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DESCRIPTION
A sorceress obsessed with vengeance. A priestess seeking the ultimate weapon of dark magic. Only one can prevail.
Gareth Arban seeks to destroy the Dragonskull, the ancient relic of dark magic.
The sorceress Niara desires to defeat the urdmordar Xothalaxiar, the cruel spider-devil who murdered her father.
But in Niara's quest for vengeance, the sinister priestess Azalmora sees a way to rid herself of Gareth and his friends once and for all...
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A BRIEF AUTHOR’S NOTE
A map of the realm of Andomhaim is available on the author’s website at this link.



1

A FIELD OF THORNS
G areth Arban stared at the woman beneath him.
Niara grinned up at him, her cloak and his spread out beneath them. The dim red light from the fissure running down the center of the cavern cast stark shadows across her lean face, painting her white hair the color of fire. She had strange purple-blue eyes, paler than he would have expected but glittering with a feverish intensity. That same intensity had been in her eyes when they had gone to the desperate final battle against the warlock Mharoslav.
But now it was focused entirely on him.
“So,” murmured Niara. Her voice was always a bit raspy, a consequence of damage suffered when she had been a girl. “Are you just going to keep lying on top of me? Or are you going to do something about it?”
He tried to think of something clever to say, failed, and decided to kiss her again.
She laughed and kissed him back, her arms coiling around him.
A very satisfactory amount of time later, Gareth rolled off her, and Niara wormed her way under his arm and rested her head against his chest. Her skin felt fever-hot beneath his touch, maybe hotter than it should have been, perhaps because of her affinity for the magic of elemental flame.
He let out a long breath, his racing heart slowing. Before this, he had only been with one woman, Iseult Toraemus. The experience had been quite different. For one thing, Niara was much more assertive. For another, she was far stronger than Iseult had been, and a couple of times toward the end, her arms had squeezed him hard enough that it had been hard to draw breath.
Not that he had noticed at the time.
Iseult had betrayed Gareth to the Spider Cult, intending to hand him over to Azalmora in exchange for wealth and influence.
Niara would have killed every single member of the Spider Cult and slept peacefully after.
That, Gareth reflected, was probably a more significant difference between the two women.
“Don’t fall asleep,” said Niara. “That would be a stupid way to die.”
“Aye,” said Gareth. He felt a wave of misgiving. “We were supposed to be on watch.”
“We are on watch,” said Niara. “Nothing can get up that cavern without us hearing or your soulblade reacting to it.” She paused. “Though I wouldn’t want to fight mostly naked. Had to do that a few times.”
“We had better get dressed, then,” said Gareth.
“Oh, I suppose,” said Niara with a sigh. “I wondered if you would be up for a third bout, but I don’t want you too tired to fight.”
“That would also be a stupid way to die,” said Gareth, and Niara let out a quiet laugh. He lifted his arm, and she stood without a trace of self-consciousness, gathering up her scattered clothing and armor. He could not look away from her, watching the muscles work beneath her skin as she bent over, and he wanted to pull her back down to the ground.
But she was right, they needed to get dressed. They were in the middle of a dangerous land, to say nothing of the other perils that lurked in the caverns of the Deeps. At any moment, they could come under attack, whether from the creatures of the Deeps or from their enemies. Lying together while they had been on watch had been an act of pure madness.
Still, Morigna’s Sight had kept watch, which no doubt meant that she knew what Gareth and Niara had been doing. That was not a conversation that Gareth wanted to have. Though maybe the Guardian would keep her thoughts on the matter to herself.
There was a first time for everything.
Niara finished dressing and stood with her staff gripped in both hands, watching the tunnel that wound its way into the Deeps. Gareth pulled his clothing and armor into place and took a quick look around. He and Niara stood between a large boulder and the cavern wall, perfect for remaining hidden while they watched the tunnel.
And for remaining out of sight while they did other things.
But their companions were still asleep. The final battle against Warlord Makarov and the warlock Mharoslav had drained them. They lay on the ground, the heat from the fissure keeping them warm. Morigna sat cross-legged a short distance away, a gray shadow in her robes, her head bowed and her staff laid across her knees.
Gareth turned and joined Niara.
“We might as well sit down,” she said, pointing at the boulder. “We can keep watch from here.” She let out a quiet laugh. “And it’s been a long day. Wouldn’t mind getting off my feet.” She smirked. “Though we were already off our feet, weren’t we?”
“Aye,” said Gareth. “But I suppose that wasn’t exactly restful.”
“It would be insulting if you thought that was restful.”
They saw down next to one another, backs resting against the boulder. Gareth was more comfortable than he expected. Not that the rock was terribly soft, but it was better than standing. But he felt…at ease around Niara in a way he never had with Iseult.
“Can I ask you something?” said Gareth at last. Niara inclined her head. “How did you think to turn Mharoslav’s bones to lodestones?”
She didn’t turn her head, but he saw her smile. “Worked well, didn’t it?”
“Was it something you did in the war against the urdmordar?” said Gareth.
“No. I never met anyone who transmuted their bones to iron,” said Niara. “Or who wielded chaos magic, for that matter. Until you touched the last Waystone and…well, woke me up, I didn’t even know that Owyllain was real. Thought it was a strange dream.”
“It wasn’t,” said Gareth. “It was all real.” He shook his head. “I thought you had been dead for centuries, that I was only seeing your memories.”
“And I could not figure out why the hell I was dreaming about you.” She snorted. “I dreamed myself a handsome young knight who just shagged me twice on the floor of a cave. Not what I expected to happen when I created the Waystones.”
“I…suppose not,” said Gareth.
Niara smiled again. “You spent too much time at royal courts, Gareth. You’re easy to embarrass.”
“You spent time at the High King’s court,” said Gareth. “After the urdmordar were defeated. I remember.”
“You do?” said Niara, her pale brows creasing, and then she nodded. “That’s right. We’ve seen each other’s entire lives. It’s going to be hard to get used to that.”
Gareth shrugged. “Well, you’ve seen some of my less…flattering moments. I’m not entirely used to that, either.”
“Suppose not,” said Niara. “Though they’re not as unflattering as you might think. You didn’t exactly leave Iseult unsatisfied, did you?”
After his courtship of Iseult Toraemus had ended with her marrying another man and attempting to betray Gareth to the Spider Cult, Gareth had decided that he was done with women. Perhaps he would be like his uncle Valmark Arban, a Swordbearer who had never married and died in battle on the day the war against the Heralds of Ruin began. Even if enough time passed and Gareth decided to marry or found another love, he did not intend to discuss Iseult with a new woman.
He certainly did not think he would sit next to Niara while she complemented his performance with Iseult.
“That was not one of my prouder acts,” said Gareth. “I was a fool.”
Niara shrugged. “You just had your head turned by a pretty face and a round bosom. Hardly the first man who has done that, and I doubt you’ll be the last. But…damn it all, I’m doing it now.”
“Doing what?” said Gareth. In the vision, he had thought the scattered, random nature of his conversations with Niara had been a result of the nonsensical, non-linear nature of dreams. That had been some of it, but he had come to realize Niara really did talk that way, jumping from topic to topic as her mind latched onto them.
“Not answering the question,” said Niara. “Have you ever noticed that when you ask someone a question, they’ll hardly ever give you a straight answer? They will start talking about themselves or some other damned thing. It’s irritating, and now I’m doing it.”
“It’s been an eventful few days,” said Gareth. “Lots to talk about.”
“Mharoslav’s bones,” said Niara. “I didn’t know that it would work, but I thought it would. It’s the one thing nearly all wielders of dark magic have in common. They want power now, right now, and they don’t care about the price they have to pay to get it. During the war against the urdmordar, some men of Andomhaim sided with the spider-devils. The urdmordar were happy to accept their service. In exchange, the traitors received powers of dark magic, and they were so proud of it.” She smirked. “Then they met the first Magistri and the first Swordbearers and realized that their precious dark magic made them vulnerable. But the iron bones. I doubt Mharoslav ever realized they could be used against him. By the time he did, it was too late. He didn’t have a plan to deal with it, and it was too late to think of one.” She nodded to herself. “Everyone always has a plan until things go wrong, don’t they? How did you beat Makarov? I know you ended up fighting him alone.”
“His axe,” said Gareth. “That double-bladed axe. He was strong enough and skilled enough that he could use it as both axe and quarterstaff. But the thing wasn’t balanced right. He overextended himself, and I was finally able to get inside his guard. It was also vulnerable to a soulblade’s power.” He patted Stormshield’s hilt. Even in the throes of passion with Niara, he had at least retained enough of his wits to keep the soulblade close at hand. “Probably Makarov thought he had an invincible weapon. He didn’t realize that it was vulnerable to a soulblade…”
“And by then, he couldn’t think of a plan,” said Niara. She let out a long, satisfied breath. “Just as Mharoslav couldn’t.” Her mouth twisted. “Though I’m no better.”
“Eh?” said Gareth.
“I went after Xothalaxiar alone,” said Niara. “Look how that ended.”
“All things considered, I think you did well,” said Gareth. “You kept her from reaching the Dragonskull, and the Waystones summoned help.”
“Another thing I didn’t foresee,” said Niara. “How the magic of the Waystones would interact with the wards around Takaris.”
“How could you have foreseen that?” said Gareth. “You didn’t even know the xortami existed when you left Andomhaim.” He snorted. “I didn’t know the xortami existed when I left Andomhaim, and now I’ve seen more of them than I ever wanted.”
“I wish I hadn’t forged the Waystones,” said Niara.
Gareth frowned. “Why not?”
“Because if I hadn’t, then neither Mharoslav nor Azalmora would have gone in pursuit of the Dragonskull,” said Niara. “It would be safe. And more importantly, Xothalaxiar would be dead. We both would have died at Takaris, and this would be over.”
“But then you would be dead,” said Gareth.
Niara looked at him, and he was struck by the chill in her eyes. It wasn’t anger, but it was hatred that she had carried for so long that it had frozen into something harder than granite.
“What of that?” said Niara. “I should have been dead for five hundred years already, Gareth. And if Xothalaxiar had died with me, I would have been content.”
“I wouldn’t have,” said Gareth.
She offered a faint smile. “You would never have known me, and we would not now be sitting here discussing it.”
He took her right hand with his left. She blinked as if surprised by the intimacy of the gesture. Which was strange, given that they had just slept together. “And I would have been the poorer for it.”
“Gareth.” Niara shook her head, though she did not let go of his hand. “I should have died five hundred years ago. Even if I had killed Xothalaxiar before the gates of Takaris and gone back to Tarlion and lived another hundred years, I should have been dead a long, long time ago.”
“What are you saying?” said Gareth.
“That my life is not so dear to me,” said Niara, “that I would not be willing to spend to see Xothalaxiar slain and all her crimes repaid.”
“It matters to me,” said Gareth. “I don’t want to see you slain.”
She raised her chin but still did not let go of his hand. “Then you would see Xothalaxiar escape justice?”
“Of course not,” said Gareth. “But you don’t have to die to defeat her. And you don’t have to face her alone.”
“Perhaps,” said Niara. “Perhaps not. Or Maybe it is my doom to die in battle facing Xothalaxiar. I would be content so long as she was slain.”
“No,” said Gareth. She was convinced that she would die fighting Xothalaxiar, and it seemed that nothing he could say would dissuade her. But he had to try. When he had dreamed of her, he had thought it sad that she died alone so far from home. But now that she was alive and here…
He had to try.
“Telemachus thought he was going to die in battle against Mharoslav,” said Gareth. “He almost died fighting Mharoslav at Nifheldun. And he would have gone alone to fight Mharoslav yesterday, and he would have died. But you talked him out of it. Now he’s alive, and Mharoslav is dead.”
“Yes, I know,” said Niara. “I was there.”
“Then if Telemachus can slay Mharoslav and live, why can you not do the same?” said Gareth.
Niara let out a breath. “It’s different.”
“How?” said Gareth. “Mharoslav slew Telemachus’s family and Telemachus pursued him.”
“That happened only a year and a half ago,” said Niara. “Xothalaxiar’s soldiers killed my father when I was a child. My magic manifested, and the Keeper found me and brought me with her to become one of the first Magistri. I spent years after that fighting the urdmordar with the Swordbearers and the armies of Andomhaim. My whole life, I have been hunting Xothalaxiar. I told the others I was following her because of the Dragonskull. But I will have no peace until she’s dead, until she has paid for what she’s done.”
“I don’t want you to get killed doing it,” said Gareth.
“And there’s the difference,” said Niara, running her thumb over his fingers. “You don’t want me to die. I don’t care, so long as I take Xothalaxiar first.”
“I don’t understand,” said Gareth.
“I know,” said Niara. “I wouldn’t expect it of you. We’re too different. My mother died when I was young, and my father was killed in front of me. I spent most of my childhood as a slave. You grew up with your mother and father and your siblings. You’ve been trained to be a knight, a captain of men. Look at your friends – they all follow you. Even the Guardian listens to you unless she disagrees. My life…I’ve spent all my life fighting. And I can’t stop until Xothalaxiar is dead, whatever it costs me.”
“But you don’t have to do it alone,” said Gareth.
“No. You’re right,” said Niara. “I might be a madwoman, but I’m not a fool. I barely fought Xothalaxiar to a standstill by myself, and she’s probably recruiting allies right now. I have a much better chance of killing her with your help than I do alone. I won’t run off and get myself killed. Not without a good reason.”
“The same advice you gave Telemachus,” said Gareth.
“Easy to give advice, harder to take it,” said Niara.
Gareth said nothing. She was here, sitting next to him, and she hadn’t changed from his dreams. Niara still wanted to kill Xothalaxiar, needed to kill the urdmordar, and would not have peace until she did.
She needed to kill Xothalaxiar so badly that her own death seemed a cheap price to achieve it.
But not to him.
Once again, Gareth vowed that he would find a way to save her.
Stone crunched beneath a boot, and Gareth turned his head.
Jerome approached, his hand resting on his soulblade’s hilt. He came to an abrupt halt, his eyes widening when he saw Niara’s hand resting in Gareth’s.
Just as well he hadn’t arrived earlier.
“Any problems?” said Gareth.
“Um,” said Jerome. “It’s my turn at watch. The Guardian said so.”
“Right,” said Gareth. “Any trouble?”
“Don’t think so,” said Jerome. “Everyone’s sleeping. It was a hell of a fight, wasn’t it?”
“And magical healing is exhausting,” said Gareth, thinking of his brother.
“I’m surprised you didn’t fall asleep,” said Jerome. Gareth resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Jerome was his friend and had come with him into grave dangers, but he did like to fish for gossip.
“I don’t know about that.” Niara smiled at Jerome. “Thinking about getting eaten alive by an urvaalg is a great way of keeping awake.”
“Er,” said Jerome. “Yes. That it is.”
Gareth got to his feet with a grunt, Niara following suit. “You can use it to help stay awake yourself.”
“Cheery thought, that,” said Jerome, but he leaned against the boulder, facing the tunnel.
Gareth and Niara walked to where the others slept. The Guardian Morigna remained motionless, head bowed, face shadowed in the gray cowl of her robe. Gareth felt like he should say more to Niara, to continue their conversation, to find the words to persuade her not to seek out her death.
But there weren’t any. Gareth knew that. He had seen that with Telemachus.
“Don’t worry,” said Niara, perhaps guessing something of his thoughts. “I won’t rush blindly off to my death.”
“Yes, be sure to do it with both eyes open,” said Gareth.
She blinked and then grinned. “That’s the spirit.”
Niara wrapped herself in her cloak and lay down. Gareth looked at her, and then lay down himself. With all the worries on his mind, he feared that he would not fall asleep.
But it had been a long and exhausting day, which had been preceded by many long and exhausting days, to say nothing of recent exertions, and Gareth fell asleep almost at once.
He had no dreams.
The woman who had haunted his dreams for the last two years lay sleeping a few paces away.

    
NIARA OPENED HER EYES.
She awoke at once. For a long time now, she had transitioned from sleep to wakefulness in the blink of an eye. Her life had been so dangerous for so long that even a few seconds of heavy sleepiness could have been swiftly fatal.
Yet nothing was amiss. She was still in the cavern with the glowing fissure running through the center. The heat radiating from it felt pleasant after the icy chill of the xortami wastes. She turned her head and saw the Guardian standing a few paces away, black staff in hand. Gareth, Jerome, Crake, Joachim, and Telemachus were still asleep, and Niara supposed that meant Dietmar and Philip were on watch at the other end of the cavern.
It felt strange that she knew so much about them, given that she had only met them in the flesh a few days ago. But Gareth’s memories had bled into her mind ever since he had touched the Waystone in the Qazaluuskan Forest. She knew that Jerome could not resist gossip and was probably bursting to tell someone that he thought Niara and Gareth had slept together, but there hadn’t been an opportunity. Philip was the best archer and tracker, and Crake’s boisterous attitude had been a mask for grief over the deaths of his mother and father, and he had done it for so long that it had become permanent. Dietmar’s quiet competence had done a great deal to help their quest to slay an urdmordar…
No, that wasn’t right. They had come here to destroy the Dragonskull and keep Azalmora from claiming it.
Niara had come here to kill an urdmordar.
She turned her head, looked at Gareth, and wondered what she was going to do about him.
He was in love with her. That was obvious. He probably would do almost anything she asked of him so long as it did not violate his sense of honor.
Did she love him?
Well, he was a rather excellent lover.
That wasn’t the same thing. She wasn’t a fool. And nor could Niara lie to herself. She had spent too much time trying to survive on her own in the wilderness for that. Lying to yourself was a luxury of people who had enough money and power to shield themselves from the consequences of bad decisions. There had been times in her life when she had been one bad decision away from starving to death. Lying to herself might have been fatal.
So, was she in love with Gareth Arban?
She could be. Maybe she wanted to be.
But not yet.
Not until she had killed Xothalaxiar.
Niara knew full well there was something wrong with her.
She would not have any peace, would not be able to do anything else, until she had slain Xothalaxiar.
Niara had tried. She had settled in Tarlion after the war. The new-made Order of the Magistri had taken its place in the realm of Andomhaim, and it needed the skills of Niara and the other First Magistri. She had found herself ill-suited for the role. The people of Andomhaim regarded magic with fear and its wielders with suspicion, and it required a gentle hand to still those fears. Niara had no patience for fools and utter indifference to the opinions of others, which was not the best approach for diplomacy. She had better luck teaching, though some thought her methods of instruction were too harsh. Niara didn’t care – magic was a grave responsibility and a duty, and the Magistri would have to be strong, both to face their foes and to resist the temptations that came with their power.
But she had been restless, always restless, ready to ride out whenever one of the lords called for aid from the Swordbearers and the Magistri.
It had been in such a skirmish that she had found the last surviving spiderling of Xothalaxiar and had wrung the truth from the wretched creature. Xothalaxiar had left Andomhaim in pursuit of the Dragonskull, a relic in a ruin far to the northeast of the High King’s realm. Niara had argued that the Swordbearers and the Magistri needed to stop her, that they had to hunt down Xothalaxiar and kill her.
When they had disagreed with her, Niara went alone.
She could say that it had been for noble purposes, claimed that it had been to keep Xothalaxiar from finding the Dragonskull. That was why Gareth and his friends were here, though Telemachus had come for vengeance on Mharoslav. Niara could say she had pursued Xothalaxiar for the same reason, and she had made that argument to the other Magistri and the Swordbearers before she left.
But she couldn’t lie to herself.
She had come all this way for vengeance on Xothalaxiar.
And Niara could not let it go. Not until Xothalaxiar paid for what she had done to Niara, to her father, to her life.
More than once, well-meaning friends had counseled Niara to release her hatred, to accept the past and look to the future. Find some well-meaning older widower you can wrap around your little finger, one of the other Magistri had said. God knew there were enough of them after the war, and men tended to live longer than women anyway. Have a few of his children, and you’ll be so busy that you won’t have time to brood upon the past.
She knew that her hatred was like a thorned weed that had filled her mind, choking out anything else that might grow there. Those friends who had given her well-meaning advice had been dead for five hundred years. Everyone she had ever known had been dead for just as long.
Maybe that was why the news that five hundred years had passed hadn’t shaken her too badly. When she had left Tarlion, Niara had accepted that she would likely never return, and when she had confronted Xothalaxiar in that final duel before the gates of Takaris, she had known that she was going to her death.
Now she had a second chance.
A second chance to kill Xothalaxiar.
Nothing else mattered. Nothing else could matter, not until she killed Xothalaxiar. Perhaps if Niara slew her, other things could take root in the field of her mind.
But until then, she could think of nothing else.
Yet her eyes strayed to where Gareth lay sleeping, and she felt…
Niara wasn’t sure.
But she didn’t want him to die.
Niara didn’t care what happened to her. She didn’t particularly want to die, and if someone tried to kill her, she would fight to the bitter end, even with her teeth and fingernails, if that was all that she had left.
But that was her. She didn’t want Gareth hurt or killed.
Annoyed with herself, Niara got to her feet. Morigna nodded to her, and Niara found a corner of the cave where she could relieve herself in relative privacy. She finished and straightened up, rubbing a hand through her hair. It came back a bit greasy. When was the last time she had bathed? There had been that hot spring a week or so south of Takaris.
Which, Niara supposed, had been five hundred years ago.
Not that Gareth had seemed to mind.
Of course, none of them really smelled all that good.
Niara crossed to rejoin Morigna.
“Anything in the night?” she murmured.
The Guardian shook her head beneath her cowl. “Nothing of note. Still, something is amiss.”
“What?” said Niara. She wasn’t entirely sure what to make of the Guardian. A good fighter, that was plain. Bad ones did not survive for long in this land. Niara knew something of Morigna from Gareth’s memories. She also knew that Morigna was not her match in magical skill or power.
But Morigna had the Sight and the mantle of a Guardian, which would give her abilities and resilience beyond what her flesh would allow, much as a soulblade made its wielder stronger and faster.
“The Dragonskull’s aura,” said Morigna. “It is stirring.”
Niara frowned and worked the spell to sense magical forces. She felt the spells she had laid upon her staff when she had first forged it and the powerful magical auras around the soulblades and Crake’s soulhammer. But no trace of dark magic.
“It would be too subtle to detect with a spell,” said Morigna. “The Dragonskull seems to be awakening. No doubt it can sense that Azalmora seeks it.”
“Then she has it already?” said Niara.
“No,” said Morigna. “If either Azalmora or Xothalaxiar had the Dragonskull, I would know beyond all doubt. The Dragonskull is yet unclaimed, but it is awakening further. I wonder what that stirring aura will do. Already the creatures of the Deeps are restless. If the aura strengthens too much more, it might start raising every slain xortami on the field above as an urdmordar.”
“Just as well we are traveling with four Swordbearers,” said Niara. “And an Arcanius Knight.” She made herself say it. Telemachus Valaros was a brave man, of that she had no doubt, but Niara still had her misgivings about Owyllain. The kingdom had been founded by Connmar Pendragon and his followers, cowards who had fled from Andomhaim to escape the urdmordar rather than standing to fight. Did that cowardice linger among the men of Owyllain today?
Then again, while God might visit the sins of the fathers onto the third or fourth generation, Niara wasn’t God. And Gareth’s memories of Owyllain were mostly good. He had been a page in the court of the King of Aenesium during the last year of the War of the Seven Swords as his mother and father had fought in the final battles against the dark elven lord called the Sovereign.
A thought emerged that had never before crossed the mind of Niara of Tarlion.
What would Gareth’s mother and father think of her?
Well, Joachim seemed to like her well enough, though she hadn’t spoken all that much to Gareth’s younger brother.
She pushed aside the thought with annoyance. Now was most certainly not the time for such musings. And Niara found herself irritated for hoping that Gareth’s mother and father would like her.
“And one of the First Magistri,” said Morigna, turning to look at Niara. “It took all of us a great deal of effort to come this far. You made the journey on your own.”
“Aye, and look how well that worked,” said Niara.
“No one can see the future beyond all doubt,” said Morigna. “When you confronted Xothalaxiar, she could just have easily slain you and taken the Dragonskull.” Niara took no offense at the statement. She was powerful enough and skilled enough that she might have been able to defeat Xothalaxiar, but if not for the interference of the wards, the urdmordar would most likely have prevailed in their battle. “Instead, no one claimed the Dragonskull, and it lay forgotten for five centuries.”
“Until Azalmora used my Waystones to find the path,” said Niara.
“Do not rebuke yourself,” said Morigna. “You have faced the spiderlings of Andomhaim. Dangerous and skillful, yes, but the spiderlings of the Heptarchy are an order of magnitude more powerful and better trained. Azalmora was once a Quaesitor, and the Quaesitors are the most dangerous of them all.”
“What is a Quaesitor, exactly?” said Niara. “Gareth was somewhat familiar with them, and I have seen many of his memories, but I suspect you have more experience with the Quaesitors.”
“To my sorrow,” said Morigna. “The Heptarchy is ruled by the Seven Temples, and the Quaesitors are an order within the Temple of the Visionary. Their task is to seek out rebellion against the edicts of the Seven Temples and to crush it by whatever means necessary. Consequently, they are the most ruthless and clever among the priestesses of the Heptarchy. Not always the most powerful, but they are by far the most cunning and subtle. All the spiderlings desire to become full urdmordar, you know this as well as I.” Niara nodded. “Azalmora learned of the Dragonskull and desired to use its power to transform. She employed your Waystones to find it, aye, but even if you had left no Waystones behind, she would have found a path. And without your Waystones to summon aid, no one would have known that Azalmora sought the Dragonskull.”
“You almost cheer me,” said Niara.
“Do I? Well, my duty is to serve as the Guardian of mankind against the forces of dark magic. I must take the long view. Unless I fall, I will hold this office for a very long time, and each generation must face the peril and temptation of dark magic in its own time. Do not rebuke yourself for what you have done.” She glanced at where Gareth and the others lay sleeping. “Though one wonders what you intend to do now.”
“What I came here to do,” said Niara. “To find Xothalaxiar and kill her before she can claim the Dragonskull. That has not changed.”
