soulblades and spells.

		

		“God and the saints,” muttered Crake, shifting Valorforge to his left hand so he could flex the fingers of his right. “Thick skull. It was like swinging a sledgehammer into a boulder.”

		

		“Is anyone hurt?” said Joachim, looking around.

		

		“No,” said Gareth. “I think we killed it before it could strike anyone.”

		

		“Aye,” said Morigna. “An ursaar may only look like a bear, but the best way to take down a bear is for the hounds to attack from all directions at once.”

		

		Crake snorted. “Hear that, lads? We’re hounds.”

		

		“If it results in a dead ursaar, I won’t complain,” said Gareth. “They’re not normally so bold, are they?”

		

		“No,” said Morigna. “For all their strength and speed, they are usually ambush predators. Urvaalgs too, for that matter.”

		

		“The Dragonskull’s aura,” said Philip. “You said it might stir up creatures of dark magic.”

		

		“It seems we have more proof of that,” said Morigna. “I fear these attacks will come all the more frequently as we draw nearer to Takaris.”

		

		Gareth started to speak, and then he felt another pulse of rage from Stormshield.

		

		He looked around, expecting to see more urvaalgs or ursaars. They were in a wide valley between two ranges of rocky hills, the land dotted with patches of pine trees. There was plenty of cover that urvaalgs and ursaars could use, but Gareth didn’t see any of them approaching.

		

		Then he remembered where he had felt that pulse of rage before.

		

		“The tracking spell,” said Gareth.

		

		Morigna let out a breath. “More priests. Which means we can expect that they have picked up our trail once more.”

		

		“We’ll need defensible ground,” said Philip. “How far away are they?”

		

		“Mmm,” said Morigna, eyes darting back and forth behind closed lids. “Three miles to the northwest, I think. Defensible ground. One of the ravens saw…”

		

		Another pulse of anger went through Stormshield.

		

		“Wait,” said Morigna. “That came from a different direction.”

		

		Crake swore. “They must be moving fast.”

		

		“No,” said Morigna. “It is from a different group …and then a third. I fear they are trying to surround us.”

		

		“One group of xortami hunters was a hard enough fight,” said Gareth. “We might not be able to take three at once.”

		

		“Or more,” said Dietmar. “Since the first group failed, we can assume the enemy will send reinforcements.”

		

		“Let us move at once,” said Telemachus. “Pick one group and attack them and push through before we are encircled.”

		

		“But if we don’t break through,” said Gareth, “the other warbands can attack us from the back and the flanks.”

		

		“We need defensible ground, a place where we can retreat,” said Morigna. “The ravens have seen such a location. It is risky, but…”

		

		“We don’t have any other choice,” said Gareth.

		

		Morigna gave a sharp nod. “Then let us hasten. Dietmar, help me with the horses. I will need to use my magic to keep them under control.”

		

		The horses were skittish. Gareth could hardly blame the poor animals. In the last few days, they had been attacked by both undead and the war beasts of the dark elves. Norvangenheim was a rugged land and full of dangers, but Gareth doubted the horses had ever encountered animated corpses before.

		

		Morigna cast a spell of earth magic on their pack horses, controlling their emotions and urging them to follow her. Then they set off at a jog to the west, making for one of the rocky hills. The hill was vaguely cone-shaped, though it looked as if the top third had collapsed outward for some reason, boulders littering the slopes. It almost looked like an old ringfort topped the hill, though it was a natural formation. There was only one gap in the ring, wide enough for two men to pass abreast. It made for an excellent defensive formation, with one serious flaw.

		

		“If we go in there, we’ll be trapped,” said Philip. “There’s no way out.”

		

		“Almost correct,” said Morigna. “There is a tunnel to the Deeps within that ring.”

		

		“The Deeps?” said Gareth. “You want to lead us into the Deeps?”

		

		“The proverb about the frying pan and the fire comes to mind, my lady,” said Dietmar, his breath puffing in the air as he helped Morigna urge the horses along.

		

		“I fear we have no other choice,” said Morigna. “There are at least three hundred xortami warriors hunting us, along with a score of priests and Mharoslav himself.” Telemachus turned his head to look at her, eyes narrowed beneath his helmet. “Even with the advantage of favorable terrain, they will overcome us if we do not escape.”

		

		“Mharoslav must want us dead badly,” said Joachim, “if he convinced Makarov to send that many warriors after us. Even Valdranek only brought a few thousand to Nifheldun.”

		

		“Is it so surprising, Magistrius?” said Morigna. “Even when Mharoslav reaches Takaris, it may take him some time to pierce the magical defenses around the city. Even Niara and Xothalaxiar never managed it.” The memory of that final duel flashed through Gareth’s mind. “That will pin him in place and makes him vulnerable. Better to deal with us now…”

		

		“Before Makarov realizes what a serpent he is,” said Telemachus, voice grim.

		

		“Indeed,” said Morigna.

		

		They reached the base of the hill and started climbing, making for the broken ring at the top. A horn rang out, and Gareth looked over his shoulder to see a red mass emerging from a nearby stand of pine trees.

		

		Xortami warriors, dozens of them.

		

		“Faster!” said Gareth.

		

		Another horn sounded from a different direction. Likely another of the pursuing warbands had spotted them.

		

		Gareth and his companions scrambled up the slope and made for the broken ring. Once they reached the crest of the hill, Gareth saw the reason for the strange rock formation. The hill’s top had been hollow. In fact, the interior of the ring was paved with dark flagstones, and the bases of broken pillars jutted from the ground like the fangs of an aged predator. A square hole opened in the center of the ring, revealing a flight of spiral stairs that descended into the earth.

		

		The stonework looked familiar.

		

		“This is a dvargir ruin,” said Dietmar.

		

		The place looked like the dvargir ruins they had seen in the Shadow Ways, their halls and corridors constructed of black stone.”

		

		“And it looks like something exploded in here,” said Joachim.

		

		“Likely one of the weapons of the dvargir,” said Morigna, striding into the ring, her staff tapping against the stonework. “Some of their weapons of poisonous gas can occasionally explode if stored in too high of a concentration.” She turned back towards the gap in the ring. Three different groups of xortami warriors converged on the hill. Gareth thought there were at least two hundred and fifty, maybe even three hundred, and half as many kobolds. The broken ring was a defensible position, but there was no way they could prevail. In fact, the xortami had sufficient numbers that they could fight the defenders at the gap and send warriors to climb the other sides of the hill.

		

		“We had better move,” said Gareth. “Maybe we can find a more defensible location at the bottom of those stairs.”

		

		Morigna drew in a deep breath. “There may be a better way. Riskier, but a better way.”

		

		“You had best explain quickly, my lady,” said Telemachus, watching the xortami at the foot of the hill. “The enemy will be upon us shortly.”

		

		“The Sight allowed me to find a path through the hills,” said Morigna. “It will also allow us to find a way through the Deeps. I have done it before – that was how I traveled to the Heptarchy the first time. We should make a stand here and then withdraw down the stairs.”

		

		“The xortami will follow,” said Crake.

		

		“In addition to the Sight, I also have earth magic,” said Morigna, “which will allow me to collapse the entrance behind us.”

		

		“But if you’re wrong,” said Gareth, “we’ll be buried alive with no way out.”

		

		“I am not wrong,” said Morigna. “It is a leap of trust, I know, but I have not led you wrong yet. And if I am wrong, then my fate will be the same as yours.”

		

		Gareth looked back down the hill at the xortami.

		

		“I don’t think we have a choice,” said Gareth.

		

		“Dietmar, with me,” said Morigna. “I will lead the horses down the stairs, and you can keep watch over them until the rest of us join you.”

		

		“The animals may panic in an enclosed underground space, Guardian,” said Dietmar, though he moved to join her.

		

		“I will use my magic to soothe them,” said Morigna. “Swordbearers, Sir Telemachus, try to delay the enemy until I return.”

		

		With that, she and Dietmar disappeared down the spiraling stairs, the horses following the Guardian.

		

		“Really hope that is not a dead end,” said Crake.

		

		“I suppose,” said Gareth, “we’ll find out soon enough.”

		

		A group of xortami nobles approached, and with them walked a tall figure draped in ragged black robes, a cowl drawn up to shadow his face.

		

		“Mharoslav,” said Telemachus, his voice like the rasp of a knife against a whetstone. Gareth glanced at the Arcanius Knight, concerned that he would charge out and challenge Mharoslav to a duel, but Telemachus remained where he was. The need for vengeance drove Telemachus, but anyone could see that rushing out to fight that many xortami would result in a swift death.

		

		One of the xortami nobles started to shout in the orcish tongue, his deep voice echoing off the hills.

		

		“Surrender, humans!” called the noble. “Come down and surrender! If you come down, we will allow you to depart from our lands peacefully.”

		

		Crake snorted. “Aye, they’ll give us the peace of the grave.”

		

		“Do you think to escape through the Deeps?” said the xortami noble. “You shall fail! You know not the perils that lurk beneath the earth.”

		

		Jerome cast a nervous look towards the stairwell. “That’s not reassuring. I hope the Guardian knows what she is doing.”

		

		Gareth did, too. But they were committed.

		

		“I think one of us had better answer him,” said Philip. “The longer we delay the xortami, the more time we will have for Morigna to prepare.”

		

		“I shall speak to them,” said Telemachus, glaring at Mharoslav’s hooded form.

		

		“I’ll do it,” said Gareth. He feared that Mharoslav might goad Telemachus into rash action. “If Mharoslav casts a spell at us, I’ll have a better chance of deflecting it with Stormshield.”

		

		Telemachus gave a reluctant nod. “Aye, you have the right of it.”

		

		Gareth hurried to the gap in the ring and held up Stormshield, the soulblade’s white fire shining.

		

		“Who speaks to us?” he called.

		

		“I am Guranak, a lord in service to the great warlord Makarov!” proclaimed the xortami noble.

		

		“I speak not to you,” shouted Gareth back, “but to the orcish warlock who has bewitched your Lord Makarov with cunning lies and even now plots against him!” Guranak flinched, and while the xortami noble was too far away to see his expression (and xortami expressions were hard to read for humans anyway), Gareth thought his barb had struck the mark. “For it is Mharoslav who commands here, not Lord Guranak.”

		

		Guranak stepped forward with a growl, pointing his sword. “I command here, ape!”

		

		Gareth suddenly thought of what Niara might have done in this confrontation, and he let out a disdainful laugh.

		

		“I doubt that,” he said. “I doubt that very much. I have seen it before. Many of my enemies danced upon Mharoslav’s strings. Warlord Valdranek once ruled Nifheldun, but he lost it to the treachery of Mharoslav. I wonder to what ruin Mharoslav will lead you.”

		

		Mharoslav lifted his cowled head to gaze at Gareth, and he caught a flash of crimson fire beneath the hood.

		

		“Is it not as I have told you, my lord Guranak?” said Mharoslav. “These humans are dangerous and bring poisoned words. They wield blades of high elven magic, swords forged by the ancient enemies of the noble xortami nation. Your lord Makarov’s enemy Valdranek did indeed hold Nifheldun. But these perfidious Swordbearers aided the Norvangir apes, and now Jarl Ivar holds Nifheldun. If you do not destroy these Swordbearers, they will bring a similar disaster upon Warlord Makarov.”

		

		“Did you tell Makarov how you abandoned the high priest Khurnetsov to his death in Nifheldun?” said Gareth. “Or did you speak of the many allies you abandoned to their deaths among the Norvangir?”

		

		Guranak growled in disdain. “The Norvangir are apes and nothing more. Their fate is of no concern.”

		

		Morigna had mentioned the pride and arrogance of the xortami. Gareth had seen it even before he had met the Guardian in Valdranek’s complete certainty that Mharoslav would never betray him. If Guranak was any indication, Makarov likely suffered from the same blindness.

		

		“It is as I have warned you, my lord,” said Mharoslav. “The Swordbearers are a threat to the xortami. Almost certainly they will betray your lord Makarov to Valdranek, or at the very least, they will do him serious harm. Best to crush them now, while they are brought to bay, and…”

		

		Telemachus sighed, stepped to Gareth’s side, and before Gareth could stop him, cast a spell. A lightning bolt ripped from the end of his sword and lanced toward Mharoslav. The orcish warlock gestured, and a shell of crimson light and shadow swirled around him for a second, disrupting the lightning bolt and draining away its power. That was the weakness of elemental spells – dark magic was stronger, though the power from the Well of Tarlion could dispel them both.

		

		And no spell could stand against a soulblade. If Gareth could just get close enough to Mharoslav with Stormshield in hand, he could end it then and there.

		

		“Ah, the persistent Sir Telemachus!” said Mharoslav. “Again and again, I have sought to give you the peace of death, and still you refuse!”

		

		“Then we shall give it to him and the other human apes,” said Guranak.

		

		He bellowed a command, and the kobolds began rushing forward, spears and shields in hand.

		

		“What did you throw that lightning bolt for?” said Gareth as Crake, Philip, and Jerome moved to join him.

		

		Telemachus shrugged. “Nothing else would shut him up. And nothing we could say would change the minds of the xortami.”

		

		Gareth could say nothing to that, so he set himself, shield on his left arm, Stormshield burning in his right hand. Crake, Jerome, and Philip moved near him, and together they blocked the gap in the ring. Telemachus waited behind him, lightning crackling around his sword as he held his magic ready to strike. Joachim moved next to the Arcanius Knight and cast a spell, white light leaping from his hands to settle around Gareth and the others. It was a ward of protection and ought to give them a little more defense against the enemy.

		

		The claws of the kobolds rasped as they rushed up the hill, and the xortami warriors moved in orderly ranks behind them, some of the lizardmen splitting off to the left and the right. Gareth saw their plan at once. The expendable kobolds would attack and pin them in place while the xortami scaled the hill, climbed over the ring, and struck from the flanks.

		

		The kobolds almost reached the gap in the ring, and Telemachus cast a spell. Arcs of crackling lightning leaped from his sword and raked across the kobolds, stunning them, and Gareth attacked alongside Jerome, Crake, and Philip, soulblades and soulhammer rising and falling.

		

		There were so damned many of the creatures.

		

		Yet the first wave fell back, overwhelmed by the fury of the defense, and left many dead and wounded behind. The kobolds gathered themselves for another attack, and Gareth heard the rasp of xortami claws on the surrounding hillside as the lizardmen moved to strike from the flanks.

		

		He set himself, grasping Stormshield’s hilt and calling on the soulblade for strength and speed, and Morigna sprang back up the stairs. Her black staff all but glowed with purple light in her hand, seeming more like a shaft of viridian radiance than anything material.

		

		“Go!” said Morigna, gesturing with her left hand as she summoned a sphere of swirling mist. “Telemachus and I will distract them. We…”

		

		A booming roar echoed over the hill, deep and loud and furious.

		

		The kobolds and the lizardmen froze in shock, looking towards the sky.

		

		Gareth didn’t need to look.

		

		He had heard that roar before.

		

		Nevertheless, he glanced skyward and saw the great golden dragon flying to the west.

		

		It was Myotharia.

		

		She had survived falling into the River Jormundgar. Part of Gareth had wondered if she really had perished, but the spells around the Tower of Mourning and the second Waystone had broken, and there had been no sign of Myotharia. For all her power and magic, she had dropped into a hundred feet of freezing water. No one could survive that, not even a high elven sorceress of great power and skill.

		

		But Myotharia had.

		

		Perhaps she had come to take vengeance upon them, to wipe them out for the terrible injuries Gareth and his friends and the Norvangir had inflicted upon her outside Sigulforn.

		

		Yet the golden dragon flew towards the north.

		

		Towards the ruins of Takaris.

		

		Towards the Dragonskull.

		

		After the shock of the battle and her injuries, in her damaged mind, she must have decided to seek the Dragonskull, to protect humans from it, as she had “protected” Norvangenheim for centuries.

		

		The sight of the mighty dragon stunned the combatants but not Morigna. The Guardian took a long step forward and flung her sphere of mist. It shot into the gap in the ring, expanding to form a rippling wall of fog. The kobolds screamed and jerked back as the acidic mist began chewing into their scales. A half-second later, Telemachus released his own magic, sending more lightning arcing into the kobolds.

		

		“Go!” said Morigna again. “We have one chance. The stairs!”

		

		Gareth and the Swordbearers raced for the stairs, Joachim, Morigna, and Telemachus following them. Thankfully, the dvargir love of casual treachery did not extend to their architecture. The stairs were flat and level, and Gareth had no trouble keeping his balance as he ran. The daylight vanished as they descended into darkness, but the fire from his soulblade threw back the gloom.

		

		Then he saw the red glow ahead, accompanied by a sudden wave of heat.

		

		The stairs ended in a dvargir hall.

		

		It was built of black stone, pillars supporting the ceiling overhead. The heat and the light came from a massive crack that split the middle of the floor. It was about a foot and a half wide, and a sullen red glow came from its depths. Gareth remembered the vents he had seen in the Stoneblood Road and feared they had just run into a chamber filled with poisonous gas. But Dietmar and the horses were there, and both the halfling and the animals looked healthy.

		

		“We’ll have to hold them here,” said Crake.

		

		Already Gareth heard the clatter as the xortami raced down the stairwell.

		

		“No,” said Morigna, stepping forward with her glowing staff extended. “I will seal the stairs behind us.”

		

		“What are…” started Gareth, but Morigna thrust her staff into the lowest step.

		

		The purple light poured from her staff and into the black stonework.

		

		For a second, nothing happened.

		

		Then the ground shook, and the stairs collapsed.

		

		Slabs of stone fell from the ceiling, closing off the stairwell beneath a rock wall. A cloud of dust came from the entrance. Morigna stumbled back and would have fallen if Gareth had not caught her arm.

		

		The rumbling, grating sound faded, and the dust settled. The stairwell had been sealed off with tons of broken stone and rubble.

		

		They had gotten away from Mharoslav and the xortami.

		

		And from Myotharia, though Gareth didn’t think the dragon had been looking for them.

		

		For the moment, they were safe.

		

		Assuming they could find their way out of the Deeps.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 8: Paths In The Dark

		

		“God and the saints,” said Jerome, looking at the choked stairwell. “God and the saints.”

		

		Crake gazed at the rubble with fascination. “Don’t suppose you could bring down, say, a castra wall that way?”

		

		Morigna gave a weary shake of her head, leaning on her staff a little for support. “No. It would be too much stone to shift. It helped that the stairwell was mostly empty space, built of interlocking pieces of stone. I used earth magic to turn some of the more crucial stone blocks to sand, and the entire stairwell came down. A castra wall would have too much solid rock.”

		

		“That dragon,” said Joachim. “That was Myotharia. I’m certain of it.”

		

		“She must have survived,” said Gareth.

		

		“Myotharia?” said Morigna, straightening up. “That explains why the aura was so strange. I have seen dragons before, including humans and elves with the ability to take dragon form, but I have never seen an aura quite like that.” She frowned. “I wonder if she is hunting you.”

		

		“No,” said Gareth. “She is looking for the Dragonskull.”

		

		All the others looked at him.

		

		“You are certain?” said Morigna.

		

		“I am,” said Gareth. “She was…insane. Her mind was all twisted around. She thought that she was protecting the Norvangir, but she was killing them. And she tried to stop both Niara and us from seeking the Dragonskull. If she survived the battle, I think that is what she would decide to do. To find the Dragonskull and keep anyone else from wielding it.”

		

		“She must have found a way through the defenses of Takaris once before,” said Philip. “Else the Dragonskull would not have been able to warp her as it did.”

		

		Crake grunted. “Suppose Ingvilda will hate this. Half of Ivar’s claim to the throne of Norvangenheim is that he planned the battle where the great dragon was slain.”

		

		“At the moment,” said Morigna, “we have larger problems.”

		

		“And more immediate ones,” said Gareth, looking around the dvargir hall. “We need to find a way out of here.”

		

		“That, at least, is easily accomplished,” said Morigna, pointing her staff. On the left-hand wall, between two pillars, Gareth saw a dark archway leading deeper into the earth. “The Sight can guide us back to the surface. I think,” she frowned in concentration, “I think we have a journey of about a day and a half before us. Then we will be able to return to the surface. Considerably closer to Takaris than we are now.”

		

		“Yes,” said Gareth. He thought that she was right. The pull of the final Waystone was very strong inside his head.

		

		“We should remain on our guard,” said Telemachus. “Apart from the usual dangers of the Deeps, Mharoslav will not have forgotten us. The xortami have lived in this land for millennia, and they will know the other entrances to the Deeps. Perhaps even now they are moving ahead to lay an ambush.”

		

		“You are likely right,” said Morigna. “Let us hasten.”

		

		“A pity we cannot rest here,” said Jerome. “It is pleasant to be warm after so long in the cold.”

		

		“Aye, it is,” said Morigna, “but look at the edge of the crack. See how the stone is pitted and scarred? That comes from poisonous fumes that must sometimes emerge from the fissure. I doubt the dvargir blew themselves up. Likely they abandoned this outpost when the crack formed, the poisonous gases built up here until something happened to light a spark, and then…”

		

		“No more hilltop,” said Gareth.

		

		“Just so,” said Morigna.

		

		They crossed the hall, Morigna and Dietmar leading their pack horses. Given the heat and glow from the crack, Gareth expected the horses to be spooked, but Morigna’s spells kept them calm. Joachim also cast a spell of light, summoning a pale sphere of white radiance, while Morigna did the same, though her spell glowed purple.

		

		The archway led into a high gallery that sloped deeper into the earth. They saw the proof for Morigna’s theory that a sudden buildup of gases had destroyed the outpost. Dvargir skeletons lay scattered across the floor, still clad in damaged armor. To judge from their positions, they had been thrown there by an explosion. Several mechanical traps guarded the corridor, pressure plates that triggered a grid of poisoned spikes erupting from the floor. Between Morigna’s Sight and Dietmar’s keen eye, they spotted the traps and passed them without injury.

		

		The gallery ended in closed doors of black dvargirish steel. Save for some mild scratching, they had weathered the explosion without incident. After some searching, they found the mechanism for opening the gate, and the doors swung open on hidden hinges, still silent and smooth despite the passage of the centuries. Beyond was a large cavern dominated with a pool of still water, ghost mushrooms clustered around its edge.

		

		Four more cavern tunnels stretched off in opposite directions.

		

		“Now what?” said Jerome.

		

		Morigna looked back and forth.

		

		“This way,” she said with perfect confidence, pointing her staff at the second passage on the left.

		

		Gareth hoped that confidence was justified.

		

		###

		

		They traveled through the silence of the Deeps.

		

		Without the help of Morigna and Telemachus, Gareth knew they would have been hopelessly lost after the second tunnel. A vast maze of caverns and galleries spread beneath the surface of the xortami wastes. Some of them had been created by the erosion of water and time, while others had quite clearly been melted through the rock by rivers of molten stone. In places, Gareth and his companions walked over floors that looked like cooled lava, and he wondered uneasily if molten rock still flowed through these tunnels.

		

		But Morigna had the Sight to guide her, and Telemachus had survived the journey through the Deeps from Owyllain to Andomhaim. Between the two of them they knew a great deal about the many hazards of the Deeps, and often found a course around them. Morigna’s magic also helped keep the pack horses calm. Otherwise, the animals would have refused to descend into the Deeps, and their supplies would have fallen into the hands of the xortami.

		

		Especially once their path took them past pools of molten stone.

		

		A narrow ledge ran along one wall, just wide enough for two men to walk abreast or for the horses to walk single file. They all walked in single file anyway, because to the right, the ledge plummeted five hundred feet down to a lake of molten stone. It glowed like a baleful eye in the gloom of the Deeps. To judge from the way that the lava was moving, Gareth realized it was part of a vast current, a river of molten stone that flowed through the earth.

		

		It was searingly hot, so hot that Gareth’s eyes started to water. Yet they had to go slowly, since a single misstep might send them tumbling from the cliff and into the molten rock. Despite the danger, they traversed the narrow path and passed into another chamber. This cavern was shaped vaguely like a squished oval, and while its relative coolness was a relief after the heat of the lava chamber, it was still warmer than the rest of the Deeps. Perhaps because of the warmth, ghost mushrooms grew everywhere.

		

		And creatures moved through the cavern.

		

		Gareth reached for his sword, but Morigna, Telemachus, and Dietmar remained unconcerned.

		

		“Ugly things, aren’t they?” said Crake.

		

		Gareth had to agree. The creatures were lizard-like, about the size of fat sheep. Their leathery scales hung in loose folds around their bodies as they grazed among the mushrooms. They had sharp, beak-like mouths and thick nails on their stumpy limbs.

		

		“Murrags,” said Telemachus. “Lizards common in the Deeps. Many of the kindreds that dwell in the Deeps keep them as cattle. I’ve hunted and eaten them several times.”

		

		“What do they taste like?” said Jerome. “Mutton?”

		

		“No, a bit more like chicken, but sharper,” said Telemachus.

		

		“We have no way to cook a beast, alas,” said Jerome.

		

		“Some of these larger mushrooms will burn almost as well as wood,” said Morigna, “and the heat from the lava chamber means the breeze will carry any smoke well away before it can smother us.”

		

		“Where should I aim?” said Philip, lifting his bow.

		

		“Behind the neck would be best. The eye, if you can manage the shot,” said Morigna.

		

		A moment later, one of the murrags was slain, the others fleeing in a panic through one of the side passages. Telemachus and Dietmar busied themselves butchering the murrag, and at Morigna’s suggestion, Telemachus took the viscera back to the lava chamber and cast it into the molten stone. The lava would consume the organs and reduce the chances of anyone tracking them by scent.

		

		“You’ve butchered a murrag before?” said Gareth as he hacked down one of the larger mushrooms for the fire. The thing was a lot tougher than it looked, the stalk almost the consistency of wood, though a bit spongier.

		

		“I have had an adventurous life, sir,” said Dietmar. “A pity we cannot take the murrag’s hide with us. This would make excellent leather.”

		

		“Hey!” said Crake from the other side of the cavern. “Guardian! Come look at this!”

		

		Morigna went to look, and so did Gareth. Crake stood over a slab of stone, half-buried in the grit of the floor. He knelt and brushed away the dirt, revealing a black stone slab carved with angular designs and blocky glyphs.

		

		It was a dvargir milestone. Gareth had seen one in the caverns beneath Nifheldun.

		

		“Ah, a stroke of good fortune,” said Morigna. “That is a dvargir milestone. It must have fallen when the outpost we used to enter the Deeps was abandoned. Come, help me get the rest of this dirt off the stone. It will have a map of the local area of the Deeps.”

		

		Gareth and Crake went to work, and soon they had the milestone uncovered. Despite its burial, the stone showed no sign of weathering or damage. For all their scheming, when the dvargir built something, they built it to last. Morigna squatted next to the fallen stone and considered the markings, her eyes narrowed.

		

		“Good,” said Morigna, straightening up from her crouch. “The Sight has not led us astray. If I am reading this map aright, and if the caverns have not changed in the millennia since this milestone was carved, then we should emerge on the surface about ten miles south of Takaris itself.”

		

		Crake grunted. “Surprised the xortami let the dvargir come so close to their capital.”

		

		“Neither the dvargir nor the xortami shaped the tunnels of the Deeps, Sir Crake,” said Morigna. “And before the fall of their empire, the xortami likely welcomed the dvargir merchants and their goods.” Her mouth twisted in disdain. “The dvargir have a knack for making themselves useful while slowly stealing the wealth of their customers. But after the fall of the xortami empire, no doubt the dvargir kept using the tunnels to take xortami slaves back to Khaldurmar.”

		

		“Thoughtful of them to leave a map,” said Gareth. “But we’d better set a double watch tonight. If we can use a dvargir map, then Mthrozgar and his warriors might be using the same route. No doubt he and that Shadowblade assassin would knife us in their sleep given half a chance.”

		

		“No doubt,” agreed Morigna, “but I suspect Mthrozgar would prefer for us to be killed whilst ridding him of either Azalmora or Mharoslav. Still, even a Shadowblade cannot hide his weight pressing against the earth, and I will set my spells before we rest for the night.”

		

		They got a fire going from some of the mushroom stalks and cooked the murrag meat over the flames. It turned out to be one of the more pleasant evenings since they had left the comforts of Sigulforn. For once, it was not cold, and as Telemachus had promised, murrag meat indeed tasted mostly like chicken. Gareth supposed that rock drake meat tasted better, though murrag meat was much easier to obtain.

		

		Murrags didn’t breathe fire.

		

		They set a double watch for the night, and Morigna maintained her spells, but no foes showed themselves, whether commanded by Mharoslav, Azalmora, or the dvargir. Some of the murrag herd wandered through the nearby tunnels, grazing on mushrooms, but the beasts stayed well away from the intruders.

		

		The next morning, they set off.

		

		Thanks to the map, Morigna was confident about their route and had to draw on the Sight far less frequently. They made their way through narrow tunnels and wide caverns, past more rivers of molten stone and streams of clear, cold water.

		

		“I wonder what happens if the water touches the lava?” said Jerome.

		

		“A lot of steam, that’s what,” said Crake. “And if enough water falls into the lava at once, I wager you get a big explosion. Probably collapsed at least a few of the caverns down here.”

		

		“Cheery thought,” said Philip.

		

		Jerome gave the distant ceiling a nervous look.

		

		The tunnels began to slope upward. They entered a narrow passage, and Gareth thought he could smell pine needles.

		

		“There,” said Morigna, the satisfaction obvious in her voice. “The way out.”

		

		The cavern’s far wall had a stone arch carved with xortami glyphs, and beyond a spiral staircase rose upward. Gareth could just make out the glimmer of daylight coming from the stairs.

		

		“Did the map say where we would emerge onto the surface?” said Gareth.

		

		“A xortami watch tower,” said Morigna.

		

		“Which might be guarded,” said Philip.

		

		“It might,” said Crake, “but it doesn’t look like anyone has been down here for a long, long time. If anyone was holding the watch tower, they would have some guards down here.”

		

		“Let us ascend and see what we may find,” said Morigna.

		

		They went up the stairs, Gareth and the other Swordbearers taking the lead since they had the best chance to deal with any foes. The light brightened as they went up the spiral stairs, and Gareth and the others stepped onto the surface.

		

		The stairs might have been part of a xortami watch tower, but that had been a long time ago. Instead of a tower, Gareth found himself standing in a pine forest. Tall pine trees rose all around him, and the stairwell rested in the center of a square of paved flagstones. All that remained of the tower was a low ring of crumbled stone, mossy blocks scattered across the ground.

		

		Through the gaps in the trees, Gareth could make out the shapes of mountains, much closer than they had been when they had gone underground. A fiery glow came from one of the peaks. Perhaps the rivers of molten stone they had seen were flowing towards this mountain.

		

		He stared towards the mountain, feeling the pressure in his head increase.

		

		“I think we’re on a hill,” said Philip.

		

		“I suspect you are correct, sir,” said Dietmar, shading his eyes. “The trees are quite thick, but I believe I can see lower ground ahead.”

		

		“You are right,” said Telemachus. “Perhaps we should proceed ahead and…Sir Gareth?”

		

		“Gareth?” said Morigna, touching his shoulder.

		

		Gareth shook his head, his attention returning.

		

		“Something wrong?” said Crake.

		

		“Besides the obvious?” said Gareth, and Crake snorted. “No. It’s just…the Waystone is close. Very close. I think we’re within ten miles, maybe less.”

		

		“Where?” said Morigna.

		

		“This way,” said Gareth, pointing.

		

		They eased forward through the towering pines, which were among the largest that Gareth had seen in the xortami wastes. The trees started to thin, and the ground canted downward sharply. Suddenly Gareth and the others found themselves standing on the edge of a cliff that plunged at least seven hundred feet to the plain below.

		

		“There,” said Joachim. “That’s Takaris, isn’t it?”

		

		“Yes,” said Gareth, voice distant as he took in the sight.

		

		Far below, he saw the causeway proceeding to the north. At the foot of the mountains lay a substantial valley, at least six or seven miles across, looking a bit like a bowl nestled between the peaks. An immense curtain of rippling mist sealed off the valley, blocking it from both sight and access. The landscape south of the mountain was mostly plains but dotted with large hills, some of which had cliffs like the one Gareth and his friends stood upon. He realized that was another effect of the Dragonskull, that the earth had split and heaved when the xortami priests had tried to use the mighty relic for the first time.

		

		A few miles south of the wall of mist rose a low hill.

		

		Gareth was certain, absolutely certain, that the final Waystone was atop that hill.

		

		Which was a problem, because an army was nearby.

		

		“That,” said Crake, “is a lot of xortami.”

		

		“And kobolds,” said Jerome.

		

		His time serving as first a royal squire and then as a squire in the court of Dux Constantine had given Gareth a lot of practice estimating the number of soldiers. Unless he missed his guess, there were between four to five thousand xortami warriors down there, along with another four to six thousand kobolds. It was a considerable force.

		

		“Makarov’s army, perhaps?” said Telemachus.

		

		“Maybe,” said Gareth. “We can’t tell from up here.”