Morigna only inclined her head in response. “It is time that we departed. Keep watch while I wake the others.”
Niara kept an eye on the cavern as Morigna roused the sleepers. Dietmar woke first, the gray-eyed halfling moving with his usual brisk economy. Though it took him a bit to get moving – likely his joints were beginning to stiffen with age, though even to the end of their lives, halflings were more flexible than humans. Gareth woke and got to his feet, looking around with concern.
He was looking for her, Niara realized.
His eyes met hers, and he smiled, and Niara smiled back.
Odd that it made her feel better.
She found her gaze drawn to Sir Telemachus. He had spent over a year hunting for Mharoslav, and yesterday his family had been avenged, the chaos warlock meeting justice for his many crimes. Niara had helped him because she had seen a reflection of herself in his need for vengeance, in his quest to avenge his family.
As Gareth had pointed out, Telemachus had lost more than she had. Her father had been killed fighting in the street outside of their home. While his death had been painful and bloody, at least it had been relatively quick. Mharoslav had tortured Telemachus’s entire family to death, leaving their bloody, mutilated bodies for the Arcanius Knight to find.
A ghastly crime, which was why Niara had absolutely no regret about helping Telemachus strike down the warlock.
Though she wondered what Telemachus would do now. The need for vengeance had defined his life for the last year. Would he collapse into himself, lost without a purpose? Or would he go home to Owyllain and start his life anew, serving in the Arcanii and perhaps finding a wife and fathering children?
Perhaps he would. Vengeance had defined him for only the last year.
It had defined Niara for much longer.
“Now that we are all awake,” said Morigna once the others had gathered, “I suggest that we set out at once. With Mharoslav slain, we have one less opponent seeking the Dragonskull. Azalmora and Mthrozgar will redouble their efforts to claim it.”
“And Xothalaxiar,” said Niara.
“And Xothalaxiar,” said Morigna. “Magistria, how long will it take us to reach Takaris from here?”
“About a day and a half,” said Niara, “if we don’t dawdle.”
“A day and a half?” repeated Crake, incredulous. The big Swordbearer blinked at her. “But if we go to the surface from here, we can bloody well see Takaris. Or at least that wall of mist around it.”
“We could,” said Niara, “but the Deeps wind and twist. Sometimes the passages double back on themselves. It’s not a straight line.” She shrugged. “And that’s assuming the passages haven’t changed. Five hundred years is a long time.”
“We won’t find out standing here,” said Gareth. “Let’s…”
He frowned and drew Stormshield.
Niara’s first thought was that he had seen enemies. But the cavern remained deserted, the pack horses standing calmly, or as calmly as they could, given that horses hated going underground. Yet Stormshield flickered with white flame in Gareth’s hand, and the other Swordbearers raised their weapons. Fire flickered around the blades of Sunstrike and Lightseeker, and Valorforge’s blunt head almost looked like a torch wreathed in white flame.
Urvaalgs, perhaps? Niara worked a quick spell, one designed to disrupt the camouflage ability of creatures of the dark elves, and a ring of white fire swept through the cavern. Yet nothing appeared.
“What’s happening?” said Joachim. The young Magistrius had summoned his magic and held it ready. Despite his relative youth, he already had a remarkable amount of skill.
“I don’t know,” said Gareth.
“The aura around the Dragonskull,” said Morigna. “It…”
A booming noise went through the cavern. It was faint, and it echoed a bit, but nonetheless, Niara had no trouble hearing it. It sounded like two massive slabs of stone striking one another or perhaps a colossal explosion.
The ground heaved beneath her boots.
Niara stumbled and drove the end of her metal staff against the ground, leaning on it for balance. The others staggered or stumbled, fighting to keep their feet.
“Earthquake!” said Philip.
Niara leaned on her staff as the floor shuddered. The horses screamed in sudden panic – perhaps the only thing horses hated more than being underground was an earthquake. Morigna went to one knee and cast a spell, purple fire playing along her hands as she used earth magic to impose her will over the terrified animals. A grinding noise came from the floor, and Niara supposed that would be a grim end to all her musings. To have come so close to killing Xothalaxiar only to be buried alive when the ceiling fell.
The prospect of her own death did not daunt her, though it enraged her that Xothalaxiar might escape.
Gareth. She didn’t want to see Gareth hurt.
The earthquake ended, and Niara looked at the others.
“We have to move!” said Jerome. His lean face had gone bone-white with fear. Odd that such a nervous man could be so cool-headed in battle. But there were many kinds of fear, and getting buried alive was a different fate than a quick death in battle. “The roof could come down at any moment!”
“No,” said Philip, looking towards the gloomy shadows of the cavern’s ceiling. “I think we’re safe enough for now.”
“But the cavern will collapse!” said Jerome.
“He’s right, Sir Jerome,” said Niara. “The earthquakes when the xortami tried to use the Dragonskull were far greater, and there have been many since. If this cavern hasn’t collapsed in the last fifteen thousand years, it probably isn’t going to collapse today. Especially not with such a minor quake.”
“Minor?” said Jerome, taken aback.
“I believe Niara is right,” said Morigna, getting back to her feet. “That was a small earthquake. Parts of the Heptarchy are prone to far more serious ones, and I have enjoyed the misfortune of being caught in a few.”
“Is the molten stone stirring?” said Gareth, turning a wary look towards the glowing fissure. “We saw those erupting volcanoes.”
“Perhaps,” said Morigna, “but I know what caused that earthquake. The Dragonskull. Its dark aura spiked before the ground shook. Your soulblades reacted to it. The artifact is waking up.”
“Then the sooner we find and destroy the thing, the better,” said Gareth.
They collected the soothed horses and left the cavern.
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PREDATORS OF THE DEEPS
G areth walked in front with Niara and Telemachus.
They had settled on a marching order. Niara would have to walk in front since she was the only one who actually knew where the hell they were going. Gareth kept close to defend her in case anything attacked. With her command of fire magic, Niara was more capable of defending herself than most Magistri, but it was always good to have someone to watch your back. Telemachus could use his lightning spells to stun any attackers, which was good because he had insisted on remaining close to the front. In the eyes of the Arcanius Knight, Niara the First Magistria, the woman who had helped him kill Mharoslav at last, could do no wrong, and he would follow her commands without hesitation.
Gareth would have been jealous, but Niara was mildly exasperated by it, and at any rate, Telemachus regarded Niara as his liege lady. Had she actually held any lands, Gareth had no doubt that he would have sworn fealty to her on the spot.
Philip walked behind them, his bow ready in his hands. After Philip came Dietmar with his crossbow, then Morigna and Joachim. They also tended to the horses, making sure the animals did not panic and flee. Crake and Jerome guarded the back. Many of the creatures of the Deeps were stealth predators, preferring to attack from ambush. Hopefully, they would seek easier prey.
If not, Crake and Jerome would be ready. And Morigna’s Sight should provide ample warning of any attackers.
But as Morigna herself had so often said, neither she nor the Sight were infallible.
Niara led them on a course through the caverns they had often traversed. The fight against Mharoslav and his ally Makarov had led them through many of the local tunnels of the Deeps. They passed through chambers with glowing fissures on the floor. Other chambers had vents that belched steam. Mineral deposits had been built up around them, looking like half-melted candles of yellowish-white stone. Those chambers usually stank of sulfur, and they took care to avoid the vents, circling around the cavern’s sides. The poisonous gases, if they were present, tended to pool in deeper areas.
Twice they passed near the sources of the great heat that provided the fumes for the vents. One large cavern contained a lake of simmering molten stone running along its right-hand wall. A crust of cooled black stone had formed over the surface of the lava, but the heat radiated from it. Even on the far side of the cavern, the heat was so intense that Niara and Joachim had to cast protection spells, and they still had to hurry across the chamber before the heat overwhelmed them.
The second cavern had a chasm that ran down the center of the floor, and about a hundred feet into its depths, Gareth saw a river of molten stone. Unlike the lake, it flowed swiftly, and it was so hot it shone almost yellow-white. The chasm was deep enough that they could pass through the cavern without protective magic, but it was still searingly hot. A blacksmith working his fire on the hottest day of the year in Tarlion might come close to the heat, but only just.
They hastened through the chamber, and the cooler tunnels beyond were a relief after the heat radiating from the lava river.
“Let us rest a little while,” said Morigna when they had come to another cavern. This one had a sandy floor, and was devoid of any remarkable features. “A drink of water would be welcome. And it will give the horses a moment to recover.”
“Poor animals,” said Philip, stroking the neck of the nearest animal. “Horses hate going underground, and they hate fire. And here we are, underground and traveling past rivers of liquid fire.”
“They are not pleased,” agreed Morigna. “If not for my magic, they would have panicked and run off long ago. Just as well that I am here. There is nothing for them to eat in the Deeps, and they would wander until they starve.”
“Or, more likely, until something ate them,” said Gareth. Morigna nodded. “Call me a weak-blooded southron if you want, Crake, but that was too much heat.”
Crake grunted. “You’re a weak-blooded southron if you complain about the cold. The heat…I think maybe it got that hot once when I was a child in Cintarra.” He took a drink from a wineskin and looked at Niara. “How the devil did you even find your way through this maze without getting cooked?”
“Trial and error,” said Niara. “And an informed guess that turned out to be right. Dark elven ruins sometimes reach down far enough to open into the Deeps. Takaris was a huge city at its height, far larger than Tarlion. Even larger than Cintarra is now if Gareth’s memory is correct. The xortami were alien to us, but they still wouldn’t want to live in their own waste, and they definitely wouldn’t want to live in the waste of their slaves. There must have been sewers and catacombs beneath the city, and I thought I could find my way through the Deeps to them.”
“But you were outside the walls of Takaris for that last fight,” said Gareth, remembering the vision he had seen again and again in his dreams.
Niara shrugged. “A mistake on my part. I came out to the surface outside of Takaris, I found Xothalaxiar, and you know the rest. If I had continued, I might have found a way into the city itself.”
“Maybe we can bypass the ward on the gate that way,” said Gareth.
“Perhaps,” said Joachim. “If the xortami warded their capital’s main gate from attack, they might have had the foresight to seal off any entrances to their city from the Deeps.”
“Maybe, maybe,” said Crake. “But they didn’t have the foresight to keep from blowing themselves up with the Dragonskull, did they? Should have thought things through a bit more.”
“Much trouble, Sir Crake,” said Morigna in a dry voice, “would have been averted if the xortami high priests had given things a bit more thought. Or if their emperor realized that taking counsel from the Ossuary might not have been a wise decision.”
Gareth repressed a shudder. He, Jerome, and Morigna had seen the dark elven lord lurking in the catacombs beneath Nifheldun. The Ossuary had summoned the xortami to this world, thinking to make them his slaves and soldiers. Instead, they had enslaved their summoner and tortured him until his mind shattered and he regarded the xortami as his children, as the worthy successors to the dark elves. He had been a gaunt, wasted figure, his body twisted by the strange growths of bone that had erupted from his flesh.
“Much evil might have been avoided,” said Joachim.
“The molten stone concerns me,” said Niara.
“Was it here when you first came to Takaris?” said Jerome.
“It was,” said Niara, “and how it might have changed since then worries me. A river may change its course or run dry. If the same happened to one of these rivers of molten stone, we might find our course barred.”
“Then we shall simply have to find another way around,” said Gareth.
“At least our foes must contend with the same obstacles,” said Telemachus. “For all their dark power, Azalmora and Xothalaxiar simply cannot wave their hands and stride unhindered into Takaris. And Mharoslav will…”
He stopped, blinked a few times, and then smiled.
“And Mharoslav will do nothing at all,” finished the Arcanius Knight.
“Going to take some time to get used to that, isn’t it?” said Niara.
“Indeed,” said Telemachus. He shrugged. “Others have told me that vengeance proves ultimately hollow, that it cannot bring back those I have lost. But I knew this already…and a world without Mharoslav in it is far superior to one where he still lives.”
Gareth glanced at Niara, but she said nothing.
“It will help,” said Morigna, “that you have important work before you.”
“Aye,” said Telemachus. “I had not given any thought to what I would do should I slay Mharoslav. No doubt I will go back to Owyllain and resume my duties for the Order of the Arcanii. But the duty before us…the Dragonskull must be destroyed. Else whoever takes up the evil thing will one day turn their eyes towards Owyllain.”
“Then let us make sure that day never comes to pass,” said Morigna. “Niara?”
“Yes, we should continue,” said Niara. “This way.”
They entered another section of the caverns. Unlike the lava tunnels, this region was cooler and damper. Rivulets of water ran down the walls at times, and thousands of stalactites covered the ceiling. They passed through chambers that had still, silent pools, while others had splashing streams flowing through them. Many of the caverns had large clusters of ghost mushrooms growing near the pools and streams, their eerie glow reflecting off the waters.
Gareth saw other sorts of mushrooms, some that he had never seen before.
“Stay away from those,” said Niara, pointing at a large cluster of mushrooms that grew at the edge of a pool. The ghost mushrooms had broad, shallow caps, their luminescence coming from the caps’ undersides. These mushrooms had thick, fibrous stalks, their caps almost round. They were also quite large – the smallest would come to Gareth’s knee, while the large would reach the base of his chest.
“Poisonous?” said Gareth.
“Something like that,” said Niara. “Look at the base. See the kobold bones there?”
The cavern had a sandy floor, but now that Niara had mentioned it, Gareth spotted bones half-buried near the base of the mushrooms. The skull of a kobold jutted from the sand, a few scraps of scaly skin still clinging to the bone.
“Aye,” said Gareth.
“Touch the mushrooms, and they release a cloud of spores,” said Niara. “Breathe in the spores, and you fall into a deep sleep from which nothing can rouse you. The spores sprout within your flesh before you die.”
“God and the saints,” muttered Jerome. He crossed himself.
The next cavern had more mushrooms, though of a sort Gareth had not seen before. They had slenderer stalks and broader caps and were significantly smaller.
“I suppose these are poisonous too?” said Jerome. “They make the flesh melt off your bones or turn your bowels to bloody mush?”
“Neither,” said Niara, and to Gareth’s surprise, she reached down, plucked one of the mushrooms, and started eating.
“Is…that safe?” said Jerome.
“Perfectly safe,” said Niara. “Go on, try one. They taste vaguely like dry beef in need of additional salt.”
“These, at least, I recognize,” said Morigna, and she picked a mushroom herself and started eating. “The dwarves grow them. Mostly to feed to murrags, but they’re edible for humans.” She glanced at Dietmar. “And halflings.”
Dietmar collected some of the mushrooms. “One imagines that hunger will rather improve the taste. The need to stretch our supplies is almost as savory a spice.”
“Best let the horses graze for a bit,” said Niara. “Horses can eat these as well.”
After some coaxing and magical persuasion from Morigna, the horses started eating the mushrooms. Gareth took a few himself. They were hardly the tastiest thing he had ever eaten, but the necessity of conserving their rations had meant meager meals since they had left Nifheldun, and Gareth wound up eating more of the mushrooms than he expected.
“Can we take any of these with us?” said Dietmar. The horses had wiped out about half the mushrooms growing in the cavern.
Morigna shook her head. “Unless they are pickled in brine, the mushrooms go bad two or three hours after they are picked. Regrettable. Still, given how few game animals we have seen in the wilds near Takaris, at least we will not go hungry if our food runs out.”
“The xortami have hunted many of them,” said Niara, “and I expect the aura of the Dragonskull frightened the rest away.”
“The earthquake as well,” said Philip.
Once the horses had eaten their fill, they continued. The caverns became drier, the air hotter and tinted with a vague rotten egg smell. Gareth suspected they were approaching another region of the Deeps with a great deal of molten stone.
Then Philip came to a halt, frowning at the cavern wall.
“Wait a moment,” he said. “I want to have a closer look at this.” He pointed. “Can you shine the light on this wall?”
Niara and Joachim obliged. Joachim had been maintaining a spell of light as they moved through the gloom of the Deeps, allowing Telemachus to save his magical strength for battle. Niara had also cast one since two lights were better than one, and she had enough power and skill that she found the effort negligible. She gestured, and her sphere of pale blue-white light floated to hover over the left-hand wall of the cavern.
Gareth saw what had caught Philip’s attention.
The stone wall looked…etched.
His first thought was that it seemed almost like worm-eaten wood, with winding paths chewed into the stone. Yet Gareth had never heard of a worm that could eat rock. Philip considered the damaged wall for a moment, and then drew his dagger and dragged the tip through some of the etched rock.
The stone crumbled into dust.
“That’s bloody peculiar,” said Crake.
“Could that be damage from the earthquake?” said Gareth.
“I don’t think so,” said Philip. “It’s like something dissolved the stone.”
“A spray of acid,” said Morigna.
“You can see it spattered here and here,” said Philip.
Once it had been pointed out, Gareth had no trouble seeing the pattern. It looked like something had sprayed acid across the wall. Morigna ran a finger through the damaged stone. Some of the dust fell onto her hand, and she rubbed her fingers together, a distant expression on her face.
“You know what did this?” said Gareth.
“No,” said Morigna, though Gareth thought she suspected. “Many creatures in the Deeps use acid as a weapon. Spitfangs, for example. And yet…this is recent. Within the last few hours, I think. Magistria?”
Niara shook her head. “I didn’t encounter anything that spat acid the last time I was here.”
“Well, much can change in five hundred years, can it not?” said Morigna. “We should continue but remain cautious.”
Crake snorted. “When have we done anything else since we left Nifheldun?”
“Not yet,” said the Guardian, “so let us not become complacent now.”
“The footing in the next cavern will be treacherous,” said Niara. “Best to proceed slowly and mind the horses.”
The tunnel wound on for a time, and then opened into a large cavern. Gareth felt the blast of the hot wind even before they reached the tunnel’s end. The cavern beyond was enormous, so large that Gareth could only dimly glimpse the distant ceiling. A glowing abyss filled most of the cavern’s floor. Perhaps three hundred feet below, Gareth saw the harsh yellow-orange glow of molten stone. He would have thought it was a lake, but it flowed swiftly, so fast that a black crust of cooled stone could not form upon its surface. Perhaps the hot wind came from how fast the lava flowed through the abyss.
“Wonder where all that molten rock is going,” said Crake, peering forward.
“I don’t know,” said Gareth, “but I don’t want to find out.”
A wide ledge went along the left side of the cavern. As Niara had said, the footing was uneven. It looked as if a portion of the cliff had broken free and fallen into the lava long ago. The resulting path was a dozen feet wide but more uneven than Gareth would have liked.
“We should go slowly,” said Niara. “Guardian, be careful with the horses. They’re liable to break an ankle if they put a hoof down wrong.”
They eased forward in single file. Once again, Gareth was grateful for Morigna’s presence because without her magic, the horses would have panicked or at the very least refused to go any further. Step by step, they moved down the path and finally came to the tunnel entrance on the far side.
“Let’s not do that again,” said Crake, wiping sweat from his forehead. The heat in the cavern wasn’t as bad as some they had encountered, but it was still uncomfortably hot.
“We might have to on the return trip,” said Morigna.
Assuming they were victorious, of course, and not slain by the triumphant wielder of the Dragonskull.
“What’s this?” said Philip.
He stooped and picked something up from the stony floor.
“Bring that here,” said Morigna.
Philip approached and held out the object. It was a flat, irregular disc about two inches across, colored a peculiar grayish-green.
“That looks like a kobold scale,” said Gareth, “but bigger.”
“It is not,” said Morigna, voice grim. “It is the scale of a basilisk.”
“A basilisk?” said Gareth. He had never encountered a basilisk, but he had heard stories about the creatures, and none of them had been pleasant.
“That explains the etching we saw on the wall,” said Morigna. “Basilisks can spit acid among their other weapons. Did you encounter any basilisks when you journeyed in this land?”
“No,” said Niara. “I’ve never even seen one.”
“I have, albeit at a distance,” said Dietmar.
“Really?” said Morigna. “And you are still alive?”
“It was in the days of Prince Tywall’s grandfather, before any of you were born,” said Dietmar. He inclined his head to Niara. “With one notable exception, of course.” Niara’s mouth twisted in a wry smile. “A basilisk crept into the Shadow Ways from the Deeps, and it began coming to the surface and attacking in the night. Men would be found turned to stone. The Prince placed a great bounty on the beast’s head, and many adventurers perished trying to hunt the creature to its lair. Finally, a group of Swordbearers brought the basilisk to bay and slew it.” Dietmar shrugged. “I happened to be out late at night on unrelated legitimate business, and I saw the creature scuttling down the street. I climbed to a rooftop until the beast moved on, and by the time I alerted the watchmen, the lizard had retreated back to the Shadow Ways.”
“You’ve had an adventurous life, haven’t you?” said Niara.
“Given where we are standing, my lady, one cannot disagree.”
“Then it is well we have four Swordbearers with us,” said Morigna. “Listen to me. Basilisks are very dangerous. Urvaalgs kill for sport and the love of cruelty, but even they will avoid basilisks. Basilisk scales are very strong, their claws are sharp and hard, their fangs are poisoned, and they can spit acid. Furthermore, their gaze turns their quarry to stone. The basilisks feed off the transformation in some strange way. Your soulblades can block the power of their gaze, but it will take all their power. Niara, Joachim, you will both have a spell to block their gaze – a ward against elemental magic should serve. I can block it as well.” She turned to Dietmar and Telemachus. “Neither of you will have any defense against the basilisk’s gaze.”
“I know a warding spell against dark magic,” said Telemachus.
“But it is not empowered by the Well of Tarlion,” said Morigna. “The gaze of a basilisk will tear through it like wet paper.”
“Are they solitary creatures, or do they hunt in packs?” said Gareth.
“It depends on their circumstances,” said Morigna. “They are mostly solitary, but they will come together in groups once they mate. Usually there will be a half-dozen females and one or two males. The males will hunt and bring back prey while the females tend the eggs, and once the young hatch, both the males and the females hunt to support the hatchlings. After the young are old enough to fend for themselves, the group breaks apart, and the cycle starts all over again.”
“Then why is the world not overrun with these creatures?” said Jerome.
“They do not reproduce all that often,” said Morigna, “and their eggs do not always hatch. The males sometimes kill each other when trying to mate, much like stallions fighting over a mare. And there are things in the Deeps even more dangerous than basilisks.”
“Cheery thought,” said Crake.
“We have no choice but to continue,” said Morigna. “Remain vigilant. If a basilisk attacks us, it will do so without warning.”
They continued into the tunnel, which began to slope upward. Philip found two more basilisk scales on the floor, along with more scarring on the walls where the creature had spat acid. There was no way of knowing how old the scales were, but Morigna thought the acid damage to the stone had been inflicted only a few days past. A basilisk had passed this way, and recently.
The tunnel ended in a large oval-shaped cavern. The floor was hard, uneven rock. Jagged outcroppings of stone thrust up from the floor, likely where the lava had bunched up as it cooled. Getting the horses across would prove a challenge.
Which made it a perfect place for an attack.
And as the Guardian had warned, the attack came without warning.
The basilisk sprang from behind one of the outcroppings and skittered forward with terrific speed.
It was bigger than Gareth expected, about the size of a horse, with a long waving tail and grayish-green scales covering its body. It had six legs and a narrow head with a fanged mouth and harsh yellow eyes. The creature’s mouth yawned wide, and its eyes started to glow, seeming to draw Gareth’s gaze toward it.
He yanked Stormshield from its scabbard and called on the soulblade’s power to protect, and a half-second later, he felt something intangible hit him. It struck with great power, and Gareth staggered from the impact of the basilisk’s gaze. At the same time, the lizard’s jaws opened wide, the muscles in its neck flexing. Instinct saved Gareth, and he ducked as the gobbet of acidic spit shot over his head.
Niara and Telemachus both unleashed their magic. A shaft of blazing flame leaped from Niara’s palm while Telemachus sent an arc of lightning stabbing from the end of his sword. Both spells struck the basilisk but did nothing. The fire and lightning lashed across the scales, failing to penetrate them.
By then, Gareth had recovered his balance, and he ran forward, Stormshield in hand. Crake, Jerome, and Philip likewise attacked. They moved at their normal speed instead of the superhuman quickness granted by the magic of a soulblade. Their weapons’ full power was going toward defending them from the deadly gaze of the basilisk.
Fortunately, that proved enough.
Crake reached the basilisk first and swung his soulhammer, aiming for the lizard’s head. The creature jerked to the side, and the blow that would have crushed its skull instead struck its front right shoulder. The foreleg beneath it collapsed, and the basilisk spat another gobbet of acid, which Crake danced around.
Gareth and Philip attacked from the side, swinging their soulblades at the basilisk’s thick neck. Philip hit it twice, and then on Gareth’s third blow, Stormshield sheared through the basilisk’s neck to ring against the stone floor. He wrenched the soulblade free as the basilisk’s fanged head rolled away. Thick black blood fell in gouts from the stump of the neck, white smoke rising from the ground as the blood chewed into the stone.
“Anyone hurt?” said Gareth, looking around.
No one was. The basilisk had made the mistake of focusing its initial attack on Gareth, and then the Swordbearers had struck back.
But one of the pack horses had not been so fortunate.
For an incredulous second, Gareth wondered why the hell a statue of a horse was standing in the middle of the cavern. An incredibly detailed statue of a horse, for that matter. Gareth had seen some sculptures of great skill in the ruins of the dark elves beneath Cintarra, but this sculptor had carved more detail, almost down to the individual hairs of the mane and tail.
Then his brain caught up with his eyes, and he realized that the statue had been one of their pack horses a few seconds earlier.
If not for Stormshield, the same thing would have happened to him.
“God and the saints,” said Crake.
“Don’t lower your guard,” said Dietmar. “As the Guardian said, there might be more of the creatures nearby.”
They looked around, weapons raised. Morigna struck the end of her staff against the ground, and a pulse of purple light rolled out from its end.
“We are alone, I believe,” said Morigna. “My magic did not sense the basilisk.” Her mouth twisted beneath her cowl. “Apparently, so long as the creature is motionless, my spell senses it as part of the ground, not as a living thing.”