		

		“I suspect that is Valdranek’s army,” said Morigna, “and Makarov and Mharoslav are approaching.”

		

		“What makes you say that?” said Gareth.

		

		“The aura,” said Morigna. “I see the aura of a potent weapon of dark magic within the host…”

		

		“And it’s the same aura you saw in Nifheldun,” said Gareth. “The weapon that Khurnetsov summoned and Azalmora stole. The dark soulblade that the urdhracos told us about.”

		

		“It is,” said Morigna.

		

		Gareth did not find that answer convincing, but he did not press the matter.

		

		“Getting to that last Waystone is going to be a challenge,” said Crake. “That is a bloody lot of xortami.”

		

		“Maybe we would have better luck at night,” said Philip. “The xortami can’t see any better than we can in the dark.”

		

		“Do we even need to go to the final Waystone at all?” said Crake.

		

		Gareth gave him a sharp look.

		

		“Think about it,” said Crake. “The whole point of the Waystones was to show the way to the Dragonskull, aye? In case Niara failed, she wanted someone to follow in her footsteps. Well, we did, and we know that the Dragonskull is right there.” He gestured at the wall of mist. “So why go to the final Waystone at all? We know that Niara died before she could get to the Dragonskull. Will visiting the Waystone tell us anything we don’t already know?”

		

		“Niara died before the gates of Takaris,” said Gareth. “She got through that wall of mist.”

		

		“I don’t suppose she told you how to do it in your dreams?” said Crake.

		

		“No.”

		

		“Bloody hell.” Crake sighed, shook his head, and rubbed his face with his hand. “Cryptic woman. Couldn’t she have left behind, I don’t know, a map? Maybe some clearly written directions?”

		

		“She did,” said Gareth with a bit more heat than he intended. “A map might have been lost, and a book could have crumbled into dust, but the Waystones endured.”

		

		Crake spread his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “I didn’t say otherwise, did I? But it would have helped if she could give you a straight answer in those dreams of yours.”

		

		Gareth could not argue with that.

		

		“We need to find a way to reach the final Waystone,” said Morigna. “As Sir Gareth said, we must learn how to get through the magical defenses around Takaris. Niara did, and that memory may be in the last Waystone. And the compulsion of the Waystone has brought Gareth here. I fear it may prove…unhealthy should he ignore it.”

		

		“Unhealthy?” said Joachim. “Unhealthy how?”

		

		“I do not know,” said Morigna. “I do not fully understand the magic of the Waystones. I doubt anyone save for Niara herself truly grasped it. But I fear what may happen to Gareth if he does not reach the final Waystone. The magic of the sort that powers the Waystones…it should not be acting the way it is.”

		

		“Before we do anything else,” said Philip, “we need to figure out a way down.”

		

		“Aye,” said Morigna. “The western side of this hill is a cliff. But the other slopes may be passable. Come, let us leave the horses near the stairs, and we shall scout.”

		

		They left the horses tied near the ancient xortami stairs and went to explore the hilltop. The top of the hill was roughly oval-shaped and about a mile from north to south and a half-mile from east to west. The western face of the hill was a sheer cliff. The northern and southern slopes were steep and rocky. It would be possible to descend that way on foot, but they would need to leave the horses behind. But the eastern face, while still steep, had an old switchback road that had been cut into the rock. It descended sharply, moving back and forth until it reached the base of the hill about two miles away.

		

		“We don’t seem to have any other choice,” said Philip. “This is the only way down.”

		

		“The xortami have to know about this,” said Gareth. “I’m surprised they weren’t waiting for us here.”

		

		“They do know about it,” said Morigna, “but Mharoslav and Makarov’s xortami were the ones pursuing us. To judge from our own journey and the map that I saw on the milestone, the local caverns of the Deeps are a tangled maze, with a score of entrances near Takaris alone. We might have emerged from any of them. And if Valdranek is waiting here for Makarov, likely Makarov is more concerned about him regardless of anything Mharoslav says.”

		

		“Well, I reckon we have only one good way forward,” said Crake. “Get to the bottom of the hill, find a place where we can watch Valdranek’s army, and wait. Then we either sneak Gareth to the Waystone at night, or we wait for Makarov’s army to show up and get to the Waystone while everyone else is fighting.”

		

		“A lot could go wrong,” said Gareth.

		

		Crake shrugged. “Anything we do now is a cast of the dice.”

		

		Morigna stiffened, her eyes going wide.

		

		“What’s wrong?” said Gareth.

		

		“I can sense them,” said Morigna. “I think the dvargir are coming up the road.”

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 9: The Word of the Dvargir

		

		For a second no one moved.

		

		“You’re sure?” said Gareth, scanning the road. It wasn’t in good condition. Probably the xortami had cut it out of the side of the hill long ago, and it had only been used intermittently since then. But the xortami built to last, given the number of mostly intact buildings and towers Gareth had seen.

		

		“Entirely,” said Morigna, voice grim. “I have dealt with the dvargir before.”

		

		“How many?” said Crake.

		

		“At least forty,” said Morigna. “Maybe fifty.”

		

		“Are they trying to ambush us?” said Jerome. “They tried that in the Qazaluuskan Forest.”

		

		“They were going to ambush Lord Khalor,” said Gareth. “We just happened to be there at the time.” That had been a stroke of ill fortune, since the dvargir had been following them ever since.

		

		Still, for all the trouble the dvargir made, they weren’t the most dangerous enemies Gareth and the others faced. And the dvargir had aided them in the Stoneblood Road, showing Crake and Ingvilda a secret path into Nifheldun. No doubt the Dzark wanted to arrange things so that Gareth and his friends, Azalmora, and Mharoslav all killed each other, and then the dvargir strolled past the corpses to claim the Dragonskull.

		

		Then again, with fifty warriors, maybe Mthrozgar hoped to stab Gareth and the others in their sleep.

		

		“Perhaps we should withdraw,” said Telemachus. “We are a formidable group, but fifty dvargir warriors would be a difficult foe.”

		

		“No,” said Morigna. “They are not coming to kill us.” Her mouth twisted with disdain. “They are coming to negotiate. Or, to be more precise, manipulate. Sir Crake, you said the dvargir helped you find the path into Nifheldun?” Crake gave a nod. “I have no doubt Mthrozgar arranged that in hopes that either you would kill Mharoslav or that Mharoslav would kill you.”

		

		“Or that we would kill each other,” said Crake.

		

		“Most likely, knowing the dvargir,” said Morigna. “Yet if they come to negotiate, let us do so from a position of strength. Magistrius?”

		

		“Guardian?” said Joachim.

		

		Morigna concentrated for a moment, then nodded. “Just around the last turn of the road.” She pointed to a spot about fifty yards below, where the road bent in its last switchback before climbing to the top of the hill. “Cast your magic there, and you shall dispel the shadows cloaking the dvargir.”

		

		Joachim nodded, calling white fire to his hands. He made a pushing gesture, and a shaft of brilliant white fire leaped from his palms and swept across the road. The fire passed through the air and splashed across the ground.

		

		For a second, nothing happened.

		

		Then columns of swirling darkness writhed above the road, and the dvargir appeared out of nothingness.

		

		Morigna had been right. There were fifty of the dvargir warriors, maybe even sixty. At their head strode the now-familiar sight of the Dzark Mthrozgar in his red-trimmed black armor, his face marred with a scar left by a wyvern’s claws. Two dvargir in cowls of dark leather stood next to him, carrying metal tablets and rods that seemed to bleed shadows into the air.

		

		“Shadowscribes,” said Morigna in a low voice.

		

		“He didn’t have any shadowscribes with him during our previous encounters,” said Telemachus.

		

		“Perhaps he found reinforcements,” said Gareth.

		

		The dvargir stood staring up at them, and then Mthrozgar smiled and strode forward.

		

		“The party of Sir Gareth Arban and his companions,” called the Dzark in orcish, approaching with both shadowscribes and a pair of dvargir warriors. “Well-met again! I am pleased to see that you survived the perils of Nifheldun. Though it seems that…”

		

		The Dzark came to a sudden halt, gazing up at Morigna, who gave him a cold smile beneath her gray cowl.

		

		“It seems you have acquired a new companion,” said Mthrozgar.

		

		“Greetings, Dzark of Great House Tzanar,” said Morigna. “We have never met before, but I already know so very much about you.”

		

		“And you are known to me as well, Guardian,” said Mthrozgar, an edge entering his voice. “And to all the dvargir, especially those of Great House Tzanar. You are something of a troublemaker, wandering from place to place and stirring up people against the dvargir.”

		

		“I?” said Morigna. “I stir up nothing. I merely tell the truth about the dvargir. If people then choose to act upon that information, that is not my doing.”

		

		“Then what trouble brings you to the land of the xortami?” said Mthrozgar. “Perhaps you seek the same thing that the Quaesitor and the warlock desire.”

		

		“What do I seek?” said Morigna. “Sir Gareth and his brother the Magistrius are sons of an old friend of mine. It would grieve me if they were slain…and I would feel compelled to take vengeance upon whoever struck them down.”

		

		One of the shadowscribes sneered and began speaking in orcish. “Do not presume to threaten us, Guardian. House Tzanar is strong, and…”

		

		Mthrozgar gave him a look, and the shadowscribe fell silent. Within the Great Houses of the dvargir, Gareth knew, sometimes the shadowscribes wielded outsized authority, but it was clear that Mthrozgar was in command here.

		

		“Who said anything about violence?” Mthrozgar spread his hands. “Not I, surely, for we dvargir are a peace-loving people. Scoff all you like, but it is true. War is very bad for trade.”

		

		“Unless you are selling weapons and slaves to both sides in the fighting,” said Morigna.

		

		“One must make the best of circumstances,” said Mthrozgar.

		

		“And what circumstances bring you here, I wonder?” said Morigna. “The xortami wastes are vast, and there are many entrances to the Deeps. Yet here you are, just as we emerge from the tunnels. A most curious coincidence, one thinks.”

		

		“Hardly a coincidence,” said Mthrozgar. “You likely entered the Deeps through one of our ruins. The xortami have lived in this land for a long time, but we have visited it for even longer. The layout of the local caverns is quite familiar to the nobles of House Tzanar.” His void-filled eyes drifted to Gareth. “Given that we knew your final destination had to be somewhere near Takaris, it wasn’t difficult to guess where you would return to the surface.”

		

		“And you cloaked yourselves in shadow to approach us,” said Morigna.

		

		“As you have no doubt seen yourself, this is a dangerous land full of many perils,” said Mthrozgar. “The xortami are not terribly fond of us.”

		

		Gareth felt his mouth twist. As ever, the dvargir had reasonable answers for everything and were trying to arrange matters so that they would come out on top no matter what happened. If the dvargir had found it convenient and thought they could get away with it, Gareth had no doubt they would kill him and his companions.

		

		Yet he thought that Crake was right, that the dvargir wanted something.

		

		“I cannot imagine why the xortami would not be fond of the dvargir,” said Morigna. “But you mentioned circumstances. What circumstances, I wonder, bring you to us?”

		

		Mthrozgar looked at Gareth again. “Does the Guardian speak for you, Swordbearer?”

		

		“Given that we are fortunate enough to have a Guardian in our party,” said Gareth, “it would be foolish to ignore her advice.”

		

		“Would it indeed?” said Mthrozgar. “Perhaps you should pay greater heed to your own counsel, Sir Gareth. Those who follow a Guardian might find the end of the journey to be…unpleasant.”

		

		Gareth made himself smile. “Is that a threat?”

		

		“Hardly,” said Mthrozgar. “Merely an observation. But you mentioned circumstances, Guardian? Yours appear to be rather desperate. You’re trying to bring Sir Gareth to the final Waystone, which is at the moment in the middle of Lord Valdranek’s camp. You might be interested to know that the Quaesitor Azalmora has allied herself with Valdranek.”

		

		Gareth blinked. Ever since they had left Tarlion, Azalmora and Thraxar had been traveling alone. Azalmora had bound Nhalavask and sent the Old One to start a war between the medvarth and Khalor’s tribe, but she hadn’t allied herself with anyone the way that Mharoslav had.

		

		“Foolish of him,” said Telemachus, “given that Mharoslav has already betrayed him.”

		

		“Ah, but Azalmora is Mharoslav’s enemy, as Valdranek now is,” said Mthrozgar. “And with respect to your losses, Sir Telemachus, Azalmora is significantly more powerful and skilled than Mharoslav.”

		

		“Valdranek will regret that when she betrays him,” said Telemachus.

		

		“Or he will regret it all the more when she doesn’t betray him,” said Mthrozgar. “The xortami are unfamiliar with the Heptarchy, so I doubt Valdranek realizes quite how dangerous a priestess of the Seven Temples can be. Even without the Dragonskull, if Azalmora were left alone for ten years, by the end of that decade, she would be the ruler of the xortami tribes, and they wouldn’t even realize it. Of course, Azalmora will not be left alone. Makarov’s army is approaching, and the battle between the two warlords is imminent.”

		

		“And we are right between them?” said Morigna.

		

		“Not quite between them, but close,” said Mthrozgar. He glanced back at his warriors, and then back at Morigna. “Of course, Valdranek and Makarov have been enemies for years. They are the paramount warlords among the xortami tribes, and both seek to claim the Dragonskull and rebuild the xortami empire. But only one can claim the throne. This battle has been years in the making.” He smiled. “And here you are, right in the middle of it.”

		

		“I assume you have a point somewhere within all that oratory,” said Morigna.

		

		“The battle between the two warlords is inevitable,” said Mthrozgar. “But perhaps we can shape that battle to our advantage.”

		

		“Our advantage?” said Morigna. “Bold of you to assume that we are on the same side.”

		

		“Once again we speak of circumstances,” said Mthrozgar. “What makes for stronger allies than a common foe? The xortami will kill us both if they see where we are, and we know that Azalmora and Mharoslav seek to slay you. But Valdranek and Makarov hate each other more than they desire to see us dead.”

		

		“We know all this,” said Morigna.

		

		“What I know is that you must reach the final Waystone,” said Mthrozgar. “Valdranek has arrayed his army there to await Makarov, but he is also blocking the Waystone. No doubt Azalmora convinced him of the necessity. But Makarov’s army is less than a day away.”

		

		“What are you saying?” said Morigna. “That we wait until Makarov attacks Valdranek?”

		

		“Or,” said Mthrozgar, “you goad Makarov’s forces into attacking Valdranek’s soldiers prematurely. In the resultant chaos, you will find it easy to slip through and reach the final Waystone.”

		

		“And just how shall we do that?” said Morigna.

		

		“It’s quite simple, Guardian,” said Mthrozgar. “Mharoslav has convinced Makarov that you are a deadly threat, and he has sent warbands hunting for you. They are using spells to track the magic of your soulblades. It will be relatively simple for you to draw those warbands after you into Valdranek’s patrols, causing the battle to begin long before either warlord desires…and leaving you with a clear path to the Waystone.”

		

		“It makes sense,” said Telemachus, though he sounded dubious. “Many a battle has started by accident when two armies blundered into one another.”

		

		“Aye, we could do that and start the battle early,” said Crake, “but then we would be in the middle of a battle with no way out.”

		

		“Surely the prowess of the Swordbearers would find this no challenge,” said Mthrozgar.

		

		“Do you think we’re stupid?” said Crake. “We can put up a good fight, but we can’t fight an entire army on our own, let alone a second army at the same time. If we end up in the middle of the battle between Valdranek and Makarov, we’re dead.”

		

		“Especially,” said Gareth, “since if we’re dead and Azalmora and Mharoslav are trying to kill each other, you’ll be able to walk past them both into Takaris.”

		

		Mthrozgar shrugged. “You should hope that we dvargir take the Dragonskull, Sir Gareth.” Morigna scoffed. Mthrozgar ignored her. “Truly, you should. If Azalmora or Mharoslav take the Dragonskull, they will immediately try to transform themselves into gods. Most likely, they will make a botch of it and destroy themselves and the ruins of Takaris, and maybe everything else for thirty miles in all directions. But we will simply take it back to Khaldurmar for further study.”

		

		“Sir Crake already pointed out the flaw in your plan, Dzark,” said Morigna. “If it works, we will be trapped in a middle of a battle between two substantial armies with no means of escape. You speak highly of the prowess of the Swordbearers, but even four of them together cannot cut their way through so many foes.”

		

		“A reasonable concern, Guardian,” said Mthrozgar, “but this is where the friendship and the aid of the dvargir will prove valuable. We are very familiar with the tunnels of the Deeps beneath the xortami wastes. Far better than the xortami themselves. Oh, the lizardmen think they have accurate maps, but they haven’t charted all the tunnels, and they don’t know about our secret doors.”

		

		“Permit me to hazard a guess,” said Morigna. “Some of those secret doors open near the final Waystone.”

		

		“Indeed,” said Mthrozgar with smile. “And, more importantly, close to where Makarov’s warbands hunt for you even now. This is what I propose. May I approach? It will be easier to explain with a map, and I would prefer not to have Sir Telemachus strike me down with his lightning or the Magistrius Joachim attack with the fire of the Well of Tarlion.”

		

		Gareth looked at the others. He saw the caution and the mistrust, along with the grim realization that they had far better odds of making it to the final Waystone with the assistance of the dvargir. It was also an excellent chance for Mthrozgar to betray them to their deaths.

		

		But every single path before them offered dangers.

		

		He looked at Morigna, and she offered a resigned nod.

		

		“All right,” said Gareth. “You can approach. But alone.”

		

		“And this would be a poor opportunity for you to attempt an ambush,” said Morigna. “Your power of concealment will not avail you now.”

		

		“Guardian,” said Mthrozgar, “I am wounded that you think me so obvious.”

		

		The Dzark held out his hand, and one of the shadowscribes placed a rolled scroll into it. Mthrozgar strode up the road, his sword remaining in its scabbard, and stopped a few paces away.

		

		“If I may?” said Mthrozgar.

		

		Gareth nodded, and Mthrozgar unrolled the scroll and stepped to the smooth stump of a fallen pine tree. After a moment’s hesitation, Gareth and the others moved to join him, though he kept a careful eye on the rest of the dvargir warriors.

		

		“Now,” said Mthrozgar, pointing at the symbols and lines on the map. It looked much like the dvargir milestones that Gareth had seen in the Deeps, which meant he couldn’t make heads or tails of it. “I realize our maps might be strange to human eyes…”

		

		“I can read your script,” said Morigna absently, frowning as she considered the map.

		

		“You can? I hadn’t realized the education of a Guardian was so thorough.”

		

		“Is the map accurate?” said Gareth.

		

		Morigna nodded. “It does show the landscape south of Takaris with exacting detail.” She pointed, though she did not touch the scroll, which had been made from a sort of thick paper Gareth had never seen before. “There is the valley of Takaris, there is the hill with the Final Waystone…in fact, here is the hill upon which we now stand.”

		

		“Very good,” said Mthrozgar. His thick gray finger pointed at some of the symbols on the map. “This is one of our secret doors to the Deeps. It is south of Valdranek’s camp, and Makarov’s outer patrols are moving through that area even now. Should you emerge there, the spells of his priests will detect your soulblades, and you can draw Makarov’s warbands north towards Valdranek’s army.”

		

		“Where we will be caught between a rock and a hard place,” said Gareth.

		

		“You would,” said Mthrozgar. “Unless, of course, you could retreat through another secret door.” He pointed at a second of symbols on the map. “You could withdraw through this door, and then make your way back to this hilltop. From here, you could see if our ruse had been successful and if we had lured our foes into battle, and then you could hasten to the final Waystone and do…whatever it is you need to do.”

		

		“The most obvious way for you to betray us,” said Morigna, “is to make sure the secret door is locked from the other side when we need to escape.”

		

		“Or to arrange for the xortami to be waiting for you when you emerge from the first door,” said Mthrozgar with a smirk. “But, of course, you see the weakness in both stratagems. The xortami hate the dvargir and would not respond well to our offer of aid. They are not as reasonable nor as wise as yourself, Guardian. And if we locked the door from within, you might well perish, yes. But Swordbearers and Guardians are damnably hard to kill. I already have enough enemies that I need to sleep with one eye open at night. No need to add more foes to the collection.”

		

		“Where did you get those shadowscribes?” said Morigna. “When you encountered the others in the Qazaluuskan Forest and Norvangenheim, you did not have shadowscribes with you then.”

		

		“I brought them and some reinforcements from an outpost nearby,” said Mthrozgar. “You entered the Deeps through a ruined dvargir stronghold. Not all our outposts and holds in this land have been abandoned. The xortami wastes offer lucrative enough opportunities for trade that it is advantageous to keep a presence here.”

		

		“And some of the Norvangir jarls are willing to trade with you,” said Gareth, his mouth twisting. He knew full well why the dvargir kept an outpost in the xortami wastes. Mthrozgar had mentioned that xortami slaves fetched high prices in Khaldurmar. More efficient to keep them in a hidden stronghold nearby.

		

		“We do offer many opportunities for mutual profit for those wise enough to see the benefits of friendship with Khaldurmar,” said Mthrozgar.

		

		“We need to discuss this,” said Morigna. “I suggest, Dzark, you return to your men. We shall have an answer for you shortly.”

		

		“Of course,” said Mthrozgar. “Please, take all the time you need for discussion and counsel. I urge you not to take too long, however. Makarov’s army is on the move, and the opportunity for shaping the battle to our advantage is fleeting.”

		

		“As are all things,” said Morigna, and Mthrozgar collected his scroll and returned to the waiting shadowscribes and dvargir warriors.

		

		“He must be planning to betray us,” said Telemachus.

		

		“Aye, I don’t doubt it,” said Crake, “but he makes a good point. He could betray us, but he’d be better served by getting out of our way and letting Makarov and Valdranek fight it out.”

		

		“He did lead us to the secret entrance to Nifheldun,” said Philip.

		

		Crake grunted. “And he didn’t mention that there was a mzrokar lurking in there until we were right at the door and couldn’t turn back. Probably he was hoping that we would clear the way for him and then all get killed in Nifheldun. Then the dvargir could come and go as they pleased.”

		

		“It occurs to me, sirs,” said Dietmar, “that something similar is no doubt underway here. Mthrozgar faces many powerful foes that block the path to the Dragonskull. It is to his advantage to have us eliminate as many of his rivals as possible before he deals with us.”

		

		“Are you saying we can trust him?” said Gareth.

		

		“Absolutely not, sir,” said Dietmar. “However, until both Azalmora and Mharoslav are defeated, it is to Mthrozgar’s advantage to ensure our success.”

		

		“And Myotharia,” said Jerome, giving a wary glance to the sky.

		

		That was a disturbing thought. Their first battles against Myotharia in her dragon form had been brutal, with many Norvangir warriors hurt and killed. If Myotharia found them and attacked again, Gareth wasn’t certain they could defeat the dragon a second time, even with the Guardian’s spells to back them up.

		

		“I have more reason to hate the dvargir than any of you know,” said Morigna, “so as much as it pains me to say this, I think Master Dietmar is right. We need to get Gareth to the last Waystone, and the best chance we have of that, perhaps the only chance, is to get Makarov and Valdranek to fight each other. That, hopefully, will allow us a moment to reach the Waystone and escape.”

		

		“Then you think we should accept Mthrozgar’s help?” said Gareth.

		

		“I fear so, loath as I am to admit it,” said Morigna. “But we have an advantage that Mthrozgar doesn’t know about should he decide to betray us.”

		

		“Which is?” said Philip.

		

		“The dvargir milestone we found in the Deeps on our way here,” said Morigna. “Mthrozgar might, perhaps, have made a false map to deceive us. But the dvargir who placed that milestone thousands of years ago would not have done the same. His map matches exactly with what I memorized on that milestone. Between that and the Sight, I am confident I can navigate the Deeps well enough for us to retreat back here.” She looked around the hilltop. “This is a defensible position and can only be approached from the east or from the Deeps. The trees are thick enough that we cannot be easily seen from lower ground.”

		

		“What do you suggest, Guardian?” said Dietmar. “That we leave the horses here and retreat to this hilltop once Sir Gareth has used the Waystone? Would not it be better to press on to Takaris at once?”

		

		“It might,” said Morigna, “but I do not think it wise. We still do not know how to penetrate the magical mist around the city. The Waystone might hold that knowledge, or it might not. It is also possible that the Waystone will incapacitate Gareth or generate such a pulse of power that Azalmora and Mharoslav will immediately realize what is happening and come for us. Regardless of what we choose, all roads end in a toss of the dice.” She shook her head. “But as much as I dislike the dvargir, accepting Mthrozgar’s aid will weigh the dice in our favor.”

		

		Gareth let out a breath. “Then we are all agreed? We will accept Mthrozgar’s help?”

		

		No one looked terribly happy with the idea, but no one disagreed.

		

		It was, in the end, the best of an array of bad choices.

		

		Something his father had once said popped into Gareth’s mind. Often a lord or a king faced no good choices but merely an array of evils from which to choose.

		

		Or maybe the trick was getting some of those evils to cancel each other out.

		

		“We accept, Dzark,” called Morigna. “Please, lead the way. We should set out at once.”

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 10: Rivals

		

		They took a few moments to prepare.

		

		Given that they planned to launch a hit-and-run attack on Makarov’s warbands, taking the pack horses would be a poor idea. After some discussion, they decided that it would be best to lead the horses down the stairs to the cavern. It would keep the animals out of the weather and make it less likely that the xortami or their kobold vassals would stumble across them.

		

		It was also possible that predators would come up from the Deeps and eat the horses, so at Morigna’s suggestion, they all carried as much as they could in their rucksacks. Even if they lost all the horses and the supplies the animals carried, Gareth and the others would still at least have enough food for a few days.

		

		Once the horses were settled, Mthrozgar and his escort descended the stairs and joined them.

		

		“It is always pleasant to be underground again, wouldn’t you say?” said Mthrozgar.

		

		“Given the many dangers of the Deeps, one can hardly agree,” said Morigna.

		

		Mthrozgar let out a chuckle. “As compared to the surface world? At the moment, the land near Takaris all but seethes with dangers. You’re just overly fond of the sun and unappreciative of the pleasant shadows of the Deeps.”

		

		“Let’s save the debate for another time,” said Gareth. “Whether you like sunlight or not, we’re wasting it.”

		

		“Indeed,” said Mthrozgar. “This way.”

		

		They descended back into the Deeps, Morigna’s and Joachim’s spells of light pushing back the darkness. Given that the dvargir could see in the gloom, no doubt they would have preferred to travel without any light, but they gave no complaint. Only about half of the dvargir warriors accompanied them, while the other half wrapped themselves in shadows and vanished. Mthrozgar claimed they were going to scout the locations of the xortami warriors. Gareth had his doubts, but between Morigna’s earth magic and her Sight, the dvargir would have a hard time sneaking up on them.

		

		Nevertheless, Gareth would not relax his vigilance.

		

		Especially since the Deeps were full of dangers other than the dvargir.

		

		Still, no foes showed themselves as they passed through the maze. The dvargir set a swift pace, clearly familiar with the environment, and Gareth and his companions followed. Traveling through the gloomy caverns, surrounded by black-armored dvargir warriors who might become foes at any second, made Gareth’s sword hand itch, and he kept it close to Stormshield’s hilt.

		

		But the dvargir kept their word, at least so far, and did not attack.

		

		They made good time. The tunnels wound back and forth, but unlike the surface, they did not have to contend with hills, gullies, and tree roots. Gareth glanced at Morigna every so often, and the Guardian always gave a shallow nod back.

		

		She knew where they were.

		

		Which was a relief, because Gareth wasn’t certain. He thought he could retrace their steps back to the horses, but a single wrong turn in this maze, and God only knew where they would end up. It was like the Shadow Ways, but without any trace of masonry made by the hands of humans and dwarves and elves.

		

		If Gareth lived through this and got back home, he would do his very best to ever avoid visiting the Deeps again.

		

		The tunnel sloped upward and then widened into a small cavern. It looked natural, with a sandy floor and rough walls, but at the far end, black stairs of dvargir stonework spiraled upward.

		

		“The first of the secret doors,” said Mthrozgar. “That will place you between Valdranek’s army and Makarov’s outer warbands.” He paused. “I suspect Makarov’s priests will locate you as soon as you reach the surface. Something about the nature of the Deeps makes tracking spells far less effective. But once you stand under the sun, that limitation will be removed.”

		

		“Noted,” said Morigna. “We will need to move swiftly in any event.”

		

		“Good fortune in battle,” said Mthrozgar with a smile. “Perhaps chance and fate will favor you this day, and you will slay both Azalmora and Mharoslav. One fewer Quaesitor and one fewer orcish warlock will only be to the benefit of the world, wouldn’t you say?”

		

		“And to the benefit of Dzark Mthrozgar of Great House Tzanar,” said Morigna, “removing two more obstacles between you and the Dragonskull.”

		

		Mthrozgar offered a shrug. “If we only did good deeds out of purely altruistic motives, there would be fewer good deeds in the world. A regrettable outcome, wouldn’t you say?”

		

		“Thank you for your assistance,” said Gareth. “We will remember it.”

		

		He left the rest unspoken – that if this turned out to be a trap, they would remember it as well. Mthrozgar only smiled. No doubt he had picked up on the implication at once.

		

		“I should go first,” said Morigna, and they took the stairs in single file, Gareth and Morigna leading, Crake and Jerome guarding the back in case the dvargir decided this was a good place for a trap. The stairs ended in a blank slab of dark stone without adornment or handle.

		

		“How do we get it open?” said Gareth.

		

		“You will note,” said Morigna, “that Mthrozgar did not bother to explain how to open his secret doors, did he? Fortunately, I have some experience. Magistrius, come here please.”

		

		“Aye?” said Joachim, squeezing past Telemachus and Philip to join them.

		

		“A spell of dispelling across this door,” said Morigna. “Then I will be able to use earth magic to open it.”

		

		Joachim nodded and cast a spell, white fire slashing from his fingers. Symbols of ghostly blue fire played across the black stone, and Morigna cast her own magic. Purple light sank into the door, and without any warning at all, it swung open. Pale gray winter sunlight flooded into the stairwell, dazzling after the dim glow of Joachim’s and Telemachus’s light spells.

		

		Gareth and Morigna stepped through the door and onto the surface.

		

		They were in a small stand of pine trees clustered about the foot of a low hill. Gareth glanced back and saw that the secret door had been built into the face of a low cliff. The dvargir engineers had done a good job of it – the side of the door facing the trees looked exactly like the cliff face, and Gareth suspected that once it was closed, he would have a hard time finding it again.

		

		The suspicion was proven true a few seconds later when the others came through, and the door shut without a sound behind them. Gareth couldn’t even see the outline once it was closed.

		

		“You can find that again, aye?” said Crake.

		

		“I can,” said Morigna. “And open it. But if all goes to plan, we shall be using a different door to return from…”

		

		Stormshield pulsed with anger, reacting to the presence of dark magic.

		

		“The tracking spells,” said Philip.

		

		“Let us hasten,” said Morigna. “This way.”

		

		They jogged to the north, leaving the pine trees behind.

		

		And once they were clear of the trees, Gareth could take a quick look around.

		

		He saw that the door had deposited them a few miles south of the low hill with the Waystone and Valdranek’s camp. The army of the warlord sprawled at the base of the hill, banners adorned with alien designs flying overhead. Gareth shot a quick look to the south and saw a dark mass moving along the plain there.

		

		Makarov’s army.

		

		They had cut it close. It looked like Makarov’s army was marching to meet Valdranek. In fact, Gareth thought Valdranek’s army was assembling in battle formation. His camp seethed like an overturned anthill, ranks of xortami spearmen gathering in the front, kobold archers waiting on the wings.

		

		Stormshield pulsed with the seeking spell, and then twice more.

		

		“I think,” said Morigna, “that we should probably run.”

		

		A large warband of xortami soldiers and kobolds ran towards them from the south. Gareth and the others were on the plain before Valdranek’s camp, and he felt exposed, almost as if he expected a band of enemy horsemen to swoop down and overtake them. But the xortami did not ride horses, likely because they were too large and partly because horses did not seem to like their scent in general.

		

		But the xortami could run swiftly.

		

		“I think Mharoslav is with that warband,” said Telemachus.

		

		“He is,” said Morigna. “Run!”

		

		She broke into a sprint, and Gareth and the others followed. He was grateful there wasn’t much snow on the plain. Falling and turning an ankle just now would almost certainly be fatal. Gareth risked a glance over his shoulder and saw the xortami band pursuing. It was the single largest group he had seen so far, at least three hundred strong, maybe more.

		

		That large of a group of Makarov’s warriors approaching Valdranek’s camp would almost certainly draw a response.

		

		Even as the thought crossed Gareth’s mind, a deep horn sounded from Valdranek’s camp, followed by a rising number of shouts.

		

		“There!” said Morigna.

		

		They headed towards another low hill, similar to the first, a small stand of pine trees ringing it. Gareth thought it odd that the hill would be so close to Valdranek’s camp and left unguarded. It was the perfect place for scouts to hide or for skirmishers to creep up on the Warlord’s army.

		

		Then he caught a flash of red scales moving through the trees.

		

		Valdranek had indeed been wise enough to post guards.

		

		“Be ready!” said Morigna. “The door is in that hill!”

		

		“Wonderful,” grunted Crake.

		

		They approached the stand of trees. Arrows began to hiss out from the pines, and Gareth lifted his shield before him. Just in time, too – he heard a clang and felt the shock as one of the kobold arrows bounced off the golden metal. Telemachus yelled and cast a spell, and an arc of dazzling lightning leaped from his hand to strike one of the trees. It impacted with a ringing thunderclap, and the tree split asunder from the force of the lightning, some of the branches starting to burn.

		

		The lightning bolt had done no damage to the enemy, but the flash and the boom of thunder startled them, which gave Gareth and the other Swordbearers time to draw on their weapons for speed.

		

		A kobold archer was in Gareth’s path. The red-and-black scaled creature gaped at the burning tree in surprise, and then its yellow eyes snapped around as Gareth charged. The kobold started to raise its bow, but it was too late. Gareth’s blow with Stormshield sundered the bow and split the kobold’s skull.

		

		A crimson-scaled xortami warrior bellowed and came at Gareth. He shifted his stance and raised his shield, calling on Stormshield for strength. The lizardman wielded a mace, and it struck the shield with a ringing clang. The impact staggered Gareth, but not as much as it would have without Stormshield’s augmenting magic, and he caught his balance and struck back.

		

		Stormshield’s tip tore open the xortami warrior’s throat, and the lizardmen fell to the ground, choking on his own blood.

		

		Another one lunged at him, and Gareth sidestepped, raising his shield. Before the lizardman could strike, Crake attacked, and Valorforge slammed into the side of the xortami warrior’s head. The skulls of the xortami were thick enough that the lizardman’s head didn’t simply explode, but it did snap at a right angle, accompanied by the ghastly crackling of shattering vertebrae.

		

		The lizardman dropped motionless to the earth.

		

		Telemachus cast a spell, lightning leaping from his blade to strike at the converging lizardmen and xortami. The enemy rocked, staggered by the elemental magic, and Gareth and the others attacked. A crossbow twanged, and a xortami warrior went down, one of Dietmar’s quarrels through the eye. It was an impressive shot – Gareth had just enough experience with crossbows to know that aiming while standing and walking was extraordinarily difficult.

		

		Jerome cut the head from a kobold, and three more moved toward him. Gareth rushed to aid Jerome and struck down one of the kobolds. Jerome killed the second, and third whirled and fled, Gareth starting to follow.

		

		“No!” said Morigna. Gareth looked around and realized that most of the xortami and kobolds were slain, but the rest were rushing to the north, making for Valdranek’s camp. “No, let them go! We need them to warn the others.”

		

		She was right. Likely the lizardmen and kobolds had been ordered to guard the hill and make sure that none of Makarov’s warriors could use it as a staging point or a spy post. Which meant their duty was to warn Valdranek that enemies were near and they would return in force soon enough.

		

		But it looked like Makarov’s warband would get here first.

		

		“Where is the door?” said Crake. “Can you see it?”

		

		Morigna was silent for so long that Gareth feared she had misread the map.

		

		“I do,” she said. “There, in that cliff face.” Like the other hill, the base of the hill had a short cliff, no more than ten or eleven feet high. It looked natural, but Gareth wondered if the dvargir had cut the cliff and then disguised it to hide their door. “Joachim and I can have it open in a matter of seconds, but we will need to linger here until Valdranek and Makarov are committed…”

		

		“Come forth!”

		

		The words were orcish, but the voice was xortami.

		

		Gareth peered through the trees and saw that the xortami warband had stopped about fifty yards away. There were a lot of xortami and just as many of the northern kobolds. Gareth spotted Mharoslav’s dark-robed form standing at the front.

		

		A massive xortami noble stood at their head, a huge sword in his hand.

		

		Valdranek had been wearing plate armor of high quality, but Makarov wore gleaming golden armor. Given that gold was both too heavy and too soft to serve as good armor, Gareth had to assume that the xortami warlord’s armor was gilded. Valdranek’s armor had only been inlaid with golden designs – perhaps Makarov felt the need to outshine his rival.

		

		“You cannot escape!” shouted Makarov. His voice thundered out, likely driven by Mharoslav’s magic. “Come forth, Swordbearers, and your deaths shall be swift. Force my warriors to come to you, and I shall make your deaths long and lingering.”

		

		Gareth looked at Morigna, wondering if they should answer, but Telemachus stepped forward. He feared that Telemachus would charge at the enemy in hopes of reaching Mharoslav, but the Arcanius Knight only began shouting in the orcish language.

		

		“Come forth, Mharoslav!” said Telemachus. “Come and face me, or let your allies see you for the miserable coward that you are!”

		

		Gareth glanced towards Valdranek’s camp. Xortami warriors and kobolds archers were hastening from that direction. To the south, he couldn’t see far past Makarov’s warband, yet he caught flickers of movement. More warriors were rushing to support Makarov, and Gareth realized that Mthrozgar’s plan was working, that they were about to trigger a battle.

		

		And they were standing right in the middle of it.

		

		Mharoslav’s deep voice rolled out. “And you are traveling with wielders of high elven soulblades, Sir Telemachus. That alone proves that you are untrustworthy. Perhaps when you fall in battle, you can explain to your family how you failed yet again at the final test.” He laughed. “How are you still even alive, by the by? I was entirely sure you were slain at Nifheldun.”

		

		“Perhaps you know less than you think,” said Telemachus. “Hear me, Warlord Makarov! Mharoslav once claimed he served Warlord Valdranek, your sworn enemy. It is because of Mharoslav’s treachery that the fortress of Nifheldun fell to the Norvangir. I wonder what disaster will befall if you heed Mharoslav’s counsel!”

		

		“Do not presume to lecture me, human ape!” roared Makarov. “Bring me their heads!”

		

		The xortami warriors shouted and began running toward them.

		

		“To the door,” said Morigna. “Quickly! We will need to hold them off for a few minutes. Sir Telemachus! Strike some more trees with your lightning!”

		

		Gareth wondered why, and then he saw the fire.

		

		In the midst of the fighting, he hadn’t noticed that the tree Telemachus’s lightning had struck was still burning. There was some snow on the ground, but the air was bone-dry, and flames wreathed the tree. Some of the pine needles on the ground had caught fire as well.

		

		“Are we going to burn down a forest while we’re standing in it?” said Jerome, his voice strangled.

		

		“Reckon so,” said Crake.

		

		Telemachus leveled his sword and began casting spells. Lightning burst from his sword and struck a tree, which split with a crack, flames spreading over its branches. His attacks hit three more trees, all of which caught fire, and soon a semicircle of burning trees separated the cliff face from the attacking xortami warriors.

		

		A fire that was spreading rapidly. The entire patch of woods was going to burn down, and they were standing inside it.

		

		“Might’ve overdone it a bit,” said Crake, coughing.

		

		“I’ve never burned down a forest before,” said Telemachus, breathing hard. Using so much magic over such a short span of time had a cost.

		

		“We will only need to hold for a little while,” said Morigna, “and then we can withdraw through the door.”

		

		Makarov’s warriors rushed into the trees, swords and shields ready, though the flames forced them to slow, causing the lizardmen to approach in groups of two and three rather than a single overwhelming wave. Gareth and the others fought, steel ringing on steel, cutting down the lizardmen as fast as they could. The strength and speed granted by their soulblades and Crake’s soulhammer gave them the edge. Despite his fatigue, Telemachus flung spells of lightning into the fray, stunning the lizardmen long enough for Gareth and the others to land killing blows, and Dietmar reloaded his crossbow as fast as he could.

		

		But there were just too many xortami, and Gareth found himself pushed back towards the hill with the others. The heat from the fire was becoming overwhelming, though thankfully, the smoke was blowing away from them. Gareth killed another lizardman, breath rasping in his lungs, heart hammering in his ears, and turned just in time to deflect another slash against his shield. They were nearly overwhelmed, and once Mharoslav and the xortami priests decided to add their magic to the fray, they would be in trouble.

		

		“Joachim!” said Morigna.

		

		White light flashed behind them, followed by a pulse of purple light.

		

		“Be ready!” said Morigna. “I will distract them.”

		

		Gareth didn’t dare turn around to look back, not with two more lizardmen attacking him.

		

		Another flash of purple light went through the corner of his vision, and a distortion wave rolled through the ground. It shot through the burning forest, knocking the xortami warriors from their feet.

		

		“Go!” said Morigna. “Go, go, go!”

		

		Gareth didn’t need to be told twice. He turned and ran for the hillside with the others. A doorway had appeared in the cliff face, darkness visible beyond. Joachim and Dietmar went first, followed by Crake, Telemachus, Philip, and Jerome. Morigna stood next to the door, staff in both hands, its length glowing with purple light.

		

		“Hurry!” said Morigna. “I will close…”

		

		An arrow flashed out of the burning trees and slammed into Morigna’s stomach.

		

		The impact rocked her back, the breath exploding from her lungs, and she fell hard to her hands and knees.

		

		The xortami raced out of the trees.

		

		Gareth slammed Stormshield into its scabbard, seized Morigna under the arms, and dragged her through the door.

		

		One of the faster xortami bounded after him, and Gareth tensed. He needed to drop the Guardian and draw his soulblade, but he wasn’t sure he could do both before the lizardman reached him.

		

		Dietmar’s crossbow twanged, and the bolt stabbed right into the xortami warrior’s yawning mouth. The warrior stumbled, and Gareth heaved Morigna the rest of the way through the door.

		

		It slammed shut behind him, plunging them into darkness.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 11: Consequences

		

		The darkness didn’t last long. Telemachus lifted his hand, and a sphere of pale silvery light appeared. Gareth shot a look around and saw that they stood in another spiral dvargir stair, the light of the spell sinking into the lusterless dark stone.

		

		“Joachim,” said Gareth to his brother, “she’s wounded, we need…”

		

		“No,” coughed Morigna. She got to her feet, leaning on her staff as she did. “No, I am not wounded.” She plucked the arrow from her gray robes and tossed it against the door. No blood marked the tip. “My armor stopped the arrow, but it knocked the wind out of me. Thank you, Gareth. I do not think I would have gotten through the door otherwise.”

		

		Gareth nodded and looked at Dietmar. “Good shot.”

		

		“Thank you, sir,” said Dietmar, tending to his crossbow. “I confess it looked more impressive than it really was. The xortami are so large it is difficult to miss at close range.”

		

		“Well, since I’m not dead,” said Gareth, “I thought it looked very impressive.”

		

		A metallic sound echoed through the stairwell.

		

		Someone was hammering on the other side of the door.

		

		“It’s going to take them some time to chisel through that,” said Philip.

		

		“Or they’ll get one of the priests to use magic,” said Joachim.

		

		“Let us hope that the xortami will soon have larger problems,” said Morigna. “We should move. The battle will soon begin in earnest, and that is our best chance to reach the final Waystone.”

		

		“You know the path?” said Gareth.

		

		“I am certain of it,” said Morigna.

		

		They descended the spiral stairs, and Morigna led the way into another cavern.

		

		###

		

		Azalmora’s mind was a place of rigorous logic and order.

		

		No mercy or compassion rusted the polished gears of her thoughts, and all things were weighed and measured and calculated to their smallest degree.

		

		Despite that, she understood very well that order could only be imposed upon the world to a certain level. The world was too large, too chaotic, too complex for every variable to be fully measured. Random chance could undo even the most logical and well-prepared plan.

		

		Nowhere was this truer than in battle.

		

		Azalmora had seen (and started, waged, and helped end) many wars, and very often battles started when neither commander wished it, when two armies happened to blunder into each other in a place they did not expect.

		

		She suspected that was what had happened here.

		

		Yet concern still gnawed at her mind.

		

		Azalmora kept silent as she stood near Valdranek, listening to the scouts issue their reports. Thraxar stood next to her, and the Ossuary squatted beside him, rocking on his heels and humming to himself. The mad dark elf drew a few disgusted looks from passing xortami nobles, but garnered no more reaction than that. All of Valdranek’s inner circle and chief advisors knew that Khurnetsov had enslaved the Ossuary, and the common warriors simply regarded it as proof of their superiority over the foolish dark elves.

		

		Azalmora considered it a good sign. The xortami would make an excellent warrior elite for her new empire.

		

		But that was a distant concern.

		

		First, she had to claim the Dragonskull, and before that, it would be useful if she ensured that her new ally survived the coming battle.

		

		Makarov’s army, roughly a match for Valdranek’s in numbers, had been marching cautiously towards Takaris. Valdranek was filled with disdain for his rival, but Azalmora observed that Makarov, or at least his advisors, handled his army well. They had put out a wide screen of kobold scouts and xortami light infantry, skirmishers equipped with bows and javelins, and already there had been minor battles between opposing groups of scouts. She wondered to what extent Mharoslav was already dictating Makarov’s strategy. The orcish warlock had a considerable talent for persuasion and deception (the two were often one and the same), and no doubt the arrogance of the xortami made them easy for Mharoslav to manipulate.

		

		And yet Azalmora doubted that even Mharoslav could persuade the xortami to pursue an obviously self-destructive plan of battle.

		

		Heavy fighting began at a low hill a few miles to the south. That hill was an obvious place to station scouts or prepare an ambush, and Valdranek had dispatched scouts to hold it. Some of Makarov’s warbands veered towards it, and soon the small pine woods at the base of the hill burned.

		

		Some of Valdranek’s kobolds survived the fight and rushed to report.

		

		“Humans, great warlord,” growled one of the kobolds, bowing before Valdranek. “It was not Lord Makarov’s men who attacked us, but humans.”

		

		“The Norvangir?” said Valdranek.

		

		“Perhaps, great one,” said the kobolds. “But I have raided the lands of the Norvangir apes before, and these humans did not look the same. Their armor was different, and they wielded strange swords of white fire. Perhaps rune-forged swords, great warlord? Yet I have not seen rune-forged swords that burned in such a way.”

		

		“Were there any wizards with them?” said Valdranek.

		

		“One, great warlord,” said the kobold scout. “A human wearing armor of strange design. He cast spells of lightning that set the trees ablaze.”

		

		“You have done well,” said Valdranek. A scout’s duty was to survive to report his news, not to perish fighting the enemy. “Report to your captain for further orders.”

		

		“Great warlord,” said the kobold with another bow, and the creature hurried into the seething camp.

		

		The seething and rapidly emptying camp.

		

		Azalmora concentrated and sent her will to Valdranek.

		

		“It is the Swordbearers, Warlord,” she said, speaking through her thoughts. “The wizard is an Arcanius Knight, an order of warrior spellcasters from the human kingdom of Owyllain far to the south.”

		

		Valdranek had not been able to use the mindspeech, but Azalmora had offered to teach him more of dark magic, and he accepted. He already had a good store of knowledge, but the priests had more, and Azalmora had much more than any of them. The Warlord had considerable talent for dark magic, and with time and practice, he would be formidable indeed.

		

		Of course, he was careful to fortify his mind against any attempt at telepathic influence.

		

		Azalmora was pleased with his caution, though it was needless.

		

		She had no need for such crude methods to work her will.

		

		“They must have allied with the dvargir,” said Valdranek. “The dvargir have hidden entrances to the Deeps all through this region. Even the most skilled of our scouts and priests cannot find their doors unless one happens to open right before their eyes. That is the only way the humans could have reached that hill without my scouts or Makarov’s fighting them.”

		

		“That is one possibility,” said Azalmora. “Another is that the Guardian guided them. The Guardian is no match for me in battle, but nonetheless has the power of the Sight. Properly applied, that could guide her through the maze of the Deeps with relative ease.”

		

		“They must have the help of the wretched dvargir,” said Valdranek, anger entering his mental presence. “For I see the hand of the dvargir in this. The humans will fight Makarov’s warriors for a short time and then retreat into the Deeps. Yet now I have no choice but to fight Makarov’s army. His leading elements have advanced too far.”

		

		“Then we must crush them,” said Azalmora.

		

		Her mind calculated the probabilities. Based on his past actions, Mharoslav did not see the value of cultivating an alliance over the long term. Not surprising – wielders of chaos magic often tended to make the most destructive decisions possible, similar to the dark elves and their self-defeating love of wasteful cruelty. Most likely Mharoslav wanted to use Makarov’s army to destroy the Swordbearers and then abandon the xortami to their fate.

		

		Did he know that Azalmora had allied herself with Valdranek? Possibly. Then again, doubtless the warlock thought he could slip past Azalmora and reach the Dragonskull while she dealt with the Swordbearers or the dvargir or the maddened Myotharia. Myotharia, in particular, might prove a challenge, especially if she remembered that Azalmora had forcibility triggered one of her transformations into dragon form.

		

		Yet the Swordbearers had their own plans, and so did the dvargir. Azalmora was increasingly certain that Valdranek was correct, that Mthrozgar had shown the hidden dvargir tunnels to the Swordbearers in hopes of triggering just this outcome – a battle between the armies of Valdranek and Makarov. Mthrozgar likely hoped this would clear the field of some of the others hunting for the Dragonskull.

		

		But why would the Swordbearers go along with the plan of the dvargir? They were likely not fools, and the Guardian certainly was not. They had to know that the dvargir would betray them whenever it proved convenient. The dvargir lacked the self-defeating lust for cruelty that had been the downfall of the dark elves. Instead, their nobles usually regarded cruelty and treachery as tools to be used when appropriate to the situation.

		

		The answer came to Azalmora even as another scout approached Valdranek to deliver his report.

		

		The final Waystone.

		

		The Swordbearers were trying to get to the final Waystone. Valdranek’s army blocked the path to the Waystone, and not even four Swordbearers, an Arcanius Knight, and a Guardian could fight past so many xortami warriors and sorcerers. That was why Gareth Arban and his companions had agreed to the plan of the dvargir. They knew it would trigger a battle, which would give them the opportunity they needed to reach the Waystone.

		

		And that, in turn, meant Azalmora knew exactly where they would be.

		

		She hesitated, uncertain of the best course of action. If Gareth reached the final Waystone, that might prove disastrous. Still, as far as Azalmora knew, the only one who had reached the Dragonskull in the last fifteen thousand years was the high elven sorceress Myotharia, and she wasn’t likely to share the knowledge with anyone, assuming she could even remember how she had done it.

		

		Perhaps Azalmora ought to go to the Waystone right now and intercept the Swordbearers, attack them with all her strength. With Ghostruin’s power augmenting her magic, she would have a significant chance of defeating the Swordbearers…

		

		She dismissed the idea as too risky. A significant chance was far from a certainty. And it was good to remember that all the previous bearers of the dark soulblades had been defeated for a variety of reasons. Trying to take on the Swordbearers alone was foolish. Thraxar would help, but as a wielder of dark magic, he was just as vulnerable to a high elven soulblade as she was.

		

		The Ossuary would be useless in a fight.

		

		Perhaps she ought to persuade Valdranek to send additional priests and warriors with her to attack the Swordbearers. A sufficiently large force might overpower them or at the very least force them to flee. Azalmora discarded the idea as impractical. Valdranek’s and Makarov’s armies were too evenly matched, and Valdranek would not respond well if she asked him to send his xortami away from the fighting to pursue the Swordbearers.

		

		All that meant that the best course of action was clear.

		

		She would help Valdranek win the battle. The sooner they crushed Makarov, the better. The xortami were divided into castes, and the warriors and the artisans simply followed the nobles and the priests. If they killed Makarov and enough of his noble lieutenants, the warriors, the priests, the sorcerers, the surviving nobles, and the artisans would transfer their loyalty to Valdranek simply because he was a powerful xortami of the noble caste.

		

		And if they won the battle, perhaps she would have the chance to rid herself of Mharoslav. The orcish warlock had been a threat ever since he had arrived in Andomhaim, but Azalmora hadn’t been able to take the time to hunt him down. Well, they were coming to the end of the race, and perhaps the hour had come to start removing the remaining obstacles in her path.

		

		Azalmora adjusted her focus, sending her mindspeech to Thraxar. After he had agreed to follow her in pursuit of the Dragonskull, she had taught him the spell, which had proven useful in a number of situations.

		

		“Quaesitor?” came Thraxar’s thought.

		

		“Maintain a sensing spell,” said Azalmora. “I suspect Mharoslav will try to use a chaos spell to kill Valdranek. The xortami priests are not terribly familiar with that branch of dark magic and may not know how to effectively defend against it.”

		

		“But you do,” continued Thraxar, “which will solidify your alliance with Valdranek.”

		

		“Indeed,” said Azalmora. “Remain vigilant.”

		

		With that settled, she turned her attention to the battle.

		

		Both armies formed up, and Azalmora walked with Valdranek’s guards and chief priests as his banner advanced. The two xortami armies had drawn up in more or less identical formations, with three lines of heavy infantry and bands of kobold skirmishers in front and on the wings. It was unfortunate the xortami had no tradition of cavalry warfare. Their formations would have been desperately vulnerable to a mounted charge, and if Azalmora had possessed a single legion of Heptarchy soldiers and a few cohorts of cavalry, she could have swept the field of the xortami.

		

		But she did not, so instead, she drew Ghostruin and grounded the sword’s tip before her, both hands grasping the hilt. Crimson flames danced around the blade. A few of the xortami nobles gave her suspicious looks, but none of them raised a hand against her. Valdranek had invited her into the army, and that was that. None of them would question his decision.

		

		She felt the pulses of dark magic as the magical duels began. The armies were close enough that the archers exchanged sporadic volleys of arrows, though they were still far enough apart that actual hits were few. But they were also close enough for a battle of spells, and the priests and sorcerers on both sides began to unleash their powers. The skills of the xortami priests revolved almost entirely around dark magic, specifically with spells of entropy and decay, though their sorcerers also employed elemental magic. Of course, one of the great strengths of dark magic was that a wizard of sufficient skill could use it to block nearly any elemental attack, and wards of dark magic were also quite good at blocking attacks drawn from the same sources of magical power.

		

		The net effect was that the xortami priests and wizards hammered at each other to little effect. It was a bit like watching two warriors armored in heavy plate mail fight with swords. A skillful blow might land home, but the armor would deflect nearly any attack from an edged weapon.

		

		Thraxar spoke into her thoughts through the mindspeech.

		

		“Mistress,” came his voice. “Chaos magic.”

		

		“Yes,” said Azalmora.

		

		She sensed it as well and saw the flare of red light behind the lines of the xortami warriors.

		

		Dark magic drew its power from the lightless voids between the worlds, and it had several branches. The sort of dark magic that the xortami priests wielded relied upon entropy, on draining away life force, on swords turning to rust and flesh withering to desiccated leather. Necromancy was a different discipline, reanimating the dead with dark power in a facsimile of life.

		

		Chaos magic, by contrast, worked by perverting and undoing the laws of the natural order. Drop a stone to the ground, and gravity will hold it here. A spell of chaos magic, by contrast, would result in the stone bouncing back up and crushing the skull of the one who had dropped it. Chaos magic could distort probability and result in unnatural transformations – the warpwolves that Mharoslav habitually created were one such example. It had even transmuted Mharoslav’s skeleton to iron, a process that should have killed or at the very least crippled him, but it had not. The Quaesitors of the Heptarchy only knew a little about Owyllain and its surrounding kingdoms and city-states (efforts had been underway to learn more when Azalmora had left to pursue the Dragonskull), but they did know that the orcish warlocks of Vhalorast wielded chaos magic, and those who attained mastery transmuted their skeletons to iron. Given that bronze remained the predominant metal in Owyllain due to the lack of iron, Azalmora could see how that offered an advantage.

		

		The Quaesitors had learned that the warlocks of Vhalorast reversed Vhalzarok, the orcish blood god of chaos and conquest. Idly, Azalmora wondered how many of the warlocks realized that the blood gods were in fact real. Strictly speaking, they were not gods but powerful orcish wizards who had transcended mortality long ago to become immortal beings of power. Of course, in exchange for that great power, they had lost the ability to interact with the material world and had to act through their followers. Then the dark elves had brought the orcs here to act as their soldiers and slaves, and the shadow of the blood gods had followed.

		

		Today, if Azalmora had her way, Vhalzarok was going to lose another follower.

		

		The crimson light brightened, and Mharoslav loosed his spell of chaos magic at Valdranek’s army. It took the form of a whirling vortex of red flame that sped across the battlefield. Valdranek’s priests and sorcerers combined their spells, creating a wall of flickering shadows that held the vortex at bay.

		

		But the ward did nothing else. The wall of shadows began to flicker, bending inward beneath the weight of the vortex. The xortami priests trembled with effort, pouring more of their power into keeping the vortex of red fire washing over them. They were trying to drain away the vortex’s magic with wards of entropy, which was the wrong approach. Chaos magic was a perversion of the normal laws of magic, and entropy only fed it.

		

		Azalmora watched as a few of Valdranek’s weaker priests died, their bodies twisting and warping as the chaos magic reached into their bodies and transformed them. Fortunately for the priests, the transformation was fatal, their bodies no longer able to sustain themselves.

		

		A swift death, albeit a painful one.

		

		They were acceptable losses, necessary to demonstrate Azalmora’s power to Valdranek and his captains.

		

		She waited until a few more of the xortami priests had fallen and then cast a spell, drawing on her full power and the well of dark strength that seethed within Ghostruin. The whispers of the dark soulblade’s previous bearers echoed through her mind, but she ignored them. Azalmora raised her hand, and a lance of ghostly blue flame leaped from her palm and stabbed into the vortex. She fed the power of dark magic into it, more and more, until the chaos spell collapsed under its own weight and vanished into nothingness.

		

		As the spell unraveled, she sensed the tendrils leading back to Mharoslav and hurled a surge of power through them. Azalmora felt Mharoslav’s mind on the other end of the connection, and she sensed his power. It was, indeed, very strong.

		

		But so was hers, and she was far older and had wielded the power of dark magic for much longer. She caught a brief glimpse of his shock as he realized just what the sword in her hand was, and then his defenses rose. They proved strong enough to resist the battering of her attack, at least at this distance, but her magic forced Mharoslav to remain on the defensive, with no concentration to spare for anything else but his own protection.

		

		And given enough time, she would wear him down and kill him.

		

		Valdranek gave commands to his captains, and his warriors advanced, his kobolds sending volleys of arrows at the enemy. Makarov moved his soldiers to meet them, and soon the battle was joined in earnest.

		

		There was no sound in the world, none at all, like two masses of soldiers crashing into each other. The clangor of steel again steel, the sounds of blades splitting flesh and crushing bone, the howls of rage and pain, and the metallic smell of spilled blood, Azalmora was familiar with all of them.

		

		Finally, Mharoslav withdrew from the fighting, wrapping himself in a spell of concealment so that Azalmora’s power could no longer reach him. That suited Azalmora just fine as it freed her to turn her spells against the common xortami warriors. She called great blasts of dark magic, her spells fueled by Ghostruin’s power, and sent spheres of whirling blue fire and vortexes of twisting shadow into Makarov’s ranks, killing scores of xortami warriors and opening gaps in the lines where Valdranek’s soldiers could strike. But she didn’t kill too many – ideally, they would wipe out Makarov and his captains, and Valdranek would take control of Makarov’s army.

		

		The battle was over after an hour.

		

		Makarov’s army fell back, withdrawing to the southeast and the large hill there. Azalmora kept her sensing spells active but walked to join Valdranek.

		

		“It seems we are victorious for now, Lady Azalmora,” Valdranek told her through the mindspeech. He had indeed learned it with satisfactory speed. Properly guided, he would make an excellent first emperor for her new empire. “But Makarov was not slain, and nor were his captains. They will regroup and come again.”

		

		“You may rest assured,” said Azalmora through the mindspeech, “that Mharoslav’s powers will not threaten you.”

		

		“It seems I was wise to grant your alliance,” said Valdranek. “Else his chaos magic might have proven decisive.”

		

		“No doubt Mharoslav claimed as much to Makarov,” said Azalmora. “Perhaps Makarov is reconsidering the matter even as we speak.”

		

		Dark amusement entered Valdranek’s thought, but that seemed to be the only kind of amusement the xortami ever had.

		

		White light shone behind them.

		

		Azalmora turned, startled. It was late afternoon by then, the sun starting to slip away beneath the western hills.

		

		That meant the blazing pillar of light rising from the hill to the north was all the brighter.

		

		“What is that?” said Valdranek aloud.

		

		“The Waystone,” said Azalmora. “The Swordbearers are there.”

		

		And then she felt the surge of dark magic, and all six of her hidden eyes opened in astonishment as she recognized the aura.

		

		“Impossible,” she said.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 12: Ancient Enemies

		

		The Guardian led the way through the maze of the Deeps.

		

		They made good time. Gareth found it an almost absurd relief to travel without leading the horses around every damned bump or obstacle in the path. Though the horses carried most of their food, and from the way his rucksack’s straps dug into his shoulders, Gareth was grateful for all the supplies the animals had carried.

		

		Hopefully, the dvargir would not steal the animals.

		

		He was also grateful that Morigna had not been hurt by the arrow. Partly it was because she had already helped them at great risk. At the moment, it was mostly because without her Sight and ability to memorize the dvargir map, they would have been hopelessly lost after the first five minutes. This section of the Deeps seemed to consist mostly of narrow tunnels that twisted and wound back and forth. In places, the floor was smooth and rippled, likely molten stone that had flowed through the channel and cooled.

		

		A few times they moved through larger caverns, and often there were rifts in the floor that glowed with fiery light, heat radiating from their depths. They took care to avoid those cracks.

		

		And with every step, the throbbing in Gareth’s head intensified.

		

		It wasn’t painful, not exactly. Neither was it comfortable, but it demanded his attention, and it was an effort to remain focused on the path. It would be regrettable if he had come all this way only to trip and fall into a molten chasm a few miles from the last Waystone.

		

		The throbbing was a compulsion.

		

		He had to reach the final Waystone. There was no way he could turn back now. Even if there had been a thousand xortami warriors standing before the Waystone, Gareth still would have pressed onward. He hoped that their stratagem had been successful, that they had drawn Valdranek’s army away from the Waystone, because Gareth could not stop himself.

		

		The tunnels sloped upward, though they became narrower as they did, and they had to go single file. The next tunnel ended in a small cavern, and at the far end, Gareth saw the familiar black arch with the spiral dvargir stairs climbing upward.

		

		“This should put us on the north side of the hill with the Waystone,” said Morigna.

		

		“Yes,” said Gareth, pointing at the ceiling. “It’s to the south. Not far.”

		

		“Well,” said Crake, “we’ve come a long bloody way. Let’s see what the final Waystone looks like.” He looked at Gareth. “I don’t suppose you know how long this will take?”

		

		“I don’t,” said Gareth.

		

		“If it knocks Gareth unconscious, we will carry him back to the tunnels and escape that way,” said Morigna. “Because we dare not linger long by the Waystone. I suspect activating the stone will alter its magical aura, and Azalmora and the xortami priests will realize at once.”

		

		“Then we had better hurry,” said Gareth.

		

		They went through the arch and up the spiral stairs. As before, the stairs ended in a sealed doorway of featureless back stone. Morigna had Joachim used their spells to release the door.

		

		It swung open on silent hinges, and Gareth and the others stepped onto the surface.

		

		The landscape north of the shallow hill was a stony, barren plain that stretched until it reached the wall of mist that sealed off Takaris. With a burst of unease, Gareth realized that he had seen this stony plain before, that it stretched right to the gates of Takaris where Niara and Xothalaxiar had fought their final battle.

		

		The wall of mist looked much more imposing up close.

		

		The dreams hadn’t conveyed the reality of it to Gareth, probably because his full attention had been on Niara most of the time. But the mist had a presence to it. Gareth felt certain that if he walked into it, he would bounce off as if he had tried to walk into a granite wall.

		

		Or it would dissolve him, if it was a more potent version of Morigna’s acidic mist.

		

		His gaze swung to the low hill rising to the south. He heard the clamor of battle from its other side, the familiar clash of metal and the snarls and howls of the xortami. There were also flashes of blue light, and Stormshield pulsed in anger. This time his soulblade wasn’t reacting to the tracking spells of the priests but to the dark magic unleashed in the battle. The xortami sorcerers and priests were hurling spells at one another.

		

		Gareth hoped they managed to kill each other off.

		

		The top of the hill demanded his attention. He knew, beyond all doubt, that the final Waystone was there, so close that he could almost see it.

		

		“This way,” said Gareth, and he started up the hill.

		

		“We should run,” said Morigna, but Gareth needed no prompting. He was already running up the hill as fast as he could manage, heedless of the potentially treacherous footing off loose rocks and hidden ice.

		

		The pull of the Waystone drew him onward.

		

		A few moments later, he reached the top of the hill. To the southeast, he saw the clifftop where they had overlooked Valdranek’s camp. The battle raged beyond the camp, lines of xortami warriors crashing into one another, flights of arrows soaring overhead, blue fire and shadow rippling back and forth as the priests and wizards unleashed the powers of dark magic.