“It shrugged off my lightning,” said Telemachus. “I have never seen that happen before, at least not like that.”
“And my fire,” said Niara. “I have seen that happen. Wyverns are resistant to elemental spells. Probably the basilisk’s scales are similar. Likely the scales protected it from your magic, Guardian.”
“I suggest we continue,” said Dietmar. “If we are in the hunting grounds of a basilisk pack, we should not linger here.”
“Agreed,” said Gareth. “We might not be as lucky with another ambush.”
He glanced at the petrified horse. That animal’s luck, at least, had run out.
“This way,” said Niara.
She led the way over the uneven ground.
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SISTERS
“G reetings, child,” said Xothalaxiar. “It is time to discuss how you can best serve me.”
Azalmora stared at the urdmordar, all six of her hidden eyes opening.
That was hardly necessary.
Even with all her eyes closed, she could have sensed the presence of the urdmordar.
The overwhelming aura, the compulsion to obedience.
Azalmora stood south of the gathered army of Warlord Valdranek and his vassals. That army had grown significantly in the last day. Warlord Makarov and his ally Mharoslav had fallen victim to the Swordbearers and Magistria Niara. Valdranek had been pleased – it had rid him of his chief rival. The outcome had been favorable to Azalmora as well. Mharoslav had been a dangerous competitor in the race to seize the Dragonskull. In a straight battle of spells, Azalmora would have vanquished him, but the warlock had been clever enough to never risk a direct confrontation with her.
He had been confident that his mutated xortami minions would be able to prevail against the Swordbearers.
Well, he had been wrong, and now he was dead.
Makarov’s army had transferred its allegiance to Valdranek without any fuss. The xortami divided themselves into castes, and the crimson-scaled xortami warriors followed the golden-scaled xortami nobles without question. With Makarov and all his nobles dead, his warriors decided to follow Valdranek. Humans and orcs and elves would have found that swift transfer of allegiance baffling. To the xortami, it was as natural as breathing.
Just as it was natural for Azalmora to submit to Xothalaxiar.
The urdmordar had not approached Valdranek’s army in her true form. She had taken the shape of a high elven woman of great beauty, clad in a sleeveless green gown that rippled around her in the cold wind. Her blood-colored hair was bound up in an elaborate braided crown, and her brilliant green eyes fixed upon Azalmora. She felt the mighty weight of the power behind those eyes, a power that compelled her, that demanded she fall to her knees and ask how she might serve the goddess that stood before her.
She pushed aside the impulse.
A faint smile went over Xothalaxiar’s face.
“Lady Azalmora,” said one of the xortami sentinels, a hulking crimson-scaled lizardman. “Who is this elf?”
“I will deal with her,” said Azalmora.
The smile widened on Xothalaxiar’s face, the expression of a cat considering a bold mouse.
Azalmora reached over her shoulder and drew Ghostruin.
The sword’s blade had been solid black when she had stolen it from Khurnetsov’s summoning chamber in Nifheldun. Since then, she had taken many lives with the weapon. The black sword had changed, crimson swirls marking the blade. The corrupted soulstone set into the tang bled shadows, and she felt the sword’s power awaken. The Warden of Urd Morlemoch had forged the dark soulblade to destroy the cosmos. Azalmora had no wish to destroy the cosmos, but she would use the dark soulblade’s power to further her own purposes.
The shadows of the sword’s previous bearers appeared as she drew the weapon, summoned by her anger and fear.
“So you come to your doom at last, spiderling,” laughed Ricatus Eborium, a hawk-faced knight who had betrayed the High King of Andomhaim. “You reached too far and too fast, and now your fate has found you.”
“All things end in destruction,” said Vhalmharak, the Shaluuskan orc warlord who had first carried Ghostruin. “All things fail in their ultimate moment. Perhaps your hour to fail has come at last.”
“It’s what you deserve,” sneered the shadow of Solthalis, the cloak elven archmage who had taken Ghostruin to betray his people. “You dare to wield the sword that belongs to me by right! It is mine, and you stole it!”
Azalmora ignored them.
But the fourth shadow she heeded.
It was a figure in a hooded black cloak and blue armor, face hidden beneath a masked helmet wrought in the shape of a snarling dragon’s head. In life, he had been the Theophract, the apprentice of the Warden, the architect of much that had happened during the Heptarchy’s invasion of Andomhaim.
“You should be wary,” said the Theophract in his sepulchral voice. “The powers of an elder urdmordar are not trifling. Perhaps the strength of Ghostruin will be enough to grant you victory. But you may an expect an assault upon your mind and a more straightforward magical attack.”
Ricatus laughed again. “And then you shall perish, and we shall advise the new wielder of Ghostruin.”
Azalmora dismissed the shadows with an effort of will.
She stopped twenty paces from Xothalaxiar. If the urdmordar took her true form and attacked, that would give Azalmora time to dodge.
But Xothalaxiar made no move save to gaze at Azalmora with a gentle smile on her face. She looked inhumanly beautiful, a goddess of benevolence and kindness made flesh. But the urdmordar could take any form they chose. It wasn’t well-known in the Heptarchy, but the seven goddesses did not always reside in the City of the Seven. Sometimes they took other forms and wandered their dominions to see how matters fared. Occasionally some brigands and thieves thought to prey upon a lone old woman wandering alone on the road.
Perhaps the swift deaths of those brigands and thieves ensured that fact remained little known.
“Interesting,” said Xothalaxiar, her voice like music and beauty. “You are not what I expected.”
“And what did you expect?” said Azalmora.
“Humanity,” said Xothalaxiar. “Most of the spiderlings of this land are half human and half urdmordar. You are half dark elf. I am not certain if you find that better or worse. Humans do not have as much innate raw power, it is true, yet the savagery and bloodlust of their hearts makes them effective warriors. The dark elves have greater magic, but they were conquered fools, which means you are descended from the blood of failures.”
Azalmora said nothing.
“Still,” said Xothalaxiar, “perhaps it is just as well that half your heritage is dark elven. You might not have the strength to master that sword otherwise. A corrupted soulblade? In the long millennia of their wars against the high elves, the dark elves tried again and again to make their own soulblades and failed every single time. Yet now it seems they have succeeded.”
“The Warden of Urd Morlemoch made five,” said Azalmora.
“Dangerous trinkets,” said Xothalaxiar. She craned her head to the side. “I see that you have gathered a considerable army.”
“It is Warlord Valdranek’s army,” said Azalmora.
“Come now,” said Xothalaxiar with gentle reproof. “Child, we both know that Valdranek might have gathered this army, but you are going to use it for your own purposes. For it is what we do, and it is what we have trained you to do. You have done great work on my behalf.”
“Have I?” said Azalmora.
“Indeed,” said Xothalaxiar. “I am going to take the Dragonskull, and the xortami shall be the soldiers of my new empire. You have done admirable work in preparing the way for me.” She smiled and held out her right hand. “Surrender the dark soulblade and bow before me, and you shall serve as my high priestess. Such weapons are too dangerous for you to use anyway.”
“No,” said Azalmora.
Xothalaxiar’s gentle smile did not waver. “You will surrender the sword, and you will kneel to me.”
Her power struck Azalmora like a hammer. Xothalaxiar’s will plunged into her mind, commanding her, compelling her, forcing her to obey. It was the nature of spiderlings to serve the urdmordar. Indeed, Azalmora felt a burning need to serve Xothalaxiar the way a man dying of thirst and hunger craved water and food.
But she forced that need aside. Azalmora had crossed half the world in search of a source of dark magic that would allow her to ascend. She had not come all this way to lose now, just bare miles away from the Dragonskull’s resting place.
Her will pushed Xothalaxiar’s overwhelming influence out of her mind.
“No,” said Azalmora again, her voice stronger this time.
Xothalaxiar did not seem annoyed. If anything, she appeared amused. “No? Child, you overreach yourself. You will submit. It is in your nature.”
“The urdmordar each claim their own hunting grounds,” said Azalmora. “This is mine. I suggest you seek prey elsewhere. Indeed, it will advantage you. Niara has not forgotten you, and she has Swordbearers and a Guardian for allies. They will hunt for you.”
“Oh, angry little Niara,” said Xothalaxiar with a shake of her head. “She came all this way to die. I will deal with her in time. But you, child, you are not an urdmordar. You carry our blood, yes, but you are not one of us. You face a choice. Either submit to me of your own will, or I shall force it upon you. For in the end, regardless of your choice, you will serve me.”
“I shall not,” said Azalmora.
Xothalaxiar laughed, long and loud, the echoes of it jangling inside Azalmora’s skull. “Truly? Regrettable. It seems you must be brought to discipline. But why should I be surprised?” For a second, her gaze seemed to turn inward. “Indeed, I should not. But, child, do not think that I have come alone.”
She glanced skyward, and Azalmora saw a dark shadow circling overhead.
The urdhracos landed next to the urdmordar, a mad grin upon her gaunt face.
Azalmora had encountered urdhracosi several times in the Heptarchy. The seven goddesses had exterminated or enslaved the dark elves but found it useful to keep some of their creatures as minions. Urvaalg packs made a useful method of sowing terror among a population, driving them to greater obedience to their Heptarchy rulers. And a few of the goddesses kept bound urdhracosi as their most loyal agents, bending their wills with dark magic.
No doubt that was why this particular urdhracos had followed Xothalaxiar.
She looked like most of the other urdhracosi Azalmora had encountered. A woman clad in formfitting black armor of overlapping metal plates, the fingers of her gauntlets topped with razor-edged talons. Great leathery wings rose from her back, and her eyes were like black gates to the void. She had blond hair that had been cut off raggedly at the length of her jaw and a crazed, almost manic grin on her face.
Sanity was usually beyond the grasp of an urdhracos.
But Azalmora did not fool herself. Mad or not, the urdhracosi were dangerous. The longer they lived, the more powerful they became, gathering greater skill with dark magic.
And unless she missed her guess, this urdhracos was ancient.
“The Ossuary’s daughter, I assume?” said Azalmora.
The urdhracos let out a cackling laugh. “Indeed. Or so the xortami like to name me. The Daughter. I know you have been traveling with my father. It is the most interesting thing that has happened in this land for centuries. Other than the Swordbearers, of course.”
“The Daughter proved most amenable to entering my service,” said Xothalaxiar. “As you should, child. Great rewards can be found in obedience.” The green eyes flashed. “Those rewards will be lessened should I need to compel your service.”
“The Dragonskull is mine,” said Azalmora. “Seek hunting grounds elsewhere, Xothalaxiar. For this land belongs to me.”
Xothalaxiar considered that. All the expression drained from her beautiful face, leaving only a cool mask. It was a glimpse of the true nature of the urdmordar – a powerful mind calculating and considering the available options.
Yet something about it seemed oddly familiar. It almost reminded Azalmora of the Visionary.
“If that is your choice,” said Xothalaxiar. She gestured with her right hand, and shadows and blue fire swirled around her fingers. “But unruly children must be disciplined.”
The Daughter leaped into the air, wings unfurling, and Xothalaxiar hurled a spell at Azalmora. It was a lance of shadow and twisting blue fire, but Azalmora recognized the spell for what it was. An attack of dark magic, designed to break through the defenses of her mind, making it all the easier for Xothalaxiar to dominate her.
Azalmora raised Ghostruin and cast a spell, gripping the dark soulblade’s hilt with both hands. Her power flowed into it, and Xothalaxiar’s magic struck the crimson-burning sword. The dark soulblade had been made to destroy and unravel, and it fed on the very energies that Xothalaxiar had flung at her. Azalmora drank the power of the spell and added it to her own strength.
Just in time, because the Daughter fell from the sky like a thunderbolt. Shadows and dark magic twisted around the claws of her left hand. In her right, she carried a sword of dark elven steel that gleamed blue under the dim winter sunlight.
The reflexes drilled into her by the harsh training of the Temple of the Visionary took over, and Azalmora dodged to the side, whipping Ghostruin in a high parry. The blade of dark elven steel clanged against Ghostruin, and the Daughter leaped back, flinging her left hand. A cone of shadow swept from her talons, a spell to drain Azalmora’s life force and convert it to magical power for the Daughter. Azalmora cast a ward, gritting her teeth with the strain of it, but deflected the Daughter’s magical attack.
The urdhracos led out another cackling laugh and bounded higher into the sky, wings flapping. Azalmora drew together power for a spell, knowing that she needed to defeat the Daughter as soon as possible. She could fight the Daughter in single combat, and she might be able to take Xothalaxiar.
But fighting them together would be chancy at best.
Which Xothalaxiar proved when she cast another spell. A sphere of utter darkness leaped from her hands, wreathed in a crackling halo of blue flame. Azalmora felt the utter chill as it flew towards her, the blue fire painting the snow of the ground with an eerie glow. Had all the grass beneath the snow not already been dormant, the mere presence of the sphere would have killed it.
Azalmora crossed her forearms, Ghostruin burning with red flame in her right fist, and cast another ward. She drew on the sword’s destructive magic, and a shell of blue flame appeared around her. The sphere struck her defenses with a ringing thunderclap, and the magic of Ghostruin ripped through the spell, unraveling its power, and the attack collapsed into nothingness.
“Very good!” called Xothalaxiar. “I see the standards of the Visionary’s Temple have not lapsed. How much can you handle, child?”
How did Xothalaxiar know that Azalmora had been a priestess of the Temple of the Visionary?
As far as Azalmora knew, Xothalaxiar hadn’t even known that the Heptarchy existed, let alone any details about the Seven Temples.
Both Xothalaxiar and the Daughter unleashed new spells, and Azalmora could spare no thought for anything but her own defense.
Blue fire ripped from the Daughter’s talons, a straightforward attack of entropic dark magic. Azalmora deflected it without much difficulty, though the Daughter was strong enough that it took a considerable portion of Azalmora’s power to do it.
The purpose of the attack had not been to harm Azalmora but to hold her attention while Xothalaxiar cast a new spell.
The urdmordar gestured with both hands, and the ground in front of her writhed with black smoke and flickering ribbons of blue flame. It was bitterly cold in the xortami wastelands this time of year, but the chill intensified. A circle of undulating black smoke roiled in front of Xothalaxiar, and the beauty of the urdmordar’s current form seemed a grotesque contrast with the chill radiating from the dark mist.
Xothalaxiar smiled and gestured again, and the black smoke rose in pillars.
Alarm went through Azalmora’s mind.
The pillars resolved into the form of cowled wraiths, dozens of them.
Like all priestesses of the Visionary, Azalmora had a profound knowledge of necromantic magic. That knowledge had allowed her to rouse the Old One Nhalavask and direct him against Gareth Arban and his allies, though that had not ended as well as Azalmora might have wished. Nevertheless, she had considered raising a small army of undead and using them as an escort but dismissed the idea. The Qazaluuskan shamans would have no trouble taking control of minor undead and turning them against her, and undead would be a liability if she wound up facing Swordbearers.
But wraiths were among the most potent of the lesser undead, capable of wiping out entire villages if the residents had no defenders who could wield magic. Xothalaxiar had just created fifty or sixty of the creatures, and she had done it almost casually. Another mind might have felt terror. Indeed, the wraiths could overwhelm Azalmora and kill her. But instead of fear, she felt something almost like lust. Xothalaxiar possessed such power.
When Azalmora seized the Dragonskull and ascended to become a full urdmordar, she would possess that power.
Greater, even, with the magic of the Dragonskull to augment her abilities.
She first had to survive the next five minutes.
Xothalaxiar flicked her wrists, and the mob of wraiths flowed in silence towards Azalmora, ghostly eyes of blue fire shining within their insubstantial cowls. The Daughter circled overhead and began another spell.
Azalmora shouted and thrust Ghostruin, channeling her magic through the dark soulblade.
Her mind probed the spells that Xothalaxiar had placed upon the wraiths to bind them. They were familiar spells, similar to the ones she would have used, and Azalmora knew how to subvert and twist them to her will.
Not all of them. Xothalaxiar was too strong. But Azalmora warped about half of the spells, binding the wraiths to her own control. She gestured, and the wraiths soared upward at the hovering shape of the Daughter. Azalmora had a brief moment of satisfaction seeing the look of surprise cross the urdhracos’s face, and then the Daughter had to turn all her attention to her own defense.
For a few moments, at least, Azalmora would not need to concern herself with the Daughter.
The remaining wraiths converged on Azalmora, and she lifted Ghostruin and attacked, moving to strike before the wraiths could encircle her.
Powerful dark magic had created the hooded specters, but the power within Ghostruin’s burning blade was mightier by far. A single hit from the flame-sheathed sword shattered one of the wraiths, and the crimson ripples in the blade began to stir and grow. Ghostruin fed upon the necromantic magic that animated the specters, growing stronger with every hit and giving that power to Azalmora.
Xothalaxiar gestured, and another sphere of shadow and blue fire appeared in her hands. The globe hurtled out, and halfway between Azalmora and Xothalaxiar, it split into three. Each of the smaller spheres wove forward on a wobbling, drunken course, converging on Azalmora. The size did not fool her – each of the dark globes would have as much destructive power as the original. Azalmora worked a warding spell around herself even as she slashed and thrust with Ghostruin, cutting apart one of the wraiths with every strike of the sword.
Two of the spheres slammed into her warding spell. Her dark magic broke apart the attacks, but the sheer power overloaded her defense. The final sphere flew towards her head, and Azalmora whirled and chopped it in half with Ghostruin.
A blast of dark magic washed out in all directions as the spell’s power struggled against the dark soulblade. The snow for fifty yards in all directions boiled into nothingness, leaving Azalmora standing in the center of a perfect circle of earth. The dormant grass beneath the snow turned black and crumbling, its hibernating life force stolen away by the unleashed forces.
But Azalmora was still alive and unharmed, and she kept attacking, slashing a path through the wraiths. Overhead the Daughter danced and flitted, blue fire burning around her sword of dark elven steel. She carved her way through the swirling wraiths one by one, but not nearly as quickly as Azalmora.
Through the haze of the wraiths, she saw Xothalaxiar smile.
The urdmordar was enjoying the battle.
Azalmora vowed to wipe that smile from her enemy’s face.
Xothalaxiar cast another spell, and tentacles of shadow burst from the barren ground. A half-dozen reached for Azalmora, aiming to entangle her arms and legs. She swept Ghostruin in a tight circle, the dark soulblade destroying three of the tentacles, and cast another warding spell. A shell of blue light appeared over Azalmora, and the tendrils that touched her rebounded from the defense.
Azalmora stood in a clear space, the wraiths spinning around her, the tentacles unable to breach her warding spell. Xothalaxiar was casting another spell, but for the next few seconds, her full attention was on her magic.
Giving Azalmora the space she needed to act.
She dropped to one knee with a yell and drove Ghostruin into the frozen ground. The sword sank about a foot and a half into the earth, and Azalmora sent her will into the blade and cast a spell.
Tentacles of red flame exploded from the ground and reached for Xothalaxiar.
The urdmordar did not move, a warding spell shining to life around her. Azalmora’s tentacles lashed at the urdmordar, and she had put enough of Ghostruin’s fury into the spell that Xothalaxiar had to concentrate on her defense. Azalmora cast another spell, and black smoke swirled over the earth. More wraiths rose from the ground, and she imposed her will on them.
She wrenched Ghostruin free and strode forward. Half of her newly-created wraiths she sent floating upward to keep the Daughter busy. The other half surged to battle the remainder of Xothalaxiar’s spectral minions. Azalmora raised Ghostruin and joined the attack, cutting down the wraiths with sweeping blows from the corrupted soulblade.
Xothalaxiar made a chopping motion, and a ring of blue flame exploded from her in all directions. The spell disrupted the dark magic Azalmora had used to summon the burning tentacles. The urdmordar made a lifting gesture, and blue fire pooled in her hands, shining like a malevolent star.
A blazing torrent of blue flame leaped from her palms. Azalmora raised Ghostruin in guard and cast a warding spell, and the full power of a female urdmordar’s dark magic slammed into her like a runaway horse. She staggered a few paces, gritting her teeth with the strain, all six of her hidden eyes opening as she struggled to hold her defenses. Ghostruin was a font of dark magic, but so was Xothalaxiar.
Then Azalmora had no choice but to devote every shred of concentration and magic she possessed to holding back Xothalaxiar’s fury. It was just as well that Azalmora had summoned the wraiths and sent them after the Daughter. Else the urdhracos could have simply walked up and stabbed Azalmora in the back.
The torrent of fire winked out, and Xothalaxiar lowered her hands.
Azalmora sucked in a ragged breath and raised Ghostruin, the sword’s crimson fire brightening.
The ground started shaking.
Azalmora staggered and thrust Ghostruin into the earth, leaning upon the sword’s hilt for balance. Her first thought was that Xothalaxiar had unleashed a mighty spell, one that would rend the very earth itself. Yet the urdmordar looked just as surprised, and she even stumbled, her bare arms thrust out on either side for balance as her green gown rippled around her.
Perhaps it was simply a natural earthquake. Numerous volcanoes dotted the xortami wastes. Maybe one of the dormant ones had just erupted.
But she felt a surge of dark magic in the air, the aura coming from the north.
The Dragonskull. The Dragonskull was stirring. Mharoslav was dead, but the dvargir were still seeking it. Had Mthrozgar somehow gotten to Takaris before anyone else and claimed the relic? No, that was unlikely.
The Dragonskull was waking up, likely in response to the wielders of dark magic seeking to claim it.
The ground stopped shaking, and Azalmora heard a murmur of confusion from the north. The warriors and nobles of Valdranek’s army had felt the earthquake. Azalmora hoped that it hadn’t thrown the army into too much confusion.
Depending on what Xothalaxiar did next, Azalmora might need that army right now.
Yet Xothalaxiar made no move. All the wraiths had been destroyed, and even as Azalmora glanced upward, she saw the Daughter dispose of the last one with a flourish of her sword. She circled once more and then landed next to Xothalaxiar.
“One advantage to flying,” announced the urdhracos. “Earthquakes aren’t troubling.” Her voice-filled eyes turned to Azalmora. “I don’t suppose you did that.”
“No,” said Azalmora.
“Well, then, Quaesitor,” said Xothalaxiar. How did she know that Azalmora had been a Quaesitor? “Theorize. Examine the facts and employ the tools of logic. What caused the earthquake?”
She sounded just like the instructors in the Temple of the Visionary.
“The Dragonskull,” said Azalmora. “It is reacting to the presence of those seeking to claim it. Likely we caused the earthquake, albeit indirectly. Our combined power, so close together…most probably the Dragonskull reacted to it.”
“Very good,” said Xothalaxiar. “That was my own conclusion as well.” She raised her right hand, ran a finger over her lips, and then smiled. “You have a remarkable degree of power. I would most likely prevail in an extended confrontation, though it would drain me considerably, and my victory would not be assured.”
Azalmora said nothing, waiting for the attack.
“Which makes me wonder,” said Xothalaxiar. “Shall you…”
She looked to the west, her eyes narrowing, the smile vanishing from her features. For the first time, she looked concerned, perhaps even alarmed.
A booming roar echoed overhead.
Azalmora looked in that direction as the Daughter leaped into the air, wings flapping.
A vast golden shape hurtled towards them, scales gleaming in the dim sunlight.
The dragon form of the high elven sorceress Myotharia.
Her jaws opened wide, and a blazing cone of dragon fire erupted over her fangs and swept toward Azalmora and Xothalaxiar.
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THE MAD DRAGON
A zalmora reacted, drawing on her full power and casting a warding spell.
It was just barely enough to keep the dragon fire from consuming her.
The fire was potent, more than just mere flames, though it was hot enough all on its own. Magical fury backed up the wrath of the flames. It would have killed Azalmora in the blink of an eye. It would have even killed Xothalaxiar. The fire would have been enough to unmake Ghostruin, destroying the dark weapon’s physical housing until a sorcerer like Khurnetsov summoned it back to the material world. As it was, it took all Azalmora’s power to keep the fire from consuming her.
The fire winked out, and Azalmora found herself standing in the midst of a burning field. Myotharia’s flames had melted a vast stretch of snow, setting fire to the grass beneath it. The golden dragon circled to the east, preparing to come around for another attack.
The commotion from the xortami camp grew louder. Azalmora had warned Valdranek against the dragon, and no doubt the xortami feared that Myotharia was about to attack them. It was a healthy fear. Myotharia could incinerate the camp and kill thousands of xortami warriors before their priests and sorcerers could force her from the sky.
Xothalaxiar stood untouched in the burning field, her gown rippling around her in the heat from the baked ground. Her green eyes now glowed with ghostly blue fire, the same fire crawling up her bare arms as she summoned the full power of her magic.
“Strike!” shouted Xothalaxiar, raising her arms in a spell as the dragon came around for another pass. “Strike, or she shall burn us both!”
Azalmora didn’t want to obey Xothalaxiar for any reason. But the logical part of her mind pointed out that if she didn’t cooperate with the urdmordar, Myotharia would kill them both. Back in Norvangenheim, Azalmora had been able to trigger Myotharia’s madness, sending her to attack Sigulforn in hopes of killing Gareth and his allies, but she doubted that she could take the mad high elf unawares again.
Thousands of years of hatred and grief boiled in Myotharia’s mind like a storm, and once her wrath had been roused, nothing could dissuade her.
Except, perhaps, force.
Azalmora and Xothalaxiar cast their strongest spells. A shaft of blazing blue flame leaped from Azalmora’s hand while Xothalaxiar flung a globe of the void. Both spells struck Myotharia and shattered against her magic-infused scales. Yet they must have hurt because the dragon roared and suddenly dove, slamming into the ground with enough force to make the earth shake.
Golden fire engulfed the dragon, and Myotharia shrank down to her true form.
She wore brilliant armor fashioned from metal that looked like gold but was stronger and lighter than steel, a dark cloak hanging from her shoulders. Her pale face was beautiful by elven standards, her hair as black as night. It had been swept back from her forehead to reveal the elven points of her ears. Myotharia’s eyes were a searing, vivid green, brighter than a forest in the summer sunlight. In her left hand, she carried a golden staff topped with a device that looked like interlocking rings moving around a sphere. Magical power radiated from her, alien to the forces that Azalmora wielded but just as strong.
Rage twisted Myotharia’s lovely face. There was no trace of reason or sanity in her expression. Her fury would make a she-bear separated from her cubs look mild by comparison.
Which, Azalmora supposed, was more apt a comparison than Myotharia’s damaged mind could grasp.
“Vile urdmordar!” thundered Myotharia, her voice booming over the landscape. “Long I have hunted you, and at last, you have been brought to bay! You will now reveal to me the location of your lair, or by the holy name of God, I shall burn you to ashes.”
“Lair?” said Xothalaxiar. “I have no lair. I only awakened a few days ago.”
“Do not seek to deceive me!” said Myotharia. “I am not one of your pathetic worshipers, enthralled to your lies and false glamours. You will tell me the location of your lair and your prisoners, or I shall rip the secret from your mind.”
“Prisoners?” said Xothalaxiar with unfeigned confusion. “I have no prisoners. I know of you, Myotharia, madwoman of the Mourning Tower, but I avoided you when I passed your home five hundred years ago, and I have no quarrel with you now.”
But Azalmora understood, even if Xothalaxiar did not. She had seen into Myotharia’s mind at the Tower of Mourning. Millennia ago, long before humans had come to this world, before even the Heptarchy had been founded, Myotharia’s sons, their wives, and their children had been taken prisoner by the urdmordar. Myotharia had been one of the greatest wizards of the high elves, and she had gone alone to rescue them. She had crushed the urdmordar who had taken them.
And in the lair of the urdmordar, she found the desiccated corpses of her sons, her daughters-in-law, and her grandchildren, all suspended with the webs of the urdmordar.
A mind already under great strain from the war against the urdmordar and fear for her family had shattered utterly, and Myotharia had been insane ever since, alone with her delusions and her grief.
But something had shifted. The memory was replaying itself within Myotharia’s damaged psyche. She was reliving the experience that had broken her mind and believed that Xothalaxiar was one of the urdmordar who had killed her family.
That was bad.
That was very bad.
Azalmora thought she might have been able to defeat Xothalaxiar in combat. A toss of a coin, in the end.
Even with the power of Ghostruin, her odds against Myotharia were much worse.
“Your children are dead!” called Azalmora. “So are your grandchildren.” Xothalaxiar glanced at her, the Daughter circling overhead. “They have been dead for nearly fifteen thousand years, Lady Myotharia. You avenged them long ago. There is no need for you to be here.”
Myotharia’s gaze turned to her. “One of the spiderling priestesses of the urdmordar, I see. I have slain many of your kind. Do not think that your lies will dissuade me. Perhaps I shall tear the location of the lair from your mind, spiderling.”
Despite the danger, a wave of dark amusement went through Azalmora. As a Quaesitor, she had often infiltrated rebel movements and spied upon the various vassal kings and tribes of the Heptarchy. She had told lies, countless lies, and was adept at them.
This had been one of the very few times in her life that she had told someone the actual, literal truth, and Myotharia hadn’t believed it.
“I have slain more thousands than I can remember,” said Xothalaxiar, “but your children and grandchildren are not among them. Depart, and be grateful that I grant you even this chance. For if you wish, you will see the wrath of the urdmordar unveiled…”
Myotharia snarled and made a hooking gesture with her free hand.
White mist swirled around the Daughter and hardened into glittering blocks of ice around her flapping wings. The urdhracos let out a startled yelp, fell from the sky, smashed hard into the ground, and remained motionless. Azalmora lifted Ghostruin, drawing on her magic. Dark magic could create effective wards against elemental power, but Myotharia had punched her spell through the Daughter’s warding spell like a hot knife through soft butter.
“You have slain thousands, spider?” said Myotharia. “I have slain tens of thousands. The orcish legions of the dark elves. Their dvargir smiths and hirelings. Dark elven commoners and nobles. I have made them all as dust upon the threshing floor. I may not have yet slain thousands of urdmordar, but I have killed dozens of your wretched kind. I wish I could have saved the orcs I slew, for they were deceived by their dark elven masters and knew no better. But you, urdmordar? You and all your kind are parasites, miserable leeches sucking upon the blood of the innocent, and I shall burn your poison out of the world.”
“Easier to say,” said Xothalaxiar, “and harder to do. I have not slain your children, high elf…but I am about to make them orphans.”
Myotharia smiled. It wasn’t the manic grin of the Daughter, but something cold and hard and deadly as the edge of a well-honed blade. “Try.”
Azalmora unleashed a spell, and Xothalaxiar followed a half-second later. Twin blasts of dark magic leaped from their hands, shafts of blazing blue flame that could have killed entire companies of men. Myotharia swept her staff before her, and a sheet of white light erupted from the ground in front of her.
The power of one of the Wells of magic.
Probably the Well of Tarlion, Azalmora decided. The archmage Ardrhythain had locked the Well to prevent the misuse of its power, though he had loosened some of the locks to allow the humans to use its magic for healing and defense. No doubt the remaining high elves could draw power from the Well despite the locks. Which explained how Myotharia had been able to drive her spell through the Daughter’s defenses.
And that meant there was every chance that Azalmora and Xothalaxiar might be overmatched.
Even as their attacks failed against the warding spell, Myotharia struck back. She hammered the end of her staff against the ground, and the earth quivered for a second beneath Azalmora’s boots.
The ground exploded in a half-dozen spots, and boulders the size of horses leaped from the earth, hurtling through the air like arrows. Azalmora felt all eight of her eyes widen in shock, and she cast a ward of protection. Pure kinetic force was easier to block instead of the powers of the Well, but the boulders were large and moving with considerable speed. It took a lot of power to deflect that much kinetic force and mass.
And still Myotharia wasn’t done.
Again she cast a spell, and as Azalmora deflected the last of the boulders, a sheet of gray mist spread overhead like a low-hanging cloudbank. Spikes of ice the length of Azalmora’s leg began to fall from the mist like torrential rain. Azalmora worked another defensive spell, and she found that the ice had been charged with the power of the Well of Tarlion. Each shard struck her wards like a thunderclap, forcing her to invest more power into them.
“Where is your lair, urdmordar?” said Myotharia. “Speak!”
Azalmora shaped dark magic, blue fire stabbing from her hand to rake through the mist overhead. Her magic unraveled the spell and shattered the flows of power, and the sheet of mist vanished. Xothalaxiar seized the opening to attack. Seven of those void-spheres flew through the air towards Myotharia. The high elf’s ward shattered with each impact, forcing her to recast the spell, and Azalmora took the opportunity to work another spell. Again she went to one knee and drove Ghostruin into the earth. This was an ancient land, and many battles had been fought here, and her necromantic magic charged the echoes of ancient deaths, creating more wraiths that rose from the ground.
At her silent command, the creatures rushed to battle, closing on Myotharia.
The high elven sorceress leveled her staff, bursts of white fire lancing into the wraiths. Each blast of power unraveled one of the specters, but the attack did hold Myotharia’s attention for another few seconds, which let Xothalaxiar unleash another volley of void spheres. They hammered into Myotharia’s defenses, forcing her to rebuild her wards. Azalmora began moving closer. If she could reach Myotharia and strike, Ghostruin might end the battle with a single stroke.
Then Azalmora could deal with Xothalaxiar.
Myotharia screamed, seized her staff in both hands, and thrust the weapon over her head.
A lightning bolt ripped from the sky and struck the staff. It shone like a shaft of molten light in her grasp. More arcs of lightning leaped from the glowing staff, lashing at both Azalmora and Xothalaxiar. Telemachus Valaros, who traveled with Gareth Arban, could use the elemental magic of air at its most basic level. This was elemental magic wielded by a master, further augmented with the power of the Well, and it took Azalmora a great deal of effort to deflect. Xothalaxiar was having a hard time of it as well. The urdmordar had braced herself against the ground, gown rippling around her as blue fire and shadows streamed from her hands.
The glow from Myotharia’s staff faded away, and the high elf cast yet another spell. Flames blazed to life along the staff’s length, and she began hurling spheres of glowing fire. The spheres were not large, perhaps the size of Azalmora’s fist, but exploded with terrific force. Azalmora had to rebuild her wards, just as Myotharia had done when Xothalaxiar had hammered at her with those void spheres.
Myotharia had boasted of killing urdmordar in the ancient wars of the high elves, and Azalmora feared that boast had not been hollow. Myotharia believed that it was fifteen thousand years ago, that she was pursuing the urdmordar who had taken her children and grandchildren.
The delusion had given her power.
What would happen if that delusion shattered?
Even as she held her defenses against the blasts of magical fire, Azalmora worked another spell. She reached out with her thoughts, touching Myotharia’s mind with the lightest touch possible. The approach required great caution – Myotharia could reach back along the link, and while unstable, her mind was still powerful. As expected, Azalmora found that potent wards ringed Myotharia’s mind.
A direct assault was impossible.
But if she could get Myotharia to recall those memories on her own…
The gloomy depths of a former dark elven fortress.
Urdmordar webs stretched from wall to wall, cocoons of webbing suspended in the strands.
Myotharia flinched, the fire around her staff flickering.
A dagger slicing open one of the cocoons to reveal a withered, desiccated face…
Myotharia threw back her head and screamed, the sound pressing against both Azalmora’s ears and her mind as the high elven sorceress lost control. Golden fire erupted from Myotharia, and she swelled back into the form of the great golden dragon. The dragon leaped into the air, wings flapping, and Azalmora braced herself, preparing for a blast of dragon fire, or for Myotharia to attack with claw and fang.
But neither happened. Myotharia flew away to the south, roaring with rage. The subtle touch of the magic had brought the painful memories to the forefront of Myotharia’s thoughts, and her damaged mind had locked onto them. The memories had overwhelmed her, and she had flown away, forgetting about her opponents.
Which meant that Xothalaxiar was free to direct her power at Azalmora.
She turned, expecting the urdmordar to launch an attack at any second.
But Xothalaxiar stood motionless, watching the golden dragon fly away. She looked to the side as the Daughter staggered back to her feet, her leathery wings folded behind her. Urdhracosi could heal quickly and were very hard to kill.
“Come,” said Xothalaxiar, beckoning to the Daughter. She walked towards Azalmora, the urdhracos following. Azalmora waited, holding Ghostruin low at her right side, the dark soulblade ready to attack or defend. Perhaps Xothalaxiar had decided to abandon magic for physical violence. In her true form, she would have many times the strength that Azalmora possessed.
She stopped a dozen paces away, a contemplative frown on her face.
“How did you do that?” said Xothalaxiar. “Her mind was too well-fortified for a magical attack. A simple spell of despair or madness would not have worked.”
“There was no need for a spell of madness,” said Azalmora. “For her mind is broken beyond all healing or repair. Long ago, in the wars of the high elves against the urdmordar, her children and grandchildren were taken captive. Myotharia destroyed the urdmordar who had captured them, only to find the withered corpses of her family. The experience broke her mind, and her attempt to destroy the Dragonskull only damaged her sanity further.”
“Ah,” said Xothalaxiar. “Then in her madness she thought this was the past, and that I had taken her family.”
“Yes,” said Azalmora, waiting for the attack. Likely it would come once Azalmora had satisfied Xothalaxiar’s curiosity. “For all her madness, she has lost none of her magical prowess.” The Daughter grimaced and rolled her shoulders, having just experienced that prowess firsthand. “But those memories are the fulcrum point of her shattered mind. A gentle touch was enough to bring them to the forefront of her thoughts. She lost what grasp she had on reality and fled.”
“Very good,” said Xothalaxiar. “Well-reasoned, little sister.”
All eight of Azalmora’s eyes blinked. Little sister?
“Your allies are coming,” said Xothalaxiar. “No doubt they require reassurance after that display. Once you have calmed them, we need to have a discussion, you and I.”
“Will you not require me to first kneel and surrender the sword?” said Azalmora.
“Don’t be childish,” said Xothalaxiar. “Power belongs to those strong enough to claim it, and I observe that you have already seized a great deal of power. Let us see if you are wise enough to wield it.”
She gestured, and her appearance changed slightly, the rippling gown becoming a thick robe of black with red stitching upon the sleeves and hem. The robe also had a heavy mantle and cowl, with covered her face in shadow.
“And just who shall I say that you are?” said Azalmora.
“You will think of something,” said Xothalaxiar. “It will be instructive to see how you explain my presence to the xortami. They are proud and do not love interference, so it is impressive you have managed to persuade them so far.”
Azalmora repressed the urge to sigh. “Then come with me. Both of you.”
Without waiting for an answer, she turned and headed north toward Valdranek’s camp, the wall of mist surrounding Takaris visible as a gray haze on the horizon. A large group of xortami warriors approached, and Azalmora spotted Thraxar and the Ossuary with them. In the midst of the warriors came a score of bronze-scaled priests and wizards. Valdranek had seen the battle and had brought his own wielders of magic.
The xortami warlord himself walked at the head of the warriors, sword in hand. The xortami stood taller than orcs or humans, but Valdranek was massive. He was at least nine feet tall, and his golden scales gleamed as if they had been burnished. His plate armor had been inlaid with gold designs, and he carried his huge sword with ease. To human eyes, Valdranek would be an intimidating sight. To the eyes of the xortami, he looked kingly and magnificent, like one destined to rule. Azalmora intended to make him the first emperor of the new xortami empire, and to rule through him.
Assuming the next five minutes did not end in catastrophe. No one could weave webs of treachery as skillfully as the urdmordar. Had not Azalmora seen it again and again during her service as a Quaesitor? Xothalaxiar might have some cunning plan to rid herself of Azalmora.
“Lady Azalmora,” said Valdranek as she approached. His black-slit yellow eyes looked from her, to Xothalaxiar, and then to the Daughter. “It seems you have fought a great magical battle.”
“The golden dragon,” said Azalmora. “As I told you, the dragon was originally a high elven sorceress named Myotharia. In her madness, she decided to attack, and we managed to drive her off.”
“Before that,” said Valdranek, his yellow eyes fixed on Xothalaxiar, “you fought this newcomer.”
“Indeed,” said Azalmora. “She wishes to assist us. That skirmish you saw was merely a test to see if we were worthy of her aid or not.”
“And who is this newcomer?” said Valdranek.
All answers, whether true or false, carried heavy peril. She could claim that Xothalaxiar was a renegade dark elven sorceress, come to tap the power of the Dragonskull. Of course, the xortami held the dark elves in contempt, as shown by how they had enslaved and brutalized the Ossuary, and might react badly. Telling the truth carried at least as much risk. The xortami had never been dominated by the urdmordar, at least as far as Azalmora knew. They had no more wish to be ruled by the urdmordar than they did by the dark elves. And Valdranek, unlike many others Azalmora had manipulated over the centuries, was not a fool. He already had an impressive command of dark magic and the capacity and mental discipline to learn more. Deceiving him would be difficult, and when he inevitably learned that she had lied, he would swiftly turn on her.
No. Sometimes the best way to manipulate was with the absolute and unvarnished truth.
Just slanted in the appropriate direction.
“This is the urdmordar Xothalaxiar,” said Azalmora.
Some of the xortami warriors drew back a little. Valdranek’s eyes narrowed.
“She is hunted by the human Swordbearers and the sorceress Niara,” said Azalmora. “The same Swordbearers who slew the high priest Khurnetsov and retook Nifheldun for the Norvangir barbarians. With Niara’s aid, these Swordbearers slew Warlord Makarov and the orcish warlock Mharoslav.”
“We are well rid of both the pretender Makarov and the pestilential Mharoslav,” growled Valdranek.
“They were your foes, Warlord, that is true,” said Azalmora. “But consider now our danger. Makarov was your enemy, but he was still a great lord and commander of the xortami, and the Swordbearers struck him down. He sought the throne that belongs to you by right, but you concede that he was a worthy foe. If the Swordbearers slew him, they may come next for you.”
“Impossible,” growled one of the priests. “Warlord Valdranek shall never be overcome.”
“No doubt Makarov thought the same,” said Valdranek, “and now his army and his priests follow me.” He turned to Xothalaxiar. “I would hear words from your own mouth, urdmordar. The xortami will not be ruled by anywhere, whether by Lady Azalmora, the urdmordar, or these troublesome Swordbearers.”
“And what would you hear from my mouth, my lord Valdranek?” said Xothalaxiar. Her voice had changed subtly, becoming more musical, more compelling. No doubt the change in her voice had been calculated to draw the attention of the lizardmen.
“Why have you come to our land?” said Valdranek. “To steal the Dragonskull that belongs rightfully to the xortami?”
“Of course,” said Xothalaxiar. “And I was trapped by the wards of Takaris for five hundred years. Now we all face a dire peril. The urdmordar have dominated many kindreds – the dark elves, the orcs, the halflings, and others. But the humans resisted us because of their accursed soulblades. How many other kindreds withstood the hunger of my sisters?”
“The xortami did,” said Valdranek.
“And you were all the more singular for it,” said Xothalaxiar. “But the humans defied us, not because of their skill with dark magic, but because they wielded the soulblades of the high elves. Now four of the Swordbearers are in your land, seeking to destroy the Dragonskull. Do not think me too foolish to see the threat, Warlord Valdranek. The Swordbearers are hunting for me even as we speak. They might slay me as they slew so many of my sisters in centuries past. And they may seek to kill you as they killed your rival Lord Makarov.”
“And her?” said Valdranek, pointing his sword at the Daughter, who only grinned. “We know of her. The ancient urdhracos, the daughter of the Ossuary. Ever she likes to wander through the lands of the xortami and work mischief, watching our battles from afar.”
“She has been bound to our cause,” said Azalmora, “and will no trouble you no further.”
“Behold, for she is my daughter,” said the Ossuary, staggering forward.
The dark elven lord made for a grotesque sight. Once, no doubt, he had possessed the terrifying majesty of a lord of the dark elves. Now, he was a broken wreck. His skin was so pale that it was almost white, and a mixture of ghastly scars, knife slashes, the curling marks from a whip, and old burns wrote a map of pain upon his hide. The xortami priests had not been gentle with their chastisement of the dark elf who had sought to rule them. He was so gaunt that he looked almost like a skeleton. A spike of ragged bone jutted from his right eye, and more spikes and growths of bone poked from his body at random. His left hand had become a misshapen club of bone, pulsing black veins crawling along its surface.
As always, disgust went through Azalmora at the sight of him. This was what she sought to shed, to cast off her weaker dark elven half and become true urdmordar.
Nonetheless, the Ossuary’s knowledge had proven useful several times, and no doubt it would so again.
The minute the Ossuary ceased to be of use, Azalmora would let Thraxar kill him. It would make a good reward for the Chosen Guard’s service, and Azalmora would enjoy watching.
“She is my daughter,” said the Ossuary in his ruined voice, “and she has come to the majesty of you, my children, the true heirs of the dark elves…”
The Daughter moved lightning-quick. Her right leg snapped up in a remarkable display of dexterity, and her armored boot impacted with the Ossuary’s chin. His head snapped back, and the Daughter punched him in the gut. The Ossuary doubled over with a groan of pain, and the Daughter kicked his legs out from beneath him.
The xortami let out their grating laughs. Watching the Ossuary endure pain always amused them.
“Father,” said the Daughter, and she drove the heel of her boot into one of the spikes of bone jutting from his side and bent it back, which elicited a squeal of pain from the Ossuary. “You always loved the xortami so much. Do you enjoy it when they watch you suffer? Because I shall be happy to oblige.” Her lips pulled back in from her teeth in a snarl, her void-filled eyes wide with rage.
“Enough,” said Azalmora, partly because she still had a use for the Ossuary and partly to see if the Daughter would obey. The urdhracos stepped back, and the Ossuary managed to crawl to his knees, still wheezing.
No one helped him up.
“Then come,” said Valdranek. “Let us take counsel together for the ruin of our foes.”
The Warlord sheathed his heavy sword and beckoned, and Azalmora, Thraxar, the Ossuary, Xothalaxiar, and the Daughter followed him into the heart of the xortami camp. A large guard of xortami priests and warriors accompanied them, and Azalmora noted that the warriors all carried weapons empowered with spells of dark magic. Valdranek might have been willing to listen, but he would not take any chances.
Wise of him.
They came to a clear space at the center of the camp. A single wooden throne occupied the center, and Valdranek seated himself. He would make Azalmora and Xothalaxiar remain standing. But that misunderstood the nature of the urdmordar. A dark elven noble like the Ossuary in his prime would have flown into a rage at the insult. The pride of the urdmordar made the dark elves look like petulant children. But so immense was the pride of the urdmordar, so confident were they, that petty insults meant nothing to them.
All that mattered was sating their hunger for flesh and life force.
Though a female urdmordar might think nothing of waiting thirty or forty years to avenge an insult.
Yet Valdranek impressed her yet again. Green-scaled xortami craftsmen brought wooden chairs, and Valdranek bade Azalmora and Xothalaxiar to sit. Perhaps Valdranek understood the urdmordar better than she had thought. Once again, she reminded herself not to underestimate his cunning. Valdranek had climbed to the heights of power among the xortami for a reason.
“Tell me, my lord Valdranek,” said Xothalaxiar, adjusting the drape of her robe as she sat, “has Lady Azalmora told you why she is aiding you?”
“To seize the Dragonskull,” said Valdranek. “With it, she will transform into a full urdmordar, and we shall use its power to unify the xortami tribes and crush the Norvangir apes to the south. In exchange, my warriors shall bring slaves of other, lesser kindreds for Azalmora’s larder.”
“A solid plan,” said Xothalaxiar. “Logical and well-reasoned. I approve.”
“Though I wonder,” said Valdranek, “since you are already a full urdmordar, just how far your…approval shall extend.”
“Quite far, as it happens,” said Xothalaxiar. “I have no wish to usurp your place as the future goddess of the xortami empire, little sister.”
Valdranek’s features shifted into the xortami equivalent of a frown. It showed a lot of sharp teeth. “Little sister? You are kin?”
“Half-sisters, actually,” said Xothalaxiar, “for we share the same mother.”
Azalmora stared at Xothalaxiar, the pieces clicking together. Xothalaxiar’s manner of speaking, her insistence on logical thought, the strange familiarity of her spells…
“You were a spiderling,” said Azalmora. “A priestess of the Temple of the Visionary. A Quaesitor.”
Xothalaxiar smiled, her expression almost approving. “Very good. I thought you might deduce it before much longer. Though, my lord Valdranek, to say we share the same mother is technically accurate but somewhat misleading. The Visionary has no need to lower herself to mating with dark elven males to produce spiderling priestesses. Her arcane science surpassed such crude methods long ago. She fuses her blood with that of the dark elves, and then clutches of eggs are grown in the vats beneath the High Temple of the Visionary in the City of the Seven.”
Valdranek nodded. Since xortami females laid clutches of eggs rather than birthing live young, he took this with less disgust than a human or an orc might have.
“How?” said Azalmora, leaning forward. “How did you ascend?”
She could not have hidden the hunger in her voice even if she had exerted every ounce of her considerable self-control. Fortunately, neither Xothalaxiar nor Valdranek took notice.
“It was perhaps five thousand years ago,” said Xothalaxiar. “A dark elven noble hidden in the Deeps began working a spell of great power, attempting to create an earthquake that would destroy the City of the Seven and the seven urdmordar within it. An innovate tactic.”
“But flawed,” said Azalmora. “A spell of such power could not be hidden.”
“Indeed not,” said Xothalaxiar. “An arachar legion and a company of kyralven battle wizards were dispatched to destroy him, led by battle-hardened priestesses of the Temples of the Crimson and the Viridian. Naturally, Quaesitors accompanied the army to ensure the fervor of the soldiers to the seven goddesses did not waver. We destroyed the dark elven lord’s defenders, and the priestesses of the Crimson slew him in magical battle. And once they did, I seized his spell and used it for myself.” She gazed at Azalmora. “You know as well as I do that the only way for a spiderling to ascend is to use a tremendous source of dark magical power as a catalyst. The power the dark elven fool had gathered was enough to trigger my ascension.”
“And the seven urdmordar who rule the Heptarchy did not view this as a betrayal?” said Valdranek. “They did not strike you dead for treason?”
“The urdmordar do not slay one another,” said Xothalaxiar. “Well, the males do, but they lack both the females’ intelligence and skill with dark magic. But female urdmordar do not kill each other, though we may compete with armies and influence over the size of our hunting grounds. Once I became a true urdmordar, I departed the lands of the Heptarchy at once. It is a matter of instinct. No female urdmordar wishes to remain in the hunting grounds of another.”
“Then why do you seek the Dragonskull?” said Valdranek. “I understood that urdmordar neither needed nor wanted tools of any kind.”
That was not entirely accurate. The Visionary had delved deep into the secrets of both magic and the natural world. The other urdmordar regarded her as mad, but it was her creations that had built and maintained the Heptarchy for thousands of years. The spiderlings spawned from the blood of the Visionary shared that hunger for knowledge.
“The world has changed,” said Xothalaxiar, “and I grew troubled. A new kindred has come to this world. The humans.”
“They only settled south of the mountains a few centuries past,” said Valdranek. “Once I rule the xortami tribes, my first campaign will crush the Norvangir.”
“The Norvangir are a comparatively minor danger,” said Azalmora. “She speaks of the realm of Andomhaim.”
“Home to these Swordbearers,” said Valdranek.
“For nearly fifteen thousand years, the world has been in stasis,” said Xothalaxiar. “The surviving high elves dwell in Cathair Solas. The Heptarchy reigns supreme on its continent. The remaining dark elven princelings rule their petty realms. The dwarves huddle in their fortress-cities, and the dvargir scheme and trade. But then the humans came to this world, and the Keeper, the chief of their sorceresses, was wise enough to do something none of the other kindreds have done.”
“What is that?” said Valdranek.
“To ask the high elves for help,” said Xothalaxiar. “The law of the high elves binds them. For all their power, they cannot interfere in the affairs of other kindreds unless asked. Else their nature corrupts them and they become dark elves.”
“What of Myotharia?” said Valdranek.
“She is insane,” said Xothalaxiar. “Moral culpability requires a rational choice.”