		

		Gareth barely noticed any of it.

		

		The Waystone held his full attention.

		

		It sat on the usual plinth of gray stone, a round sphere of white rock about two feet across. Niara’s sigil, a ring pierced by a dagger, had been carved into the top of the stone. The rest of the world shrank away until only the sphere atop the plinth seemed to remain in existence.

		

		“Joachim,” came Morigna’s voice from somewhere far away. “Be ready to cast the healing spell. Swordbearers, you might need to use your soulblades’ healing magic as well.”

		

		“What is it going to do to him?” said Joachim.

		

		Gareth barely heeded the voices.

		

		He took one step forward, then another.

		

		“I do not know,” said Morigna. “I have never seen an aura like this. If the Waystone is simply a repository for Niara’s memories, it should not be acting this way. It should not be drawing Gareth like this. Either the Waystone has been damaged, or…”

		

		“Or what?” said Joachim.

		

		“Or something else is happening, something that I do not understand,” finished Morigna.

		

		Gareth stopped before the final Waystone.

		

		It was almost like that day nearly two years earlier when he had stood before the first Waystone in the western bounds of the Qazaluuskan Forest. Back then, Gareth had felt a faint compulsion to touch the Waystone.

		

		A gentle whisper in his mind.

		

		Now it was a thunderous chorus, like a thousand powerful singers all shouting the same song at once.

		

		His path had been leading him here for a long time, and at last, it was done.

		

		Gareth reached out and put his left hand atop the Waystone. Despite the cold air, it felt warm beneath his fingers, just as the previous two had.

		

		The small part of his mind that was not enthralled by the stone braced itself. When he had touched the previous two stones, they had shown him visions. Gareth expected to see one final vision of Niara’s death and perhaps the route through the wall of mist to reach the final Waystone.

		

		None of that happened.

		

		Instead, his bond to the Waystone simply vanished.

		

		The compulsion to touch the Waystone disappeared as well. Gareth blinked in surprise, and for a second, could not comprehend why he was standing here, a thousand miles from Andomhaim, touching a stone sphere a short distance from a massive battle.

		

		The symbol carved atop the Waystone blazed with white flame, and then a pillar of white light rose from the stone and stabbed into the air. Gareth tried to pull his hand back but found that he could not. It wasn’t as if his hand was physically stuck to the stone, he just could not make himself release it.

		

		“Gareth?” said Joachim.

		

		“I don’t know what’s happening,” said Gareth.

		

		“Every xortami on that bloody battlefield just saw that pillar of light,” said Crake. “Someone’s going to come looking around soon.”

		

		Gareth tried to make himself release the stone, and once again his left hand refused to obey.

		

		The pillar of light intensified until it looked like it had been made out of something solid, though it passed through Gareth’s hand without any resistance. He felt no discomfort, only that gentle warmth. The column of light shifted, seeming to fall like a tree beneath the woodsman’s axe, and slashed downward across the stony plain and into the wall of mist that sealed off the valley in the mountains. The entire wall rippled like a curtain caught in a strong wind, and Gareth felt a pulse of magical power wash out from both the Waystone and the mist.

		

		If the sorcerers on the battlefield hadn’t felt the first burst of power, they had definitely felt that.

		

		The pillar of light winked out of existence, and Gareth staggered back from the Waystone.

		

		No one said anything.

		

		It would have been silent, save for the cacophony rising from the battlefield to the south.

		

		“That’s it?” said Crake. “You didn’t have visions or anything, did you?”

		

		“No,” said Gareth. “I guess…nothing happened. Maybe you were right, and we didn’t need to come here at…”

		

		“No,” said Morigna, looking back and forth, gripping her staff with both hands. “Be ready. Something is about to happen. The aura…”

		

		The wall of mist flashed with white light and then with blue. A half-second after that, the symbol atop the Waystone blazed with white fire. The air around it rippled like it was pulling the world into itself.

		

		Ten yards away further down the hilltop, a vortex of shadows and blue fire appeared.

		

		The Waystone went dark, and the vortex vanished.

		

		The visions returned to Gareth.

		

		Niara stood a few paces away, wearing her battered armor, her face smudged with soot and sweat. The bronze staff glowed with the white fire of the Well of Tarlion in her right hand, and elemental fires crackled around the fingers of her left. Her strange blue-purple eyes were wide with rage and bloodshot from fatigue, her lips pulled back from her teeth in a snarl.

		

		Xothalaxiar loomed where the vortex had been, a terrifying image of majesty and dark power. The great red urdmordar loomed like a tower, her body the size of two adult oxen put together, her eight spiderly legs like chitinous lances. Where a spider’s head would have been rose the torso of a human female, albeit a torso covered in chitinous armor. Long crimson claws tipped the fingers, and eight glowing green eyes adorned a face of unearthly, heart-stopping beauty. The sight of the female urdmordar in the fullness of her power was like a physical blow, and Stormshield blazed with rage in Gareth’s right hand.

		

		This had happened before. Gareth was still awake, still conscious, but he was seeing the visions of the Waystone before his waking eyes. The final battle between Niara and Xothalaxiar was about to play out before him once again, as it had several times in his dreams.

		

		Except…

		

		Except this wasn’t right.

		

		“What the bloody hell?” said Crake, as astonished as Gareth had ever seen him.

		

		Certain important details began to penetrate Gareth’s reeling mind.

		

		Niara and Xothalaxiar looked…real.

		

		He had always seen them before through the haze of dream logic. But now everything about them seemed sharp and clear. Gareth saw the beats of sweat tracking clean paths through the soot on Niara’s face, heard the steady rasp of her breath, realized that her staff smelled of hot metal. Stormshield burned with a rage he had rarely felt, like it was reacting to Xothalaxiar’s malignant aura.

		

		And Gareth had never felt the aura of power and terror around Xothalaxiar in any of the visions, at least not like this.

		

		All the others were either staring at Niara or Xothalaxiar.

		

		Like they could see the Magistria and the urdmordar, too.

		

		Niara looked around, confusion going over her face.

		

		“What?” she said. It was her familiar voice – hoarse and a bit raspy, permanently damaged by how she had screamed when her father had died.

		

		Her eyes met Gareth’s, and they went wide with astonishment.

		

		“What the hell?” she demanded. “You’re not real!”

		

		Xothalaxiar thrust a hand forward, and a blast of blue fire and shadow leaped from her talons.

		

		Before he knew what he was doing, Gareth sprang in front of Niara, calling on Stormshield’s power to protect. Xothalaxiar’s blast of dark magic struck him, and the impact drove Gareth back a step, shadows and blue fire splintering around him. The urdmordar had hit hard, harder than Nhalavask, harder than Khurnetsov, with more power behind the attacks than any dark wizard Gareth had ever encountered.

		

		Xothalaxiar was really here.

		

		They were both here. Niara and Xothalaxiar hadn’t died fighting one another before the gates of Takaris.

		

		Somehow they were both here, right here and now.

		

		Which meant that Gareth and his friends had an enraged female urdmordar, one of the deadliest foes the men of Andomhaim had ever faced, standing right in front of them.

		

		“Defend yourselves!” said Morigna, thrusting her staff at the urdmordar. A sphere of glowing gray mist leaped from the end of the weapon and struck Xothalaxiar. Or it would have, had a veil of shadow not risen around her, dissipating the magical attack. Telemachus cast his own spell, hurling a bolt of lightning at the urdmordar, but again the haze of shadows dissipated the elemental attack.

		

		Xothalaxiar let out a ringing laugh, one that pressed against both Gareth’s ears and seemed to claw at the inside of his skull.

		

		“Foolish girl!” she said, her voice both beautiful and horrifying. “You did convince Swordbearers to follow you on this doomed quest. Then let them die alongside you!”

		

		Gareth ran forward as Niara started a spell. A shaft of white and yellow fire ripped from her palm, elemental fire infused with the magic of the Well of Tarlion. That had considerably more effect than either Morigna’s or Telemachus’s spells, and Xothalaxiar skittered back several steps, legs dancing over the ground as she caught her balance. Gareth ran towards the urdmordar, calling on Stormshield for strength, and Philip, Crake, and Jerome followed suit. If any one of them could get close enough to Xothalaxiar, they could end this fight. It had been the knights of the Order of the Soulblade who had driven the urdmordar from the walls of Tarlion, who had kept Andomhaim from falling under the sway of the spider-devils. Xothalaxiar’s dark magic would not protect her from the fury of a soulblade, nor would her wards be able to shield her.

		

		Though Gareth knew that it usually took teams of Swordbearers and Magistri working in concert to defeat an urdmordar, and often some fell in battle. That was one of the many ways a soulblade passed to different hands in the long and violent history of the Swordbearers.

		

		The fact that Niara had been able to face Xothalaxiar alone had been nothing short of astonishing.

		

		Xothalaxiar looked back and forth at the approaching Swordbearers, her green eyes shining like malevolent stars in her face. Her legs bunched beneath her, and Gareth tensed, fearing the urdmordar would leap upon them. But Xothalaxiar sprang backward, and the jump carried her twenty yards away. It was disconcerting to see such a large creature move so quickly and with such deadly speed.

		

		The urdmordar gestured, and shadows exploded out from her, forming into wraiths.

		

		Dozens and dozens of wraiths.

		

		Gareth and the others had fought undead wraiths before. But never had they faced so many at once, and the ease with which Xothalaxiar had summoned them was disturbing. A deathly chill radiated from the wraiths, seeming to draw every shred of warmth out of the air. Gareth called on Stormshield to protect him from the life-draining aura, but Dietmar would have no such protection from it, and Telemachus’s spell to protect against dark magic would likely be overwhelmed by the sheer power of the aura.

		

		Gareth started to yell for Joachim to cast his protective spell, but white light blazed behind him.

		

		He looked back to see Niara striding closer, staff held before her. A ring of white light exploded from her, settling around the others in a hazy shell of translucent radiance. It was the protective spell against the wraiths’ chilling aura but cast with far greater power than Joachim could manage. And Niara still had magic to spare. A shaft of white fire slashed from her hand and cut through a half-dozen wraiths, unraveling them into nothingness.

		

		“Attack!” she commanded. “Attack, if you’re not all phantasms of my madness. We can take her. We can take her!” Her lean face was alive with rage as she spoke, her eyes all but glowing with fury.

		

		Niara broke into a run, and Gareth and the other Swordbearers followed her, Telemachus a half-step behind them, Joachim and Morigna hanging back to cast spells. Gareth drew on his soulblade for speed, but Niara reached the wraiths first. She swung her staff, the weapon glowing with white fire, and destroyed one of the things. Gareth, Crake, Philip, and Jerome followed, Telemachus’s sword crackling with magical lightning.

		

		One of the specters reached for Gareth, a hooded thing of shadow and black smoke with eyes of burning blue fire. He slashed Stormshield through the creature, and the wraith dissolved into nothingness. The other Swordbearers hewed into the mass of wraiths, but Niara remained before them, wielding her staff with one-handed blows as she unleashed spell after spell. Even while maintaining the defensive ward, even while fighting, she still had enough power and concentration left to hurl blasts of magical fire at the wraiths.

		

		Xothalaxiar gestured again, and a torrent of blue fire and shadow stabbed out at Niara. Gareth yelled a warning and moved to intercept, but Niara held her staff before her like a shield and cast a spell. A brilliant dome of white light appeared before her, and Xothalaxiar’s spell lashed into the shield. There was a massive thunderclap, and a gust of hot air erupted out in all directions. Niara staggered, reeling on her feet, but caught her balance.

		

		Gareth realized that she was utterly exhausted, that only the fire of her rage and the iron of her unyielding will kept Niara on her feet. He had seen magical exhaustion many times in his mother and more recently in Joachim, and Niara was tottering on the edge of it.

		

		Probably she had fallen over it already and was only still moving through sheer tenacity.

		

		But her defense had held against Xothalaxiar’s attack, and both the spell of dark magic and the ward had vanished.

		

		Niara attacked again, swinging her burning staff through another wraith. There were not many wraiths left now, and Xothalaxiar was backing away. Gareth felt the momentum of the battle turning in their direction. Xothalaxiar, like Niara, had fought a long and hard battle before they had appeared on the crest of the hill, and even the mighty stamina of the urdmordar had limits. If they could close, if they could overwhelm Xothalaxiar, they would end this fight here and now.

		

		But Xothalaxiar leaped again, landing twenty yards away to the east. Without slowing, the massive urdmordar whirled and fled with incredible speed, making for a cluster of forested hills. She was running at least as fast as a horse at full gallop. Come to think of it, she was moving faster than a galloping horse could have managed in that terrain. With eight legs, Xothalaxiar easily avoided the rocks and dips in the ground that would have crippled a horse and vanished into the trees.

		

		“After her!” said Niara. “She can’t get away now, she can’t…she…”

		

		She stumbled, and Gareth saw her face go bone white beneath the grime, a single droplet of red blood leaking from her nose. A shuddering breath escaped her lungs as Crake, Jerome, and Philip cut down the remaining wraiths, and Niara fell to one knee.

		

		“You’re hurt,” said Gareth, rushing to join her.

		

		She tried to rise, leaning hard on her staff for balance, but couldn’t quite manage it.

		

		Her eyes met his again as she looked up at him.

		

		“You’re not,” Niara said, “you’re not real. How the hell can you be real?”

		

		She sounded so bewildered.

		

		“The Waystones,” said Gareth, though he didn’t understand either.

		

		“But you’re just a dream,” she said.

		

		Then her eyes rolled up, and she fell onto her side with a clatter of armor.

		

		Gareth knelt next to her a second later, calling on Stormshield’s power to heal. But she wasn’t hurt. Niara looked as if she hadn’t had a proper meal in weeks, and her face had gone bone-white, but there were no wounds.

		

		“Brother,” said Joachim, hurrying to Niara’s other side. He cast a spell, white light glimmering around his fingers, and placed his hand upon Niara’s forehead “She’s not wounded. Just…severe magical exhaustion. The deepest I’ve ever seen.”

		

		“Bloody hell,” said Crake, lowering Valorforge. “You’ve been dreaming about her all this time, and she’s not dead? You were actually talking to her inside your head?”

		

		“I suppose,” said Gareth, gazing down at her face. “I don’t understand it.”

		

		“Nor do I understand, but I begin to suspect,” said Morigna.

		

		“Perhaps we can take counsel later,” said Dietmar, giving a wary glance to the south. “And preferably someplace far from here. Our battle will have drawn notice, and the enemy will come to investigate.”

		

		“As ever, you speak wisdom,” said Morigna. “Let us retreat to the hilltop with our horses. We can consider what to do next.”

		

		She was right. The situation had just gotten far more complicated. Niara was still alive…but so was Xothalaxiar.

		

		Xothalaxiar, who had started all this by seeking the Dragonskull five centuries ago.

		

		Which meant that in addition to Azalmora, Mharoslav, the dvargir, and Myotharia, now Xothalaxiar would be searching for a way to claim the Dragonskull, and a female urdmordar would be more dangerous than any of them.

		

		“We have to take her with us,” said Gareth.

		

		“Right,” said Crake, slinging Valorforge over his shoulder. “We’ll carry her. Though if we get into a fight, we’ll have to put her down.”

		

		Gareth nodded, sheathed Stormshield, and lifted Niara under her armpits. Crake took her legs, and together they carried Niara between them. It couldn’t be a comfortable position, but she didn’t stir. Dietmar collected her staff. Gareth feared the weapon would burn him, but the halfling lifted the staff without any ill effect.

		

		“Hasten,” said Morigna, and they jogged down the hill, making for the hidden dvargir door. Gareth drew on his bond with Stormshield for speed and strength, Niara’s head bumping against his chest as he carried her.

		

		Even through the fatigue and the growing sense of danger, he could not get over his shock.

		

		She wasn’t dead.

		

		All those times when she had scoffed at his insistence that she had died five hundred years ago, she had been right.

		

		But how was that possible?

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 13: Elder

		

		They reached the hidden dvargir door without incident. Joachim and Morigna opened it, and Gareth and the others hurried through the tunnels, making their way back to the cavern where they had hidden their horses.

		

		Despite everything that had happened today, at least one thing had gone right. For all that Gareth had worried they would lose the animals and their supplies, nothing had happened to them. The horses remained in the cavern, still soothed from Morigna’s spell.

		

		After a moment’s debate, they decided to make camp on the hilltop. The cavern was better sheltered from the wind, but the hilltop offered a good view of the landscape in all directions, which meant it would be harder for any enemies to sneak up. Gareth and Crake carried Niara up the stairs, and Dietmar and Morigna started urging the horses up. Joachim and Telemachus picked a location for a fire. They were fortunate that the top of the hill formed a shallow bowl, one that would shield the light of the fire. Between that and the pine trees, they should remain undetected.

		

		If they didn’t remain undetected, hopefully their enemies had larger problems. Azalmora and Mharoslav had already been trying to kill each other, but the arrival of Xothalaxiar might change things.

		

		Gareth and Crake set Niara down by the fire and straightened up with a grunt. Carrying her through the tunnels of the Deeps had been a challenge, but thanks to long hours as a squire, he was used to such work, and he had been able to draw on Stormshield to augment his strength and stamina. She looked oddly peaceful as she lay unconscious, the shifting shadows dancing over her face. Gareth remembered the dreams, how in one of them he had taken the place of one of her past lovers, the fierce intensity in her eyes as she straddled him…

		

		“I’m going to take a look around,” said Philip.

		

		“What?” said Gareth, shaken out of his reverie. Sudden embarrassment flooded him. Had the others noticed that he had been staring at Niara?

		

		“Before the sun goes all the way down,” said Philip. It was the very end of the afternoon, the day failing to dusk. “I’m going to the edge of the cliff and see if I can figure out who won the battle.”

		

		Crake nodded. “Don’t let them see you.”

		

		“I’ll jump up and down and shout at the top of my lungs, obviously,” said Philip. Crake rolled his eyes. “I’ve done this before.”

		

		Crake shook his head and looked at Niara. “Bloody hell, Southron. All this time we thought you had a dead woman talking inside your head. I’ve seen some strange things, aye? We’ve all seen a lot of strange things since we left Castra Marcaine. But this? This might be the strangest.” He paused. “You think we’ll see that urdmordar again?”

		

		“Beyond all doubt,” said Gareth. “Xothalaxiar came here for the Dragonskull. But she’s not stupid enough to fight four Swordbearers, a Magistrius, an Arcanius Knight, and a Guardian without help.” He let out a breath. “If I had to guess, I think she’s gone off to gather allies from somewhere.”

		

		“There’s a cheery thought,” said Crake.

		

		Dietmar and Morigna finished bringing up the horses, and Philip returned from the edge of the cliff a few minutes after that.

		

		“Hope you have some good news for us,” said Crake.

		

		“Valdranek and Makarov wiped each other out?” said Jerome.

		

		“I’m afraid we’re not that lucky,” said Philip. “It looks like the battle was a draw. Though if I had to guess, I would say Valdranek had the advantage, probably because Azalmora is more powerful than Mharoslav. Makarov’s army is drawing off to the southeast. I think they’ll end up at the foot of the road leading to this hill.”

		

		“That’s just bloody great,” said Crake.

		

		“At least we can retreat through the Deeps if necessary,” said Telemachus.

		

		“And my spells and Sight will ensure that we are not surprised,” said Morigna. “Come. It has been a long and wearying day. Let us rest and eat and decide how to proceed.”

		

		They gathered around the fire, distributed food and drink, and ate in silence for a while. Gareth was ravenous. The day had been long and tiring, and it had followed many long and tiring days filled with battle and intense physical exertion. Just as well they had eaten at Jarl Ivar’s grand feasts in Sigulforn. No doubt every bit of that food had been burned away since, and then some.

		

		And eating helped Gareth resist the urge to stare at Niara.

		

		“All right,” said Crake. “Guardian, you know the most about magic, so I reckon you’re the best one to ask. How the hell is a dead woman from five hundred years ago lying next to our campfire?”

		

		“I am not certain,” said Morigna.

		

		“That’s less than reassuring. Aren’t you the Guardian?”

		

		Morigna snorted. “Would you rather I tell you comforting lies, Sir Crake?” Her amusement faded. “I do not know, but I suspect. The Waystones were powerful magical artifacts. Niara wrought them to hold her memories, to summon a valiant warrior to finish her quest if she failed.”

		

		“But she didn’t fail,” said Gareth, unable to stop himself from looking at Niara.

		

		At least, a voice in his head pointed out, not yet. Her quest had been paused for five centuries. But now Xothalaxiar had returned to the waking world and would no doubt seek the Dragonskull.

		

		“The Waystones were linked to her,” said Morigna. “I believe she designed them to capture her final memories if she was slain in battle. So when she and Xothalaxiar inadvertently triggered the magical defenses around Takaris, I suspect those wards interacted with Niara’s spells in a way that no one could predict. They were…suspended, somehow. Perhaps trapped in the threshold between worlds or caught within the wards of Takaris itself. But when Gareth touched the final Waystone…”

		

		“That triggered the link,” said Joachim, “and pulled both Niara and Xothalaxiar out of wherever they had been trapped.”

		

		“Yes,” said Morigna.

		

		“That is mighty magic indeed,” said Telemachus. “Far beyond my simple spells.”

		

		“And mine,” said Morigna. “But perhaps it should not surprise us. The ancient xortami priests were wizards of great power and skill. Else how could they have forged the Dragonskull? Should it surprise us that the wards they left around Takaris were potent? And Niara was one of the First Magistri, trained by Ardrhythain himself in Cathair Solas. Her power was…her power is immense. Among human wizards, the only ones who could match her would be the Keeper, her apprentice, and perhaps the Master of the Arcanii in Owyllain. Maybe a few others. But not many.”

		

		“Then in my dreams,” said Gareth, “when I was talking to her memories…I wasn’t talking to them at all, was I? I was actually talking to her, to her real self.”

		

		“Of that, I am certain,” said Morigna. “Whatever entrapment caught Niara left her in a dreaming state. In your visions, you spoke to one another through your dreams.” She paused. “Doubtless Niara now knows more about you than you might find comfortable, Gareth.”

		

		“God and the saints,” said Gareth, rubbing his hand over his face. He had seen a great deal of Niara’s life over and over, including some of her most painful and intimate moments. But the sword cut both ways, and she had seen a great deal of his life, including the colossal and near-fatal mistake he had made pursuing the hand of Iseult Toraemus. In one of their dreams, Gareth had the unpleasant experience of watching his younger self make love to Iseult while Niara stood with him. Her only reaction had been to wryly note that Iseult made sounds like a piglet when she got excited.

		

		Niara would know things about him that no one else did.

		

		“Then…what happens when she wakes up?” said Jerome. “Is she going to go berserk and kill us all?”

		

		“I do not think so,” said Morigna.

		

		“You don’t think so?” said Jerome, giving Niara a wary glance.

		

		“She won’t hurt anyone,” said Gareth, his voice sharper than he intended.

		

		Crake’s eyebrows rose a little.

		

		“No,” said Morigna. “What I worry is that she will rush off after Xothalaxiar alone. If she does, she will be slain. The urdmordar will almost certainly be gathering minions to herself. Niara might have been able to fight Xothalaxiar to a standstill, but if the urdmordar has help…”

		

		In the gap between one word and the next, Niara sat up, the movement so fast that Gareth flinched.

		

		The Magistria sprang to her feet and snarled, her staff leaping from the ground to land in her right hand, magical flames blazing to life around her left. She stared at them, eyes wide and wild and full of rage.

		

		Then confusion started to set in.

		

		“This is a trick,” said Niara. “Some spell of Xothalaxiar’s. None of you are real. None of you can be real.”

		

		“It’s not a trick,” said Gareth, getting to his feet and spreading his hands. Niara’s gaze fixed on him. “It’s not an illusion. I don’t understand how it happened, but we were talking to each other in our dreams, and…”

		

		“I know you,” said Niara. She leaned on her staff, pressing the heel of her free hand against her forehead. “I know you all from my dreams. I remember you.” Her gaze fell on Crake. “You. The blacksmith with the soulhammer. You shagged that barbarian noblewoman in…Sigulforn? Yes, that’s it, Sigulforn.”

		

		“Er,” said Crake, taken aback.

		

		“And you,” said Niara, turning to Jerome. “The nervous squire. Then you became a Swordbearer. I thought you would be killed…but you cut down that Old One in the Qazaluuskan Forest.”

		

		“If…if it helps,” stammered Jerome, “I was nervous the entire time.”

		

		“You were the scout, the sensible one,” said Niara, pointing at Philip. “But you still ran off to that brothel in Cintarra while you were supposed to be protecting the Prince. Stupid of you.” She turned to Telemachus and almost lost her balance. Gareth reached for her, but she recovered first. “And you…the Arcanius. Connmar Pendragon’s band of cowards all got on their ships and sailed away.” Telemachus drew himself up, but Niara kept talking. “I thought all your ancestors would have starved to death at sea long ago, but apparently not.” Her gaze swung to Dietmar. “And you…your ancestors were all slaves, weren’t they? Slaves to the urdmordar. You told the others that’s why you are here.”

		

		“Indeed, Lady Niara,” said Dietmar. “It was through your valor, and those like you, that my ancestors were freed from the urdmordar.”

		

		Niara let out a wild laugh. “Lady Niara? Lady? I’m not a noblewoman, halfling. The daughter of a blacksmith and a former slave, that’s what I am.” Her eyes turned to Morigna. “You, though…I don’t know what you are. An elf of a sort I have never seen, and a sorceress, yes. But I remember you from my dreams. You were…looking for the Swordbearers, that was it.”

		

		“And I should have realized sooner,” said Morigna, “what had happened to you. Memories could not block my Sight as you did.”

		

		“I…I thought you were dreams,” said Niara. She looked at Gareth. “I thought you were a dream. This handsome knight who appears in my mind as I went to my death.” Her free hand darted out and seized his with surprising strength. She was several inches shorter than he was, and so wiry that she looked nearly emaciated, but there was a terrible steely strength in her grip. “How are you real? I…”

		

		Niara reeled, and Gareth caught her arms.

		

		“I think you should sit down,” he said. “And…you should eat something. When was the last time you ate?”

		

		“I don’t know,” said Niara. “Two days? Three days?” She let out a wild laugh. “Or maybe five hundred years, aye?”

		

		She sat down, facing the fire. Gareth turned to get her some food, but Dietmar beat him to it. He brought her some bread and dried meat, along with a cup of wine. Niara gazed at the food, and then took it.

		

		“Thank you,” she said.

		

		“You are welcome, Lady Niara,” said Dietmar.

		

		All conversation ceased while Niara ate. She did so swiftly, economically, without wasting a single crumb. Gareth knew that was a habit from her days as a slave in the orcish city Xothalaxiar had ruled. She had eaten all her food swiftly before the overseers could take it or one of the other slaves could steal it.

		

		Once she had finished, she stared into the fire. Already she looked better, some of the fatigue vanishing from her face.

		

		“I suppose,” said Niara at last, “that proves this is real, doesn’t it? In the scriptures, the Dominus Christus ate a fish in front of the apostles to prove that he was not a spirit.” She let out a hard laugh. “But you just gave me food to prove that you’re not a dream.” She coughed once and raised a hand to her mouth. “There usually isn’t aftertaste in dreams.”

		

		“One imagines not, no,” said Morigna.

		

		“I think I worked out what happened,” said Niara. She moved to sit cross-legged, laying her staff across her knees, and the others moved to sit around the fire. Gareth sat next to her and fought back the powerful urge to take her hand.

		

		“What, then?” said Morigna.

		

		“The wards around Takaris,” said Niara. “Specifically, the ward on the city’s southern gate, the one where Xothalaxiar and I fought. That ward was wrought as a trap, a way to hold foes suspended within the gate. It ought to have imprisoned us both and held us there until we starved to death.” She grimaced and gave a shake of her head, a few locks of white hair falling across her face. “But it interacted with the magic of my Waystones. I suspect it shunted us both into the threshold between worlds. Damn it!” She slapped her right leg with her hand. “If I hadn’t created those Waystones, then Xothalaxiar and I would have both perished, and none of this would have happened.”

		

		“But you would be dead,” said Gareth.

		

		“What does that matter so long as Xothalaxiar was slain?” said Niara. She rose to her feet with a grunt, pushing on her staff for balance. “Thank you for the food, but I must continue.”

		

		“Where are you going?” said Morigna, likewise rising. The others followed suit.

		

		“To follow Xothalaxiar,” said Niara. “She will have been weakened. If I can catch her before she recovers her strength, I can end this at last.”

		

		“You are not in any condition to fight anyone,” said Morigna. “And…”

		

		“Don’t lecture me,” said Niara. “I was fighting the urdmordar before you were born. Before any of you were born.”

		

		“There are other problems to contend with, my lady,” said Dietmar. Gareth knew the halfling well enough by now to recognize the voice Dietmar used when dealing with an unreasonable noble. “There are two large xortami armies nearby that have just fought a significant battle. Additionally, Myotharia is hunting the Dragonskull, to say nothing of a large number of dvargir.”

		

		“It doesn’t matter,” said Niara, though some of the weariness returned to her face. “I’ve come this far, I will not stop now.”

		

		“We believe you,” said Gareth.

		

		She looked at him and blinked, confused.

		

		“I remember,” said Gareth. “From the dreams. The Magistri didn’t believe you about the Dragonskull. The Swordbearers didn’t, either. But we do. We believe it so much that we traveled a very long way. And when you face Xothalaxiar again, you won’t do it alone. You’ll have Swordbearers, another Magistrius, an Arcanius Knight, and a Guardian with you.”

		

		Niara let out a quiet laugh. “Maybe. You forgot Master Dietmar.”

		

		“Master Dietmar,” the halfling said, “would be entirely happy to be forgotten by Xothalaxiar but doubts he is that fortunate.”

		

		“When did you get so persuasive?” said Niara, looking up at Gareth. She gave an irritated shake of her head. “I’ve never seen you before, but I feel like I’ve known you for such a long time.”

		

		“The dreams,” said Gareth.

		

		“You’re right, of course,” said Niara. She began pacing around the fire, restless. “I shouldn’t try to go after Xothalaxiar alone. Not when help is at hand.” She stopped in front of Telemachus. “Your ancestors.”

		

		“Your…pardon, my lady?” said Telemachus, taken aback. Gareth couldn’t blame him. Some of Niara’s shifts in topic were bewildering. He thought that had been an aspect of the dreams but apparently she really did talk that way.

		

		“I am sorry if I insulted them,” said Niara. “I never met them. Connmar Pendragon and his fleet had left by the time the Keeper found me, and I went to Tarlion for the first time. Everyone said they were cowards, leaving the rest of us to die while they fled the urdmordar.” She shrugged. “But they built a kingdom, didn’t they? I think I saw that in Gareth’s memories. Nine…nine cities, that’s right? The nine cities of Owyllain?”

		

		“That…is correct,” said Telemachus, watching her warily.

		

		“Can I see your gauntlet?” said Niara.

		

		“My gauntlet?” said Telemachus, confused, but he drew off his left gauntlet and handed it to Niara. The copper inlays flashed in the firelight. Niara went to one knee before the fire, turning the gauntlet back and forth as she examined it.

		

		“This is a good design,” she said, voice distracted with thought. “It should transform lightning into magnetic force, yes?”

		

		“That is correct,” said Telemachus.

		

		“Clever,” said Niara. She turned the gauntlet over once more and then rose, handing it back to Telemachus. “Why did you make it?”

		

		“Mharoslav,” said Telemachus, the familiar darkness going over his expression. “He is a warlock of the Pyramid of Iron Skulls, and his chaos magic transmuted his skeleton to iron. I had hoped to use this gauntlet to defeat Mharoslav, but I am simply not strong enough with magical power to employ it against him.”

		

		“That’s stupid,” said Niara, and Telemachus’s eyebrows rose. “No, no, not you. Believe me, I understand the need for vengeance. But Mharoslav. Turning his skeleton to iron? Stupid.”

		

		“All the warlocks of Vhalorast do that once they become sufficiently powerful,” said Telemachus.

		

		“Then they’re idiots,” said Niara. “But wielders of dark magic always are. They think they’re becoming powerful, but they’re giving themselves a lot of other vulnerabilities they wouldn’t have otherwise.” She sucked in a breath. “I’m starting to think clearly now. Could I have some more of your food?”

		

		“Of course,” said Gareth.

		

		Dietmar was already moving, and he handed her more bread and some dried vegetables. Niara took two bites, swallowed, and then looked at Dietmar.

		

		“We’re not going to starve because I’m eating all your food?” she said.

		

		“We are well-provisioned for some time yet,” said Dietmar. “Jarl Ivar was generous when we left his company.”

		

		“Additionally, both Sir Philip and I have some skill at hunting,” said Morigna. “Whatever fate awaits us before the gates of Takaris, I suspect it will not be starvation. Besides, you must be ravenous. You have not eaten for five hundred years.”

		

		Niara laughed. “I suppose not.” She finished the food in a few seconds, once again leaving no crumb behind. “So. We had better decide what to do next.”

		

		“How much do you know about us already?” said Morigna.

		

		Niara considered that for a moment.

		

		“Everything,” said Niara. “At least, almost everything that happened since Gareth,” her eyes strayed to him, “touched my first Waystone in the Qazaluuskan Forest. I thought I was dreaming. But I’ve seen almost everything that happened, at least through his eyes.” She squeezed her own eyes shut. “Myotharia. Damnation. I knew it was a mistake to talk to her. All the remaining high elves are gathered in Cathair Solas. The fact that she was living alone in that ruined tower should have been a warning.”

		

		“Could she transform into a dragon when you met her?” said Gareth.

		

		“I doubt it,” said Niara. “I told her of my quest. When I failed to return, I wager she decided that she would seek out the Dragonskull for herself. That means we have five opponents looking for the Dragonskull.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “Azalmora, Mharoslav, Myotharia, those scheming dvargir,” her expression hardened, “and Xothalaxiar.”

		

		“The best way to confound them all,” said Morigna, “is to reach the Dragonskull first and destroy it.”

		

		“Yes,” said Niara. “And that’s the trick.”

		

		“How did you get through that wall of mist?” said Joachim. “We haven’t been able to figure it out.”

		

		“I didn’t,” said Niara. “I went under it. You’ve seen for yourselves that the Deeps here are a damned maze. The xortami were clever, but they missed a step. One of the tunnels of the Deeps goes under the wall of mist and emerges just south of the city.” She paused. “I have no idea how Xothalaxiar got through the mist. She was there when I came to the main gate, and I suppose Gareth told you what happened then.”

		

		“What does the mist do?” said Joachim.

		

		“The mist? Nothing,” said Niara. “If you walk into it, you might break your nose if you’re really unlucky, but that’s all. It’s a clever little spell. If you want a granite wall that’s two hundred feet high and a hundred feet thick, it takes a while to build. But if you do it with a spell and some magical mist, that’s a lot easier. The xortami tied it into the defenses of the city. When the Dragonskull blew up their empire, the mist ward activated, and it’s been there ever since.”

		

		“Do you know how to get past the ward at the gate?” said Morigna.

		

		“No. I hadn’t worked that out yet,” said Niara. “I also hadn’t figured out how to get to the Dragonskull, either.”

		

		Morigna shrugged. “It would be easy enough to follow the dark aura, I assume.”

		

		“It would,” said Niara, “but that would get you killed. For one, Takaris is huge.” She looked at Gareth. “That was Cintarra I saw in your dreams, right? When those spiderlings tried to kill the Prince and all your friends went to the brothel?”

		

		“That’s right,” said Gareth.

		

		“For God’s sake,” said Jerome. “You don’t have to mention the brothel every single time.”

		

		“Cintarra is a large city, but Takaris was bigger,” said Niara, ignoring Jerome. “I think it was at least five or six times the size of Cintarra when you visited it. And the ruins are full of undead.”

		

		“Undead?” said Gareth. He didn’t recall that from the dreams.

		

		“Undead,” repeated Niara. “Lots of them. When they activated the Dragonskull, it killed everyone in the city. It also raised a lot of them as undead. They’ve been trapped in the ruins ever since.”

		

		“So to find the Dragonskull,” said Jerome, “we need to evade our enemies, pass through the Deeps, find a way past the spell on the gates, and then evade an army of undead?”

		

		Niara grinned at him. “You’re a Swordbearer, Sir Jerome of Dun Meridia. The men of Andomhaim don’t come to you with easy problems.”

		

		“Do you remember the way through the Deeps to Takaris?” said Morigna.

		

		“Quite clearly,” said Niara. She paused. “I know it was five hundred years ago, but for me it was…two days ago? Three? Something like that.”

		

		“Then I think our best course,” said Gareth, “is to reach the Dragonskull and destroy it before any of our enemies can find it.”

		

		“And then you will help me hunt down Xothalaxiar,” said Niara.

		

		“Yes,” said Gareth, meeting her eyes. “We will.”

		

		“I suggest we get some rest,” said Morigna. “It has been a very arduous day. Tomorrow, we can find the path to Takaris and the Dragonskull.”

		

		Gareth could tell that Niara wanted to set out immediately. But even her iron constitution had limits.

		

		So she only nodded in agreement.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 14: Retreat

		

		Despite his fatigue, Gareth volunteered to take the first watch.

		

		After everything that had happened, his mind was spinning, and he would have been able to fall asleep.

		

		Not when his mind kept going back to Niara.

		

		Besides, keeping watch gave him a good reason not to stare at Niara.

		

		For her part, Niara had fallen asleep almost at once. She had used a minor spell of fire to melt some snow and wash the sweat and grime from her face. After that, Dietmar had given her one of the spare Norvangir cloaks in their baggage, and Niara had wrapped herself in it and promptly fallen asleep. Gareth thought she might have been asleep even before she had lain all the way down.

		

		He understood. He had made the long journey here in the company of his friends, and he was still tired.

		

		Niara had come alone.

		

		Gareth stared into the darkness, keeping watch on the switchback road descending the steep slope to the east. He knew that behind him, Morigna sat cross-legged by the fire. Both her Sight and her sensing spell were active, and it would be difficult for anyone to sneak up on them.

		

		Difficult, but not impossible, as Morigna herself would say.

		

		And no one ever regretted another pair of eyes on watch while in hostile territory.

		

		Only three of the thirteen moons were out, their combined light bathing the land in a sullen reddish glow. Given how much blood had been spilled today, it seemed appropriate. Gareth watched the darkness and tried not to think about Niara.

		

		He failed utterly.

		

		When he had thought her dead for centuries, that was one thing. Their conversations always had a twinge of the melancholic, one that had amused and exasperated her since Gareth thought he was speaking with the stored memories of a dead woman.

		

		Except he had been speaking with a living woman, seeing her most painful moments, just as she had seen his.

		

		And now…

		

		What he wanted, very badly, was to talk to her some more.

		

		To take her hand. And then to kiss her…

		

		Gareth shifted and tried to force thoughts of Niara from his mind. Getting an arrow through the throat because he happened to be daydreaming about Niara would be a foolish way to die.

		

		Or stupid way to die, as Niara would have likely said.

		

		Because she was real, right there, and not a daydream.

		

		Gareth shook his head and let out a ragged breath, forcing his attention on the road.

		

		Snow crunched, and he turned, his hand dropping to Stormshield’s hilt.

		

		Crake approached, a shadow outlined by the blaze of the fire, his breath puffing from his mouth in the chill.

		

		“Trouble?” said Gareth.

		

		“Nah,” said Crake. He paused. “Well, we’ve got a bloody mountain of trouble, don’t we? But no new trouble if that’s what you’re asking.”

		

		“Who’s watching the cliff?” said Gareth. He had volunteered to keep first watch so quickly that he hadn’t seen who would watch the cliff.

		

		“Dietmar,” said Crake. “He says it looks like Valdranek’s army is keeping near its camp, but Makarov’s army is moving to the southeast.” He pointed towards the trees. “If you head to the south, you might see their campfires from here.”

		

		Gareth shook his head. “I had better keep an eye on the road. If someone in Makarov’s army thinks to send out scouts, they probably know about the road and might think to patrol it.” He paused. “Or Mharoslav will send out more parties looking for us.”

		

		“Maybe not until tomorrow, at least,” said Crake. “Morigna isn’t sure, but she thinks that Azalmora and Mharoslav fought right before we, uh, woke up Niara and Xothalaxiar.”

		

		“Who won?”

		

		“Azalmora,” said Crake. “So maybe Makarov doesn’t think so highly of Mharoslav at the moment and won’t listen to his advice.”

		

		“Perhaps he’ll kill Mharoslav for us.”

		

		“Eh, we’re not that lucky,” said Crake.

		

		They stood in silence for a while.

		

		“So,” said Crake. “Niara.”

		

		“What about her?” said Gareth.

		

		“Are you in love with her?”

		

		Gareth sighed. “This is revenge for me asking you about Ingvilda on the road to Musfell, isn’t it?”

		

		“Obviously, yes,” said Crake. “Also, Southron, we’ve been through a lot of battles together, and you’re a steady hand in a fight…”

		

		“But?”

		

		“But your brains stop working around women,” said Crake. “We saw that in Tarlion…”

		

		“Niara,” said Gareth, “is absolutely nothing like Iseult.”

		

		“Well, thank God and the saints for that,” said Crake. “Iseult would be pretty bloody useless here.”

		

		Gareth snorted. The thought of Iseult Toraemus, arrogant and proud of the fact that she never did any work thanks to her father’s servants, trying to survive in the xortami wastes was both very dark and very amusing.

		

		“She would.”

		

		“Not Niara, though,” said Crake. “She got here without any help. But you stare at her…you used to look like that when you talked about Iseult, back before you wised up about her.”

		

		Gareth almost told him to go away and go back to sleep.

		

		“Two years,” he said. “I’ve had these…dreams about her for that long. I thought they were just her memories, but we were really talking to each other. I saw all these visions from her life, including things I probably shouldn’t have seen, and she saw everything from mine. Including Iseult.”

		

		Crake grunted.

		

		“But all that time, I thought she was dead,” said Gareth. “And now she’s here, and…”

		

		“Ah,” said Crake.

		

		“What?” said Gareth.

		

		“You shagged her in one of those dreams, didn’t you?”

		

		“For God’s sake,” said Gareth.

		

		“That’s it,” said Crake with complete certainty. “See, that’s one of the differences between us. Women come and go. I’ll miss Ingvilda, but, well…I wasn’t going to stay in Norvangenheim, and she bloody well wasn’t going to come to Andomhaim with us. But you…you fall for a woman, and you fall well and hard. You thought you were in love with a ghost, but it turns out she’s not dead.”

		

		Gareth blew out a long breath.

		

		“She’s going to get herself killed,” said Gareth. “She wants to kill Xothalaxiar, wants that more than anything.”

		

		“I understand that,” said Crake. “When I was a boy, I wanted Warlord Agravhask dead, but your father killed him first.”

		

		“I tried to tell Niara that she had died centuries ago, that she and Xothalaxiar had killed each other at Takaris,” said Gareth. Which, as it happened, had turned out to be one of the more wildly inaccurate statements he had made in his life. “She told me that she didn’t care if she lived or died so long as she killed Xothalaxiar.”

		

		Crake grunted and looked back towards the fire. “Suppose I might have turned out that way if your father hadn’t killed Agravhask.”

		

		“I think,” said Gareth, “that she’s going to die in battle. I think she wants to die that way.” He sighed. “And I don’t know how to stop her.”

		

		“Ah, you need to use your imagination,” said Crake. He clapped Gareth on the shoulder. “It’s easy.”

		

		“And just how is it easy?”

		

		“Well, maybe simple is better,” said Crake. “We kill Xothalaxiar. Then you take Niara to bed and make her so glad to be a woman that she doesn’t want to die any longer.” He paused. “We might have an easier time of it with Xothalaxiar.”

		

		“Very funny,” said Gareth.

		

		“I know, I know, I’m a jocular fellow,” said Crake. “But I’m still right, and you know it. Go get some sleep, I’ll take over at watch. Oh, and don’t climb on top of Niara while she’s sleeping. She might accidentally blast your head off.”

		

		“As always, thank you for the wise counsel,” said Gareth.

		

		Crake grinned in the gloom. “I’m a font of wisdom, I am.”

		

		Gareth went back to the camp, wrapped himself in his cloak, and went to sleep by the fire.

		

		He made sure to sleep on the other side of the fire from Niara.

		

		###

		

		The next morning Gareth awoke and rose to his feet.

		

		The sun was just starting to rise to the east, though the western sky was still dark. The fire had burned down to smoldering coals. Jerome, Philip, and Joachim were still asleep, though Dietmar, Morigna, and Crake were tending to the horses. Gareth looked around, wondering if Niara was still asleep or if she had wandered off.

		

		Or if she had slipped away to pursue Xothalaxiar by herself.

		

		Morigna met his gaze and tilted her head to the west. Gareth looked in that direction and saw Niara’s cloaked form standing there, looking towards the plain before the valley of Takaris.

		

		Gareth hesitated and walked to join her.

		

		Niara looked quite a bit better than she had last night, not quite so pale, and the dark circles under her eyes had faded though they had not vanished entirely. She turned her head at his approach and smiled.

		

		“Gareth,” she said.

		

		“Niara,” he said.

		

		He was surprised at how…comfortable he felt around her. It hadn’t been like that with Iseult. In hindsight, Gareth realized that he had always been tense around Iseult, that he had always been trying to present his best face toward her. Niara knew him too well for that. She knew him better than Iseult ever did.

		

		Gareth would have felt completely relaxed around Niara if not for the tension of his powerful attraction to her.

		

		“Are you feeling any better?” said Gareth.

		

		The words sounded clumsy in his ears, but she nodded.

		

		“Yes,” said Niara. She snorted. “The Keeper used to say that I would feel better after a good meal and a good night’s sleep. I always ignored her, but she always turned out to be right in the end.” She pointed. “Look.”

		

		Campfires burned at the foot of the Waystone’s shallow hill. Gareth made out the shape of tents, saw the dim form of kobold sentries patrolling the boundaries of the camp.

		

		“Those are Valdranek’s banners,” said Gareth.

		

		Niara nodded. “If I had to guess, I’d say Azalmora persuaded him to stay right here. If I know the way that spiderlings think – and I do – she’s persuaded him to help her claim the Dragonskull.”

		

		“Why would Valdranek do that?” said Gareth. “He wants to be the emperor of the xortami, and if he helps Azalmora, she’ll end up ruling over him.”

		

		“At a guess?” said Niara. “Azalmora likely promised that she will rebuild the xortami empire with him as the emperor and the xortami as the ruling elite. The urdmordar did that often, back before the Swordbearers and Magistri. They would pick one tribe or nation – usually arachar orcs – to act as enforcers of their will, and that tribe would bring the urdmordar victims upon which to feed.” Her face tightened. “Xothalaxiar chose arachar orcs corrupted with her own blood. They brought her many victims.”

		

		“Azalmora will betray Valdranek?” said Gareth, hoping to take her mind from Xothalaxiar. Just as well try to keep water from flowing downhill, he supposed.

		

		“No, it will be worse than that,” said Niara. “She will keep her word. If she becomes an urdmordar, she will build a xortami empire with Valdranek as the emperor. I think the xortami live for about two hundred years, maybe three hundred, if something doesn’t kill them first. Maybe in fifty or sixty years, Valdranek will wake up and realize that he’s sitting on a golden throne in a golden cage and his golden crown is actually a slave’s collar around his neck.” She shrugged. “Or maybe he will prefer it that way. The xortami don’t think the way humans do. Then again, some humans prefer to live as slaves rather than die fighting for their freedom.”

		

		“We won’t have to worry about that,” said Gareth, “because we will destroy the Dragonskull first and then defeat Azalmora.”

		

		Niara huffed out a laugh and shook her head. “You sound like…”

		

		“Like a what?”

		

		“A bloody Swordbearer,” said Niara. “They all used to talk that way. It must be something about your soulblades. They make you want to rush out and smite evil.”

		

		“I am a Swordbearer, so why shouldn’t I sound like one?” said Gareth.

		

		“That’s fair,” said Niara. “But you’re all so damned…”

		

		He waited.

		

		“Optimistic,” she said, shaking her head.

		

		“You should talk to Jerome,” said Gareth. “He’s been convinced we’re going to die since we left Tarlion.”

		

		“He’s just nervous,” said Niara. “I knew a lot of soldiers like him after we broke the siege of Tarlion and pushed the urdmordar north. They would spend the entire day before the battle crossing themselves, praying, and covered in the sweat of terror. Then when the fighting began, they were cool as ice. Like Sir Jerome. Nervous half the time, and then he cut down an Old One in its barrow.” She looked back toward the valley. “It’s strange.”

		

		“What is? We have no lack of things from which to judge.”

		

		She smiled a little. “I know you all so well. Your friends, that is. I’ve seen them through your eyes, though I didn’t realize it.”

		

		“What do you know about them?” said Gareth.

		

		“Jerome is nervous and pious, but thinks with his manhood half the time. He’s going to end up a married knight with two or three mistresses. He also loves to gossip, and it’s just as well he’s asleep, or else he would see us talking and assume we were about to slip off into the bushes for a quick tumble.” Gareth laughed, mostly to hide the fact that he found the idea very appealing. “Philip is the most perceptive of you and the most thoughtful. A natural peacemaker. He’ll probably be a good lord someday. Crake is a blustering braggart, but he’s strong enough and skilled enough to back it up, and there’s no malice in him. He would either make a good constable, the right hand of a lord, or a hell of a smith. Which reminds me. If we’re not all killed, I have to talk to him about Gungnir. I’m interested in how he reforged it, and how this rune-smithing the Norvangir barbarians stole from the xortami works.”

		

		“I think he would be happy to talk about it,” said Gareth. “The trick is to get him to stop.”

		

		“Let’s see, the others,” said Niara. “Your brother is scared, but he’s here because he feels it is his duty both to your mother and father and as a Magistrius. Master Dietmar is also here because he feels it is his duty and because he’s a wise man who knows his history. Before the Swordbearers, the urdmordar kept flocks of halflings as cattle upon which they gorged themselves. Morigna followed your quest because she is the Guardian of mankind against dark magic. And Telemachus is here because he’s just like me.”

		

		“How?” said Gareth.

		

		“Because,” said Niara, voice soft. “Vengeance has eaten up everything else inside him. Joy, love, hope, pity – there is nothing else left. Only the need to repay Mharoslav for what he did. It is well that he joined your company, Gareth. Else he would have died.” She looked at him. “And then there is you.”

		

		“And what have you seen about me?”

		

		“You’re brave and clever,” she said. “Brave enough to fight, even knowing you might be crippled or slain. Clever enough to wait in the common room when your friends took the Prince to that brothel and to ignore the illusions Nhalavask’s concubines cast at you.”

		

		“I’m not that clever,” said Gareth. “The Spider Cult was trying to kill Prince Tywall. And those illusions…I was in the middle of an Old One’s underground tomb, for God’s sake. The odds of finding naked human women there were very low.”

		

		That ghost of a smile went over her face. “You might be surprised. I’ve known knights who would have been out of their clothes in three seconds.” The smile faded. “You wanted to be the perfect knight, but you were going about it too rigidly. That was your big weakness.”

		

		“How so?” said Gareth.

		

		“The world isn’t the way you think it is,” said Niara. “Or the way you thought it was. It’s more chaotic than that. You had a story in your head about the way things should be. You thought Iseult was going to be your lady. The queen of your life, I once heard a knight describe his wife that way.”

		

		“But Iseult wasn’t,” said Gareth with a sigh.

		

		“No. I suppose you were trying to do the right thing. You were just wrong about what the right thing was.” She gazed at him. “You’ve changed, I think.”

		

		“Making mistakes will do that,” said Gareth.

		

		She lifted her chin. “You might be making one now. You want to save me.”

		

		“What?”

		

		“I could see it in your eyes, in the dreams,” said Niara. “You thought I died fighting Xothalaxiar. That upset you. You wanted to save me, but you thought I had been dead for five hundred years.”

		

		“It was a reasonable conclusion,” said Gareth.

		

		The faint smile returned. “True. But I’m going to kill Xothalaxiar, Gareth. For what she did to my father, to me, to so many others. She’s going to pay for it. And I don’t care what happens to me in the process.”

		

		“I care,” said Gareth.

		

		Her eyes widened just a little.

		

		“And I think you’re wrong,” said Gareth. “You do care what happens.”

		

		She scoffed. “You think so?”

		

		“I know so,” said Gareth. “You saw us in the dreams, but I saw you. You’re as brave and as clever as anyone I have ever met. You made the Waystones, and no one in Andomhaim could figure out how the magic worked. And you like to fight, and I know you don’t care if you die so long as you kill Xothalaxiar first.”

		

		“I just said that,” said Niara.

		

		“But there’s something you like better than fighting,” said Gareth.

		

		She raised an eyebrow. “Is this going to be suggestive?”

		

		“Winning,” said Gareth. “Victory. That’s what you really want. Not to die fighting Xothalaxiar. You just say that to convince yourself that you don’t care. What you really want is to win. To kill Xothalaxiar and know that you repaid her for all the blood she spilled across the millennia. Not death. Victory.”

		

		Niara let out a breath. “When did you get so damned perceptive? I don’t think you used to be.”

		

		Gareth shrugged. “I learned the hard way.”

		

		“Because that is what I want more than anything else,” said Niara, her voice low and hard. “To kill that damned urdmordar. And then…and then who knows? Everyone I know died centuries ago. Once Xothalaxiar is dead, if Xothalaxiar is dead, I can start over. I can…do something else. I don’t know what. Maybe I’ll open a smithy with Crake and Lady Ingvilda, I know as much about metallurgy as they do. Or, hell, I’ll go back to Tarlion and give lessons to wide-eyed little novices in the Tower of the Magistri, I don’t know. Do you see? Nothing else will matter to me, nothing else can matter, until Xothalaxiar is slain.”

		

		“Then I will help you,” said Gareth. “When we find her, we’ll defeat her together.” She started to object, but he kept talking. “You know that I’m right. A female urdmordar has hardly ever been defeated by a single Magistrius or Swordbearer. But if we can catch her, we’ll have four Swordbearers, two Magistri, an Arcanius Knight, and a Guardian. That’s better odds than you would have alone. Do you want to die gloriously or kill her and have the victory?”

		

		Niara stared at him for a long time, the sky brightening to the east.

		

		“You almost,” she said at last, “make me believe that we can do this.”

		

		“We will,” said Gareth.

		

		The impulse seized hold of him, and before he could stop or second-guess himself, he stepped closer and kissed Niara.

		

		She stiffened for a second, and then her arms went around his back, and he pulled her closer. Niara felt almost feverishly hot in his arms, which he suspected was an aspect of her talent for the magic of elemental flame. Her tongue slipped between his lips, and her left hand came up to push the back of his head forward.

		

		At last, they broke apart, though she remained in his arms, her eyes glittering, her breathing coming fast.

		

		“Well,” she murmured. “It wasn’t just the dream. You are good at that.”

		

		Gareth couldn’t think of anything to say in response, possibly because all the blood had rushed out of his brain, so he just kissed her again.

		

		A branch cracked beneath someone’s boot.

		

		Gareth’s head snapped to the side, and Niara slipped out of his grasp to stand next to him, picking up her staff from where she had dropped it.

		

		Dietmar walked into sight, his expression calm. “Sir Gareth, Lady Niara. The others are ready. The Guardian thinks we should leave at once.”

		

		“Yes. Right. Of course,” said Gareth, trying to bring his thoughts back to order. He glanced at Niara, trying to see if she looked embarrassed or chagrined.

		

		Instead, she just looked pleased with herself.

		

		“Very sensible, Master Dietmar,” said Niara, striding forward. “We wouldn’t want to keep the Guardian waiting.”

		

		She set off back towards the camp.

		

		Gareth and Dietmar looked at each other.

		

		“Well?” said Gareth.

		

		“I have nothing to say, sir,” said Dietmar, “save to note that she is a substantially wiser choice.”

		

		Somehow that made Gareth feel better.

		

		“I heard that,” called Niara.

		

		He looked at her, saw her flash a grin over her shoulder, and she kept walking towards the camp.

		

		“Though one suspects, sir,” said Dietmar, “that you will have to remain on your toes, so to speak.”

		

		“What else is new?” said Gareth.

		

		He and the halfling walked back to the camp. The eastern sky had lightened while Gareth had been talking with Niara, though the cloud cover meant it was gloomy. The others were awake, the horses ready for the day’s journey. Niara stood with Morigna, who was drawing a crude map in the snow with the end of her staff.

		

		“You are certain this is the path?” said Morigna.

		

		“Entirely,” said Niara. She pointed at one of the lines in the snow. “Is that a cavern with a stream running through it? There should be a small waterfall at one end where the stream comes out of the wall.”

		

		“It is,” said Morigna.

		

		Niara nodded. “We need to go past it, through a cavern with some dvargir ruins, and then turn north. That way will get us past the wall of mist.” She paused. “Though the ruins might not be ruined any longer. If Great House Tzanar has an outpost somewhere in the xortami wastes, they might have taken over those ruins.”

		

		“We will have to take the chance,” said Morigna. “In any event…”

		

		She took two quick steps forward, eyes going wide.

		

		“What is it?” said Gareth. “Foes?”

		

		“Creatures of chaos magic,” said Morigna.

		

		Telemachus grimaced. “Warpwolves.”

		

		“Mharoslav must have found some more volunteers,” said Philip.

		

		“Can we withdraw into the Deeps?” said Jerome.

		

		“No time,” said Morigna. “They would catch us while we had the horses on the stairs. It would be a slaughter. I think our best chance is to make a stand at the top of the road.”

		

		“Then we had better move,” said Gareth.

		

		Morigna cast a quick spell of earth magic over the horses to soothe them since the smell of Mharoslav’s warpwolves might otherwise drive them mad. Then they took position at the top of the road. Gareth, Jerome, Crake, Philip, and Telemachus took the front, weapons ready. Morigna, Joachim, and Dietmar stood a few paces behind them, and Niara moved to join the Guardian. She cast a spell, white light flaring around her staff, and the glow of a warding spell settled around Gareth and the others. It was a ward of protection, one designed to act as an additional layer of armor.

		

		Then Niara cast another spell, an augmentation spell of speed.

		

		One more followed, an augmentation spell of strength.

		

		Gareth looked back at her, concerned that she was spending her power so quickly, but Niara did not look strained or fatigued by the effort. If anything, she looked…eager. Like she was looking forward to the battle to come.

		

		Niara glanced at Joachim. “What? We’ll have a better chance of winning this way.”

		

		“That…is a considerable expenditure of magical power, my lady,” said Telemachus.

		

		“I’ve had some practice,” said Niara. “But your ancestors fled from the urdmordar, which is why they met Mharoslav’s ancestors.” She grinned, fierce and wild and a little mad. “So let’s show Mharoslav how the Swordbearers and the Magistri drove back the urdmordar.”

		

		The first of the warpwolves raced around the final turn in the road, rushing towards Gareth and his friends, their eyes burning with crimson fire, the same light spreading like a map of flame beneath their scaly hides.

		

		Except…

		

		Those weren’t wolves.

		

		Mharoslav’s warpwolves had once been human.

		

		These things, Gareth suspected, had been kobolds, likely some of the vassal kobolds of Makarov. Whatever Mharoslav had done had made them larger, bulkier. Their scales had thickened and turned entirely black, looking almost like the armor of dvargir warriors. A row of spikes ran down their spines, and more jutted from their arms and legs. Their fangs had grown longer and sharper and gleamed with something that looked like greasy poison. As with the warpwolves, an air of the uncanny, of the twisted and the unnatural, hung over the mutated kobolds.

		

		Mharoslav could only create warpwolves when his victims volunteered for it, even if he had to coerce them, as he had done with Iseult in her final moments. But the xortami had castes, and the kobolds regarded the xortami as gods, or at least as representatives of their gods. If Makarov ordered his warriors and his kobolds to volunteer, then they would have done so without hesitation.

		

		Which meant that Mharoslav might have been able to create a lot of the creatures.

		

		That suspicion was proven right by the dozens of warped kobolds scrambling up the road.

		

		“Do not let them bite you!” said Morigna. “Their fangs are poisoned!”

		

		Gareth glanced back at Niara and was surprised to see that she was grinning, a feral rictus that showed a lot of white teeth. As so often happened in the final instants before a battle, a strange thought crossed his mind – whatever else Niara had endured during her life, she had taken good care of her teeth.

		

		But she looked like she was enjoying herself.

		

		“All right, Mharoslav,” she muttered, “let’s see what you can do.”

		

		Even though she was holding the warding and augmentation spells, Niara made a twisting gesture, and a sphere of yellow-white flame blazed to life in her left hand. She flung out her arm, and the fireball soared forward. It shot past Gareth and the other Swordbearers, hurtling towards the front row of the warped kobolds.

		

		The sphere landed at their feet.

		

		Then it exploded.

		

		The blast was so powerful that the thunderclap rang in Gareth’s ears, and he thought he felt a tremor through the ground. A dozen of the warped kobolds were killed at once, flash-burned to charred husks. A dozen more were flung backward, screeching, their bodies wreathed in flames as they tumbled down the hill.

		

		The charge of the warped kobolds faltered, their crimson eyes burning as they stared up the road.

		

		“God and the apostles,” said Crake. “Can you do that again?”

		

		“In a few minutes,” said Niara. “Need to rebuild my power. Might be better to save it. This is just the beginning.”

		

		The kobolds recovered their courage and resumed their charge. Niara flung three more blasts of magical fire, not as powerful as the sphere she had cast, but each one of those blasts destroyed another warped kobold. The creatures drew closer, claws rasping against the ground, and Morigna raised her staff and slammed it against the earth.

		

		Purple light flared along its length and rolled into the ground, forming the familiar distortion wave. It knocked the kobolds from their feet, and Gareth and the others attacked. The warped kobolds were large and more muscled than they had been before the malignant touch of Mharoslav’s chaos magic, but Morigna’s spell still knocked them from their clawed feet.

		

		And the soulblades dealt terrible wounds to their chaos magic-infused flesh.

		

		Gareth took the head from one kobold, wheeled, and stabbed through the chest of another. A third recovered and tried to spring on him, but he dodged, deflected the slash of its claws on his shield, and raked Stormshield across its ribs. White fire poured from the soulblade, burning a terrible wound into the kobold’s side, and Telemachus finished off the creature with a chop of his sword.

		

		The Arcanius Knight sidestepped and leveled his blade, and a web of lightning ripped from the weapon and raked across the kobolds. The creatures stumbled, their muscles jerking and twitching from the surge of magical lightning, and Gareth seized the opening, killing more kobolds before they recovered from the strike.

		

		Then the kobolds retreated, fleeing back down the road.

		

		A screech rang out from overhead.

		

		“Beware!” said Morigna. “From above!”

		

		Gareth shot a look overhead and saw the winged creature.

		

		His first thought was that it was a wyvern, but it was too small for that despite its great black wings. A drake, perhaps? No – the creature was vaguely human-shaped, and looked a bit like a xortami warrior, but with obsidian-black scales and burning crimson eyes…

		

		He felt a chill as he realized what the creature was.

		

		It was a xortami, or at least it had been, but warped by Mharoslav’s chaos magic. When applied to humans, the chaos magic created a warpwolf. When used upon a xortami warrior, it created a winged horror.

		

		And every warrior in Makarov’s army would volunteer for the transformation if the warlord commanded it of them.

		

		The winged horror dove, jaws opening wide, and Gareth raised his shield, preparing to block its attack.

		

		A cone of crimson flames ripped from its jaws and swept toward them.

		

		Apparently, the transformation also gave the creature the ability to breathe fire.

		

		White light flared overhead, creating a translucent dome of pale radiance. The red fire struck the dome and splashed off it as if the flames had struck solid stone. Joachim held his hands out, fingers glowing as he maintained the ward, and Niara cast a spell. A shaft of white flame leaped skyward and slashed across the winged creature’s torso and into its right wing. The creature loosed a hideous shriek, and the wing collapsed. It fell from the sky and crashed hard into the road a few paces away. Gareth just had time to see that the mutated xortami was far larger than it had been, and then Crake brought Valorforge down. The soulhammer crushed the xortami’s skull, and the winged creature jerked once and went still.

		

		“What the bloody hell was that thing?” said Crake, wrenching his hammer free from the ruin of the winged xortami’s skull.

		

		“A warpwolf of sorts,” said Morigna.

		

		“Doesn’t look much like a wolf,” said Jerome, breathing hard as he watched the sky for more of the winged horrors.

		

		“Akin to them, then,” said Morigna. “It seems that when Mharoslav uses his chaos magic upon a willing human, he creates a warpwolf. When he uses it upon a kobold or a xortami warrior, well, you see the results.”

		

		“The evil of Mharoslav,” spat Telemachus, “is like a pestilence. Stamp it out in one place, burn it out in a second, and it rises anew in still a third place. Will we never be rid of it? Will my family never have justice?”

		

		“More of them,” said Philip.

		

		A dozen winged shapes approached from the east, and Gareth saw more of the warped kobolds gathering at the base of the road, preparing for another charge.

		

		And two of the winged shapes were larger than the others, large enough to bear riders. They looked more like a grotesque mishmash of xortami and fire drake, and the two large creatures landed on a rocky crag about thirty yards down the slope, wings flapping as they settled. One bore the golden-armored form of Warlord Makarov upon its back, and the other carried the dark-cowled form of Mharoslav, the warlock’s eyes shining with crimson flame in the black depths of his hood.

		

		Niara took a single step forward, her chin raised as she gazed at Mharoslav.

		

		“Dietmar,” said Gareth. “I think you had better get the horses down the stairs.”