“She can no longer govern her mind,” said Azalmora. “During our struggle, she was convinced it was fifteen thousand years ago.”
“Myotharia is an immediate danger,” said Xothalaxiar. “The humans are a long-term threat to all of us, one that will only grow. I ruled a city of orcs near the borders of Andomhaim. The other urdmordar and I became concerned about the strength of the humans, so we put aside our differences to crush Andomhaim and enslave humanity. In response, the Keeper, the greatest of their sorceresses, traveled to Cathair Solas and asked the high elves for aid. The archmage Ardrhythain founded the Swordbearers and the Magistri among them, and we were defeated. Many of my sisters were slain, and the rest of us fled outside the borders of Andomhaim.” She shook her head. “My surviving sisters were content to lurk in the shadows, trying to manipulate the humans. But they lacked the vision to see the great danger. Yes, the humans might squabble among themselves. Yet their very nature is war and violence, and armed with soulblades, they will be a deadly danger to any wielder of dark magic. Which is all of us, and I expect that Andomhaim has grown stronger in the five hundred years since I came to this land.”
“It has,” said Azalmora. “Ten years ago, the Heptarchy launched a great invasion, seized much of western Andomhaim, and slew the High King. Yet in the end our forces were driven back, and now we only hold the isle of Kordain off Andomhaim’s southwestern coast.”
“As I foresaw,” said Xothalaxiar. “Which, my lord Valdranek, brings us to the point of our conversation. Azalmora wishes to seize the Dragonskull and ascend. You are wise to let her do it. Perhaps the Ossuary gave your forebears poor counsel, or maybe the Dragonskull is simply too potent. Should you try to claim its power for yourself, the dark magic will destroy you, and the Dragonskull will release another cataclysm like the one that destroyed your ancestors’ empire. But it will allow Azalmora to ascend to become a true urdmordar, and she can serve as the goddess that will bind your new empire together. Your empire will destroy the humans and reduce Andomhaim to dust. It may take a century or two, but in the end, you will grind them down and make slaves of them.”
“You expect that I shall succeed where your Heptarchy failed?” said Valdranek.
“Three and a half thousand miles of ocean separate the Heptarchy from Andomhaim,” said Azalmora. “Waging war is difficult. Waging war across that span of ocean is much harder. But a man could walk from Takaris to Tarlion, assuming he did not fall prey to the dangers along the way. Once you have united the xortami, subjugated the Norvangir, and made vassals of the orcish tribes of the Qazaluuskan Forest and the Wilderland, you will be able to lead a mighty force against Andomhaim. In time, your new empire will reign over this entire continent, just as the Heptarchy does.”
“A fine vision,” said Valdranek. “And yet one that leaves no place for you, Lady Xothalaxiar.”
“The world is large,” said Xothalaxiar. “Larger than you know. And larger than even the Heptarchy knows. I have traveled much of it. I can establish a new hunting ground for myself in many places. But the humans and their soulblades are an intolerable threat. None of us will be safe until Andomhaim is destroyed and the Order of the Soulblade broken.”
And that, Azalmora realized, was why Xothalaxiar had decided on the course of cooperation. She was worried about Niara. Before the Magistria had dueled Xothalaxiar to a standstill, but now she had the aid of four Swordbearers and a Guardian. That made Niara far more dangerous. In this, their purposes were one. Azalmora needed to rid herself of the Swordbearers before she could seize the Dragonskull.
“But we speak of days to come,” said Azalmora. “A foe threatens all of us right now. Four Swordbearers aided by powerful wizards. All our plans will come to naught if they break into Takaris and destroy the Dragonskull before we can reach it.”
“Could they truly destroy the Dragonskull?” said Valdranek. “It is surpassingly mighty.”
“A soulblade is anathema to dark magic,” said Azalmora. “They could destroy the Dragonskull if they reach it before we do, yes.”
“Then let us hunt down the Swordbearers,” said Valdranek, “and kill them before they can pose any further threat.”
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DISTURBED
A fter they left the cavern with the dead basilisk, the first few moments of their journey passed in tense silence.
Niara appreciated the quiet.
It was good to travel with capable, competent companions. During the war against the urdmordar, she had fought alongside numerous knights and lords. Some of them had been fierce warriors and wily commanders.
And some of them, more than she would have liked, had all the wits of a fence post.
The same could not be said of Gareth and Morigna and their friends. It was impossible for armored men to move with complete silence, especially not armored men leading a string of spell-soothed pack horses. Yet they moved with reasonable quiet, and their vigilance remained constant as Niara led them through the tunnels of the Deeps.
Despite their vigilance, something gnawed at her mind until she could no longer resist it.
Curiosity.
When she had been a child, she had peppered her father with questions about smithcraft, and he had answered with what she realized in hindsight had been remarkable patience. When she had been a slave in Xothalaxiar’s city, learning to keep her mouth shut had been a challenge, but she had done it. After she had escaped, joined the Keeper, and traveled to Cathair Solas, she had asked countless questions of Ardrhythain and the high elven mages, and they had always answered.
Five hundred years had passed since Niara had been in Tarlion. Everyone she had ever known had been dead for a long time, true.
But what was Tarlion like now? She had seen some of it in Gareth’s memories, but she wanted to know more.
“Should…ah, we really be talking about this?” said Jerome. “I know sound can travel a long way underground.”
“It can,” said Morigna, “but there is no way to muffle the hooves of the horses. If there are any predators in this region of the Deeps, they will hear us coming a long way off no matter what we do. So we might as well answer the Magistria’s questions. It will help pass the time.”
“Then there are truly a quarter of a million people living in Cintarra now?” said Niara. The number was staggering.
“Aye. Give or take,” said Gareth. “Many were slain in the Heptarchy attack. The Prince’s officials try to keep an accurate count. But it is somewhere around that number.”
“God and the saints, that many people gathered together must have a mighty stink,” said Niara.
“There are sewers,” said Gareth. “Of course, they open into the Shadow Ways.”
“The Shadow Ways?” said Niara. The name triggered a memory, but one of Gareth’s, a recollection of a vast maze that extended far into the earth.
“And we almost got killed there several times,” said Philip.
“Too bloody right,” said Crake. “Never want to see the Shadow Ways again.”
“Weren’t you born in Cintarra?” said Niara, sorting through the recollections. It was a strange experience, having someone else’s memories occupying a portion of her head.
Philip snickered. Crake gave him a baleful look.
“What?” said Niara. “You were born in Cintarra, aye?”
“He was,” said Gareth, “but Sir Crake of Castra Marcaine is a true son of the Northerland and doesn’t like to be reminded that he was born a weak-blooded southron, unable to handle the icy winters of the Northerland…”
“Very funny,” said Crake. “But you’re being unknightly, Sir Gareth.”
“Oh?” said Gareth.
“The most noble lady Niara was asking questions about the Shadow Ways,” said Crake, “and rather than answer her questions, you’re wasting time with petty insults against me. Fortunately, I am magnanimous enough to ignore this and give you a second chance to answer the noble lady’s questions.”
Gareth sighed and rolled his eyes, and Niara grinned. She was surprised that she had missed this. After leaving Tarlion, she had spent months alone following Xothalaxiar’s trial to the Dragonskull. But most of Niara’s adult life had been in the company of soldiers, listening to their banter and dark jokes. A woman walking alone among soldiers faced certain dangers…but most women could not conjure deadly magical fire with a minor effort of will. She had gotten along just fine with soldiers, whether lords, knights, men-at-arms, or militia fighters.
“Cintarra is only a few centuries old,” said Gareth. “I think you said it had just been founded when you left Tarlion.” Niara nodded. “There have been many cities built there – high elven, dark elven, dwarven, orcish, dvargir. All of them delved into the earth, and their ruins are all built on top of each other. It’s a huge maze.”
“Something like the Deeps,” said Niara.
“It opens into the Deeps,” said Philip. “Lord Niall and Lady Moriah – I don’t know if you know who they are…”
“Vaguely,” said Niara. She pulled their faces from Gareth’s memories – a stern-faced young lord with prematurely graying hair and a red-headed woman with a sardonic smile.
“When the Heptarchy invaded, Lord Niall and Lady Moriah smuggled Prince Tywall out of the city through the Shadow Ways and into the Deeps,” said Philip.
“It was a great feat,” said Morigna. “I was with the High King’s army at the time. We had thought the Prince killed in the fall of the city.”
“Little wonder Niall and Moriah are his closest advisors,” said Philip.
“I had never heard that story before we went to Cintarra,” said Jerome. He looked around the tunnel. “Maybe if I had known that knighthood involved so much…”
They paused to ease the horses over a particularly uneven section of the tunnel floor.
“So much time tending to horses?” said Gareth.
“I knew that part,” said Jerome. “I didn’t know it would involve so much time underground. By God, the apostles, and all the saints, when we get home, I’m never going to the Deeps again. Or even into a cellar.”
If they got home.
Niara knew the reason soldiers bantered and traded dark jokes. It was a distraction from the fear, from the constant knowledge that they could be killed at any moment. She wanted to see Xothalaxiar dead and didn’t care what it would cost her.
But she didn’t want to see Sir Jerome die.
And it was a relief to know that. Her hatred and need for vengeance might have consumed most of her mind, but Niara was not so far gone that she was willing to sacrifice others to take her revenge.
She wanted the others to survive…but she especially wanted Gareth to survive.
Even if she did not.
“People usually store their wine in the cellar,” said Crake once they had gotten the horses onto smoother ground. “You’ll be mighty thirsty otherwise.”
“Bah, I’ll just have my wife bring me the wine,” said Jerome.
“Perhaps,” said Morigna, “you don’t know quite as much about women as you think.”
“Well,” said Jerome, “I would like to find out more. When we get back to Tarlion, the first thing I’m going to do is visit the House of the Southern Roses in the Yards, and then I’m…” He trailed off abruptly, his pale face going red as he glanced at Niara. “Er. Um.”
“Read poetry to the girls there?” said Niara. She gave him a bright smile. “Maybe bring a harp and sing to them?”
“Um,” said Jerome. He glanced at Gareth.
“Don’t look at me,” said Gareth. “You walked into this.”
“It’s all right,” said Niara with a laugh. “I spent a lot of time around soldiers. I know what they do when they go home. Though speaking of women, I do have a question.”
“Aye?” said Gareth.
“For Sir Telemachus, actually,” said Niara.
“Of course, my lady,” said Telemachus. “Anything you wish to know, I will be happy to tell you.”
“I don’t know much about Owyllain,” said Niara. “Only what I’ve seen in Gareth’s memories. Do the men of Owyllain truly have legal concubines?”
Crake snorted out a laugh.
“We do,” said Telemachus, giving Crake a reproachful look, “though many men of Andomhaim seem to find our customs a subject for ribald songs. It is a necessity. Ever since our ancestors founded the Nine Cities, we were at constant war with the dark elven lord called the Sovereign. So many men died in battle that at times Owyllain had three and four women of childbearing age for every man. The scriptures command a man to take but one wife, but the High King of Owyllain decreed that a man could have concubines, so long as he could support them.” Telemachus shrugged, clearly uncomfortable discussing the subject in front of Niara. “If the High Kings had not made this decree, the men of Owyllain would have died out long ago or been enslaved by the armies of the Sovereign. And if given a choice between dying childless and alone or becoming a concubine with children who have rights as part of their families, most women of Owyllain chose to become concubines.”
“A man who takes a wife and many concubines probably has to live with his own punishment,” said Niara.
“Ah…what punishment would that be?” said Telemachus.
“He has to live with the squabbling between his wife and his concubines for decades,” said Niara. “Little wonder the men of Owyllain have no fear of death in battle.”
Telemachus blinked and then burst out laughing. The others looked at him in astonishment. Even Morigna seemed taken aback. The memories Niara had gained from Gareth were hazy, but she was certain Gareth could count on one hand the number of times that he had seen Telemachus Valaros laugh.
“There are in fact many songs to that effect,” said Telemachus. “Still. We must all do our duty. It is the duty of men to take up arms in defense of Owyllain and die if they must. It is the duty of women to look after home and hearth while the men are at war, and to bear as many sons and daughters for Owyllain as possible.” He sighed. “Now that Mharoslav is slain, perhaps it is time that I return to my homeland and do my duty.” He looked around. “Though I will not forsake you, my friends. We have come through many perils together, and I will follow you to the end of our quest, to whatever doom awaits us.”
“If we are victorious, perhaps you have said yourself what you should do,” said Morigna. “Return to Owyllain, find a wife and a few concubines, and raise children with them. Grief is a dagger that never leaves the mind…but the edges dull with time, and it is good to give the mind new things to dwell upon.”
Niara said nothing, rubbing her thumb against the hot metal of her staff. Would it be that simple? The grief for her father had been raw and white-hot, and in the years since, the rage and hatred had not cooled but hardened until it seemed that her heart was an inferno wrapped in granite-hard ice.
If they lived, she hoped that Telemachus could find some peace.
But for herself, Niara knew she could never find peace until she killed Xothalaxiar. If she could have dismissed her hatred and rage with an effort of will, she would have. But she couldn’t, and so here she was, centuries beyond the time when she would have died, still chasing Xothalaxiar.
“I know the men of Owyllain have good reasons for their customs,” said Gareth, “but it still seems to me that a knight should take one wife.”
Niara wondered if he meant her.
“That is because you have lived with the example of your mother and father,” said Morigna. “It is unusual for a marriage to have been as long and as happy as theirs or for a knight as renowned as your father not to have taken a mistress or two over the years.”
“Not unusual, surely,” said Joachim. “Our uncle Tormark never had a mistress, as far as I’m aware. The High King has fathered no bastards, even though Queen Valeria is from Owyllain. The Magistrius Camorak has been married to Martina since…well, since before Gareth and I were born.”
“My mother and father as well,” said Philip. “And among the townsfolk of Dun Aemilia, I would wager not all that many of the men have mistresses.”
Morigna snorted. “You, Magistrius, have learned your Order’s lessons of logic well. And you, Sir Philip, your mother would be proud that you heeded her since one imagines she tried to get you to think logically.”
“You would imagine correctly, Guardian,” said Philip in a wry voice. “Her lectures upon the topic were frequent and varied.”
“Let us say instead that successful marriages among powerful nobles are less common than one might wish,” said Morigna. “Too much wealth and power afford one the opportunity for destructive self-indulgence.”
“I ought to be safe for now, I expect,” said Telemachus. “I have no authority and no money.”
“That’s not true,” said Crake. “You’ve got the gold and the gems we took from Nhalavask’s barrow back in the Qazaluuskan Forest.”
“Yes, that’s right,” said Telemachus. “I have carried them around with me ever since, and I quite forgot I had them. Thinking about Mharoslav…it drove all other thoughts from my mind, and I had little interest in the future.” He paused. “It is strange to think upon such things now.”
“I understand,” said Niara, voice quiet.
She saw Gareth looking at her, but she did not look back. Suddenly she craved his touch again, wanted the distraction of lying in his arms. Niara had sought distractions before. At times she had drunk wine until she passed out and slept without dreams, though she had given that up because it took the edge off her readiness for battle.
Gareth, though…Gareth was different.
She shook aside the tangle of thoughts and made herself pay more attention to their surroundings.
It wasn’t much farther until they reached the path she had taken to the surface near Takaris. That would get them inside the wall of mist, though they would still have to contend with the wards that sealed the city’s walls and the gate. That didn’t concern Niara a great deal. The soulblades could likely collapse the ward without great difficulty.
Though, of course, that led to the next problem.
What was waiting for them inside Takaris?
Cintarra might have been home to a quarter of a million people, but Niara was reasonably sure that Takaris had been five or six times larger on the day of its destruction. There was no telling what the unleashed energies of the Dragonskull might have done to the city or its population. It was possible that a million undead creatures waited within Takaris.
The tunnel opened into a large cavern. A stream ran down the center of the floor, emerging from a gap on the far side and vanishing into a small hole in the nearer wall. Several different varieties of mushrooms grew in the cavern. Niara saw glowing ghost mushrooms lining the stream, a few different types of poisonous mushrooms, and quite a few ironstalk ones. She plucked an ironstalk mushroom from the ground and started eating it. She didn’t want to consume too much of her friends’ remaining supplies, so it was just as well that ironstalk mushrooms were so abundant in the Deeps.
Though it took a lot of ironstalk mushrooms to equal the nourishment provided by a few bites of meat.
“Don’t eat the purple ones,” said Niara. “They’re very poisonous.”
Crake grunted and gave the mushrooms a dubious look. “I’m still not sure the ironstalk ones aren’t poisonous.”
“They aren’t,” said Niara. “Mushrooms just don’t agree with everyone.”
“Do you think we can reach the surface yet today?” said Morigna.
Niara took a second ironstalk mushroom from the ground. “No. Not unless we want to travel through the night.”
“We should probably rest here, then,” said Morigna, “and continue in the morning.”
“Not that there are morning and night in the Deeps anyway,” said Jerome, giving the cavern a baleful look.
“Xothalaxiar and Azalmora are hunting for the Dragonskull as well,” said Niara. She wanted to press onward, though she felt the fatigue dragging at her limbs. She had pushed herself very hard for a long time, and the cumulative exertion was starting to take its toll.
“That also means they face the same difficulties we do,” said Dietmar. The halfling had been mostly quiet during their march, his attention on their surroundings as he watched for danger. “We cannot guess what perils we might face on the surface tomorrow, so better to face them as rested as we can.”
“He’s right,” said Gareth.
Niara drew in a breath to argue, but she swallowed her disagreement. Gareth and Dietmar were right. That was one disadvantage of traveling with a group. When Niara had traveled alone, she had made the decisions, and no one had argued with her.
For a moment, she considered slipping off in the night, continuing her pursuit of Xothalaxiar alone.
She decided against it. Niara might be able to take Xothalaxiar in a straight fight. But it was chancy, and the urdmordar had no doubt started recruiting allies. Niara had better odds of killing Xothalaxiar with the help of four Swordbearers and the Guardian.
And, for a second, she imagined Gareth’s expression if he woke up tomorrow and found her missing. He would probably insist on chasing after her, and that would get him killed.
No. She didn’t want that.
“Then let us…” said Morigna.
Gareth frowned and yanked Stormshield from its scabbard, and the soulblade erupted into blazing white flames.
Creatures of dark magic were nearby.

    
STORMSHIELD’S ANGER flooded through Gareth’s mind, and he took a quick look around, trying to find the source of the soulblade’s fury.
The cavern was a large one, about the size of the great hall back at Castra Marcaine, though with a far more uneven floor. The stream was about two yards across and ran down the center of the chamber. Mushrooms covered the floor, some of them rising to the height of Gareth’s waist. Boulders of varying shapes and sizes jutted from the earth as well. Together all the obstacles offered dozens of hiding places.
“Guardian?” said Gareth. “Do you sense anything?”
“No,” said Morigna. Both she and Niara had summoned their usual magical lights, which cast tangled shadows everywhere. They could not fight without the illumination, but the shadows added many more places where enemies could hide. “I…wait. The tunnel to the left! They come from that direction!”
Gareth spun, lifting his shield and drawing Stormshield back to strike. The other Swordbearers and Telemachus moved to join him, and he saw the glow as Niara, Morigna, and Joachim readied spells.
“What do you sense?” said Niara, her voice low and urgent.
“Urvaalgs,” said Morigna, and Niara cast a spell.
A shaft of white flame leaped from her hand and slashed across the chamber, stabbing into the tunnel entrance on the left-hand wall.
The urvaalgs appeared with a scream of rage, abandoning their power of stealth.
There were at least eight that Gareth could see, maybe more. The tunnel behind them was cramped, and the urvaalgs were crowded together. With the flash of Niara’s spell, Gareth saw a rippling mass of greasy black fur and pallid gray flesh, fiery red eyes gleaming in the darkness.
And fangs and claws. Lots of fangs and claws.
Morigna started another spell, but Niara was faster. She flung a whirling sphere of yellow-white flame, and it exploded with a roar and a gale of hot wind. The blast was enough to kill two of the urvaalgs outright, and it burned more of them.
The rest of the creatures boiled out in a rush, some of them still on fire.
Morigna cast a spell of earth magic, and tendrils erupted from the mushroom stalks, entangling the urvaalgs. Their charge slowed, and Telemachus unleashed his own magic, arcs of lightning ripping from his sword to stun the creatures.
Gareth fought for his life.
A burning urvaalg tried to spring upon him, and he raised his shield of high elven steel in time to block the attack. The creature’s forepaws and jaws raked against the shield with a hideous metallic screech, but Gareth knew the steel of the high elves would hold against the battering. He stabbed Stormshield, and the blade punched through the urvaalg’s ribs and found its corrupted heart. The urvaalg hit the ground.
Another urvaalg tried to come low at him, jaws snapping. He dropped his shield low, the urvaalg’s bite rasping against the lower rim, and brought Stormshield onto the top of its head. The soulblade crunched through both bone and flesh, and Gareth ripped the sword free.
Jerome yelped, and Gareth saw two urvaalgs leap upon him, their combined weight driving him to the ground. The urvaalgs slashed and raked, and Gareth saw the flash of red blood. He attacked the urvaalg on the right, driving Stormshield through its throat, and before he could kill the second one, a blast of fire from Niara drove through its skull. Jerome scrambled free of the carcasses, blood visible on his face and chest. He was hurt, but there was no time to do anything about it because the urvaalgs were trying to encircle them.
Gareth fought with every bit of skill and savagery he could muster, driving Stormshield through the urvaalgs’ corrupted flesh. Their black blood burned off the blade of his soulblade, its fire blazing hotter.
Finally, he ripped Stormshield free from a slain urvaalg and looked around, breathing hard.
None of the creatures were left to fight.
“That all?” said Gareth, his voice a tired rasp.
“I believe so,” said Morigna. “That is the largest single pack of urvaalgs I have ever seen.”
Gareth took stock of their situation. No one had been killed, God be praised. But one of the pack horses had been slain, its throat ripped out by the urvaalg. And Jerome, Philip, and Telemachus had all taken claw wounds of varying degrees of severity.
“I can keep going,” said Jerome, his voice a bit tight with pain.
“Aye, you could,” said Joachim, white light glowing around his hands as he summoned magic for the healing spell. “But then you wouldn’t be any good in a fight, would you?”
As Joachim healed wounds, Gareth helped Dietmar redistribute the packs from the dead horse. Joachim’s expression grew more strained as he cast spell after spell, but in the end, he healed all the wounds. Telemachus, Jerome, and Philip would be left with lasting scars, but they were in no danger of bleeding out or developing an infection.
“We cannot rest here, obviously,” said Gareth, looking at the urvaalg carcasses strewn about the ground. God and the saints, but they reeked.
“There’s another chamber a few hundred yards ahead,” said Niara. “If it hasn’t changed, it’s dry, and we can rest there. Given the strain magical healing puts upon both its recipient and its caster, we definitely shouldn’t go any further.”
“And the scent of the urvaalgs will hopefully frighten away any additional predators,” said Morigna.
They headed up the tunnel. Philip, Jerome, and Telemachus all looked exhausted, and Joachim looked on the edge of collapse. But Niara’s memory was correct. The tunnel opened into a smaller cavern, dry and empty. They made camp, Joachim falling asleep almost at once. Gareth and Niara volunteered to take the first watch. As much as he would have liked to slip off alone with her, he knew it was a bad idea. They were the closest they had ever been to Takaris, and if the Dragonskull’s dark aura had drawn such a large pack of urvaalgs, God only knew what else was wandering around down here.
“I know you’re thinking about it,” said Niara in a low voice.
They sat together at one side of the cavern. A pair of tunnels led off from the chamber, and Gareth and Niara watched one, Dietmar the other. The others were all sleeping, save for Morigna, who sat cross-legged with her staff laid across her knees. Once again, she was in a trance, keeping watch with the Sight. Gareth wondered how long she could go until she needed actual sleep, but for now, her ability to remain vigilant was helpful.
He looked at Niara, half-intending to say something flirtatious, but fell silent. Her expression was grim, her blue-purple eyes hooded.
“What is it?” said Gareth.
“Why I can’t cast the healing spell.”
GARETH SHRUGGED. “Some Magistri can, some can’t. Everyone has different abilities. Joachim is one of the best healers in the Magistri, but he can’t kill an urvaalg with a single spell the way you can.”
“Did your mother tell you why that is?” said Niara.
“To heal a wound, the Magistri have to endure the pain of the wound as their own as they cast the spell,” said Gareth. “It would feel like…well, I suppose it would feel like stabbing yourself in the hand and then performing a complicated task with clear concentration. Some Magistri have the talent for it, and some don’t.”
“It’s deeper than that,” said Niara. “I don’t mind pain. I’ve known a lot of it. No. I can pull the pain of a wound into myself, but it doesn’t matter.”
“Why not?” said Gareth.
“Because you have to care,” said Niara. “Because you have to want the wound to heal. I want…I want to kill Xothalaxiar. That’s what I want, more than anything, and I’ll do anything to kill her. I just…my mind has calcified around it. That’s who I am, Gareth. Vengeance. That’s what I want, and I can’t…make myself want something else. Not on that profound of a level. Even to heal a wounded man.” She shook her head. “What Telemachus was talking about today…”
“Concubines?” said Gareth, trying to lighten her mood. “He seemed embarrassed to discuss it in front of a woman.”
A brief smile went over her face. “The way he was talking about going home, about marrying and fathering children. He…he has let go of his hatred and can think about other things.” Her voice dropped further. “I can’t imagine that.” She looked at him. “Your friends could have been mortally wounded, and I wouldn’t have been able to save them.”
“You shouldn’t torment yourself like that,” said Gareth. He took her hand, and she didn’t pull away. “We will kill Xothalaxiar and destroy the Dragonskull…”
“And then what?” said Niara. “We’ll go back to Tarlion, and you’ll introduce me to your mother and father?”
“If you like,” said Gareth. “After that, I should go back to Castra Marcaine. I am still in service to the Dux of the Northerland. I’ve just been…absent for a while.”