		

		Dietmar turned and hurried for the animals without waiting for an answer.

		

		“Humans!” thundered Makarov in the orcish tongue. “You cannot escape! Flee into the Deeps if you will, but it will avail you not. You cannot escape, for Mharoslav has taught my priests how to track your blades of high elven magic. Come out now, and I shall make your deaths swift. Defy me, and you shall suffer.”

		

		“And you still lost the battle to Valdranek!” shouted Gareth. If only there was a way to turn Makarov against Mharoslav. The warlord had to see that Mharoslav would betray him eventually.

		

		“When I affix your soulblades as trophies to my battle standards,” said Makarov, “all the nobles of the xortami will see that I have the right to rule. I, and not that pretender Valdranek, or that spiderling priestess upon whom he leans.”

		

		“Mharoslav will betray you, Warlord,” said Morigna. “He has betrayed everyone who ever aided him. You must know he will turn upon you. Look at the creature upon which you now ride! Was he not once one of your loyal followers?”

		

		Makarov let out a rumbling xortami laugh. “He was once one of my nobles! But one whose loyalty was not assured, one who thought that perhaps he ought to become a follower of Valdranek.” The xortami warlord showed his fangs, his eyes like chips of venomous ice. “But he has seen the error of his ways and never again will consider betraying me. With Mharoslav’s magic, I will build an army unmatched in the history of the xortami, and I shall claim the throne of the empire for myself.”

		

		“You will not,” said Telemachus. “For Mharoslav will betray you the moment he thinks it convenient, and you shall be just one more murdered corpse left in his wake.”

		

		“Come now, Sir Telemachus,” came Mharoslav’s sonorous voice. “Do not weary the warlord’s ears with our trivial personal dispute.”

		

		“Trivial?” snarled Telemachus, stepping forward. Gareth gave the Arcanius Knight an alarmed glance. “You murdered all my kin out of spite, and you call that trivial?”

		

		“Of course,” said Mharoslav, his amusement plain. “Their lives were meaningless in the greater scheme of the world, much like yours. But let us resolve our dispute here and now. Come down alone, and we shall duel, you and I. Why should the others die on your behalf?”

		

		Telemachus took a half-step forward, and Gareth grabbed his shoulder.

		

		“Don’t,” said Gareth in a low voice. “You know he’ll just kill you.”

		

		Telemachus let out a grating breath, but he didn’t move.

		

		“Get ready to run,” said Morigna, just above a whisper. “Dietmar has the horses down the stairs. I will have to seal them behind us.”

		

		“Poor Sir Telemachus,” said Mharoslav. “All this time and all this effort, and you still haven’t avenged your family. You still haven’t…”

		

		“Oh, would you shut up already?” said Niara. “Good God but you talk too much!”

		

		A second of stunned silence fell over the hilltop.

		

		Mharoslav’s cowled head turned in her direction. She grinned at him.

		

		“And who might you be, my dear?” said Mharoslav. “You weren’t at Nifheldun.”

		

		“I was, but it wasn’t called Nifheldun back then,” said Niara. “And I did tell you to shut up. No wonder Vhalzarok sent you to find the Dragonskull. He probably just got tired of the sound of your voice.”

		

		“And just how do you purpose to silence me, child?” said Mharoslav, a harsh note entering his words.

		

		She had actually irritated him, Gareth realized, the first time he had seen that happen.

		

		“Hush,” said Niara, and she thrust her staff.

		

		A ball of searing yellow-white flames leaped from the end of the staff and hurtled towards Mharoslav and Makarov. Gareth just had time to see Mharoslav flinch and cast a spell, and the fireball struck the crag and exploded. Both the fire of the Well of Tarlion and elemental flames engulfed the crag, Makarov, Mharoslav, and their winged mounts disappearing from sight.

		

		“That should hold Mharoslav for a least a few minutes,” said Niara. “We should run now.”

		

		The twisted kobolds shrieked and surged forward, and the winged xortami circling overhead swept towards them.

		

		“Run!” said Gareth.

		

		They sprinted for the stairs leading to the Deeps, Morigna’s staff already beginning to glow with purple light. Niara gestured and cast another fireball. It exploded with a burst of flame, and some of the twisted xortami veered off to avoid the fire. Three more of the creatures opened their jaws and breathed crimson flame, and Joachim cast a spell, again calling a dome of shimmering white light over their heads. The crimson flames hammered into it, and Joachim staggered from the effort of holding the spell, dropping to one knee.

		

		“Take him!” said Niara, whirling to face the circling xortami. “I’ll hold them off.”

		

		Gareth helped Joachim back to his feet, and his brother sucked in a breath, nodded, and kept running for the stairs. Niara thrust her staff over her head, white fire playing along its length, and a ring of brilliant flame exploded out in all directions. It passed through Gareth and the others without harming them and the trees without setting them aflame. But the fire of the Well of Tarlion chewed into the xortami, and the winged horrors jerked back with screams of pain. Niara hadn’t hit them with much power, but it still hurt them, and their advance slowed.

		

		But dozens of the mutated kobolds reached the top of the hill.

		

		Gareth hesitated, intending to go back and help Niara. He feared that she wanted to stay and die fighting the twisted kobolds. But Xothalaxiar was the one she wanted to die fighting, not Mharoslav and his minions, and Niara whirled and joined Gareth. Together they raced for the stairs, leaping over tree roots and scrambling over the stones of the long-fallen xortami tower.

		

		They were the last ones down the spiral stairs, and Niara let out a laugh.

		

		“What?” grunted Gareth.

		

		“Bet this was easier than carrying me up those stairs,” said Niara.

		

		“At least nothing was chasing us!”

		

		They reached the cavern where the others waited with the horses. The second Gareth and Niara cleared the arch, Morigna stabbed her staff into the wall. The purple light flared along its length and then sank into the rock.

		

		Then, as before, a rumbling sound filled Gareth’s ears, and the stairwell collapsed. Falling rocks choked it off, and a cloud of dust puffed out.

		

		But the way to the surface had been sealed, and they had gotten away from Mharoslav and his minions.

		

		For now, anyway.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 15: The Gauntlet

		

		“That was clever,” said Niara.

		

		“Hmm?” said Morigna, catching her breath from the effort of expending so much magical force.

		

		“Collapsing the stairwell like that,” said Niara. Gareth watched as she cast a critical eye over the rubble. “You transmuted part of the steps to sand, aye? And then the whole thing collapsed like an overstretched spring finally breaking.”

		

		“Something like that, yes,” said Morigna.

		

		“We’re not going back that way, though,” said Crake.

		

		“Considering that there are a few hundred mutant kobolds up there,” said Philip, “would you really want to?”

		

		Stormshield jolted in Gareth’s hand.

		

		“What was that?” said Jerome.

		

		“At a guess,” said Morigna, looking toward the ceiling, “Mharoslav is using chaos magic against the rubble filling the stairs. He’s trying to transmute it to dust.”

		

		“He can do it,” said Gareth, alarmed. “You weren’t there for the fight in the Yards, but we fought his warpwolves in the church’s bell tower. He corrupted the beams holding the bell to dust, and it fell and nearly killed us.”

		

		“Stone is more resistant to chaos magic than wood,” said Morigna. “But you are right, we should not tarry here. I suggest we head for the cavern at the intersection of five different tunnels, the one with the molten crack in the floor. We can decide how to proceed from there. Additionally, if Mharoslav breaks through, it will be easily defensible.”

		

		Given that tons of stone filled the stairwell, it seemed foolish to worry that Mharoslav and Makarov might soon break through. But Gareth knew better than to underestimate Mharoslav’s magic, and the warlock had hundreds of kobolds with him. He might set the creatures to work digging the rubble out of the shaft. If he did that, combined with his chaos magic he might have the stairwell cleared in a few hours.

		

		They needed to be gone by then.

		

		Joachim and Dietmar attended to the horses, and they set off. Gareth walked in front with Morigna, and Niara fell in next to him, eyes narrowed as she scanned the caverns for threat. She wasn’t a Swordbearer, but she held herself like an expert fighter, her grip on her staff neither too loose or too tight.

		

		He remembered their kiss and wondered if he would get the chance to do it again.

		

		“Never liked the Deeps,” muttered Niara. “Too many ways to die here.”

		

		“Lots of ways to die on the surface,” said Gareth.

		

		“That’s true,” said Niara. “They’re just easier to find down here.”

		

		“Amen to that,” said Crake, who was walking behind them.

		

		The rest of the way passed in silence, and soon they returned to the cavern that Morigna had described. It was a large, roughly oval-shaped space with a jagged crack about six inches wide and fifteen feet long in the center of the floor. Harsh yellow-orange light came from the crack, along with a faint whiff of something like rotting eggs, though Gareth didn’t think any poisonous fumes were coming from the fissure. Four more tunnels led off in different directions, some of them going upwards, others descending deep into the earth.

		

		“We should be safe enough for the moment,” said Morigna. “But we should decide upon a course before depart.”

		

		“Let’s sum things up,” said Crake. “We’ve got Azalmora and Valdranek’s army in front of the valley to Takaris. Azalmora’s trying to find a way into the city before anyone else. Xothalaxiar is out there somewhere, and she’s probably building an army or something. There’s also a high elven madwoman who can turn into a dragon somewhere nearby, and Mharoslav is trying to hunt us down and kill us. Did I miss anything?”

		

		“The dvargir,” said Gareth.

		

		“What? Oh, right, right. Mthrozgar and the dvargir,” said Crake. “So many people are trying to kill us that I sometimes lose track. Might need to start writing this down.”

		

		“Perhaps it would be best,” said Morigna, “if we set out for Takaris at once. Niara knows the way through the Deeps. If we leave now, perhaps we can go under the wall of mist and destroy the Dragonskull before any of our foes can react.”

		

		“We might,” said Niara. “But there are two problems. One, I don’t know how to break the wards on the city walls and the gate. I didn’t have enough time to study them before I caught up to Xothalaxiar.”

		

		“What is the other problem?” said Gareth.

		

		“The undead,” said Niara. “Takaris is huge, and it’s filled with undead xortami. Getting to the Dragonskull might prove a problem. You all fight like demons. The Swordbearers of the old days would be proud to see it.” The compliment cheered Gareth more than he would have expected. “But there are a lot of undead xortami in Takaris, and we can’t fight our way past all of them.”

		

		“And there’s something else,” said Jerome. “Mharoslav’s new monsters can fly. Can’t they just fly over the wall of mist and into Takaris?”

		

		Everyone considered that for a second.

		

		“They could,” said Niara. “At least over the wall of mist. The ward on the city walls prevents entry to Takaris from any direction. Mharoslav – and Myotharia, I assume – will have to find a way through it if they want to get into Takaris.”

		

		“We know that Myotharia already got to the Dragonskull at least once,” said Gareth.

		

		“She must have if she gained the ability to shift into dragon shape,” said Niara. “But from the way she was acting…her mind was so twisted around that she might not remember how to get into Takaris.”

		

		“Would our soulblades break the ward on the gate of Takaris?” said Philip.

		

		“They might,” said Niara. “I don’t really know. The soulblades could disperse it, or we might need to destroy specific anchor points.” She looked at Morigna. “You have the Sight, aye? Ardrhythain usually gives his Guardians the Sight.” Morigna inclined her head. “That will be helpful. You could look over the gate, see if we can identify any weak points.”

		

		“Then we should head for Takaris?” said Joachim.

		

		“I don’t know. I never like to show my back to enemy.” Niara bared her white teeth in a snarl, her eyes on the glowing fissure as she thought. “But the land before the gate is not a favorable battleground. Learned that the hard way, didn’t I? If we get there and can’t find a way into the city, we might be caught against the wall and our foes.”

		

		“Then I know what I must do,” said Telemachus.

		

		They all looked at the Arcanius Knight.

		

		“What, then?” said Gareth.

		

		“You will all go to Takaris,” said Telemachus. “But I shall go to the surface and hunt Mharoslav.”

		

		“He’ll kill you,” said Gareth. “If he catches you alone and without aid, he will kill you.”

		

		“That matters little,” said Telemachus. “It will draw him away from Takaris and the Dragonskull and allow you to reach the city. And he’s right about me. I have failed again and again.”

		

		“That’s nonsense,” said Gareth. “He was trying to lure you out…”

		

		“I know that, sir,” said Telemachus. “I know that very well. But his words had the sting of truth. For I have chased Mharoslav for a year to no avail. And when I did face him in the great tower of Nifheldun, he overpowered me. If not for your intervention, Magistrius Joachim, he would have slain me. If Mharoslav kills me, it matters little. But if I spend my life in his defeat, then it will be worthwhile.”

		

		Niara drew a breath as if to speak but didn’t say anything. A troubled look went over her face.

		

		“Lady Niara understands,” said Telemachus, gesturing to her. “She could not tolerate Xothalaxiar escaping judgment for her crimes, no more than I can allow Mharoslav to escape.”

		

		“Aye, but Gareth was right,” said Niara. “I chased Xothalaxiar alone, and I failed. And when you brought me back, if I had pursued her, I probably would be dead by now. The xortami would have overwhelmed me, or Xothalaxiar would have laid some other trap. And it would have all been for nothing.”

		

		“It will not be for nothing,” said Telemachus, “if you deny Mharoslav the Dragonskull. I will go out, and I will challenge Mharoslav while…”

		

		“Goddamn it, man, what will that accomplish?” said Niara. “You’ll throw your life away for nothing…”

		

		“Not for nothing,” said Telemachus.

		

		“And you’ll lose!” said Niara, her temper flaring. “If you want to die in battle, I understand, but you’ll lose. And that’s the worst part. When we fought the urdmordar and their arachar, we knew we had to win. Honor is important, yes, but victory is far, far more important. Because if you lose against someone like Mharoslav, your honor won’t save you. Your family won’t be avenged, and Mharoslav will walk right up to the Dragonskull.” She gestured at Gareth. “They’ve won a lot of fights with your help. They might not have if you had gotten yourself killed chasing Mharoslav. I do understand, Sir Telemachus. I do. But what would you rather have? Death in battle trying to avenge your family?” She made a fist with her free hand. “Or do you want final victory over Mharoslav?”

		

		“Then what do you propose we do?” said Morigna.

		

		“It’s simple,” said Niara. “We find Mharoslav and kill him. Right now.”

		

		Dead silence answered her.

		

		“I like this plan,” said Crake, “but there might be a few problems.”

		

		“We can beat him,” said Niara, “because he doesn’t understand the mistake he’s made. You don’t understand either, but I think I can make you see.”

		

		“What do you mean?” said Gareth.

		

		“Look.” Niara sucked in a breath, rubbed a hand over her face, and looked over them. “There are always consequences to having magic, aye? You know this. You, Sir Gareth, Sir Crake, Sir Jerome, Sir Philip, you all carry soulblades or a soulhammer. That has consequences and a responsibility. The soulblades drive you to fight creatures of dark magic, and you’re probably going to die in battle. Most Swordbearers do, not many of them die of old age.” Her gaze shifted to Joachim. “You’re a Magistrius, which means you have to join the Order and spend your life in service.” She looked at Morigna. “The same is true for Ardrhythain’s Guardians.” Her attention turned to Telemachus. “I don’t know the laws of the Arcanius Knights of Owyllain, but I assume the same is true.”

		

		“It is,” said Telemachus, who was watching her with a sort of grim fascination. Gareth understood. Niara was attractive, but she had a strange charisma that blazed to life when she spoke about battle. “Those in Owyllain who manifest magical ability are required to join the Order of the Arcanii. Though in recent years, High King Kothlaric’s treaty with the High King of Andomhaim allows them to join the Magistri, or potential Magistri to join the Arcanii if they find it more suited to their talents.”

		

		“But either way, they must join one of those two orders,” said Niara.

		

		“Or they are declared outlaw and must flee the realm, yes,” said Telemachus.

		

		“You make me grateful, my lady, that I have no magic,” said Dietmar.

		

		“Did you ever want any?” said Niara.

		

		“Not particularly, no.”

		

		Niara grinned and kept speaking. “But wielders of dark magic don’t always understand that. The smarter ones do. Azalmora does, I think. But not Mharoslav. He doesn’t understand the consequences. Else he would not have turned his skeleton to iron.”

		

		“The warlocks of Vhalorast have done that for thousands of years,” said Telemachus. “It is one of their trials of mastery to become a full warlock of the Pyramid of the Iron Skulls.”

		

		“It made sense,” said Joachim. “For most of its history, there was no iron anywhere in Owyllain or the neighboring lands. Plentiful copper and tin, but no iron. An iron skeleton is a useful defense against a man wielding a bronze blade.”

		

		“But they don’t fully understand the consequences,” said Niara. “That’s the weakness of most wielders of dark magic. They’re so afraid to die that they’ll do anything to themselves to stay alive and become stronger. Even turning their skeletons to iron.”

		

		“But what weakness comes from transmuting a skeleton to iron?” said Morigna. “Indeed, it seems like a strength.”

		

		“It seems that way, but it’s not,” said Niara. She turned back to Telemachus. “You know it as well as I do. That’s why you made that gauntlet.”

		

		“But I am not able to use it effectively,” said Telemachus. “I am simply not strong enough.”

		

		“But that is Mharoslav’s weakness,” said Niara. “Those iron bones. Show me.”

		

		“I…beg your pardon?” said Telemachus, once again bewildered by her sudden shift in topic.

		

		“I think she wants to see you use the gauntlet,” said Gareth.

		

		“Yes, that’s right,” said Niara. “Show me, please.”

		

		Telemachus shrugged, drew the dagger from his belt, and laid it on the ground. He flexed the fingers of his left hand and cast a spell. Thin coils of lightning danced around his fingers, seeming to focus on the copper inlays of his gauntlet.

		

		The dagger leaped from the ground and landed in his grasp.

		

		“Very good,” said Niara. “Impressive that you didn’t slice your own fingers off.”

		

		“That level of control is necessary,” said Telemachus.

		

		“Yes,” said Niara. “Try again, please.”

		

		Telemachus shrugged once more, placed the dagger on the ground, and again cast the spell. Lightning danced through his gauntlet, and the dagger sprang into his grasp once more. Telemachus staggered but caught the weapon without difficulty.

		

		“You’re tired,” said Niara.

		

		“We have had many hard and wearying days on the journey here, my lady,” said Telemachus, “and using the gauntlet to create the power of a lodestone takes considerable effort.”

		

		“It does,” said Niara. “Too much effort.”

		

		Telemachus shrugged again. “You are a Magistria out of legend and history. I cannot match your skill.”

		

		“No, no, no,” said Niara. “I didn’t mean that as a criticism. Ah, how to explain.” Gareth found it fascinating to listen to her speak. It was like her mind raced ahead of her tongue, her words struggling to keep up with her thoughts. “Sir Crake! When you wield your soulhammer, do you lay about with all your strength, or do you keep your swings controlled?”

		

		“Well, controlled, obviously,” said Crake. “Men think a warhammer takes less skill than a sword, but they’re wrong, and if they think that in a fight, they’re usually dead right quick. Quick, controlled motions, that’s the way to fight with a hammer. Never overextend yourself because it takes longer to wind up for a swing than with a sword.”

		

		“That’s it exactly,” said Niara, pointing at Telemachus. “When you’re using that gauntlet, you’re creating a force called magnetism. But you’re binding the magnetic field to the structure of your spell, but it’s much, much easier to create a magnet using ferrous metal instead of a spell. Which is easier? To carry six hundred pounds of flour by yourself, trip after trip, or to load that flour into the back of an ox-drawn wagon?”

		

		“The wagon, obviously,” said Telemachus. “Though in Owyllain, we don’t have very many oxen. We use scutians, mostly.”

		

		“I don’t know what that is,” said Niara. “But don’t you see? You’ve been doing this the hard way. You’ve been carrying the flour one sack at a time instead of loading it into the wagon.”

		

		“I fear I cannot follow the thread of your argument, my lady,” said Telemachus.

		

		But Gareth thought he did, and he was beginning to see how Niara wanted to fight Mharoslav.

		

		“Sir Telemachus has been creating a lodestone through sheer force of will and magic,” said Gareth. “But you’re saying it will be easier, much easier, for him to create a lodestone using a big chunk of metal,” Niara nodded, “and Mharoslav’s skeleton is a large amount of iron.”

		

		“Exactly,” said Niara.

		

		“What good will that do?” said Telemachus.

		

		“Think about it,” said Niara. “Imagine standing upon a battlefield, surrounded by warriors carrying steel weapons and wearing steel armor. Many of them have been slain and are now lying dead on the ground. Suddenly your very bones become a powerful lodestone, drawing every dropped sword and piece of damaged armor towards you at great speed.” She stooped, snatched a stone from the ground, and flung it at Telemachus. The Arcanius Knight ducked, the stone clattering against the far wall.

		

		“Why did you throw a rock at me?” said Telemachus. Now he just sounded bewildered.

		

		“Hard to cast spells when things are flying at your face, isn't it?” said Niara. “And Mharoslav has fled rather than face Swordbearers before. It’s even harder to flee from a battle when your magnetized bones are pulling a hundred pounds of weapons and damaged armor into your flesh.”

		

		“Then…you want me to transform Mharoslav’s own skeleton into a lodestone?” said Telemachus.

		

		“Exactly,” said Niara.

		

		“Sir Telemachus,” said Morigna, who had been watching Niara in silence. “We have all seen you use your gauntlet to pull the sword from the hand of a foe. But have you ever tried to turn an enemy’s sword or armor into a lodestone?”

		

		Telemachus blinked several times.

		

		“I…well…that never occurred to me,” said Telemachus. “I didn’t know I could do that.” He looked from Morigna to Niara. “Can I do that?”

		

		Niara shrugged. “We might as well find out now. Why not try with your helmet?”

		

		“Perhaps this instead, sir,” said Dietmar. He produced a small frying pan from the baggage horses and presented it to Telemachus. “If this test goes awry, I’m afraid we might regret it if you accidentally destroy your helmet.”

		

		“Sound counsel, Master Dietmar,” said Telemachus, taking the pan and placing it on the ground. He took a step back, drew in a deep breath, and cast a spell. Lightning flickered around his left hand, and a grimace went over his face.

		

		“I…it’s not working,” said Telemachus.

		

		“You might be putting too much power into the spell,” said Morigna.

		

		“It’s simpler than that,” said Niara. “Try touching the frying pan and casting the spell.”

		

		Telemachus grunted, got to one knee before the pan, and summoned his magic once more. Lightning played around his left hand, and he touched it, his gauntlet clinking against the metal of the pan.

		

		Nothing happened. Gareth reflected that the scene would look absurd to an outsider, an Arcanius Knight on one knee staring at a frying pan, a collection of Swordbearers, Magistri, a Guardian, and a halfling thief watching with intense interest. It was like the start of a very strange joke…

		

		Then several things happened at once.

		

		The frying pan leaped from the ground and slammed into Telemachus’s armored chest with a ringing clang. It struck with enough force that Telemachus was thrown backward with an undignified yelp, landing upon his back with a clatter of armor.

		

		At the same time, something seemed to seize on Gareth’s mail shirt and pull him towards Telemachus. He stumbled a half-step before he caught himself, and he saw the others all lurch towards Telemachus again. The horses began whinnying and stamping their hooves, their traces jingling. Gareth still felt the pressure, like someone had grabbed his mail shirt and was pulling him towards the prone Arcanius Knight.

		

		The pulling sensation ended, though the horses kept neighing and shifting.

		

		“I think, Guardian, that you should use your magic to soothe the horses,” said Dietmar. “Whatever happened unsettled them significantly.”

		

		Morigna nodded and cast a spell, purple fire playing along her black staff.

		

		“Bloody hell,” said Crake. “I’m not a horse, and I’m significantly unsettled. What the hell was that?”

		

		“Magnetism!” said Niara with obvious satisfaction. “You’re not hurt, are you?”

		

		“No,” grunted Telemachus, sitting up. Gareth held out a hand and helped pull Telemachus back to his feet. “Just…very startled.” He looked at the frying pan. “That took far, far less power than I expected.”

		

		“I’m afraid, Sir Telemachus, that when you made your gauntlet, you designed a very inefficient way to create a magical lodestone,” said Niara. “But you made an excellent way to magnetize iron and steel…and Mharoslav has an entire skeleton made out of iron.”

		

		“There is one problem,” said Telemachus. “I will have to touch Mharoslav for it to work. Getting close to him will be a challenge.”

		

		“And he can block the spell easily,” said Morigna. “That, unfortunately, is one of the strengths of dark magic – it can block elemental spells far more effectively than elemental spells can block dark magic.”

		

		“But we have wielders of the magic of the Well of Tarlion with us,” said Niara, “and we can break Mharoslav’s defensive spells. He can rebuild them at once, of course, but by then, it will be too late.”

		

		“We’re also going to need a battlefield,” said Gareth. “Someplace with discarded armor and weapons lying around. It won’t do any good if you turn his skeleton into a lodestone only for our own armor and weapons to be pulled to him.”

		

		“But this can work,” said Telemachus. “This stratagem can work.” He gazed at his gauntlet, and for the first time since they had met near Castarium, Gareth heard something that might almost have been hope in the Arcanius Knight’s voice. “If we catch Mharoslav, and I can strike him with the gauntlet...my family could at last be avenged. Mharoslav could be called to account for his crimes at long last.”

		

		“Then we have a plan,” said Gareth.

		

		“First, however,” said Morigna, “we will need to select a battlefield.”

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 16: Preparation

		

		They spent a few moments planning.

		

		Niara wanted to go to the surface alone, to scout the landscape and find a place where they could challenge Mharoslav. Morigna argued against that, pointing out that Niara had last traveled this land five hundred years ago, and while the caverns of the Deeps likely had not changed much in that time, any number of things could have altered the surface world. For that matter, it wasn’t safe for any of them to travel alone, not with the number of foes arrayed against them.

		

		“Then you shouldn’t go alone, either,” said Niara.

		

		“Nor shall I,” said Morigna. “Sir Gareth should come with me, I think, along with Sir Jerome. We worked together well during the battle of Nifheldun while traveling through territory held by our enemies, and I think we can do so again.”

		

		“But when you reach the surface,” said Dietmar, “will not the spells of Makarov’s priests soon locate Stormshield and Lightseeker?”

		

		“That could be an advantage,” said Morigna, “for it will draw Mharoslav to our location. But I can mask the soulblades from magical detection for a short time.”

		

		“If you can do that,” said Niara, “why haven’t you done it before? You might have saved yourself much trouble.”

		

		“It only lasts for a short time,” said Morigna, “and I am traveling in the company of three soulblades and one soulhammer. I could mask one for a few hours. Two for perhaps a little less. But four? That is far beyond my skill, and I fear that Makarov’s priests know their business well.”

		

		Niara hesitated, looked at Gareth, and nodded. “Very well, you speak sense, Guardian. I think I had better remain here with Sir Telemachus. We can practice a bit more.” She faced the Arcanius Knight. “You won’t need to touch Mharoslav with a little more practice. If we can get you within five or six feet of him, that will be enough.”

		

		“Mharoslav is clever and cunning,” said Telemachus. “He may not let himself be taken off-guard.”

		

		“Aye, he’s very cunning,” said Niara with that wild grin. “But there are many men who have brilliant plans right until they get punched in the face.”

		

		Crake snorted. “That’s one way of putting it.”

		

		“Come,” said Morigna, beckoning with her staff. “Let us hasten. The sooner we return, the sooner we can act.”

		

		“Agreed,” said Gareth.

		

		“Be careful,” said Niara, looking at him. “If anything tries to kill you, kill it first.”

		

		Gareth’s mouth went dry as he remembered the kiss.

		

		The hot air in the cavern from the fissure, that was all.

		

		“That’s what Swordbearers are for,” said Gareth.

		

		Niara nodded and turned back to Telemachus. “All right. The frying pan.”

		

		Morigna strode from the cavern and into one of the tunnels, and Gareth and Jerome followed her. They hadn’t taken this passage before, at least not that Gareth could remember, and it wound and twisted through the rock.

		

		“So,” said Jerome after a while. “Be careful.”

		

		“Yes, obviously,” said Gareth.

		

		“But I’m pretty sure she was saying it right to you,” said Jerome.

		

		Gareth repressed a sigh. Of his friends, Jerome was the most prone to gossip and had speculated endlessly about Crake and Ingvilda during the journey from Sigulforn to Musfell. It was just as well that Jerome hadn’t seen Gareth kiss Niara, or else he wouldn’t have been able to shut up about it.

		

		“The three of us were standing close together,” said Gareth. “Obviously, she was saying it to all three of us before we left.”

		

		“But she was looking right at you,” said Jerome, “and she looks at you a lot. Like more than I would expect.”

		

		“And what would you expect?” said Gareth.

		

		“Well…just that, I suppose,” said Jerome. “You spent all those time sharing those dreams together, right. You’ve been inside her.” Gareth looked at him. “I mean, not that kind of inside…”

		

		“For God’s sake,” muttered Gareth.

		

		Though a vivid mental image of just what Jerome was describing sprang to mind.

		

		“But you’ve been inside her head,” said Jerome. “So you know her really well. And she knows you really well. She has this hungry look when she looks at you, and…”

		

		“Sir Jerome,” said Morigna with some asperity, “this really isn’t the time for such speculations, is it?”

		

		“Er,” said Jerome. “No. I suppose not.”

		

		“And there is no telling how far that sound can carry in the caverns of the Deeps,” said Morigna. “Better to remain silent. Besides, since Sir Gareth and Niara are quite obviously in love with one another, one expects they will have to work that out on their own.”

		

		“For God’s sake!” repeated Gareth. Though he kept his voice down. As the Guardian said, no telling how far his voice could carry.

		

		“But such pleasant conversations will have to wait,” said Morigna, “until we are sure that we can survive the day. Best that we remain silent unless there is an urgent need to speak.”

		

		With that, Morigna followed her own advice and went quiet, and Gareth and Jerome followed suit.

		

		Though his mind chewed over what Morigna had said.

		

		Was he in love with Niara?

		

		He remembered something that Crake had said in Norvangenheim, that he thought Gareth had fallen in love with a ghost. Gareth had denied it. Niara had died centuries ago, and he was only speaking to her memory, not the woman herself.

		

		Except that had been wrong, hadn’t it?

		

		He had been talking to Niara the entire time.

		

		Gareth had thought himself in love with Iseult Toraemus, but Niara was nothing like her. He respected and admired Niara in a way that he never had with Iseult. What he had felt for Iseult, in hindsight, had been physical desire and nothing more. And while he did feel that when he looked at Niara, the respect and admiration were there as well.

		

		And fear for her.

		

		He had thought it unjust that she had died alone far from her homeland. Now she had a second chance.

		

		But she still wanted to kill Xothalaxiar, no matter the cost.

		

		Gareth realized he wanted to save her life just as badly as she wanted to kill Xothalaxiar.

		

		Did that mean he was in love with her?

		

		Probably it was obvious to everyone except him.

		

		But Morigna was right. They first had to survive. Gareth pushed aside all thoughts of Niara and focused on his surroundings. Even without all the enemies arrayed against them, the Deeps were dangerous enough. It would be a miserable ending if Gareth had his head ripped off by an urvaalg while he was daydreaming about Niara.

		

		At last the tunnel widened into another cavern. Morigna’s magic had illuminated their way, but Gareth saw a dim glow ahead.

		

		Daylight.

		

		“That looks like sunlight,” said Jerome.

		

		“It is,” said Morigna. “The map upon the dvargir milestone claimed that this was a natural entrance to the Deeps. It appears that the entrance remains.”

		

		“But if this is a natural entrance and not one of the hidden doors of the xortami,” said Gareth, “then that means Makarov’s scouts almost certainly know that the tunnel is here.”

		

		“One expects so,” said Morigna. “But we are a short distance east of the hill upon which we fought the warped kobolds and xortami. If my guess is right, Makarov’s host will have encamped a short distance from here.”

		

		“A dangerous position,” said Gareth.

		

		“This is so,” said Morigna. “However, we have an advantage. There is another hidden dvargir door to the Deeps a short distance away.”

		

		Jerome frowned. “How many of these hidden doors did the dvargir make here?”

		

		“As many as they thought necessary, one imagines,” said Morigna. “Remember, ever since the fall of the xortami empire, they have been taking xortami slaves back to Khaldurmar. A lucrative trade, no doubt, but a dangerous one, for the lizardmen are fierce foes. Should the dvargir miscalculate, a hidden method of retreat would be wise.”

		

		“So what do you propose?” said Gareth. “We emerge, attack the camp to stir them up, and then retreat into the Deeps through the hidden door?”

		

		“Aye,” said Morigna. “Then we will return to the others, bring them to the surface…and hopefully prevail over Mharoslav.”

		

		“It is risky,” said Jerome. For once he did not sound nervous. Merely somber.

		

		“It is,” said Morigna. “But we must be honest with ourselves. We face too many foes – Azalmora, Mharoslav, the xortami warlords, Xothalaxiar, the dvargir, Myotharia, all of them seeking both the Dragonskull and our own deaths. If we do not rid ourselves of at least some of our foes, they will overwhelm us at a critical moment or perhaps join forces to defeat the Swordbearers before they kill each other. And Niara has persuaded me. I do not think Mharoslav has realized the vulnerability of his iron skeleton, and we must exploit that weakness before he thinks to protect himself from it.”

		

		“Then there is nothing more to be said,” said Gareth.

		

		“A moment,” said Morigna. “I must cast the shielding spell over you. Else Makarov’s priests will likely detect your soulblades the moment you set foot upon the surface.”

		

		She turned and gestured. This time gray light, not purple, flashed around her staff, and she cast a spell, first upon Gareth and then over Jerome. The gray light shimmered around them like a shell and vanished.

		

		“It worked?” said Jerome. Gareth felt no difference.

		

		“Yes,” said Morigna. She staggered a little and then caught her balance. “For now. I had to use the mantle of the Guardian to empower the spell. It is a considerable drain upon my stamina. Just as well that I will not need to hold it for long. Come!”

		

		They walked the rest of the way through the cavern, approaching the glowing archway. The floor was uneven and covered with sand, and Gareth saw that the entrance was indeed a natural cavern, one that had been worn away by wind and water.

		

		The archway opened into a forest of pine, a layer of on upon the ground. To the west, Gareth could make out the shape of the cliff-faced hill where they had fought the winged xortami. It was farther away than he had expected – it was easy to lose a sense of distance in the Deeps.

		

		Many, many xortami and kobold footprints marked the snow. A lot of lizardmen and kobolds had passed this way, and recently.

		

		“We are in luck,” whispered Morigna. “They did not think to guard this entrance. Look.”

		

		She pointed with her staff, and Gareth saw plumes of smoke.

		

		Campfires.

		

		“It seems that Makarov has decided to put the hill between his army and Valdranek,” said Morigna.

		

		“Wonder why he hasn’t taken the hill and fortified it,” said Jerome. “It would be a strong place.”

		

		“Most likely,” said Morigna, “because Mharoslav has promised that between his creatures and taking your soulblades as trophies, Makarov will have victory over Valdranek swiftly. Come. Remain as quiet as you can.”

		

		They headed to the west, moving towards the large hill and the smoke. To Gareth’s left, a low ridge of hills ran from west to east, stony and covered in pine trees. The natural entrance to the Deeps had been in the face of one of those hills, and no doubt the dvargir door as well.

		

		An alarming thought occurred to him, one that he should have realized sooner.

		

		“Can you open the door with Joachim’s magic?” said Gareth in a soft voice.

		

		Morigna nodded. “There have been considerable opportunities to practice of late. The camp.”

		

		Ahead the pine trees thinned as they approached the base of the hill. A lot of tents stood there, along with banners written with the alien glyphs of the xortami. Gareth spotted kobolds prowling through the edges of the camp, carrying axes. The creatures were felling pine trees and chopping them into firewood.

		

		“Good,” said Morigna. “It seems that we have caught them unawares.” She gestured to the side. “The secret door is a short distance that way. We shall strike hard and fast, do as much damage as we can, and then retreat.”

		

		Gareth and Jerome followed Morigna along the line of hills, drawing closer to the xortami camp and the laboring kobolds. Sooner or later, the creatures were going to notice them. Gareth kept Stormshield in his scabbard, though his hand itched to draw the weapon. Given the aura of dark magic that hung over this entire land, drawing the soulblade would cause it to burst into white flames. The kobolds laboring to collect firewood could not fail to miss that.

		

		Morigna stopped at the edge of the trees, not far from a fresh stump where the kobolds had cut down one of the pines. A coat of green needles lay over the nearby snow, along with the drag marks where the kobolds had pulled away the tree.

		

		“I will release your masking spells now,” said Morigna. “Do not draw your soulblades until we are noticed. I want to see how much damage I can do to their camp first.”

		

		Gareth nodded once more, and Jerome set himself, hand resting on Lightseeker’s hilt. Morigna drew herself up, and purple light flashed along the length of her staff. She lifted her right hand, and a sphere of mist swirled to life over her fingers.

		

		Then Morigna flung the sphere, and another, and another.

		

		The spheres of mist splashed against the sides of various tents to no effect. Gareth wondered why Morigna bothered. Then he realized that the mist was acidic. Wisps of smoke rose from the cloth as the acid sank into it, and the tents started to burn. The pavilions must have been treated to keep them waterproof, but whatever substance the xortami used for waterproofing was flammable because the tents started to burn faster than Gareth would have expected.

		

		Morigna set seven of them ablaze before one of the kobolds noticed that something was wrong.

		

		The creature was busy chopping a pine. Then it looked over and saw a burning tent and let out a growling yell. It looked back and forth, and its eyes happened to fall upon Gareth and the others.

		

		“Now!” said Morigna.

		

		Gareth yanked Stormshield from its scabbard, and Jerome followed with Lightseeker. Both soulblades burst into white flames, and the Swordbearers charged, the Guardian a few steps behind them. The kobolds saw them coming and brandished its wood axe, and Gareth drew on Stormshield for speed.

		

		The soulblade took off the kobold’s head with a single chop.

		

		More kobolds converged on them, all of them armed with axes. Gareth was impressed despite himself. He would have expected the kobolds to flee and get help, but it seemed they were unwilling to fail their xortami masters. Gareth and Jerome went on the attack, Gareth leading with his high elven shield, Jerome with his shield of dark elven steel. Together they cut down kobold after kobold, leaving the creatures slain upon the snow.

		

		A blast of horns came from the camp, followed by the sounds of xortami voices. Someone had noticed the smoke, or perhaps the sounds of fighting, or maybe one of the kobold woodcutters had been brighter than its fellows and had run to warn someone. Four crimson-scaled xortami warriors emerged from between two of the burning tents, skidded to a halt, and gazed at the flames with dismay.

		

		Gareth rushed them before they could recover. The lizardmen turned, reaching for their weapons. Gareth reached the first warrior before the xortami could lift its sword, and he killed the lizardman with a chop to the neck. Jerome killed a second, Lightseeker crunching through its armor to find the heart.

		

		The remaining two lizardmen rallied and attacked with their swords. Gareth caught a sword thrust upon his shield and swung, bashing the high elven steel across the xortami warrior’s face. With the power of Stormshield driving his blow, the xortami warrior’s head snapped to the side, and Gareth landed a killing strike with his soulblade. The remaining xortami came at him, roaring and swinging its sword, but Jerome struck down the lizardman before it could react to a second foe coming from the side.

		

		“To me!” shouted Morigna. “To me!”

		

		Gareth saw that he and Jerome had gotten farther ahead than he had thought. They were close enough to the burning tents that he felt the heat from the flames. He could also hear a lot of noise coming from the camp.

		

		The enemy was on the way.

		

		Morigna waited at the edge of the line of hills, and Gareth and Jerome ran towards her.

		

		Just in time, too. Dozens of xortami warriors burst from the camp. Gareth expected Morigna to start running, but instead, she gripped her staff with both hands, the weapon all but shining with purple light. She shouted and struck the staff against the ground.

		

		A massive curtain of white mist erupted from the earth a half-step behind Gareth. He looked back and saw the wall of mist rippling. It was tiny compared to the wall of mist sealing off the valley of Takaris, but compared to some of the previous walls that Morigna had conjured, it was enormous, seventy-five yards wide and five yards high.

		

		The xortami ran into it and then stumbled with howls of pain, accompanied by the sizzling sound as the acidic mist chewed into the lizardmen. Their thick scales would protect them from the acid, and given how large Morigna had made the wall, likely the acid did not have much potency. But it still hurt, and Gareth doubted the lizardmen wanted to force themselves into the mist.

		

		Morigna stumbled, and Gareth feared that she had overexerted herself, that the effort of the spell would make her collapse. But she caught her balance and kept running, and Gareth and Jerome caught up to her.

		

		“It is not far!” she said. “Hurry! That mist will not last for long.”

		

		They darted into the hills, and Morigna led the way through a shallow valley. Gareth heard more screams of rage and pain, and shot another look over his shoulder. The xortami were racing through the curtain of mist, which was dissolving into tatters from so many of the lizardmen running through it.

		

		Stormshield jolted in Gareth’s fist.

		

		He looked up and saw the winged shape plummeting toward them. It was one of Mharoslav’s mutated xortami, and the creature landed in front of them, jaws yawning wide, crimson fire blazing to life behind its jagged fangs.

		

		Gareth veered towards the creature, but Jerome was faster. He leaped into the air, swinging Lightseeker with both hands, and the blow crunched into the mutant xortami’s neck. The creature’s neck was thick enough that Truthseeker lodged against its spine, and white fire poured from the soulblade and plunged through the corrupted blood in its veins.

		

		Jerome ripped the soulblade free and kept running.

		

		Morigna skidded to a stop before a large boulder, gesturing as she cast a spell. She thrust her staff against the side of the boulder, and the purple light flowed from the weapon and into the stone.

		

		A hidden door swung open.

		

		“Go!” said Morigna.

		

		Gareth and Jerome did not need to be told twice. They went through the door a half-step behind Morigna, and Gareth whirled, raising his soulblade in guard to fight off any pursuers.

		

		But he didn’t see any xortami or the winged creatures in the sky overhead.

		

		The door swung shut, leaving them in gloom illuminated only by the fire of their soulblades.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 17: Lure

		

		For a few moments, they said nothing, their rapid breathing loud in the narrow tunnel.

		

		Morigna struck the end of her staff against the ground, a purple glow driving back the gloom.

		

		“Are you all right?” said Gareth.

		

		“Yes. I will be,” said Morigna, drawing back her cowl as she caught her breath. Her green eyes glittered in the light from her staff. “The mantle of the Guardian has some benefits. Rapid recovery of stamina is one of them. Though that last wall of mist took just about everything I had.” She turned to Jerome. “That was a mighty blow, Sir Jerome.”

		

		“Er,” said Jerome. “Well. It seemed like the thing to do just then.”

		

		“It was the right thing to do,” said Morigna. She drew in a long breath and then let it out, her breathing slowing. “We escaped before anyone could see us, which means they will not be able to find the door we used.”

		

		“Won’t their priests be able to find the door?” said Gareth.

		

		“They will, eventually,” said Morigna. “But it will take them some time, and hopefully they will be too disorganized to act quite yet. Once we rejoin the others, we can take the battle to Mharoslav.”

		

		Gareth nodded and sheathed Stormshield, though he kept his hand close to the weapon. Morigna led the way through the tunnels once more, and Gareth was grateful that he could draw on his soulblade for stamina. It had already been a long and draining day, and Gareth knew there would be hard fights ahead.

		

		He was also extremely grateful for Morigna’s presence because he still had no idea where the hell they were. But Morigna’s Sight and memorization of the dvargir map proved accurate once again. Soon Gareth felt warm air blowing against his face, and he saw the now-familiar yellow-orange glow of molten stone.

		

		They returned to the cavern with the fissure in the floor. The horses waited in a little nervous cluster against the far wall, perhaps frightened of the heat coming from the crack. Philip, Crake, Joachim, and Dietmar stood watching Telemachus and Niara. The Arcanius Knight stared at the frying pan on the ground while Niara paced back and forth next to him.

		

		Gareth found his eyes drawn to her. She looked so animated, so intense. Niara had told him that she loved to fight, but when she did, her full attention turned to it. He knew that she did nothing halfway, and now her focus was on preparing Telemachus for the fight against Mharoslav.

		

		Her eyes met his, and she grinned.

		

		“Well, you’re not dead,” said Crake. “So we’re off to a good start.”

		

		“We kicked the beehive,” said Jerome.

		

		“And the bees are angry,” said Morigna. “We set part of the camp on fire, and Mharoslav and Makarov know we are nearby. That should draw them out. How did the practice go?”

		

		Telemachus scowled behind his helmet. “Not as well as I would like.”

		

		“He’s being needlessly modest,” said Niara. “He was able to magnetize the pan from five feet away without touching it. A pity we don’t have more time. I think we could get him up to at least ten feet before hitting the natural limits of his strength.”

		

		“Only if Mharoslav’s wards are first broken,” said Telemachus. “No amount of elemental magic or skill on my part can breach them.”

		

		“They will be broken,” said Niara. “I will make sure of it.”

		

		“We’ll need to bring Mharoslav to us,” said Gareth. “He’s been clever enough not to put himself at risk before unless he can avoid it.”

		

		“I think we can arrange that,” said Morigna. “He needs to kill us to establish his worth to Makarov.”

		

		“He will simply betray Makarov and find new dupes, as he has done so many times before,” said Telemachus.

		

		“Ah, but that may now be impossible,” said Morigna. “For we are nearly to the Dragonskull. Where else shall Mharoslav find allies? He has already betrayed Valdranek, and Azalmora will kill him if she can. The dvargir are Mharoslav’s equal in malice and cunning. Xothalaxiar will simply kill him on sight or enslave him. Myotharia will definitely kill him – even in her madness, she would not let an orcish warlock of chaos magic elude her. No, Mharoslav needs Makarov and his army, or else he will now find himself alone in a hostile land without allies.”

		

		“Behold the wages of treachery, then,” said Telemachus. “In the uttermost hour of need, there is no one to raise a hand in your defense.”

		

		“And there is something else that will draw his attention,” said Morigna. “You.”

		

		“Me?” said Niara. “Why should he care? He doesn’t know who I am.”

		

		“He knows exactly who you are,” said Morigna. “Or, rather, he knows who Niara of the First Magistri is. He stole Gareth’s blood and followed your Waystones all the way here from Tarlion. I do not know if Mharoslav worked out that you were still alive. But he knows the companions and allies who traveled together from Nifheldun, and he knows that you were not among them. Suddenly we are joined by a Magistria able to wield the fire of the Well and elemental flame with great skill. Who else could you be but Niara?”

		

		“Curiosity, then,” said Niara.

		

		“Perhaps it will be his doom,” said Morigna. “I suggest we leave the horses here and proceed to the surface. The secret door opens into the hills. We will find defensible terrain there, and we can draw Mharoslav and Makarov to us.”

		

		“The horses may wander off,” said Dietmar.

		

		“I will use a spell to put them to sleep ere we depart,” said Morigna. “I would rather take them to the surface, for they would have a greater chance of survival if we must abandon them. But I fear they shall live and die with us.”

		

		With that, she summoned magic and cast a sleeping mist over the horses, inducing a slumber that would be deep enough to last until they returned.

		

		If they returned.

		

		Gareth knew they were heading into a serious fight, as deadly as facing Nhalavask or Myotharia’s dragon form or Khurnetsov atop the ramparts of Nifheldun. Perhaps even more dangerous because Morigna’s logic rang true. Mharoslav knew that he had to win here, that he needed Makarov’s army or else he would not have any allies.

		

		And there was something that Morigna had not mentioned. Makarov had proven more than willing to allow Mharoslav to transform his warriors and kobold vassals into warped creatures. Gareth didn’t know the limits of Mharoslav’s strength, but the warlock could amass an entire army of mutated servants given enough time.

		

		“You’re ready?” he said to Niara.

		

		He worried that she might take offense at the question. She had been looking after herself, quite effectively, centuries before he had been born. But Niara only grinned.

		

		“I’m always ready for a fight,” said Niara. “Let’s go show Mharoslav the extent of his mistakes.”

		

		With that, they left the horses and their supplies and headed into the caverns of the Deeps, Morigna leading the way. Joachim and Niara cast spells of light since Niara told Telemachus to save his magical strength for the coming battle. Gareth’s sword hand opened and closed over and over as they moved through the tunnels. By now, he had been in a lot of battles, first as a squire, then as a knight and Swordbearer, and the same tension settled on his mind before every fight. In a way, it was almost a relief when the fight was a surprise since it spared him the tension gnawing at his mind before the first clash of swords.

		

		Not that he wanted to be ambushed.

		

		But none of the hazards of the Deeps showed themselves as they passed through the caverns. They came to the narrow tunnel leading to the secret dvargir door, and Gareth and the others drew their weapons. The white flames of the soulblades and Crake’s soulhammer illuminated the passageway, throwing harsh shadows across the rough rock of the walls.

		

		“I don’t suppose,” said Crake, “the Sight can tell you if there are any enemies on the other side of that door?”

		

		“Not clearly,” said Morigna. “Since we are heading into danger of our own will, the Sight is somewhat less than useful in showing immediate threats.” She paused. “But there is significant dark magic not far away.”

		

		“Crake and I had better go first, then,” said Gareth.

		

		He and Crake pushed their way to the door, which involved squeezing past the others. To Gareth’s mild discomfort, he had to push past Niara, though since they were both wearing armor he didn’t feel all that much.

		

		“Ready?” said Morigna.

		

		Gareth drew a deep breath, set himself, nodded, and then realized Morigna likely couldn’t see him over Crake’s bulk.

		

		“Ready,” he said aloud.

		

		Morigna cast a spell, a purple glow shining in the gloom for a second. With the usual skill of dvargir engineering, the door swung open without any noise at all. Gareth rushed through, Crake a half step behind him.

		

		They emerged into the hills south of Makarov’s camp.

		

		Details flashed before Gareth’s senses. It was just before dark, only a faint gleam of reddish-orange light still visible to the west. Plumes of smoke still rose to the north, accompanied by a sullen glow – Morigna’s acts of arson had gotten out of control. The familiar odors of smoke and pine needles came to his nostrils, but there was a new stench as well, one that hadn’t been there before…

		

		A few paces away, a kobold squatted on the ground, its tail coiled in an uncomfortable-looking position. The reason for that became apparent when Gareth saw the steaming dung on the ground between the kobold’s clawed feet.

		

		The creature gaped at them, and before it could recover, Gareth surged forward and took off its head with a slash from Stormshield. The head rolled away, and the body fell backward and landed in its freshly-deposited waste.

		

		“Killed a kobold while it was emptying its bowels,” said Crake, looking around. As far as Gareth could tell, the scout had been alone. “That will make a hell of song.”

		

		“The bards never mention that part,” said Gareth.

		

		The others emerged from the secret door, weapons and spells ready.

		

		“Just one scout?” said Morigna.

		

		“We caught him while he was otherwise occupied,” said Gareth.

		

		“But I’d wager this one ran off to relieve himself,” said Crake. “His friends will realize what happened right quick.”

		

		“It does not matter,” said Morigna. “The priests will sense your soulblades at any moment.” Even as she spoke, Stormshield shuddered in Gareth’s hand, reacting to the presence of a spell of dark magic. “This way.”

		

		They set off at a brisk jog towards the camp. Morigna veered to the west, and soon they scrambled up one of the low hills. It was likely the most defensible location they would find. The slopes were not steep, but the top of the hill was flat, and they would have at least some advantage from the high ground.

		

		“Pity we can’t send a message to Valdranek,” said Crake. “It would be the perfect time to attack.”

		

		“Valdranek already fell for that stratagem once,” said Morigna. “One doubts that he will be taken in a second time. But the enemy comes!”

		

		A winged shadow circled towards them. It was one of Mharoslav’s twisted xortami, the crimson glow of its eyes visible against the darkening sky.

		

		“That’s stupid, staying that high up,” said Niara.

		

		“Why is that?” said Philip.

		

		“Because,” said Niara, “you need two wings to fly.”

		

		“Well, yes, obviously,” started Crake, “but…”

		

		She thrust her left palm towards the sky. A burst of elemental fire leaped from her hand. The winged xortami was moving fast, but not fast enough. Niara’s fire burned a hole through its right wing, which collapsed from the injury. The xortami let out a tearing howl of rage, its left wing clawing at the air, but it was futile.

		

		The creature fell from the air and struck the ground with a bone-shattering crash.

		

		Whatever additional resilience the xortami had gained from its transformation, it wasn’t enough to survive a drop of a hundred feet.

		

		“Oh,” said Crake. “That works.”

		

		“An effective demonstration of your point, my lady,” said Dietmar.

		

		“Thank you,” said Niara, more fire crackling around her hand. “Let’s see how many I can kill before the enemy understands that point.”

		

		As it turned out, the answer was five more. Gareth worried that Niara was using up her magical strength too quickly, but the bursts of elemental flame did not seem to tire her. He supposed it didn’t take much power to burn through the leathery wings of the mutant xortami, and once the wing was torn, it was all over.

		

		After Niara sent the sixth mutant xortami plummeting to the earth, the others decided that approaching from the air was a bad idea.

		

		“Here they come,” murmured Philip.

		

		The gauntlet on Telemachus’s left hand rasped a little as he opened and closed his fingers.

		

		Full night had come, but six of the moons were out and shed a cold bluish light over the landscape. It was enough for Gareth to see the dark masses of warped kobolds and mutant xortami coming from the camp.

		

		“Oh, the poor dears have to find their way in the dark,” said Niara. “Let’s see if I can light their way.”

		

		She began flinging white-hot spheres of fire. They all struck some of the drier pine trees below the hill. The trees went up at once, transforming into crackling torches, and the advancing foes stopped. Gareth counted many mutated kobolds and xortami, but none of Makarov’s unaltered soldiers. Despite the devotion of the warrior caste, perhaps the loyalty of Makarov’s men was starting to waver in the face of Mharoslav’s chaos magic.

		

		“Is he with them?” said Niara.

		

		“Yes,” said Morigna. “Mharoslav and Makarov both.”

		

		Niara cast another spell, and her voice thundered from her lips.

		

		“Mharoslav!” she shouted in the orcish tongue. “Come to me! I have what you seek. For I, and I alone, know the path to the Dragonskull, knowledge held by no other living mind. Come and face me if you wish to find the Dragonskull! Else let your xortami allies see you for the false and craven traitor that you are!”

		

		The echoes faded away.

		

		“But you don’t know how to get to the Dragonskull,” said Jerome.

		

		“I don’t,” agreed Niara. “But Mharoslav doesn’t need to know that, does he?”

		

		Gareth let out a quiet laugh. Crake and Joachim glanced at him in surprise and then returned their attention to the foe.

		

		Step by step the enemy advanced, and then halted between two of the burning pine trees. Two figures stepped from the mass of mutated kobolds. One was Makarov, his golden scales and armor shining in the firelight. In his right hand, he carried an enormous double-bladed battle axe. Symbols of ghostly blue fire glowed upon each of the twin blades, and from the way Stormshield pulsed with anger, likely the axe was a weapon of significant dark magical power.

		

		Mharoslav stood next to the xortami warlord, a hooded shadow in his dark robes, eyes shining with red flame in the shadows of his cowl.

		

		“Ah, Warlord Makarov!” said Niara, grinning. “You should kill Mharoslav right now. Else he will lead you to ruin very soon. Before the night is over, as it happens.”

		

		“And why should I do that?” said Makarov. “Ultimate power is within my grasp. You have been foolish enough to come out of hiding, and your soulblades shall be my trophies.”

		

		“Who are you, woman?” said Mharoslav in his deep, pleasant voice. “You are not Norvangir, that is apparent, and they are the only humans to dwell nearby.”

		

		“Come now,” said Niara in a scornful tone. “You know who I am.”

		

		Mharoslav was silent for a long moment. Telemachus was still as a statue, his eyes fixed upon his enemy.

		

		“Impossible,” said Mharoslav at last.

		

		“Who is she?” demanded Makarov. “Speak!”

		

		“The human sorceress Niara,” said Mharoslav. “The one who wrought the Waystone that Valdranek’s army is guarding so diligently.”

		

		“Impossible,” said Makarov. “Humans do not live that long. The Waystone was wrought centuries ago.”

		

		“They’re right,” said Niara, “and yet here I am.”

		

		“Then bargain for your life and the lives of the fools who travel with you,” said Mharoslav. “Tell us how to get to the Dragonskull, and perhaps we shall allow you to depart with your lives.”

		

		“No,” said Niara.

		

		“You should not spurn my generous offer,” said Mharoslav, “for it will not be repeated.”

		

		“What offer?” said Niara. “You’re a liar and a traitor. Nothing you say has any meaning whatsoever. But that’s not why I’m not going to tell you how to get to the Dragonskull.”

		

		“Oh?” said Mharoslav. “And just why is that?”

		

		“Because you’re an imbecile,” said Niara.

		

		Dead silence hung over the hilltop. Mharoslav’s eyes burned hotter within the depths of his cowl.

		

		“Foolish little girl,” said Mharoslav. “I have seen more of the darkness….”

		

		“Oh, talk, talk, talk,” said Niara with disdain. “You’re a fool, Mharoslav. A stupid child playing with forces he doesn’t understand.”

		

		Gareth expected Mharoslav to laugh at her or to tell Makarov to attack.

		

		Instead, the warlock took an angry step closer. Niara’s contempt had gotten beneath his skin.

		

		“I have walked in the darkness beneath the Pyramid of the Iron Skulls and emerged with mastery,” said Mharoslav. “I wield the unbinding of the cosmos itself as my servant. And I have crossed the world to claim the Dragonskull, and when I do…”

		

		Niara laughed with derision. “You’re an idiot who mutilated yourself. I know exactly who you are, Mharoslav of…wherever the hell you are from…”

		

		“Vhalorast,” said Telemachus, who seemed as surprised as Gareth felt.

		

		“Vhalorast,” said Niara. “I saw lots of men and women like you during the war against the urdmordar. They were all so scared to die, so they turned to dark magic, thinking that it would save them. But it didn’t. It never does.”

		

		Mharoslav attempted a disdainful laugh of his own, but Gareth heard the rage. “And you think your Dominus Christus will save you from my power?”

		

		“Maybe, maybe not,” said Niara, “but I know what will happen after death. Do you? Of course you don’t. You’re so afraid of it that you pulled chaos magic into yourself, and it warped you. You don’t understand what it did to you, not really. You don’t understand your own magic. You’re weak and scared, and so you sold your soul to dark powers. And if that weren’t bad enough, you’re stupid.”

		

		The eyes and veins of every single warped kobold and winged xortami began to glow with harsh red fire.

		

		“You’re so stupid that you murdered his family out of spite,” said Niara, gesturing to Telemachus, “and look what that got you. He followed out halfway around the world, and here he is with four Swordbearers, two Magistri, and a Guardian. See, if you weren’t such a complete idiot, you would have realized the danger…”

		

		“Danger?” snarled Mharoslav. “He is no danger to me! I broke the fool in Nifheldun, left him to die like a dog with a broken back. As he should have died with his family, who lay screaming in their blood.”

		

		“And look what that got you,” said Niara. “You should have betrayed Makarov and left him to fight us, but you can’t. The Dragonskull is too close, and you’ve got no chance to make any new allies. Which means you’re here, right now, and we’re going to kill…”

		

		Mharoslav growled and flung a lance of shadow and crimson flame. It wasn’t aimed at Niara but at Telemachus. Gareth had expected something like that, and he was ready. He raised Stormshield and called on the soulblade’s power to protect against dark magic, and the warlock’s spell shattered into nothingness against it.

		

		The first time he had fought Mharoslav and his minions, Gareth had been armed only with a sword of normal steel.

		

		Grim determination settled upon his shoulders like a coat of armor.

		

		One way or another, they would settle things with Mharoslav tonight.

		

		“You will die slowly, Niara of Andomhaim,” said Mharoslav. All the rage had vanished from his voice, and now it was cold and hard. “Slowly and in excruciating pain. And before I grant you the mercy of death, you will beg on your knees to tell me where I can find the Dragonskull.”

		

		“Sure,” said Niara. “Before we get to all that, one question.”

		

		Mharoslav said nothing.

		

		“When we kill you,” said Niara, “would you prefer that we melt down that iron skeleton of yours to make horseshoes? Or something else? Because I think we could get a lot of horseshoes from that thick skull of yours…”

		

		Makarov let out a rumbling, grating laugh, and Mharoslav looked at the warlord.

		

		“Human female, whoever you are,” said Makarov, “you have the defiance of a true warrior. Crushing you will be a satisfying victory.” He pointed the huge axe at the hill. “Destroy them!”

		

		The winged xortami leaped into the air, crimson fire blazing to life behind their fangs, while the warped kobolds raced forward. Makarov joined them, his huge axe in both hands, and Mharoslav began casting a spell, a maze of crimson flame and shadow spinning around his iron-clawed fingers.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 18: Swordbearers

		

		“Stay close together,” said Morigna. “We need to go right at Mharoslav.”

		

		“Swordbearers in front,” said Gareth. “Dietmar and Joachim, stay behind us. Niara, Telemachus, try to save your power for Mharoslav.”

		

		“Though I might need to ward against that!” said Niara, and she gestured, a wall of translucent white light leaping from the ground before them.

		

		Mharoslav finished his spell, and a vortex of whirling crimson flame and shadow leaped from his hands and shot up the hill. It slammed into Niara’s ward, and a faint grimace went over her face, but both the ward and the spell vanished as they canceled each other out.

		

		“Now!” said Gareth. “Attack!”

		

		He yelled and rushed forward, calling on Stormshield for speed and strength. The others shouted and followed him, which caught the kobolds off-guard. Likely they had expected their foes to remain atop the hill and wait for the attack. But Gareth slammed his shield into the face of the nearest warped kobold, sending it tumbling down the slope. Another caught its balance and lunged at him, and Gareth killed it with a slash across the throat.

		

		Morigna slammed her staff against the ground, and the now-familiar ripple shot through the earth. The ground heaved, and a score of kobolds was knocked from their feet. Gareth and the others rushed into the midst of their foes, killing with every blow. The chaos magic might have given the kobolds greater speed and strength, but it had also left them vulnerable to the fury of a soulblade, which Gareth and the Swordbearers proved again and again. Their weapons dealt terrible wounds to the kobolds, white fire spreading through their corrupt flesh like flames through dry chaff.

		

		Crimson fire blazed overhead, and one of the winged xortami dove towards them, fire exploding from its jaws.

		

		“Morigna!” shouted Niara, and she cast another spell, a dome of translucent light appearing over the battle. The red fire raked across her ward but failed to penetrate. “Their wings!”

		

		Morigna thrust her staff, and a sphere of white mist rose skyward and struck the wing of one of the twisted xortami. The acid chewed into the wing, the membrane breaking apart, and the xortami plummeted to the ground. Another winged xortami dove at them, and again Niara blocked the blast of its breath. Morigna attacked with another sphere of mist, and the creature fell from the sky.

		

		More kobolds came at them, and Gareth, Jerome, Crake, and Philip went on the attack, their soulblades and Crake’s soulhammer tearing through the enemy. Occasionally the bolt of a crossbow darted past as Dietmar reloaded his weapon as fast as he could manage, but Gareth and the Swordbearers cut down kobold after kobold.

		

		More winged xortami joined the fight, remaining on the ground to avoid Morigna’s spells. Mharoslav’s magic might have twisted their bodies, but they still carried weapons and shields and wore armor. The warped xortami had lost none of their skill as soldiers, and soon Gareth and the others were forced on the defensive, fighting to hold back the mutated warriors.

		

		###

		

		Telemachus split the skull of another mutated kobold, wrenching his weapon free.

		

		There were so many of the creatures, but they proved little threat to the Swordbearers. The twisted xortami were a different story. Some of them circled overhead, despite the threat of the Guardian’s deadly magic, while more attacked the Swordbearers. Gareth and the other knights of Andomhaim held the foe back, but they were in danger of getting flanked. One of Morigna’s spells would have been useful, but she was busy fighting off the flying xortami.

		

		More crimson light crackled to life behind the xortami as Mharoslav, vile and accursed, gathered his powers for another magical attack.

		

		“Niara!” called Joachim. “I’ll block the xortami, you stop Mharoslav!”

		

		Niara had stayed close to Telemachus throughout the fighting. Telemachus wasn’t sure what to make of her. Gareth was besotted with the woman, that was plain, and it was clear that Niara returned the affection. For his part, Telemachus found her a little disturbing. She seemed half-mad, maybe even entirely mad, the sort of woman who would get herself killed in her quest for vengeance.

		

		Telemachus ought to know. Mharoslav had nearly slain him in Nifheldun.

		

		But her words about victory had fired his heart. Telemachus realized that she was right. A large part of him wanted to die, preferably while taking Mharoslav with him. But a larger part, a significantly larger part, wanted to win. He wanted to defeat Mharoslav, look down at his slain enemy, and know that his family had been avenged.

		

		He wanted that very badly.

		

		Another kobold lunged at him, and Telemachus kicked the creature in the chest. It stumbled back with a hiss, poisoned fangs snapping shut a few inches from his leg, and Telemachus drove his sword into its neck. He wrenched the blade free, the kobold’s corrupted blood dripping from the weapon, and a shaft of crimson fire and shadow leaped across the battlefield towards them. Niara whirled and thrust her palm, and again a dome of translucent light appeared before them, blocking the warlock’s spell. Her face was alive with rage, her strange blue-purple eyes wide and seeming almost to glow with inner fury.

		

		Some of the Norvangir singers (translated by Father Colafur) had spoken about berserkers, men who lost control of themselves in battle and attacked their foes with overpowering fury.