“I can’t think about the future, Gareth,” said Niara. “Not yet. If we kill Xothalaxiar…aye, maybe I can. I hope I can. But not until then.”
Gareth said nothing, but he only nodded.
Again he repeated his promise to himself to find a way to save her.
Because she believed that her doom was to die fighting Xothalaxiar…and Gareth was starting to worry that she was right.
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UNEXPECTED CONSEQUENCES
G areth and Niara finished their turn at watch, and Crake came to relieve them.
“Anything?” said Crake.
“Nothing,” said Gareth.
“Quiet as the grave,” said Niara.
Crake snorted. “Well, let’s hope not.”
Gareth lay down atop his cloak and fell asleep almost at once. There had been times in Tarlion, especially when he had started pursuing Iseult, that he had been so full of pent-up energy that he hadn’t been able to sleep. Now after the long journey in pursuit of Azalmora, after weeks of fighting and travel in the icy lands of the Norvangir and the xortami wastes, Gareth had built up so much fatigue that he usually fell asleep after a minute or two.
The barracks back at Castra Marcaine had hardly been luxurious, but Gareth missed sleeping in a bed. And sleeping near a hearth.
Though constant fatigue had at least one advantage.
He was so tired that he barely noticed just how uncomfortable the rocky ground was.
Almost no time at all seemed to pass before Philip shook him awake.
Gareth sat up with a grunt, a foul taste in his mouth, and cleared his throat. “How are you feeling?”
“Better,” said Philip. He rolled the shoulder that had taken wounds from urvaalg claws. “Stiff and aching, though I’m not sure if that’s because of the healing or from sleeping on cold rock. It’s time to get moving.”
Gareth nodded, went off to relieve himself, and came back as the others packed up the camp. He collected his rucksack and slung it over his shoulders, frowning at the weight. The horses were tired enough that Dietmar had thought it better to distribute some of their supplies among their packs.
“Suppose there’s one advantage to losing two horses in the last few days,” said Crake, shaking his head. “Fewer horses to look after.”
“And feed,” added Dietmar. “We shall have to return to the surface soon, if only so the horses can graze.”
“I expect we’ll miss the horse soon enough,” said Jerome. “All these extra supplies are going to be heavy.”
“Fear not,” said Morigna. “We will eat through those swiftly. Then we can subsist on a diet of ironstalk mushrooms.” Crake let out a weary sigh. “Magistria. How much farther?”
“No more than two or three hours,” said Niara. She tapped the end of her staff against the ground. “We should be prepared for an ambush. If either Xothalaxiar or Azalmora are ahead of us, they will attack the moment we emerge from the Deeps.”
“At least we don’t have to worry about Xothalaxiar and Azalmora cooperating,” said Philip.
“Don’t we?” said Jerome.
Niara shook her head. “If Xothalaxiar and Azalmora meet, the urdmordar will try to dominate the spiderling. A spiderling this far along the road to becoming an urdmordar won’t let anyone command her. Azalmora will fight, and given her degree of magical skill, she will probably escape, though I doubt she’ll be able to kill Xothalaxiar.”
“Well, that’s one advantage,” said Jerome. “No alliance between our enemies.”
“Aye, that worked in our favor against Makarov and Mharoslav,” said Morigna. “Shall we?”
They organized themselves in their usual order, with Gareth, Niara, and Telemachus in the front, and they set off. Niara’s path led them through a maze of tunnels, the glow from her staff lighting the way. The floor was rocky at first but soon covered by a layer of sand. These tunnels must have flooded at some point. Given how often earthquakes shook the xortami wastes, perhaps one of the quakes had cracked open a lakebed and sent the waters rushing into the tunnels of the Deeps.
Gareth glanced at Niara every so often. After their conversation last night, he was worried about her. But Niara had not survived the war against the urdmordar by allowing her emotions to override her judgment while in danger, and they were in a lot of danger right now. Her expression was cool and focused, her blue-purple eyes calm and alert as she scanned the caverns.
“The sand,” said Gareth.
“Hmm?” said Niara.
“Was it here the last time you passed this way?” said Gareth.
Niara was silent for a second. “No. Solid rock. Suppose it flooded since then.”
“Flooding?” said Jerome, alarmed.
“I would not trouble with that thought overmuch, Sir Jerome,” said Morigna. “The sand is dry. And since it is the dead of winter, we are unlikely to experience flooding. Just as well we are not here in summer.” She paused. “Though this sand does appear to have been left recently. We may be near an outlet to the surface that did not exist when the Magistria traveled through the wastes.”
“Could we return to the surface here?” said Philip.
“No, not yet,” said Niara. “If there is a new entrance nearby, it will open outside the wall of mist. If Valdranek had the wit to send patrols, we might find ourselves attacked.”
“Or if something else wandered down from the surface,” said Crake.
Joachim shrugged. “Anything that happened to wander from the surface would be at least as dangerous as anything already living here.”
“Cheery thought,” said Crake.
“You’re Swordbearers,” said Joachim. “You’re supposed to inspire people. We Magistri provide sober counsel, whether you want to hear it or not.”
Crake snorted. “Inspiring? We cut the heads off urvaalgs and other horrors of dark magic.”
“Which is inspiring to watch,” said Joachim. “From a suitable distance, of course.”
“The sand gives us an advantage,” said Telemachus. He held up a hand for a halt. “For it can record footprints. Look.”
He pointed his sword, and Niara gestured, her sphere of pale light lowering so more of its glow fell on the ground.
And as Telemachus said, the sand did indeed record footprints quite well.
Ahead many tracks marked the gritty sand. They were not human footprints, or indeed the tracks of orcs or dvargir or the xortami. For that matter, the tracks were far larger than the foot of a grown man and showed the mark of claws.
Gareth had seen many tracks like that in the last two months.
“Rock drakes,” said Gareth, voice grim. They had been attacked several times by rock drakes while traveling with Ingvilda’s warband in Norvangenheim. “I didn’t know they lived in the Deeps.”
“I do not believe that they do,” said Morigna. “Likely they have ventured into the upper levels of the Deeps in search of prey. For that matter, the caverns near the entrances to the surface would make for ideal nesting grounds.”
“Do you know how old these tracks are?” said Gareth.
“No,” said Morigna and Philip in unison. The Guardian and the Swordbearer looked at each other, and Morigna gestured for him to continue. “There is neither wind nor rain down here. Nothing to disturb the footprints. It could have been left an hour or a month past, but…” He nodded to himself. “The earthquake. The earthquake probably would have stirred the sands, would it not? So the tracks have been left here since then.”
“Very logical,” said Morigna. “Your mother would approve. I fear you are correct. A rock drake is nearby.”
“More than one,” said Philip. “The tracks are different sizes.”
“Lovely,” said Crake.
“Do you know another way to Takaris?” said Gareth. “A way we can go around?”
“No,” said Niara. “I just know the one path. If there had been more time, I could have explored more, but I came to the surface, found Xothalaxiar, and that was that.”
“Yet fighting a drake in these tunnels may have an advantage,” said Dietmar. “The drakes were quite large, and in this tunnel, they could only come at us two abreast. Additionally, Lady Niara and Magistrius Joachim can ward us against the fire. I imagine that would be easier in a narrow space.”
“It would,” said Niara. “We keep going?”
Gareth looked at the others, and they nodded.
“Let’s see if we find some rock drakes,” he said.
They continued, the tunnel climbing upward. It was warmer in the tunnels than the freezing surface of the xortami wastes, but a cold wind started to blow against Gareth’s face. He blinked a few times, sniffing the air.
“Pine trees,” said Crake.
“That wind must be coming from the surface,” said Philip.
“Look ahead,” said Morigna, pointing.
Niara’s and Morigna’s light illuminated the passage, but their light only reached so far until the darkness of the Deeps closed around them once more. Ahead Gareth saw the pale gleam of distant sunlight.
“That could be an entrance to the surface,” said Gareth.
“Maybe the drakes wandered around looking for prey and then left,” said Joachim.
“Maybe,” said Morigna, though she sounded doubtful. “Sir Philip, I think you should scout ahead.”
“I’ll go with him,” said Gareth. Wandering alone in the Deeps was a bad idea.
Philip nodded and produced his bow, and Gareth gripped his soulblade’s hilt. He wanted to draw the weapon, but the aura of dark magic from the Dragonskull was strong enough that the sword would burst into white fire, and the light might draw the attention of the rock drakes.
Or anything else that happened to be lurking down here.
“Be careful,” said Niara.
Gareth nodded. He felt a sudden urge to kiss Niara before they left, but that might prove a dangerous distraction right now. Philip beckoned, and they headed up the tunnel. Gareth moved as quietly as he could, but he still made more noise than he would have liked. Moving in silence while wearing armor and carrying weapons was always difficult.
The light ahead brightened, the cold wind sharpening. The smell of pine needles came to Gareth’s nostrils, and he also caught the familiar metallic odor of rock drakes. He had fought enough of the creatures close-up in Norvangenheim that he would never forget their scent.
The tunnel widened into a large bowl-shaped cavern.
Or what had once been a cavern and was now a crater.
The edge of the bowl rose to sheer cliffs that climbed at least a hundred and fifty feet above Gareth’s head. Dim winter sunlight shone through the crater, almost shockingly bright after the gloom of the Deeps. A layer of snow covered the crater’s bottom, and perhaps half the floor was filled with a frozen lake, likely accumulated over the years from rain and snowfall. On the left-hand side rose a steep ramp of jagged stone and fallen boulders. Gareth could have climbed it to the surface without much difficulty, though he wasn’t sure the horses would make it.
Regardless, he did not want to attempt the climb.
The rock drakes had built several nests at the foot of the ramp.
At least twenty of the creatures lounged in their nests. The biggest ones were about the size of adult oxen, covered in scales of mottled green and brown. The drakes had long whip-like tails and horn-like ridges above their eyes and along their spines. Three dome-like nests had been built at the base of the ramp, and every so often, one of the smaller drakes loosed a burst of flame over the nests. Gareth wondered why the creatures were doing that, and then he realized the smaller ones were the females, their fire keeping the eggs warm.
Hundreds of small, dark objects lay strewn on the ground between the ramp and the lake. They were bones, fire-blackened bones, all that remained of the prey the drakes had dragged here and devoured.
Animals often fought with vicious rage to defend their nests. Gareth expected that the drakes would be no different.
At the far side of the crater, maybe five hundred yards away, Gareth saw a tunnel entrance leading to the darkness of the Deeps. No doubt that was the path they would take to Takaris and the Dragonskull.
He and Philip watched the drakes. Given that Gareth spotted the burned carcasses of several deer near the nests, perhaps the drakes had enough food to sate their hunger for a while. But if the drakes realized that Gareth and the others were nearby, they would attack. Or if they scented the horses. Based on his previous encounters with the creatures, Gareth knew that the drakes had no fear of humans.
Philip beckoned, and he and Gareth retreated into the darkness of the tunnel, soon rejoining the others where they stood waiting in the glow of Niara’s light.
“We have a problem,” said Philip. “Rock drakes.”
“How many?” said Niara.
“At least twenty,” said Philip. “Likely more.” He described the crater, the ramp, and the three nests.
Jerome crossed himself and muttered something that sounded like a prayer.
“We won against twenty urvaalgs,” said Crake, though he sounded doubtful.
“Urvaalgs are vicious, but they can’t breathe fire,” said Joachim.
“And if we go into that crater, the drakes will surround us,” said Telemachus.
“There is no other path to Takaris?” said Gareth to Niara.
She drew in a long breath. “There might be. That cavern wasn’t a crater the last time I was here. It’s possible, it’s even likely, that there’s another route through the Deeps to Takaris. With the Guardian’s Sight, we can locate it. But I don’t know how long it would take, and there’s no telling what kind of dangers we might find along the way. We could run into something more powerful and dangerous.”
“We might have a way past these drakes,” said Morigna. “I can use a spell of earth magic to soothe their minds long enough for us to reach the far tunnel.”
“Will that work?” said Gareth.
“It might,” said Morigna. “So long as the drakes’ predatory instincts have not already been aroused.”
“Why didn’t you try that with the urvaalgs?” said Jerome.
“Drakes are natural animals. Urvaalgs are not,” said Morigna. “I cannot influence their minds to the same degree. And once an urvaalg’s bloodlust is roused, no spell of earth magic can reach its mind.”
“Perhaps we should find another way around,” said Philip. “If something happens to disturb the Guardian’s concentration when we are halfway across, I fear it will go very badly for us.”
“I don’t think we have the time to search for an alternative route,” said Niara. “The wards will keep Azalmora and Xothalaxiar from entering the ruins of Takaris, but not forever. The longer we tarry, the more likely we will arrive to find one of them already wielding the Dragonskull against us.”
They all looked at Gareth.
He took a deep breath. “We had better cast the dice. The Guardian has not led us wrong yet. Let us see if she can soothe the drakes.”
“Very well,” said Morigna. “Follow me.”
The entire group moved along the tunnel. Soon the dim sunlight brightened enough that Niara extinguished her light. Morigna beckoned Gareth forward, and together they moved to the end of the tunnel. The Guardian looked at the drakes, the crater, and the far tunnel.
“I can put the drakes to sleep,” said Morigna, “but it will take my entire concentration.” Gareth nodded. “You will have to lead the horses around the lake. I am not certain the ice is thick enough to support their weight.”
“We will hurry,” said Gareth.
Morigna gestured and cast a spell, purple fire crawling up and down the length of her staff. She took a long step forward and extended her hand, and that same purple light flickered around the drakes.
All of them looked in their direction.
Suddenly having that many predators looking right at Gareth was not a comfortable experience.
But the drakes did not move from their relaxed posture.
“Go,” said Morigna, her voice tight with strain.
Gareth hurried back to the others.
They led the horses past the Guardian and across the crater floor. Gareth kept a wary eye on the animals. Morigna’s magic had been the only thing that had let them get the horses through the many dangers of the Deeps without panicking, but now the Guardian’s full attention was on the rock drakes. Yet while the horses might have found the scent of the drakes strange, it wasn’t strange enough for them to panic. It helped that Philip and Dietmar led the horses around the far side of the frozen lake from the drakes, their hooves crunching through the old snow.
The drakes kept lounging, some of them resting their heads on the ground. Whatever Morigna was doing kept them placid. For the Guardian’s part, she remained exactly where Gareth had left her, arm pointing towards the drakes, her fingers spread. A tremor of fatigue was starting to go through her limbs.
They got the horses across the crater and into the next tunnel. This tunnel was wide and rose upward at a gentle incline. Once they were far enough in for the darkness to swallow them once more, Niara summoned her magical light, driving back the gloom.
Gareth let out a breath. They had crossed the crater.
But Morigna had still not joined them.
“What is she waiting for?” said Joachim.
“I had better go back on check on her,” said Gareth.
He jogged down the tunnel back to the crater. The drakes remained quiescent, and Morigna stood where he had left her. The trembling in her frame had become more pronounced. Gareth started to take a running step towards her and then stopped himself. Would running break the drakes’ stupor? If a drake saw Gareth running and decided that he was a fleeing prey animal, that might break the spell.
He took a brisk walk around the frozen lake, forcing himself to keep at that speed, and rejoined the Guardian.
“There is a problem,” said Morigna, her voice scratchy. “I have the minds of the drakes, but their attention is on me. The minute I withdraw the spell, their aggressive instincts will awake…
“And they will all attack you,” said Gareth.
“Yes,” said Morigna. “And they shall start searching their territory for prey. But if I am out of sight when the spell releases, they will experience a moment of confusion but nothing more.”
“Then follow me and let’s get out of here,” said Gareth.
“I am afraid,” said Morigna, “that it is taking rather more of my magical strength than I expected. If I move, my concentration will break, and the drakes will attack.”
Gareth’s mind raced, trying to find a solution. “And if I carry you?”
Morigna let out a hissing breath that might have been embarrassment or perhaps resignation. “I should be able to maintain the spell.”
“Fine.” Gareth sucked in a deep breath, stooped, got his right arm under Morigna’s knees and his left behind her shoulders, and picked her up. He expected that it would be a bit of a strain – the Guardian was a tall woman, and she was wearing armor, heavy clothes, and carrying a wooden staff. Gareth staggered and caught his balance.
“You’re heavier than you look,” said Gareth, sucking in a breath.
“If you wish to continue bedding Niara,” said Morigna, “then I suggest you keep thoughts of that nature to yourself. Hurry.”
Gareth nodded and headed at a fast walk towards the far tunnel, circling the far side of the lake. Morigna twisted around, keeping her left hand extended toward the drakes, her staff braced against her chest and gripped between her legs. It was just as well, thought Gareth, that training to become a knight had involved so much swordplay and exercise. Morigna really was heavier than she looked.
The drakes turned their heads to watch Gareth and Morigna, which was more than a little disturbing. But the creatures did not move, and finally Gareth reached the tunnel and climbed the slope to join the others.
“Put me down,” said Morigna, and Gareth obliged, relief flooding through his shoulders and knees as Morigna regained her feet.
“You’re hurt?” said Joachim, stepping forward.
“No, merely tired,” said Morigna. “I have released my spell over the drakes. Let us see if they attack us.”
Gareth drew Stormshield, the steely rasp filling his ears as the others readied their own weapons. He watched the darkness, expecting to see a rock drake emerge out of it at any second, jaws yawning wide, flames blazing to life behind its fangs.
But nothing happened.
They waited perhaps five minutes.
“I think,” said Gareth, “we might have gotten past them.”
“Cleverly done, Guardian,” said Dietmar. “I can think of many times in the past when such a spell might have been useful.”
Morigna gave him a sardonic smile. “For purely honest purposes, of course.”
“Beyond all doubt,” said Dietmar.
Morigna started to speak again, and then yawned. “Holding that many animal minds at once was wearisome. I could not have achieved it when I was young, but even with greater skill and experience, it was still fatiguing. No matter. I suggest we move on at once. We might have crept past the drakes, but we are still in their hunting grounds.”
They followed Morigna’s advice. Their route took them through more caverns with streams and pools of water. They were also climbing further upward, and Gareth suspected their winding course had at last taken them closer to Takaris and the mountains.
Though if one of the volcanoes happened to explode, Gareth suspected these tunnels would be flooded with molten stone.
“The entrance to the surface is in the next cavern,” said Niara.
The tunnel widened into a large chamber, roughly oval-shaped with a mostly smooth floor.
Or at least it had been.
A faint haze of dust hung in the air, illuminated by Niara’s and Morigna’s lights, and broken rubble filled the back third of the cavern.
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FIVE HEADS ARE BETTER THAN ONE
F or a few seconds, Niara stared at the end of the cavern in dismay.
Beyond the wall of rubble had been a xortami-wrought stair that had spiraled up to a ruined watchtower just within the wall of mist. From there, it was a short walk to the gate of Takaris.
Niara had been lost in her memories of the last time she had been here. Which had been nearly five hundred years ago, true, but from her perspective, it had only been a few days.
Xothalaxiar had been on the surface, and Niara wondered if the urdmordar would await her again. This time Niara would not come alone and would have the aid of four Swordbearers, an Arcanius Knight, one of Ardrhythain’s Guardians, another Magistrius, and whatever clever scheme Dietmar could concoct.
This time would be different.
It had never occurred to her that she would find the stairwell blocked. She had expected they would find a blockage along the way, and there had been many obstacles and dangers.
But to come to the end of the journey only to find the way blocked…
“Bloody buggering hell,” said Crake.
He matched Niara’s sentiments exactly.
“This happened recently,” said Philip. “Look. The breaks in the rocks are fresh and jagged. And there is dust in the air from the collapse.” He ran a boot over the floor, the dust rasping beneath his boot. “It is mostly settled, but not entirely.”
“It must have been the earthquake,” said Gareth.
“Bad luck,” said Niara with a shake of her head.
“Or good luck,” said Morigna. “For had our fortune been worse, we might have been on the stairs when the earthquake struck.”
Niara could not argue with that.
“When Makarov’s forces pursued us, you collapsed the stairwell,” said Gareth. “Could you use your earth magic to move the boulders?”
“Eventually,” said Morigna. “But there are thousands of tons of rock between us and the surface. I could transmute the boulders to sand, given enough time, but it would be the labor of months. By then, either Azalmora or Xothalaxiar would have reached the Dragonskull, or they would have pursued us for a final confrontation.”
“A moot point,” said Dietmar, “since we would almost certainly run out of food long before that.”
Niara let out a breath. “Damnation.”
“This is just a setback,” said Gareth. “We’ll find another way into Takaris.” He touched Niara’s shoulder, and despite her black mood, she was amused to see how Jerome’s eyebrows rose. “Guardian, can your Sight find another route to Takaris?”
“Yes,” said Morigna. “But it will be a…piecemeal affair. At every junction, I will need to stop and consider the way with the Sight.”
“We had better get started, I reckon,” said Crake.
“Quite right. One moment,” said Morigna. She closed her eyes and drew in several deep breaths, eyes twitching back and forth behind their lids. “That way.” She opened her eyes and pointed. Another tunnel opened off from the side of the cavern, just a few yards clear of the fall of debris. “That is the start of the path. Let us have some food as we walk.”
“I just hope we don’t wind up going in circles,” said Crake.
“Fear not, Sir Crake,” said Morigna. “For as long as you have my guidance, you will not be lost.” She smiled. “Though I will not say that we shall have a pleasant journey.”
Crake snorted. “We haven’t had a pleasant journey since we left Sigulforn.”
“Then let us cheer ourselves with thoughts of the warm food that awaits in Norvangenheim,” said Morigna.
“Or rock drake meat, if we have to kill one,” said Gareth. “It tastes better than you expect. Might go well with ironstalk mushrooms.”
“Hopefully, we won’t have to fight any rock drakes,” said Jerome. He shuddered. “I’ve seen enough of them to last a lifetime.”
“That’s the problem, isn’t it?” said Crake. “See too many rock drakes, and that might cut the lifetime short, aye?”
“Along with every other bloody thing in this bloody place,” said Jerome with a shake of his head.
They picked their way through the cavern to the tunnel entrance. Morigna paused, eyes closed as she consulted the Sight, and then nodded. Niara, Gareth, and Morigna walked in the front, the others following. She kept her magic ready to strike. It was an old habit by now and a posture she took up without any effort. Even after the urdmordar had been defeated and the surviving spider-devils driven into the Wilderland, Niara had never really been able to relax.
Perhaps that was one of the reasons she had never been able to settle in Tarlion. The war wasn’t over for her.
It would never be over until Xothalaxiar was slain.
The tunnel was a narrow one, with many twists and turns. Several times they had to stop and ease the horses through the narrower spaces, Morigna using her magic to soothe the animals yet again. Niara felt a pang of sympathy for the horses. They were far from home and in the midst of dangers they could not understand. The pang of sympathy turned to wry amusement. The same could be said of her and Gareth and their friends.
But that was one of the flaws of humanity – it was easier to have sympathy for animals than for other people.
The tunnel started to widen again, and Niara thought they were approaching a larger chamber. The passage opened into a wide cavern. It was shaped roughly like a triangle, with tunnels opening off from each of the points. The floor was sandy, with hundreds of stalactites hanging from the ceiling like stone fangs.
In the center of the floor lay a dark shape.
It took Niara’s eyes a few seconds to recognize the shape was a figure wearing dark armor.
Specifically, a dvargir.
She had dealt with the dvargir a few times during the war against the urdmordar. Each of the urdmordar who had attacked Andomhaim had ruled over their own fiefdoms, just as Xothalaxiar had ruled over her city, and the Great Houses of Khaldurmar had been more than happy to sell slaves and other merchandise to the spiderling priestesses who did the actual work of governing those fiefdoms. Niara had seen dvargir come to Xothalaxiar’s city, and she had fought and killed dvargir mercenaries a few times once she had become a Magistria and the Swordbearers had begun their war to drive back the urdmordar.
But the dvargir, whenever possible, never left their dead behind.
Which meant that unless this dvargir had been a lone scout, his companions had been driven off in a hurry.
“Is that one of Mthrozgar’s warriors?” said Jerome. Niara had never met the Dzark, but she knew of him from Gareth’s memories. He was a Dzark of Great House Tzanar, the Great House that controlled Khaldurmar’s slave trade with other kindreds. Mthrozgar and his followers had been trying to install puppet rulers in the Qazaluuskan Forest when the dvargir had learned of Gareth’s quest to follow the Waystones. Keeping true to the practices of the dvargir, Mthrozgar and his warriors had been following Gareth ever since in hopes of claiming the Dragonskull for themselves.
Niara did not hate the dvargir the way she hated the urdmordar and Xothalaxiar in particular. She could not hate anything else to that degree simply because there wasn’t enough room in her mind and heart. That said, she didn’t like the dvargir and would not trust them even as far as she could throw a dvargir warrior. Which was not all that far since they were quite heavy. Despite that, she couldn’t help but admire the cunning the dvargir had displayed. They had used Gareth and the others to rid themselves of Warlord Makarov and Mharoslav, eliminating one rival to the Dragonskull. And Gareth and the others had even known that Mthrozgar was using them, which showed just how cunning the dvargir could be.
But all cunning had limits, as the dead dvargir warrior lying on the floor had no doubt realized in the final seconds of his life.
“It must be,” said Morigna. “The xortami hate the dvargir and kill them whenever the opportunity arises. They have hidden outposts in this land, but I suspect Mthrozgar recruited all their warriors under his authority.”
“He’ll have hell to pay with the Rzarns if the report comes back to Khaldurmar,” said Niara.
Morigna shrugged. “But if he returns with the Dragonskull, he can carve a place of power for himself. Such is the nature of the games of power the dvargir play. Mthrozgar will either rise to great authority, or he will tragically commit ‘suicide’ by stabbing himself in the back twenty or thirty times.” Niara had the impression that the Guardian detested the dvargir. “Do not go any further into the chamber yet. I want to have a look at these tracks.”
“As do I,” said Philip.
Niara waited as the Guardian and the Swordbearer examined the prints on the sandy floor. She knew how to hunt and track, but Morigna and Philip were better at it. Niara worked the spell to sense magical forces, sweeping it over the chamber, but detected nothing. At least, nothing significant. Niara did sense the trace of a powerful dark aura radiating through the stone. But that was the aura of the Dragonskull, which had been growing stronger as they drew closer to the ruins of Takaris.