		

		Telemachus would have said that Niara had gone berserk, except her mind was obviously in control of her fury rather than the other way around.

		

		More xortami approached the Swordbearers, and Telemachus feared that they were about to be flanked.

		

		He had hoped to save his magical strength for the confrontation with Mharoslav, but there was no other choice. Telemachus drew magic to himself, the wild, crackling power of elemental air, and released a spell. Arcs of magical lightning sprang from his blade and raked across the twisted xortami. Mutated they might have been, but they still wore metal armor and carried metal weapons, and that drew his lightning. The creatures jerked back, stunned by the spell, and the Swordbearers pushed forward, driving into the xortami and killing many of them.

		

		Unfortunately, the fury of their charge carried them too far, and suddenly Telemachus was alone with Niara on the battlefield, more kobolds running towards them.

		

		Crimson fire shone in the night as Mharoslav began another spell.

		

		###

		

		There were too many winged xortami, and Telemachus’s magical strike came at the last second before they were flanked. The lightning stunned the mutated lizardmen, and Gareth and the Swordbearers struck down as many of the xortami as they could before the creatures recovered. Morigna cast another spell, and as the stunned xortami started to rise, her magic flung them back to the ground.

		

		Which made them easy targets for the Swordbearers. And for Dietmar, who had shouldered his crossbow, produced his short sword of dark elven steel, and was stabbing the xortami as fast as he could before they rose.

		

		They broke through the xortami, and Gareth realized that they had gone too far, that they had gotten separated from Telemachus and Niara. With a curse, he turned his head and saw half a dozen kobolds rushing toward them.

		

		Before he could take a step, golden metal shone in the light from the burning trees.

		

		Makarov drew closer, shadows and blue fire streaming from the wicked blades of his massive battle axe. A guard of golden-scaled xortami nobles accompanied him. The nobles’ weapons were not enchanted, and their armor was not gilded, but the steel plates covering their bodies looked skillfully forged, and they held their weapons with competent skill.

		

		“Come, humans!” said Makarov, raising the axe. “Come and die as warriors should!”

		

		Gareth and the Swordbearers raised their weapons, both Morigna and Joachim casting spells.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 19: You Never Understood Your Magic

		

		Telemachus looked at the ring of kobolds closing on him and the Magistria.

		

		Too many of them to strike with a spell at once. He could maybe shock two or three, and then the rest would attack. And once they got past him, they would overwhelm Niara.

		

		She growled like a wolf at bay and slammed the end of her staff against the ground.

		

		The bronze weapon burst into brilliant flames, the light gleaming against her armor, and even the mutated kobolds hesitated at the sight.

		

		“Go!” said Niara. “I’ll watch your back!”

		

		There was nothing to do but fight or die, and so Telemachus attacked, sheathing his sword in crackling lighting.

		

		The nearest kobold sprang at him, and Telemachus struck it with his sword. It was only a glancing hit, but the lightning stunned the creature. It flopped to the ground, and he slashed its throat open. Another kobold lunged from the side. One of the Swordbearers might have been able to dodge the attack, but Telemachus did not carry a soulblade to enhance his speed.

		

		But Niara was there, swinging her staff with both hands. The weapon struck the creature, and it erupted into howling flames. The kobold fell over, screeching and thrashed on the ground as it died.

		

		Burnt mutant kobold smelled absolutely horrid.

		

		Two more kobolds tried to attack Telemachus. He struck them both with swift thrusts from his sword, stunning the creatures, and then killed them. A third kobold tried to bite him, but Niara struck it across the side with her staff, and again her magic set it ablaze. For all the power of her magic, she wielded her staff with great skill, the weapon almost blurring in her hands. It helped that she only needed to land a glancing blow for her magic to set a kobold afire.

		

		Then they were clear, the kobolds slain around them. Telemachus shot a look around, trying to find the others, and saw Gareth and the Swordbearers striving against Makarov and armored noble xortami, Joachim and Morigna casting spells behind them.

		

		Red fire pulsed in the darkness, and Mharoslav cast a spell, shadow and bloody flame twisting around his hands. A cone of shadow and fire leaped towards them, and Niara thrust her staff. Another of her wards appeared, looking almost like a dome fashioned of translucent glowing glass. Niara growled and made a shoving motion with her staff, and both her ward and the spell unraveled into nothingness.

		

		“He’s strong,” she spat. “Stupid, but strong. Get me to him, Sir Telemachus, and I’ll break his wards.”

		

		Telemachus nodded and lifted his sword, and they strode towards Mharoslav as the warlock cast spells, and more kobolds ran towards them.

		

		###

		

		Makarov moved faster than Gareth expected.

		

		The warlord moved with great speed despite his size and the bulk of his double-bladed axe. The weapon traced patterns of shadow and blue fire in the air as he swung and slashed, and Gareth found himself forced to retreat, drawing on Stormshield to fuel his speed and strength.

		

		The others battled Makarov’s guards, steel ringing on steel. They fared better than Gareth did. Crake’s soulhammer pounded against the side of a xortami noble’s head, leaving a fist-sized dent in the helmet. The noble went down, but Crake had to jump back, catching the slash of a xortami sword on his shield.

		

		Morigna cast a spell, and a ripple went through the ground. The xortami nobles stumbled, caught off-guard, but they recovered their balance faster than the common warriors. Gareth tried to take advantage of the opening, slashing Stormshield at Makarov’s head, but the warlord jerked up his axe, and Stormshield deflected off the edge of the weapon.

		

		Makarov struck back, and he was fast enough and skilled enough to use the weapon as both axe and quarterstaff. It took every bit of skill and speed Gareth possessed to keep ahead of the warlord. If Gareth stumbled, if he lost his balance, that was it. Makarov would have his head off in half a second, and the warlord could turn his attention to the others.

		

		Gareth fought on, trying to land a hit on his foe.

		

		###

		

		Telemachus cut down another kobold as Niara thrust her staff, white light shining from the weapon. Another of Mharoslav’s magical attacks shattered against her ward, and Niara rocked on her feet. Sweat poured down her face, her lips pulled back from her teeth in an enraged snarl, her eyes glittering.

		

		He was getting concerned about her. Niara was not moving as fast as she had been at the start of the fight, and her spells were coming slower. Telemachus was fatigued himself, given all the hard days of fighting and travel that had proceeded this battle. Yet Niara had traveled alone from Tarlion in pursuit of Xothalaxiar, and she had already been at the end of her strength when she and the urdmordar had been trapped within the ward. Telemachus suspected that Niara’s indomitable will would never break but that the strength of her body would fail long before her resolve.

		

		And if her strength failed, both she and Telemachus would die. Given how hard it was for Niara to deflect Mharoslav’s spells, Telemachus knew his foe was throwing his full power at them. Morigna’s logic had proven sound – Mharoslav knew he had to win here, regardless of the cost, and the warlock was holding nothing back.

		

		Telemachus cut down two more kobolds, lightning crackling around his sword as he channeled his power, and Niara deflected another spell of chaos magic.

		

		###

		

		Gareth dodged around a sweep of the axe, hammering at Makarov with the full strength of Stormshield driving his arm. Twice he hit Makarov, but both times Stormshield deflected off the xortami warlord’s cuirass, tearing shiny scratches across the gilded steel. Even with Stormshield’s strength to drive his arm, Gareth could not break through the warlord’s heavy armor.

		

		But he had spotted two weaknesses.

		

		Gareth could draw on Stormshield for strength and stamina, fighting far beyond what his natural limits would allow. Makarov was strong and fast, but he didn’t have a soulblade to augment his strength, and his elaborate armor was heavy.

		

		The warlord was starting to slow.

		

		And while that massive axe would kill Gareth with a single scratch, thanks to the spells of dark magic upon the twin blades, the weapon had a weakness.

		

		It was vulnerable to the wrath of a soulblade.

		

		Whenever Gareth locked Stormshield against one of the axe’s blades, he felt the soulblade’s power start to chew into the blades, unraveling the dark spells.

		

		Makarov must have been able to feel it as well because the warlord pulled back his massive weapon whenever Stormshield grated against one of the blades. That gave Gareth openings that he hadn’t been able to exploit before, and he began aiming his attacks at his foe’s weapon rather than Makarov himself.

		

		Gareth hammered again and again at the axe. He wanted to look to see how the others fared against the nobles, if Niara was hurt or not, but he didn’t dare take his eyes off Makarov.

		

		The warlord might have slowed from the weight of his ornate armor, but if Gareth let his attention waver for even a half-second, he was going to die.

		

		###

		

		One of the winged xortami dove from the sky, making for Niara.

		

		She had blasted several of them from the air, but now Mharoslav’s attacks were coming so fast and with such force that she couldn’t spare any strength for the winged horrors.

		

		Which meant if Telemachus didn’t want the flying xortami to kill them, he would have to deal with it.

		

		Telemachus thrust his sword and drew on his full power, and elemental magic surged through him. A lightning bolt leaped from the end of the sword and struck the warped xortami in the center of its chest. It wasn’t quite as deadly as the way Niara or the Guardian burned holes through its wings, but it proved effective. A spasm went through the creature, its muscles locking up, and its wings failed to grasp the air. The xortami shot overhead, missing them by five or six feet, and crashed into the ground.

		

		He didn’t dare take the time to see if the impact had killed the lizardman or not because more kobolds came at him, jaws snapping. Telemachus sent arcs of lightning darting in all directions, stunning the creatures, and killed them as fast as he could. The ozone-like smell of air that had been disturbed by lightning filled his nostrils, along with the metallic smell of the kobolds’ blood, overlaid by the greasy, sickening corruption left by the chaos magic that had warped them.

		

		Mharoslav was laughing.

		

		“I see why the realm of Andomhaim forgot you, my lady Niara!” he shouted, calling more bloody fire to his hands. “So many proud words, and here you are, about to fall not to the fury of an urdmordar nor the talons of the xortami but the power of a warlock of the Pyramid of Iron Skulls! Perhaps I understand my magic, and yours, better than you.”

		

		Another lance of shadow and red flame ripped from his hands, and Niara and Telemachus ran at him. She thrust her staff, deflecting the blast of chaos magic, and they drew closer to Mharoslav.

		

		And the mad smile returned to Niara’s face.

		

		###

		

		Gareth hammered at the axe blades, and this time a tearing metallic noise came from the weapon. Makarov roared in rage and bulled forward, using the weapon as a quarterstaff, and Gareth had no choice but to fall back.

		

		Around him, the others struggled against the xortami nobles. Gareth heard the twang of Dietmar’s crossbow, glimpsed the white flash as Joachim cast augmentation spells. Purple fire danced through the corner of his vision as Morigna brought her magic to bear. Lightning flashed, followed by screams of rage from something, probably a mutated xortami. Had Telemachus been able to reach Mharoslav? Gareth didn’t know, and he didn’t dare take his eyes from Makarov.

		

		The xortami warlord was simply too fast.

		

		But using the axe as a quarterstaff had a disadvantage. It wasn’t balanced right. The weapon was too top-heavy with its twin blades. Makarov was skillful enough to correct for the imbalance, but from time to time, it left him open for the blink of an eye. Gareth hadn’t been able to penetrate the xortami warlord’s skill to land a hit.

		

		But if he could seize one of those openings…

		

		###

		

		“Now!” said Niara, running towards Mharoslav.

		

		Telemachus sprinted after her, drawing closer to the warlock. All around them, more warped kobolds and xortami warriors closed for the kill, while the sounds of furious battle came from where the Swordbearers fought against Makarov and his guards.

		

		Mharoslav drew back, a wooden club appearing in his hands. It was a simple weapon, merely a hardened piece of wood with a leather-wrapped grip. Yet Mharoslav had nearly killed Telemachus with that weapon in Nifheldun.

		

		Niara flung out her free hand, and a brilliant shaft of radiant white light leaped from her palm and slashed across Mharoslav. The warlock staggered with a grunt of pain, the shadowy haze of his warding spells collapsing, and lost his balance for a half-second.

		

		And for that half-second, Mharoslav was just within reach of Telemachus’s magic.

		

		He gestured with his left hand, putting his full power into the gauntlet. It flared with silvery light, and the glow leaped from his fist and struck Mharoslav a half-second before the orcish warlock rebuilt his wards.

		

		“Pathetic,” said Mharoslav, backing away with the club raised in his right hand, chaos magic gathering for a killing strike in his left. Niara leaned on her staff, breathing hard, and Telemachus stumbled to her side, gathering his power for another spell.

		

		A dozen warped kobolds approached, preparing to spring.

		

		Telemachus realized that they had failed. His magic had failed to reach the iron bones within Mharoslav’s corrupted flesh. Now the warlock would kill him and Niara. Telemachus had failed to avenge his family.

		

		But his failure was even worse than that.

		

		Because of his obsession with vengeance, Mharoslav would kill Telemachus’s friends, those who had traveled north with him. Mharoslav might well defeat Azalmora and Xothalaxiar and claim the Dragonskull for himself, to use the relic to work far greater evil than everything he had already done.

		

		“So sure about that?” said Niara.

		

		Something jerked at Telemachus, almost like a gentle shove.

		

		No, not a shove.

		

		A pull.

		

		Something was pulling at his armor, at his helmet.

		

		Mharoslav sneered behind his tusks, pointing his burning hand at Niara, who made no move to defend herself. “Entirely. Die in failure, Magistria.”

		

		And she grinned at him.

		

		“Watch this,” said Niara.

		

		The tugging on Telemachus’s armor grew stronger.

		

		Mharoslav shot a brief look around, as if baffled, and a discarded xortami helmet flew out of the darkness and slammed into the side of his head. The warlock jerked to the side, the helmet falling, only to reverse course halfway to the ground and fly up to strike him in the face.

		

		The kobolds flinched, unwilling to come any closer.

		

		“What?” said Mharoslav. “What is this?”

		

		A broken shield hurtled out of the darkness. Mharoslav swung his club, shattering the shield before it touched him, but the metal nails stuck to the side of his robe’s sleeve.

		

		“I told you,” said Niara, voice soft.

		

		The kobolds tried to pull away, their claws raking at the ground, but something seemed to keep them in place.

		

		Their skeletons.

		

		Mharoslav’s magic must have transmuted their bones to iron as well, and the power of Telemachus’s spell was drawing them toward their master.

		

		“What trick is this?” snarled Mharoslav, starting another spell. Before he could finish it, a spray of broken arrows tumbled out of the fiery gloom and slammed into him. He growled in pain, and then several bits of broken armor struck his sides and legs, sticking to his robes.

		

		“I warned you,” said Niara. “All magic has consequences. You used power without truly understanding it. Here come the consequences.”

		

		The rain of metal began in earnest.

		

		Swords leaped from the battlefield and slashed at Mharoslav while pieces of broken armor hammered at him. Mharoslav began hurling spells of chaos magic at the flying bits of metal, turning some to clouds of rust, but that did nothing. Even the clouds of rust were drawn towards him as if by a strong wind. There must have been sixty or seventy pounds of metal pinned to Mharoslav, held in place by the magnetism radiating from his skeleton.

		

		The spear whirled out of the darkness.

		

		The head of the weapon hit the back of Mharoslav’s legs, while the shaft also struck him. The warlock lost his balance and fell upon his back, shouting in rage and pain as the swords and daggers clinging to his back pierced his flesh. Indeed, the spell upon his bones drew the weapons in deeper, pulling them into the wounds.

		

		And at last, after nearly two years of travel, battle, and suffering, Telemachus had his chance.

		

		He ran at his foe, yanking the dagger from his belt. The magic pulled on his armor and his weapon, drawing him closer to Mharoslav, and Telemachus let it. He leaped upon Mharoslav, the magnetism pulling him faster than he could have run, and the struggling warlock looked towards him, bits of metal jutting from his torn robes.

		

		His eyes went wide, and he began a new spell.

		

		Driven by his rage, drawn by his magic, Telemachus drove his dagger into Mharoslav’s right eye, the blade plunging so deep that the tip stabbed through his brain and snapped off against the interior of his iron skull.

		

		Mharoslav let out a strangled cry, the chaos fire shining brighter around his fingers for a half-second, and then went limp, his remaining eye staring at Telemachus in shocked horror.

		

		The magnetic effect ended, the pull on Telemachus’s armor and helmet vanishing, and the bits and pieces of broken metal fell loose from the warlock.

		

		Horrible screams rose from the battlefield, and Telemachus leaped back to his feet, fearing that the foe had reached Niara.

		

		But the screams came from the kobolds and the warped xortami. A score of crimson fires blazed in the gloom around them as the mutated kobolds and xortami burned with red flames, crumbling into withered husks. One final cruel trick of Mharoslav’s, Telemachus supposed – his creatures would die with him, perishing with their master. From the direction of Makarov’s camp, Telemachus heard more agonized howls and glimpsed more crimson pyres.

		

		Evidently quite a few of Makarov’s warriors had been transformed and were now paying the price.

		

		“Come on!” said Niara. “They need our help.”

		

		Telemachus nodded and took one last glance at the corpse of his hated foe.

		

		A few people, well-meaning and sympathetic to his loss, had told him that vengeance would not bring his family back, would not heal the wounds he had suffered.

		

		They were right. If he survived the quest of the Dragonskull, Telemachus would need to find a new purpose for his life.

		

		But Niara had also been right.

		

		To die in battle avenging his family would have been good.

		

		To stand victorious over the corpse of the monster who had murdered his family was so much better.

		

		###

		

		Tormented howls rang through the night, accompanied by bursts of crimson fire.

		

		Makarov looked to the side, and while Gareth still could not read the expressions of the xortami, he thought there was shock upon Makarov’s golden-scaled face, perhaps even dismay.

		

		But it didn’t matter.

		

		It was the opening that Gareth had needed.

		

		He went into a furious attack, swinging Stormshield at Makarov’s head again and again. The xortami warlord reacted, but Gareth had caught him off his guard, and Makarov had to raise the double-bladed axe to block the attacks.

		

		But that was all right.

		

		Gareth hadn’t really been trying to hit him.

		

		He had wanted to move the axe into a specific position.

		

		Makarov shifted the axe to block a new angle of attack, and Gareth slashed down, locking Stormshield against the interior of the weapon’s curved blades. Makarov tried to retract his weapon, but Gareth swung his left arm, bashing his high elven shield across Makarov’s face. The warlord’s head snapped back, and Gareth pushed his weight upon Stormshield’s hilt.

		

		The sword’s magic gnawed into the axe’s blades, and they shattered like pots flung from a window, shards bouncing away across the ground. Makarov stumbled, dazed from the blow to the face and the sudden shift in balance, and Gareth seized Stormshield’s hilt with both hands and swung.

		

		The soulblade sank a third of the way into Makarov’s neck.

		

		The warlord fell to his knees, fanged mouth sagging open in shock, and Gareth swung twice more. On the third blow, Stormshield sheared all the way through the lizardman’s thick neck, and Makarov’s head rolled away into the night, his armored body falling with a clang at Gareth’s feet.

		

		He did not stop to savor his triumph but rushed to aid his friends. They had held their own against the xortami nobles, but they had taken wounds. The right side of Crake’s face was a mask of blood, and from the way Philip was limping, he had taken a hit to his left leg. Joachim looked increasingly haggard as he held his augmentation spells in place.

		

		Gareth joined the fight, taking a xortami noble by surprise and cutting down the lizardmen. Two more turned towards him, only for the xortami on the right to die as a blast of magical fire burned away the top half of his skull. Arcs of lightning ripped over the remaining xortami, and Gareth looked to the side to see Niara and Telemachus running to join them.

		

		Had they done it? Had they killed Mharoslav? Gareth thought he had felt something tugging on his armor during the fight, but he had been so focused on Makarov that he hadn’t been entirely sure.

		

		Niara killed another xortami noble, and the rest had seen enough. The survivors fled, leaving their slain strewn across the earth.

		

		No one tried to pursue them.

		

		Philip dropped to one knee with a grunt of pain, breathing hard, and Joachim rushed to cast the healing spell over him.

		

		“You were successful?” said Morigna.

		

		Telemachus only nodded.

		

		“Aye,” said Niara with vicious satisfaction. “Mharoslav is slain. His iron skeleton turned to his undoing as I warned him.”

		

		“Just as well he failed to listen, then,” said Morigna.

		

		“What happened to all the warped kobolds and xortami?” said Jerome. “It’s…like they all caught fire, and…”

		

		“They all perished when Mharoslav fell,” said Telemachus.

		

		“It seems that Mharoslav’s pride would not allow his minions to outlive him,” said Morigna. She looked to the north. “Come, let us hasten to the Deeps. Once word of Makarov’s death reaches his surviving nobles, I expect there will be a great deal of bloodshed. A new warlord might reign over a smaller army tomorrow.”

		

		“Or the survivors will all go to join Valdranek,” said Gareth. Which was an unsettling thought. They had stopped Mharoslav’s quest for the Dragonskull, but would that only make Azalmora all the stronger?

		

		“Perhaps,” said Morigna. “But sufficient unto each day is the evil thereof. We have won a victory– let us escape and ensure we live long enough to enjoy it.”

		

		They hurried back towards the secret door in the hills, leaving the dead behind.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Chapter 20: Destiny

		

		The walk through the tunnels seemed longer this time, partly because they were all tired, and partly because of the wounds. Gareth had come unscathed through the battle with Makarov, save for a few bruises and scratches, but the others had not been so fortunate. He could tell that Crake, Philip, and Jerome were all drawing on the healing power granted by their weapons, and Joachim cast the healing spell several times.

		

		“Magistria,” said Joachim, looking at Niara. “Can you cast the healing spell as well?”

		

		Niara gave a brusque shake of her head. “No.”

		

		Joachim blinked. “You expended too much power?”

		

		“No, I can’t,” said Niara. “I never managed to cast it successfully. I…just don’t have the talent for it. I’m sorry.”

		

		Joachim only nodded, and they kept walking.

		

		They reached the cavern with the fissure where they had left the horses. To Gareth’s relief and considerable surprise, neither the animals nor their supplies had been disturbed. In fact, the horses had slept through the entire battle. Though Gareth supposed they had only been gone for about an hour and a half.

		

		It had just felt much, much longer.

		

		“I’m afraid, sirs,” said Dietmar, who had likewise come through the battle unscathed, “that we shall need to rest before we move on.” Once the fighting had become too close and too sharp for his crossbow, the halfling had spent the rest of the battle stabbing the xortami nobles in the back with his sword of dark elven steel. Between the flickering light and the fact that Swordbearers with burning soulblades tended to command attention, the xortami had paid no mind to Dietmar.

		

		It was a mistake that several of them had paid for with their lives.

		

		“Yes,” said Joachim. “I’m exhausted, and I’m not even wounded.”

		

		Crake grunted and finished wiping the blood from his forehead. “You healed us up pretty well.”

		

		“But that still takes a toll in fatigue,” said Joachim. “We should rest here until at least tomorrow. Then we can resume the journey to Takaris.”

		

		“You are correct, Magistrius,” said Morigna. “We can decide how to proceed tomorrow. I shall keep watch for the night. I require less sleep than any of you, and I find meditation almost as restful as sleep.”

		

		“Hard to keep watch while you’re in a trance, I expect,” said Philip.

		

		“That would be true,” said Morigna, “if I had not the power of the Sight. Get some rest, and draw on the healing power of your soulblades as you sleep. But take heart! Trials yet lie ahead, but we won a great victory today.”

		

		“We did,” said Telemachus, his voice tight with emotion. “With your aid, I never would have avenged my family. And without your counsel, Lady Niara, Mharoslav would have slain me.”

		

		“If you want to reward me,” said Niara with a smile, “you can stop calling me a lady.”

		

		“Magistria,” said Telemachus. “But for the rest of my days, should any of you require my aid, you have but to speak. I owe you all a debt that I can never repay.”

		

		“Let’s hope,” said Crake, “that we all have enough days for you to worry about repaying a debt.”

		

		With that, they bedded down for the night, too weary to think about food or drink. Gareth didn’t think he could sleep.

		

		“I will help keep watch,” he said, “at least for a while. My mind is too clouded from the fight to sleep.”

		

		Niara nodded. “As is mine.”

		

		Morigna watched them for a few seconds. Gareth wasn’t sure, but he thought the Guardian seemed…amused, somehow.

		

		“Very well,” said Morigna, seating herself cross-legged near the others and laying her staff over her knees. “I suggest you keep watch there, at the far side of the cavern.” She pointed at the tunnel leading off into the darkness. “If any foes approach, you will be able to give ample warming.”

		

		“Of course,” said Gareth, and Morigna closed her eyes, her expression relaxing.

		

		Gareth looked at Niara, who shrugged. She looked tired as well, but there was a strange intensity to her eyes. Together they walked across the cavern and stopped near the entrance to the tunnel that Morigna had indicated. They were far enough away that normal conversation would not wake the others but close enough that they could shout to warn of approaching enemies.

		

		Though they would have to shout quite a bit to wake the others, given how swiftly they had fallen asleep.

		

		“We can keep watch here,” said Niara, pointing to a large boulder that thrust from the ground. It created a gap of about ten feet between the boulder and the cavern wall. “We’ll be able to see anything coming down the tunnel from a long way off before they see us.”

		

		“Good idea,” said Gareth.

		

		They stepped behind the boulder and stood in silence for a while. Gareth was very conscious that he stood only a few inches from her and wondered how she would react if he took her hand.

		

		“Sir Telemachus,” he said aloud.

		

		“What about him?” said Niara.

		

		“I wonder if we will be able to…find some other mission now that Mharoslav is slain,” said Gareth.

		

		“Probably,” said Niara. “If he was a man prone to long spells of despair, he would have killed himself by now. Of course, we have lots to occupy our attention, don’t we? Work is the best cure for sorrow. They used to say that in my time, and I suppose they still say it in yours.”

		

		“This is your time now, too,” said Gareth.

		

		“I suppose it is,” said Niara. She let out a breath. “But we won a victory today, Gareth. We still have enemies before us, many enemies, but we won a victory. There is nothing better, is there?”

		

		“Not many things, at least.”

		

		“It’s a pity we can’t celebrate it properly,” said Niara. “After we defeated the arachar in the old days, we would have revels. I suppose it was a kind of relief. There was wine, and song, and…sometimes…”

		

		“Sometimes what?” said Gareth.

		

		She looked sidelong at him. “You know already. You saw enough of my dreams.”

		

		Very slowly, Gareth took her hand and turned her to face him. She didn’t resist. Her eyes seemed to shine like gemstones in the reddish gloom.

		

		“I don’t have any wine,” said Gareth.

		

		“Just as well,” said Niara. “Some things are better sober.”

		

		“What things?” His voice was hoarse in his ears.

		

		“That depends. How bold of a knight are you?”

		

		In answer, he pulled her closed and kissed her.

		

		He might have stopped there, but she wrapped her arms around his back and kissed him back harder, and any remaining self-control dissipated. Before long, their cloaks were spread across the uneven ground, and he was lowering her onto them. Some part of his mind pointed out that this wasn’t the time, that if an urvaalg or something worse came upon them while she was beneath him, they wouldn’t be able to fight back.

		

		But they could have died today, and they might die tomorrow.

		

		With the Sight, Morigna probably knew exactly what was happening.

		

		Gareth decided that he didn’t care, and then he didn’t think about anything but Niara for a while.

		

		She was enthusiastic. Eventually, she buried her face in his shoulder to muffle her moans, and her cry as she finished.

		

		Once they were done, Gareth braced himself on his arms over her, looking down at her smiling face. He ought to stand up and get dressed, but he found that he did not want to just yet.

		

		“Mmm,” said Niara. “I was right.”

		

		“About what?” said Gareth, working moisture back into his throat.

		

		“In the dream. You do just keep going and going.”

		

		He coughed out a laugh, and she grinned at him.

		

		Yet that smile unsettled him a little.

		

		Xothalaxiar was still out there, and Niara had the same grim madness that had afflicted Telemachus.

		

		She wanted to kill Xothalaxiar and didn’t care if she lived or died in the process.

		

		Gareth cared, very much.

		

		Then and there, he vowed that he would do whatever it took to make sure she survived the battle with Xothalaxiar.

		

		***

		

		

		

		Epilogue: Price of the Dragonskull

		

		Myotharia wandered alone through the frozen wastelands near Takaris.

		

		How had she gotten here? Why had she come here?

		

		Her grandchildren…

		

		This was somehow about her grandchildren, wasn’t it?

		

		She had to find them, had to keep them safe.

		

		The urdmordar had taken them, but Myotharia was a mage of the high elves, she would have the power to rescue them. She would defeat their urdmordar captors, save her family, and take them home.

		

		But hadn’t she done that already?

		

		She remembered pulling open a cocoon of webbing, gazing at the small shriveled thing inside…

		

		No!

		

		No, she didn’t want to remember that.

		

		After a moment, her mind drifted on from the memory.

		

		And then she remembered why she was here.

		

		The Dragonskull!

		

		Yes, that was it. The Dragonskull.

		

		The younger kindreds were seeking the ancient relic of the xortami. Myotharia couldn’t allow them to have it. It was too dangerous. What might happen if they accidentally unlocked its powers? The Dragonskull had destroyed the xortami, and it would do the same to any humans or orcs that tried to take it.

		

		Myotharia had to guard the Dragonskull and make certain it was safe.

		

		But hadn’t she found it already?

		

		A dark memory threatened to well up in her clouded mind, of her body reshaping itself to become a colossal dragon, of innocents screaming as they burned in her breath, of falling from the sky and smashing through the ice, of cold, terrible cold…

		

		No, no, that couldn’t have happened.

		

		It had been a dream.

		

		Just a dream. That was all.

		

		The way to the Dragonskull shone in her mind. She knew how to find the terrible relic, and she would guard it against all who would destroy themselves with its powers.

		

		Determined, Myotharia turned to the north, striding toward Takaris.

		

		###

		

		Mthrozgar took a moment to congratulate himself on his cunning.

		

		The Swordbearers, Azalmora, Mharoslav, and the two xortami warlords were all at one another’s throats. Granted, they would have been anyway, but a few careful suggestions and an offer of aid to the Swordbearers, and Mthrozgar had maneuvered Makarov and Valdranek into fighting a premature battle while the Swordbearers sought the final Waystone.

		

		And with all that conflict, with all their foes distracted, it had been simple for the scouts of Great House Tzanar to find the pathway through the Deeps under the wall of mist. Finding the hidden door that the xortami had built to bypass their defensive wards had been a bit more work, but the secret spells of the shadowscribes had done it.

		

		Now Mthrozgar stood in a cavern that ended in a sealed stone door of xortami design, glyphs of blue fire shining upon it. His shadowscribes labored at the door, releasing its potent wards one by one.

		

		“We are ready, Dzark,” said one of the shadowscribes.

		

		“Open it,” said Mthrozgar. His mind had already moved ahead to the next steps of his triumph. Getting the Dragonskull back to Khaldurmar would be tricky, of course, though none of the common-born warriors of Great House Tzanar would dare to betray him. Once he had the relic secure in Khaldurmar, Mthrozgar would have to arrange things so that he took the sole credit and was elected the new Rzarn of the Great House. From there, he could use the relic’s power to influence the other Rzarns, and…

		

		The stone door swung open.

		

		Blue light poured into the cavern.

		

		The things beyond the door rushed out, and the screaming began.

		

		###

		

		Azalmora strode through the camp, one hand grasping Ghostruin’s hilt.

		

		The shadows of the sword’s previous bearers had come unbidden.

		

		They were reacting to the great font of dark magic she sensed south of Valdranek’s camp.

		

		“Perhaps you have overreached,” said Vhalmharak, shaking his head mournfully.

		

		Ricatus Eborium let out a nasty laugh. “Went too high and too hard, didn’t you?”

		

		“Crush your enemies,” snarled Solthalis. “Make them pay for having challenged you, for questioning you!”

		

		“Silence,” said Azalmora, and the shadows vanished.

		

		All save for the Theophract’s shadow, who sometimes had useful counsel.

		

		“Your wariness is wise,” said the Theophract in his sepulchral voice. “You are vulnerable to this power.”

		

		Azalmora reached the edge of the camp and stopped.

		

		A hundred xortami warriors stood there, spears pointed at the stranger. Not that the weapons would do them any good.

		

		The newcomer looked like an elven woman of stunning beauty clad in a sleeveless gown of rippling green. The garment was far too light for the cold winter, but the woman appeared untroubled by the cold. If anything, she looked amused, and her brilliant green eyes settled upon Azalmora.

		

		The power behind the eyes struck her like a blow.

		

		Because the creature standing there wasn’t an elven woman at all, but rather something that could change form.

		

		Something much, much more powerful.

		

		“Greetings, child,” said Xothalaxiar. “It is time to discuss how you can best serve me.”

		

		THE END

		

		Thank you for reading DRAGONSKULL: WRATH OF THE WARLOCK.

		

		Gareth and his friends will return in a new adventure, DRAGONSKULL: DOOM OF THE SORCERESS (https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=16272), coming in summer 2023.

		

		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 (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1854).

		

		***
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