Stronger than it should have, come to think of it. The Guardian was right. The Dragonskull was waking up as potential wielders approached. That had already caused one earthquake, which wasn’t a pleasant thought to dwell upon as she stood in the Deeps beneath thousands of tons of rock.
Though if the ceiling collapsed, Niara would never see Xothalaxiar pay for her many crimes.
She looked at Gareth and with a burst of weariness, pushed the thoughts of Xothalaxiar aside.
Couldn’t she ever think of anything else? Couldn’t she have some rest from it?
Niara already knew the answer to that.
Yet sometimes, other things forced their way into her thoughts.
Such as the prospect of a fight against the warriors of Great House Tzanar.
“There was a battle here,” said Philip. “The dvargir retreated in haste.”
“Aye,” said Morigna. “But what drove them off?”
“I don’t know,” said Philip. “I was hoping that you did. It looks like…perhaps the marks of a long tail.”
“Another basilisk?” said Gareth.
“I do not believe so,” said Morigna. “No basilisk tracks. Rather, it looks like the dvargir were fighting a large serpent.”
“Or several large serpents,” said Philip.
“Giant snakes?” said Jerome with some dismay. “We’ve already had lizardmen and dragons and undead orcs, and now we have to fight giant snakes?”
“Don’t like snakes?” said Crake.
“I don’t mind snakes,” said Jerome. “I just prefer that they aren’t giant, and are far away from me.” He sighed. “After everything else we’ve fought, why not giant snakes?”
“Perhaps an examination of the corpse will tell us more,” said Dietmar.
“As always, Master Dietmar, sound counsel,” said Morigna.
They moved into the cavern and looked down at the dvargir corpse. Niara had seen death many times, often after she had dealt it to her foes. She had seen corpses slain by spear and sword and arrow or by the fire of her spells. Often she had seen the dead in increasing stages of decay, as what had once been a living man gradually disintegrated into food for worms, vultures, and other carrion feeders.
She had only seen a very few men who had died like this.
“He looks…melted,” said Telemachus.
The flesh had melted off the dvargir warrior’s right arm and the right side of his face, leaving only pitted, crumbling bone behind. The armor that had protected his right arm and about half of his helmet was likewise pitted and scorched. Dvargirish steel was one of the strongest metals in the world, lighter and more resilient than normal steel, but the warrior’s armor looked brittle. Niara lifted her staff and tapped the end of it against a pauldron, and the segment of armor dissolved into black flakes.
“Not quite melted,” said Morigna. “Dissolved. Acid did this.”
“A spell of earth magic?” said Joachim. “We have all seen you wield similar spells.”
“Perhaps,” said Morigna, “but it would have to be an earth spell of considerable power. I could create an acid this potent, but it would take a great deal of effort. I…”
She fell silent.
“What is it?” said Niara, scanning the chamber. Nothing moved, but the dvargir had the power to cloak themselves in shadow.
“Something stirs against the earth,” said Morigna.
“Dvargir?” said Joachim.
He cast a spell, sending a narrow shaft of white fire sweeping through the cavern. The younger Magistrius didn’t put much power into the spell, not enough to hurt the dvargir. But it would disrupt their ability to cloak themselves in shadow.
Nothing appeared.
“Not on the floor of the cavern, but beneath it!” said Morigna. “Stay where you are! Do not move!”
Niara set herself, summoning magical power, and then a portion of the floor on the far side of the cavern started to ripple.
A second after that, the serpent exploded from the ground.
Niara had never seen a creature like it. The serpent was about three feet across and twenty feet long. It flowed out of a smoking hole in the ground and coiled up, gazing at them, a forked tongue slipping over its fangs. The creature’s scales were mottled grayish-green, its four eyes a vivid red. A powerful chemical stink rose from the serpent’s glistening scales, reminding Niara of some apothecaries’ shops she had visited in Tarlion, or maybe a distillery.
The giant snake gazed at them.
Then the beast uncoiled and slithered away. Despite its bulk, the serpent moved with great speed and soon vanished from sight into one of the tunnels leading off from the cavern.
“What the bloody hell was that?” said Crake.
“Good fortune, I believe,” said Morigna.
“Good fortune?” said Jerome. “Giant serpents aren’t good fortune!”
Crake shrugged. “It didn’t attack us, did it?”
“The serpent was a natural animal,” said Morigna. “Consequently, it had a fear of humans and fled from us. I suspect the dvargir had the bad fortune to wander into a pack of the creatures and were attacked.”
They crossed the cavern and looked at the hole the serpent had left in the floor. Wisps of foul-smelling smoke rose from the edges, and beneath it yawned a narrow tunnel exactly the width of the serpent.
“Did it tunnel through the stone?” said Philip.
“Dissolved through it, rather,” said Morigna. “I believe its scales secrete a potent acid, one that allows it to burrow through stone much as an earthworm crawls through the soil. Perhaps the serpent even derives nourishment from the dissolving rock in some way, much as the earthworm does from good soil.”
“You don’t know?” said Gareth, surprised.
“My dear Sir Gareth,” said Morigna, “I do not know everything, for the world is large, and I have only seen so much of it. For all we know, there are entire continents filled with serpents that tunnel through rock.”
“Well, we should be glad it didn’t go into the ceiling,” said Crake, giving the cavern’s roof a dubious look. “Not sure it could handle a lot of serpents melting through it.”
“We’re getting closer to Takaris,” said Gareth. “I wonder if this means the dvargir are ahead of us.”
“They might be,” said Morigna.
“Then they’re fools,” said Niara. “If they found a way to go underneath the wards, then they’re stuck outside the city walls the same that I was. And if they found a way to go through the Deeps and into the city…”
She trailed off.
“What?” said Gareth.
“Then they might all be dead,” said Niara. “I think Takaris is full of undead. And I wonder if other things might have been living there. The basilisks, maybe. Or perhaps those rock-eating serpents. If the Dragonskull is waking up, maybe they’re all fleeing into the Deeps…”
“And the dvargir ran into them,” said Gareth, finishing her thought.
Crake snorted. “Just like the dvargir. The Rzarn of Great House Tzanar tried to cheat Warlord Agravhask during the Heptarchy war.” He spat on the ground, as he always did when someone mentioned Agravhask. “Didn’t work out well for him. Killing the Rzarn was probably one of the few things the great murdering bastard did right.”
“We shall have to remain on our guard,” said Morigna. “There is nothing else that we can do.”
She consulted with the Sight once more, and they proceeded into another tunnel.
Thankfully, it was a different passage from the one the giant serpent had taken.

    
“I THINK we are approaching the surface,” said Philip.
A wind had started blowing through the tunnel, colder than the rest of the air in the Deeps, and it carried the scent of pine needles. The tunnel had also begun climbing upward, which forced them to an even slower pace as the horses navigated the terrain.
“I see sunlight,” said Jerome.
“Do you recognize this area at all?” said Gareth.
Niara shook her head. “No. I’ve never been here. But Jerome’s right. There is sunlight ahead.”
The tunnel began to widen, and then at last it reached the surface. It opened into a large canyon that Gareth thought that once been another cavern. The roof had collapsed, but it had been long ago because scattered pine trees thrust up from the rocky ground, and a small frozen pond occupied the center of the canyon. At the far end of the canyon, a steep slope climbed to higher ground, and Gareth saw mountains in the distance. It was very cold, the sky overcast and gray.
“How close are we to Takaris?” said Joachim.
“I think,” said Morigna, her eyes half-closed as she drew on the Sight, “I think we are to the southeast of the city. Somewhere in the foothills of the mountains that enclose its valley. But we are within the wall of mist.”
“Good,” said Gareth.
“Though I wonder if something else lives here,” said Philip. “Look at all the bones.”
The canyon’s floor was stony, though enough topsoil had accumulated for the pine trees to grow. Yet many stones were strewn about the ground, and as Gareth looked, he saw that some of those rocks were actually bones.
Lots and lots of bones.
Most of them were deer and elk bones, though he saw quite a few of the thick bones and blunt skulls of xortami.
“I think those are rock drake bones,” said Crake, pointing with Valorforge. A shimmer of white flame danced around the hammer’s head. A rock drake’s skull lay on its side not all that far from the cavern’s entrance.
“Maybe this was one of their nests,” said Joachim.
“Or,” said Philip, “something lives here that eats rock drakes.”
That was not a reassuring thought.
“We should have a look around before we bring the horses any further,” said Morigna. “I will go.”
“I should come with you,” said Gareth, and Morigna nodded, her face shadowed in the cowl of her robes.
“As should I,” said Niara, and both Gareth and Morigna looked at her. “If you find that many bones in Andomhaim, you’re either in a graveyard or the courtyard of a particularly slovenly butcher.” Gareth laughed. “But in a place like this, so close to Takaris…”
“Something dangerous may live here,” said Morigna. “I quite agree, Magistria. Let us go to the edge of the canyon, climb the slope, and see what can be seen.”
With that decided, Morigna led the way from the cavern entrance, Gareth and Niara following. He drew Stormshield, deciding that the risk of coming under attack without a weapon in his hand was far greater than the danger of the soulblade’s fire drawing the eye. Besides, the canyon’s walls were high enough that the soulblade’s light wouldn’t travel far, and if they brought the horses through, they would draw the attention of whatever lived here anyway.
Morigna moved in silence, surveying the ground. Gareth scanned the scattered pine trees around them, and Niara did the same. The trees were scattered enough that Gareth didn’t think anything could hide behind them. All the bones looked old, the flesh long ago consumed or rotted away. The only smell that came to his nostrils was that of the pine needles, but the wind was blowing the wrong way to bring any other odors to his nose.
“Many tracks,” murmured Morigna. “They look like those of a wyvern but different.”
“A wyvern?” said Gareth. “That could be good.”
“Why?” said Niara. She sounded half-amused, half-incredulous.
“An adult wyvern would have a large hunting range,” said Gareth. “If this is its nest, the creature might be away for days. We could be into Takaris by the time it returns.”
“So long as it doesn’t come back just as we are in the middle of its canyon,” said Niara.
“Given some of the ill luck we have had, I would not discount the possibility,” said Morigna. “We…”
She came to an abrupt stop a few yards from the shore of the frozen pond.
Gareth started to ask what was wrong, and he felt the faint vibration go through the earth beneath his boots. Another earthquake? Alarmed, he looked back toward the cavern mouth, worried that he might see his friends buried alive or that a landslide would seal off the entrance and split their group in half.
But the vibration subsided.
Then returned.
And subsided again.
“Earthquake?” said Gareth.
“No,” said Morigna. “Footfalls. Something heavy is moving toward…”
She fell silent, looking towards the ramp on the far end of the cavern, and her eyes went wide in her pale face, her expression of surprise almost comical.
At least, it would have been comical under other circumstances.
A hulking shape appeared at the lip of the canyon, its eyes gazing down at them.
All five pairs of eyes.
The great beast looked like a giant lizard, with a barrel-shaped body propelled by thick, stumpy legs. The body was the size of a small house, the legs thicker than tree trunks. It had scales of dull green and dark gray, and its tail lashed back and forth behind it. Five long, serpentine necks rose from the front of the creature’s body, and each neck was topped with a snakelike head large enough to swallow an armed knight whole, their yellow eyes glaring, venom dripping from their fangs.
“That’s not a wyvern,” said Niara.
“Hydra!” said Morigna, and Gareth’s mind flashed back to the War of the Seven Swords, to some of the tales his father had told of that conflict. He and Gareth’s mother had fought a hydra twice in the swamplands east of Owyllain proper, and both fights had been difficult. Hydras, like trolls, could regenerate from nearly any wound. The only way to kill a hydra was to chop of its heads, all of them, cauterize the stumps, and then to cut out the creature’s immense heart. Otherwise the hydra would regenerate to perfect health.
Neither Gareth’s mother nor his father had known if hydras were intelligent, but the creatures were cunning hunters and deadly foes. Gareth set himself, preparing to attack. He could chop off the heads with the augmented strength granted by Stormshield, which would let Niara use her spells to burn the stumps of the creature’s necks.
“Run!” said Morigna.
Reason reasserted itself. Gareth, Niara, and Morigna were alone, and they could not face the hydra by themselves. And even if the others joined, the massive creature might still win the fight.
Gareth whirled and sprinted across the canyon floor, moving as fast as he dared while keeping his footing on the uneven ground. Niara and Morigna kept pace with him. Gareth risked a look back and saw the hydra lumbering down the ramp and into the canyon proper. Despite its great bulk, the thing was frighteningly quick. Its thick legs propelled it with great speed, and he saw flames dancing to life behind all five sets of fangs. At the entrance to the cave, the others had drawn their weapons, Joachim and Telemachus holding magical spells ready.
“Get further into the tunnel!” shouted Morigna. “Go, go!”
The hydra’s immense size meant that it could not follow them into the cavern. Some of its heads would be able to reach after them, but Gareth and the others could hew off the heads, allowing Niara to burn the stumps. Was the hydra intelligent enough to avoid the trap? Gareth didn’t know, but he realized they would find out in seconds.
He raced with Morigna and Niara into the cavern. The others had backed up, taking the frightened horses with them. Gareth, Niara, and Morigna hurried down the slope of the tunnel, and the hydra skidded to a stop before the cliff behind them, its talons rasping against the ground. The creature let out a metallic roar, deafening in the enclosed space, and then all five of its heads shot forward. Gareth thought the hydra would try to thrust its heads after them and took Stormshield’s hilt in both hands.
But the heads stopped short of entering the tunnel.
Instead, its mouths opened, and a blazing plume of fire erupted out.
The flames rolled down the tunnel towards him, and Gareth drew on Stormshield’s power to protect, wondering if it would be enough to keep him from getting incinerated.
Niara whirled and yelled, thrusting her staff as she did. A pale wall of shimmering light sealed off the tunnel, and the hydra’s flames slammed into the ward. They stopped there, rippling and billowing. A wave of heat rolled through the tunnel, and suddenly it was as hot as the chambers with the rivers of molten stone. Niara remained where she was, staff outthrust, lips pulled back from her teeth in a snarl.
“Come on!” said Gareth.
“Make sure I don’t fall over,” said Niara, her voice tight with strain. “That thing hits hard.”
The flames winked out, and Niara began backing away, staff extended, the wall of light following her. The dark shape of the hydra blocked the entrance to the canyon, all five of its heads glaring into the tunnel, and again its jaws opened and blasted a blazing torrent of flame. The fire slammed into Niara’s warding spell. She flinched as if she had been struck and almost fell over, but Gareth seized her arm and kept her on her feet.
Step by step, they retreated, Niara maintaining the warding spell the entire time. Three times more the hydra sent a torrent of flame after them. Sweat started to drip down Gareth’s face from the heat, but Niara’s magic stopped the flames from touching them. Finally, they were far enough back that the hydra’s final blast of flames did not reach the ward. Niara released the spell with a sigh, her cloak dancing in the hot wind that blew down from the superheated stone.
The hydra glared at them for a few seconds and then moved out of sight. Gareth had absolutely no doubt that the creature was waiting for them to emerge from the tunnel, like a patient wolf waiting for a rabbit to creep from its burrow.
“Thank you,” said Niara, wiping the sweat from her forehead. “That fire was more intense than I expected.”
“Just what the hell was that thing?” said Crake. “Some kind of five-headed dragon?”
“A hydra,” said Morigna.
“What the hell is a hydra?” said Crake.
“It is akin to a drake but far greater and more powerful,” said Morigna. “Faster, stronger, better armored, and more cunning. Its fire is far more intense, as you have seen firsthand. Additionally, have you ever fought trolls?”
“No,” said Crake. “Sir Tragen used to tell how he and his father fought some trolls, but I’ve never seen one myself.”
“Trolls can regenerate, and it takes fire and acid to kill them,” said Morigna. “A hydra possesses the same power, but to a greater degree. To my knowledge, the only way to kill a hydra is to chop off its heads, immediately cauterize the stumps, and remove its heart. Else it will regenerate and continue attacking.”
“Our father and mother fought a hydra in Owyllain,” said Joachim. “I think that one had nine heads.”
“Nine?” said Crake. “Bloody hell.”
“I don’t suppose your mother and father mentioned how they defeated the beast?” said Dietmar.
“With great difficulty,” said Joachim.
“Your mother is stronger with magic than either me or Niara,” said Morigna, “and at the time, your parents traveled with powerful Arcanius Knights and several of the Seven Swords. Even then, I expect it was a close-fought thing.”
“Do you think we can take the hydra?” said Gareth.
“Realistically?” said Niara. “No. Probably not. At least not without most of us getting killed or maimed in the process. The damned thing is just too fast and too strong. And too big. If you approached to take off one of its heads, it would just trample you.” She turned to Morigna. “It’s an animal, if a big one. Could you use your earth magic to control or soothe it?”
“I cannot,” said Morigna. “Its mind is too alien and too strong. And it is already aware of us. I was able to soothe that nest of rock drakes because they weren’t on their guard. It is entirely possible that the hydra is too intelligent for my magic to influence.”
“Makes sense,” said Crake. “I mean, if you have five heads, you’d hope you would be smarter than if you had just one.”
Gareth sighed. “Then we don’t have any choice, do we? We have to find another way to Takaris.”
“Is there even another path?” said Niara. “The earthquake sealed off the one I took. The hydra is blocking this one.”
“A moment,” said Morigna, and she closed her eyes, gripping her staff with both hands. A short time later, she opened her eyes and let out a breath. “There is, though it may take us some time to backtrack.”
Niara rubbed her face with her free hand. “As if we haven’t been delayed enough already.”
“Then let us not dawdle,” said Morigna, and they got the horses turned around and retreated back down the tunnel.
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NEGOTIATIONS
“I t is time,” said Xothalaxiar.
The urdmordar remained wrapped in her elven guise, draped in blood-colored robes with a cowl that shadowed her face. Idly Azalmora wondered why Xothalaxiar had not taken the form of a female xortami to better seduce Valdranek. Then again, the xortami lacked the sort of mammalian libido that drove humans and elves, and only mated during the appropriate season. Indeed, other than mating season, male and female xortami did not enjoy each other’s company all that much, with the female xortami preferring to oversee their homes and slaves and raise their young while the male xortami dealt with the outside world.
A useful fact to keep in mind once she seized the Dragonskull and became a full urdmordar. While Valdranek led the male warriors and nobles to conquest, the xortami females would provide a valuable labor force in the heart of the new empire.
Assuming, of course, that Xothalaxiar was not about to get her killed.
Xothalaxiar might have claimed she wanted to work together to eliminate their enemies and claim the Dragonskull, but Azalmora was well aware that urdmordar were masters of deception. Had she not seen it again and again?
But deceptions had a way of shattering against undeniable truths (which was why a skillful liar always tried to use the truth as much as possible). The undeniable truth was that Gareth, the Swordbearers, and Myotharia represented deadly threats to both Azalmora and Xothalaxiar. Azalmora had gone to great lengths to avoid a direct confrontation with the Swordbearers. While it was possible she would kill them all in a straight fight, it was equally possible that they would kill her.
A fight would be a toss of the coin. A gamble. Azalmora was not a gambler and preferred to avoid such chances whenever possible. Some gambles were unavoidable, but it was best to load the dice in her favor as much as possible.
Which was one of the reasons that she had stolen Ghostruin from Nifheldun’s summoning chamber.
“Then let us see what we may see,” said Azalmora.
She followed Xothalaxiar from the tent and into the icy morning sunlight. Thraxar waited outside the tent, hand resting on his sword hilt. Beneath his heavy helm, all three of his eyes were fixed on the Daughter, who stood with her leathery wings wrapped around her like a cloak. A distant look was on the Daughter’s face, her void-filled eyes fixed upon nothing, yet Azalmora was certain the urdhracos was aware of her surroundings and the position of every potential threat. The Ossuary crouched on the ground, muttering to himself and scraping the bony club of his left hand over the frozen earth.
“Lady Azalmora,” said Valdranek. The towering xortami warlord waited for her outside the tent, clad in his gilded armor, clawed hand resting upon the hilt of his enormous sword. Around him stood his chief nobles and his most powerful priests. “The spell is ready?”
“Yes,” said Azalmora. Whatever her own doubts, voicing them in front of Valdranek would be foolish. “Come with me, my lord Valdranek, and you shall see something remarkable.”
“Perhaps. Perhaps not,” said one of the other nobles.
Azalmora ignored the comment and walked with Valdranek to the north, the warlord’s escort trailing a respectful distance behind. Walking with Xothalaxiar behind her made Azalmora’s back itch, as if anticipating a dagger between her shoulder blades at any moment. Xothalaxiar didn’t need anything so mundane as a stab in the back to deal with her. And while Azalmora might have lacked Xothalaxiar’s raw magical strength, she was powerful enough that even a female urdmordar could not take her unawares.
If Xothalaxiar attacked Azalmora here, she suspected Valdranek and his wizards would join on Azalmora’s side. Valdranek found the vision of the future she had offered him appealing. Xothalaxiar had shown no interest in the xortami, save as a potential means of reaching the Dragonskull and as a weapon against the Swordbearers. Azalmora intended to use the xortami as the core of her new empire, raising them to serve as her ruling elite.
And, of course, to conquer Andomhaim and destroy the Swordbearers. Perhaps that was enough to ensure Xothalaxiar’s cooperation. She was wise enough to see the threat the Knights of the Soulblade represented and was willing to use Azalmora and the xortami as weapons against them.
They left the camp and walked to the great wall of mist. After the defeat of Makarov, Valdranek had moved his much larger army closer to the ruins of Takaris. The great wall of mist rose before her, rippling and opaque. Even to anyone without any magical skill, the barrier that sealed off the valley of Takaris was obviously unnatural. Real mist did not rise up into a colossal gray wall like a mountain cliff.
Valdranek’s thoughts touched hers through the mindspeech.
“You are certain your spell can break the outer ward?” he said into her mind. “It would be to our advantage. Moving any number of warriors through the Deeps would take a long time.”
“Yes,” said Azalmora, likewise using the mindspeech.
“And you trust this urdmordar?” said Valdranek. “I am not a fool. The battle before the dragon arrived was her attempt to dominate you.”
“It was,” responded Azalmora. “She failed, and she is wise enough to see the dangers we face. Xothalaxiar originally fled to your land to escape the Swordbearers and use the Dragonskull against their homeland. Should we take the Dragonskull, it will accomplish her desire without exposing her to any of the risks.”
“So long as she does not share in any of the spoils,” said Valdranek.
“Indeed,” said Azalmora. “Should we succeed, she will seek out a hunting ground elsewhere. The world is large, and the xortami have many lands to conquer. It will be long millennia before our new empire threatens wherever Xothalaxiar chooses to settle.”
That was how female urdmordar usually thought, preferring to use others as their weapons. The seven urdmordar who ruled the Heptarchy were mighty, but they did not take action themselves all that often. They commanded tens of thousands of soldiers and priestesses to do that for them. No doubt Xothalaxiar thought to do the same herself with Azalmora and the xortami.
Or Azalmora was mistaken, and she was marching into a trap.
She had examined the spell that Xothalaxiar taught her thoroughly, considering all the flows of power and every aspect of its structure. Even a female urdmordar lacked the raw strength to use the spell to breach the wall of mist, but Ghostruin had far greater power, though Azalmora could not channel the sword’s full potential without frying her mind like an egg upon a hot skillet.
Nevertheless, if she adapted the spell correctly, it would let Ghostruin’s mighty power flow into the wall of mist, and if it worked…
Well, she would see what happened.
Azalmora reached over her shoulder and drew Ghostruin, the dark blade bursting into crimson flames. The xortami priests and sorcerers faltered for a second, gazing at the weapon. They could sense the power of the dark soulblade.
“Look at the work of my children,” said the Ossuary, gesturing towards the wall of mist. “Their genius. Are they not the true successors of the dark elves of old? We…”
The Daughter backhanded him. The Ossuary’s head snapped back in a spray of dark blood, and he fell in a whimpering heap to the ground, the bone spikes jutting from his flesh rasping against the earth.
“Father, do be silent while your betters are talking,” said the Daughter.
“Be ready,” said Azalmora. “There is a chance that this will draw the attention of Myotharia.”
Assuming, of course, this wasn’t just an elaborate plot by Xothalaxiar to get her killed.
Azalmora drew in dark magic, channeling it through her body and forcing it through the disciplined channels of her mind. Blue flame and shadow swirled around her limbs, and still she drew more power until the entire force of her mind and concentration contained the dark magic, keeping it from killing her where she stood. If Xothalaxiar or Valdranek wanted to rid themselves of her, now would be the time. A single error and the amount of dark energy she had summoned would tear her apart.
Even the colossal amount of power she had summoned was not enough to destroy the wall of mist, let alone to breach it. Had Azalmora thrown the magic into the barrier, it would have bounced off with minimal impact.
But she carried something far more potent than her own magic.
Azalmora thrust Ghostruin into the mist.
It felt like driving the sword into thick mud. The crimson flame around the blade burned brighter and hotter, and the sword sank to the hilt into the mist. The nearby mist began to glow red, as if Azalmora stood before a wall of crimson smoke.
She sucked in one deep breath, and then released the power that she had gathered.
The magic ripped from her and plunged into Ghostruin.
The dark soulblade feasted on the power and began to augment it. Bloody fire erupted from Ghostruin and spread through the wall of mist, growing brighter and brighter. Ghostruin had been forged to unmake the world, and now its power began to unmake the wall of mist. Azalmora’s magic couldn’t have unraveled the mist on its own, and nor could Ghostruin’s destructive power. But the spell Xothalaxiar had taught her awoke the dark soulblade’s fury, and crimson fire shredded into the ward sealing off Takaris from the world.
It was as if Azalmora stood before an immense wall of bloody flame, one that filled the world with red light.
With a great thunderclap, the wall of mist vanished.
A gale of host wind lashed out, and Azalmora stumbled several steps, Ghostruin still in her right hand. She lost her balance and went to one knee, but that was all right because another earthquake shook the ground. The spell she had just unleashed had stirred the Dragonskull, and the result was another earthquake. She heard the chaos as the xortami lost their footing, the flapping of wings as the Daughter wisely decided to take to the air rather than take her chances on the ground.
The shaking subsided and then stopped, and Azalmora pushed to her feet, Ghostruin low at her right side. She glanced back and saw the xortami picking themselves up. Xothalaxiar had remained standing, still swathed in her robes, a pleased smile just visible in the shadows of her cowl.
Azalmora turned and looked where the wall of mist had been.
For the first time, she gazed upon the ruins of Takaris, once the seat of the xortami empire.
She now had a clear view into the large U-shaped valley that opened into the mountains. A vast ruined city filled the valley, larger than Cintarra, even larger than the City of the Seven and the other great cities of the Heptarchy. A massive curtain wall sealed off the entire city, fortified with many watchtowers, its exterior carved with reliefs showing the xortami ruling over captive populations of orcs and halflings. A looming gatehouse stood in the center of the southern wall, half-ruined and damaged but covered with a strange rippling distortion. The distortion extended upward over the outer wall, hindering Azalmora’s view of the city, though she glimpsed many crumbling pyramids and ruined towers, all of them dwarfed by a great ziggurat rising in the heart of the ruins.
“Takaris,” said Valdranek, stepping to join Azalmora. “Once the seat of the great xortami emperors of old.”
“And it shall be again,” said Azalmora, “once we dispel the remaining wards upon the walls of the city.”
“That may prove difficult,” said Xothalaxiar, gliding forward to join Azalmora and Valdranek. “Your ancestors, Lord Valdranek, were most skillful at constructing wards. The final defense upon the city is potent. I was not able to overcome it the last time I was here.”
“Perhaps not,” said Valdranek. “But you did not have a dark soulblade then.”
“I did not,” said Xothalaxiar. “A useful tool.” She looked to the east, and Azalmora caught a hint of a frown.
“Something is amiss?” said Valdranek.
“The Daughter has seen something,” said Xothalaxiar. “She comes to report.”
The dark shape of the urdhracos swooped to the ground, landing a few paces away.
“What have you seen?” said Xothalaxiar.
“By any chance,” said the Daughter, “have you been looking for a group of dvargir from Great House Tzanar?”
“The dvargir?” said Azalmora. “Ah. Mthrozgar.” The dvargir had been following Azalmora, Mharoslav, and Gareth Arban’s group to the north, hoping to seize the Dragonskull for themselves. The troublesome dvargir had so far remained out of Azalmora’s reach, but that might change.
“How did they get within the wall of mist?” said Valdranek.
“The Deeps, I expect,” said Xothalaxiar. “Some portions of the Deeps extend underneath the wall of mist.”
“Have they found a way into the city?” said Azalmora.
“If they have, they are not using it,” said the Daughter. “They are hastening south. I suspect the destruction of the wall of mist startled them.”
“As well it should have,” said Valdranek. “The wall stood for tens of thousands of years. But let us have a talk with these dvargir and see why they intrude upon the lands of the xortami. Their answers ought to be most entertaining. How many are there?”
“About fifty,” said the Daughter. “They have seen battle. Many of them have wounds.”
The Warlord gave a flurry of orders to his soldiers. Patrols were to be sent out, scouting all the revealed lands south of Takaris. Other enemies than the dvargir, particularly the Swordbearers, were nearby, and Valdranek wanted them found sooner rather than later. Patrols of crimson-scaled xortami warriors moved out, and a large band of soldiers joined Valdranek. A few moments later, Valdranek’s party headed east, following the line of the wall of Takaris.
Close. So close. Another few miles, and Azalmora could claim the Dragonskull and ascend at last. But she would not let haste undo her so close to her goal. The Swordbearers and Myotharia were still out there, and Azalmora expected more trouble from them. For that matter, the appearance of the dvargir suggested a riddle.
They were going south.
Why were they fleeing away from Takaris rather than attempting to enter it and take the Dragonskull?
The xortami warriors moved at a fast march. The Daughter took to the air, circling overhead in wide rings as she kept pace with the marching warriors, and soon Azalmora saw the dark-armored forms of about fifty dvargir warriors moving in a ragged line. As the urdhracos had said, they had seen battle. Many of the dvargir bore wounds, and others had damaged armor. For all their other flaws, the dvargir could make excellent steel, and Azalmora wondered what they had encountered that had put them to flight.
“Hold!” thundered one of Valdranek’s priests, using a spell to drive his voice to greater volume. “In the name of Valdranek, Warlord and true emperor of the xortami nation, you are commanded to hold!” He spoke the orcish tongue since the dvargir likely would not understand the xortami language.
A ripple went through the dvargir as the xortami approached. Azalmora saw something that looked like a discussion, and then dvargir turned to face the lizardmen. They kept their weapons in hand but held low – not hostile, but ready for danger. One of the dvargir stepped forward. He wore the red-trimmed armor of a Dzark, a minor noble of the dvargir, and rings glittered on his ears. Like many dvargir nobles, he had shaved his head and had a close-cropped beard. Unlike most dvargir nobles, a scar marred his face and scalp. Something had clawed him, and the Dzark had been lucky to escape from the fight with his life.
“Greetings, Warlord Valdranek of the noble xortami people!” said the Dzark, his voice deep and hoarse. Azalmora suppressed a smirk. The dvargir were ever unctuous, especially when they felt themselves at a disadvantage. “I am Mthrozgar, a Dzark of Great House Tzanar, and it is a tremendous honor to meet you at last. Allow me to offer my congratulations, and the congratulations of Great House Tzanar and the Council of Rzarns of Khaldurmar, on your victory over the upstart Makarov. It will be good to see the xortami nation united under a single strong leader once again.”
Azalmora felt a flicker against her arcane senses. Were one of the dvargir casting a spell? Their shadowscribes could have considerable arcane talent.
“Quaesitor,” hissed Thraxar in his quiet voice. “A Shadowblade.”
Of course. The dvargir of Khaldurmar had a secret society of assassins called the Shadowblades who arranged “accidents” among the feuding nobles. The most skilled of the Shadowblades wore urmakzar armor, which granted the ability to turn invisible. Urmakzar armor required life force and would feed off its bearer, which provided excellent motivation for a Shadowblade to kill his victims.
Azalmora focused her senses and felt the distortion as the Shadowblade prowled closer. The dvargir were so proud of their urmakzar armor but failed to realize that a sufficiently powerful priestess could sense its presence. Was Mthrozgar foolish enough to send his Shadowblade to assassinate her or Valdranek, or was he simply seeking to spy?
She would know soon enough.
“Your leaders extend their congratulations?” said Valdranek. “Often the slave raiders of Great House Tzanar have carried off my warriors and craftsmen to be sold in the markets of Khaldurmar. I expect the Council of Rzarns would not welcome a strong ruler over the xortami.”
Mthrozgar offered a genial shrug. “Do not the xortami themselves keep many orcish slaves? Or human slaves captured from the Norvangir? Such is the way of the world. But if you are about to reestablish the ancient xortami empire, then Great House Tzanar would be more than happy, indeed honored, to supply your new realm with slaves. Why should your warriors waste their valuable time capturing slaves to toil in your fields and mines when we can supply them to you at a reasonable cost?”
“Why, indeed,” said Valdranek. “What are you doing here, dvargir?” Azalmora sensed the distortion of the Shadowblade moving closer. “You are a long way from home, and here I find you about to enter the ancient ruins of my people. I hope you have not come to loot.”
“We followed a band of humans from the south,” said Mthrozgar, his eyes straying to Azalmora. “Far to the south, beyond the boundaries of Norvangenheim. These humans came from a realm called Andomhaim.”
“So you came all this way to warn me against Gareth Arban and the Swordbearers of Andomhaim,” said Valdranek. “How very noble of you.”
Mthrozgar’s eyes flicked to Azalmora. “I see the priestess has already told you of them.”
“I have,” said Azalmora, and she reached over her shoulder and drew Ghostruin. The sword burst into crimson flames, its power stronger after having destroyed the wall of mist.
Mthrozgar’s void-filled gaze went wide. “That…that is Agravhask’s sword, is it not?”
“No,” said Azalmora, taking Ghostruin’s hilt in both hands. “Agravhask carried the dark soulblade Shieldruin. This, Dzark, is Ghostruin.”
“But the dark soulblades were destroyed,” said Mthrozgar.
“They were,” agreed Azalmora, “and now one of them was remade.”
“How?” said Mthrozgar, gazing at the red-burning blade.
“That is not the question you should ask, my lord Dzark,” said Azalmora.
“Then what is the proper question, priestess?” said Mthrozgar.
Azalmora rolled her shoulders, drew back Ghostruin, and swung the sword with all her strength behind the blow.
The dark soulblade crunched into something unseen, and an instant after that, an armored body appeared. It was a dvargir male, wearing formfitting armor of jagged, overlapping black plates.
Urmakzar armor.
The Shadowblade assassin’s head rolled away along the stony ground, the armored body falling with a clang of metal.
The Daughter chortled.
An immediate uproar started among the xortami warriors while the priests began spells of dark magic.
“The question should ask yourself,” said Azalmora, loud enough for her voice to carry over the din, “is how you will explain sending a Shadowblade assassin to spy on Lord Valdranek was possibly a good idea.”
“Yes, Dzark,” rumbled Valdranek. “Do explain.”
Mthrozgar opened his mouth, closed it again, and found the nerve to speak.
“The Shadowblades do not obey any authority but their own,” said Mthrozgar. “Nazrogath has been a constant thorn in my side since I came to this land. I wasn’t even sure where he was at the moment. Really, you’ve done me a service by ridding me of a disobedient subordinate.”
“I suggest you repay that service by answering our questions,” said Valdranek.
“You were after the Dragonskull, were you not?” said Azalmora.
“Does the Heptarchy command here now?” said Mthrozgar.
“We are a long way from the Heptarchy, Dzark,” said Azalmora. “The xortami empire that once ruled these lands is about to rise again with Lord Valdranek as the new emperor. And this, I should mention, is your very last chance to answer our questions. Else I suspect that the xortami will demonstrate how they slaughter and prepare dvargir flesh for their consumption.”
“Such a feast would be welcome, yes,” said Valdranek.
Azalmora caught the fear that went over Mthrozgar’s expression before the dvargir noble mastered himself.
“We were sent to retrieve the Dragonskull,” said Mthrozgar. “I did not approve of the idea at all. Such a relic belongs to the xortami nation, not the dvargir, but I had my orders.”
“I’m sure,” said Azalmora. “The Dragonskull is to the north. Why are you going south?”
Mthrozgar hesitated, glanced at Ghostruin’s burning blade again, and then kept speaking.
“We’ve already been to Takaris,” said Mthrozgar.
“How?” said Valdranek.
“Though the Deeps,” said Mthrozgar. “Takaris was a vast city, and it had a considerable maze of catacombs and sewers beneath it. Almost certainly they would reach the Deeps at some point. My scouts found the route, and we located a warded and sealed door that led into Takaris. My shadowscribes broke the wards upon the door…and there were complications.”
“What manner of complications?” said Azalmora.
“The undead,” said Mthrozgar, glancing at the ruins of the city. “There are thousands of undead inside Takaris. When we opened the door, the undead attacked. And then the basilisks. And the rock-tunneling serpents. We lost two-thirds of our number fighting our way free, and we just barely came back to the surface.”
“How regrettable,” said Valdranek. “You still haven’t given me a reason not to kill you.”
“What about the Swordbearers?” said Mthrozgar.
“What about them?” said Valdranek.
Mthrozgar smiled. “Would you like to know where they are?”
“We would, my lord Dzark,” said Xothalaxiar, smiling as she glided forward. “That is the second problem you can solve for us.”
Mthrozgar’s smile wavered for a second. “What is the first?”
“I am absolutely famished,” said Xothalaxiar, and she transformed into her true shape and started feasting.
As it turned out, the dvargir made useful guides even after they were slain and raised as undead.
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HUNTERS
“W e should be approaching the surface,” said Morigna.
They walked through a region of the Deeps that Niara had not yet visited. The caverns of the Deeps beneath the xortami wastes alternated between tunnels with a great deal of water flowing through them and areas that overlooked rivers and lakes of molten stone.
They had left the watery region behind and were now moving through a tunnel nearer to the lakes of molten stone. Or so Niara suspected. The air was hot, almost stifling, and heat came from cracks in the floor and walls. Some of the chambers had vents on the floor. A distinct sulfuric stench rose from some of those vents, though they hadn’t encountered any bad air. Niara hoped that continued.
“Bloody hell, but it’s hot down here,” said Crake, pushing some sweat off his forehead with the heel of his hand.
“Aren’t true sons of the Northerland able to endure freezing cold and burning heat?” said Gareth.
“We are,” said Crake, “but we don’t usually have to do it on the same day. I wonder why the devil the xortami built their capital city here. It’s sitting right at the foot of those fire mountains. Sooner or later, one of them is going to explode and cover the city in burning ash or liquid rock.”
“Forging,” said Gareth. “The xortami artificers and sorcerers were clever enough to work out how to use the fire from the mountains to empower their smithing. That’s why they built Takaris here. And it’s probably why the volcanoes haven’t buried the city. Enough of the old spells they used to control the fire are still functioning.”
“The earthquakes, presumably, are when the Dragonskull disrupts those spells,” said Morigna.
“Exactly.” Gareth’s brow furrowed in thought. “How do I know that?”
“Because I knew it,” said Niara, “and the Waystones mean a lot of my memories bled over into your mind. Just as well you didn’t take on my temperament. Two of me would be unendurable.” Morigna snorted.
“No, I mean…I know I absorbed it from you, but how did you know all that?” said Gareth. “Takaris has already been ruined for tens of thousands of years by the time you found it.”
“Myotharia showed me some of it,” said Niara. “Some of it I learned from the orcs. Nomadic orcish tribes used to travel through Norvangenheim every year – I suppose the Norvangir drove them all out. They didn’t have any written records, but their shamans had songs that told of the xortami.” She let out a breath. “And before I left Tarlion, the Keeper let me use the Chamber of the Sight in her Tower to seek out the Dragonskull. I already knew Xothalaxiar was heading northeast, but the vision showed me a great deal about the xortami. It didn’t understand any of it until later.”
To her surprise, Niara felt a wave of melancholy. The Keeper Tamar, who had found her and brought her to Cathair Solas, had died by then, replaced by her younger apprentice. The new Keeper and Niara had been friends, and she had tried to talk Niara out of going after the Dragonskull.
Niara pushed aside the thought.
She had made her choices, and what was done was done.
“Visions are unreliable,” said Gareth.
“Your sister’s visions all came true,” said Jerome.
“Yes, but we didn’t understand them until after the fact,” said Gareth. “She said you would fight Nhalavask, that Crake would reforge Gungnir, and that Telemachus had to find his teacher. We didn’t understand any of that until after it had happened.”
“Suppose I was the teacher,” said Niara. To her mild embarrassment, Telemachus offered a bow in her direction.
“Lady Rhoanna’s vision for you hasn’t come true yet,” said Jerome to Philip.
“She said I needed to find the hidden door,” said Philip. He shrugged. “Given that we’re looking for the way into Takaris, that’s what we’re doing right now.”
“But she didn’t know that we would meet Niara or that the Norvangir even existed,” said Gareth. “That’s the problem with visions. They don’t make sense until after what they’ve foretold has come to pass.”
“True. I did defeat a few xortami priests in battle and forced them to tell me what they knew.” Niara shook her head. “I think the xortami have become much stronger in the last five hundred years. When I traveled through this land, the lizardmen had many more warlords and smaller tribes. The xortami have been building towards reunifying under a single leader, even without the Dragonskull. Just as well that your friend Jarl Ivar is probably going to become the new king of Norvangenheim.”
“What do you mean?” said Crake.
“We ended up killing Warlord Makarov,” said Niara. Well, Gareth had outfought and killed the xortami warlord, but knowing Gareth, he would pass most of the credit to the others. “You know how the xortami think. The warrior and artisan castes will follow Valdranek just because he’s the most powerful noble caste leader left. We might have accidentally made Valdranek the most powerful xortami leader in centuries.”
“The Norvangir will have to fight the xortami regardless of what we do,” said Morigna. “But if we deny Valdranek the Dragonskull, the Norvangir will have a far greater chance of holding their land.”
The narrow tunnel opened into yet another large cavern. Niara and Morigna both held spells of light, letting Joachim and Telemachus save their magical strength for any fighting. Yet in this cavern, they wouldn’t have needed the spells for illumination. A harsh red glow came from a pit in the center of the room, heat rising from it. The air smelled of sulfur and a metallic tang. Old bones lay scattered around the chamber, grooves on their side from fangs and claws.
“Suppose this is likely the lair of some creature or another,” said Jerome, eyeing the bones.
“It was,” said Morigna, “though these bones are dry and have been here for a while.” She stopped and closed her eyes, gripping her staff with both hands as she drew on the power of the Sight. “We are close to the surface.” She pointed the staff at a narrow tunnel on the far side of the cavern.
It took some urging to get the horses around the glowing vent, but they did it without too much trouble. Niara wondered how much longer the animals would hold up. The horses of the Norvangir were strong, sturdy beasts with great stamina, but food had been scarce, and what they had for the horses was dwindling. Before too much longer, Niara expected, they would have to set the animals free on the surface and carry their remaining supplies.
As their supplies were also dwindling, it would not be a heavy burden. Sir Jerome might have to eat more ironstalk mushrooms than he wanted.
The tunnel sloped upward, and the sulfur stench diminished. Ahead Niara saw the gleam of sunlight and felt a flicker of hope. The passage did indeed lead to the surface. A cold wind blew from that direction, tugging at Niara’s hair and cloak.
“Another way out,” said Crake.
“We should scout ahead,” said Philip. “Make sure we’re not walking into a hydra’s nest or something else.”
“I’ll go with you,” said Gareth.
“I’ll come as well,” said Niara. The thought of Gareth going into danger unsettled her more than she expected. But perhaps that shouldn’t have surprised her. She had only met him a few days ago, but thanks to the Waystones, she already knew more about him than any other man she had ever met. For nearly two years, their sleeping minds had been linked via the Waystones’ magic, their memories leaking into each other’s thoughts.
Gareth nodded, and they followed Philip. The floor sloped up, the tunnel widening, and they came to a cavern mouth. It opened into a valley, its walls steep, though not as sheer as the canyon where the hydra had made its lair. Pine trees grew on the stony floor of the valley and the slopes, and Niara did not see any bones strewn across the ground.
They stood in silence for a few moments, watching.
“Doesn’t seem like anything’s here,” said Gareth.
“No,” said Philip. “Let’s look around.”
They left the cavern and went further into the alley. Gareth drew Stormshield, the soulblade glimmering with white fire in reaction to the dark aura radiating from Takaris. Niara supposed the trees were thick enough to block the glow of the soulblade. She took a moment to orient herself. The cavern opened to the east, which meant she was facing west. The valley sloped downward, and to the east and north rose the massive gray shapes of the mountains. Some of them were snow-capped, and others had a sullen red glow coming from their jagged peaks. Volcanoes, she reflected, tamed by the ancient spells of the xortami priests. It would be a dark joke that if after fifteen thousand years the spells finally failed just as she stood here, less than a dozen miles from her hated foe.
But the mountains remained quiescent.
“I don’t think there are any creatures of dark magic nearby,” said Philip. “Come, let’s go a little further.” He pointed at a cluster of pine trees a hundred yards away. “I want to see what’s past those trees.”
They walked at a brisk pace to the trees. Niara winced a little at the sound of stones shifting beneath their boots, but as Philip had said, the valley appeared deserted. They crossed the line of trees, and Niara found herself looking down at a wide vale.
The ruins of Takaris filled the vale.
At least what she could see of them.
To the southwest, she saw the vast wall of mist that blocked access to Takaris. Niara supposed that she was looking at the spot where she and Xothalaxiar had fought before the city’s gate, though it was several miles away and a thousand feet below. The crumbling walls of Takaris were clear enough, but that strange distortion covered the city. It was like trying to look through a window made of cheap, cloudy glass, except the glass itself kept undulating. The distortion made it impossible to pick out any details, but Niara could just make out the forms of crumbling towers and enormous ziggurats.
And, in the city’s heart, two massive structures, either enormous ziggurats or towering palaces.
“God and the apostles,” said Philip. “You were right, my lady. The city was huge. That is easily five or six times the size of Cintarra, if not larger.”
“At least locating the Dragonskull will not be a challenge,” said Gareth, voice grim. “We’ll just have to follow the strongest dark aura.”
“So will Xothalaxiar,” said Niara, scanning the edges of the city for any sign of her foe.
“Perhaps we can ambush her on the way to the Dragonskull,” said Gareth.
“Perhaps,” said Niara. She doubted Xothalaxiar would be that careless. She also knew that Gareth was less worried about killing Xothalaxiar than she was. His concern was to destroy the Dragonskull, to keep anyone from claiming its power to build a new empire of dark magic. Niara knew that was correct, that destroying the Dragonskull was more important than killing Xothalaxiar.
She knew that with her mind.
Her heart wanted Xothalaxiar dead.
“It looks like we’ve gotten here first,” said Niara. “Let’s get the others and see if your soulblades will break the wards on the gates of Takaris.”

    
“I THINK,” said Morigna, “that it is time to let the horses go.”
Gareth blinked in surprise as he helped the last horse out of the tunnel and into the little valley.
“What about the supplies?” said Gareth.
“They have dwindled enough that we can carry them between us,” said Morigna. “If the Magistria is willing to carry supplies, of course.”
“I would wager I’ve spent more time with marching armies than you have,” said Niara, “and a heavy rucksack is far preferable to starvation.”
Crake frowned. “Do we really have to let the horses go? Jarl Ivar loaned them to us.”
“You just want to bring them back to impress Lady Ingvilda,” said Jerome.
“Yes. Obviously. Wouldn’t you?”
“I believe the Guardian is right, Sir Crake,” said Dietmar. “The horses have proven increasingly cumbersome.” He pointed at the shimmering veil over Takaris. “There is also a good chance the streets of Takaris will have considerable rubble on them. Maneuvering the horses over it will prove a challenge. Especially since we may be pursued and will have to move in haste.”
“I think Dietmar’s right,” said Gareth.
“Won’t the horses starve?” said Crake.
“Not necessarily,” said Morigna. “There are numerous small valleys at the foot of the mountains. The soil is rich, and there should be sufficient grazing even in winter. The horses will have to take their chances, just as we will.”
“We had better get to work,” said Telemachus. “Let us be gone before a hydra or a group of those rock-melting serpents decides to make a nest here.”
They unpacked the saddlebags and distributed the remaining supplies and equipment among their packs. Gareth was a little alarmed to see how little food they had left. Dietmar had been right to insist they take the rations from the xortami patrol they had fought and killed in the ruins to the south. If it took them too long to destroy the Dragonskull, they might need to scavenge for supplies.
Just as well the Deeps seemed so full of ironstalk mushrooms.
They removed the harness and bridles from the horses. The animals remained clustered near the cavern entrance. Some of them started grazing on the grass that grew in the stony soil.
“Let us proceed,” said Morigna.
They shouldered their rucksacks and headed to the west, leaving the small valley behind. The slope was rocky and uneven, without a path, and Gareth picked his steps with care. He suspected they would miss the pack horses sooner rather than later, even though Morigna’s logic rang true, but it was a relief not to have to lead the animals down the slope.
He glanced towards the sprawling ruins of Takaris and looked away at once. The strange distortion threatened to cause vertigo if he looked at it for too long, which would be a bad thing while descending the side of a steep hill.
Finding something the size of the Dragonskull in such a vast ruined city would have been near-impossible if not for the radiating power of its dark aura.
Though Gareth suspected the Dragonskull would occupy one of the large buildings he could glimpse through the distortion effect.
As if thinking of the dark aura had awakened the soulblade, Stormshield jolted in its scabbard. Gareth froze and dropped his hand to his soulblade’s hilt, looking around. The other Swordbearers had gone still as well. Yet Gareth saw nothing moving nearby. He glanced skyward, expecting to see an urdhracos, but he saw nothing but the iron-gray clouds of winter.
“The mist,” said Morigna, gripping her staff before her like a shield.
Gareth looked southwest at the wall of mist that sealed off the vale.
“What the hell?” said Niara.
A spot of crimson light flared in the center of the wall.
“A spell,” said Morigna. “A spell of great power. One that I have sensed before…”
The crimson light flared, and the wall of mist transformed into a blazing curtain of red flame. Gareth stared at it, astonished. Had they triggered some sort of trap by entering the vale? Or was something trying to break through the wall?
Then, all at once, the wall of mist ripped apart and vanished.
“Brace yourselves!” shouted Morigna, and the ground began to shake beneath them.
Gareth cursed and went to one knee, lowering Stormshield to his side as the earthquake rumbled through the vale. He heard the rasp of stone sliding against stone, and some pebbles began to skitter past his boots. Alarmed, Gareth looked back towards the mountains, fearing that they were about to get caught in a landslide or perhaps an avalanche, but the shaking subsided, and the snow atop the mountains was far enough away that an avalanche would not reach them here.
The rumbling faded, and Gareth got back to his feet.
“It’s gone,” said Niara, stunned.
The wall of mist was entirely gone. Once it had sealed off the entire southern end of the vale of Takaris, blocking off any entry from that direction. Neither Xothalaxiar nor Niara had been able to penetrate it. Gareth and his friends had spent several days trying to work their way through the Deeps to get around the barrier.
Now it was simply gone.
“What the hell?” said Crake.
“Guardian, you have the Sight,” said Niara. “What happened?”
“I am not certain,” said Morigna, gazing to the south.
With the mist gone, Gareth could see the rolling, hill-dotted plain where they had evaded Makarov’s army and then finally defeated both Makarov and Mharoslav. He also saw the vast camp of a xortami army. It was Valdranek’s host, and unless Gareth missed his guess, that army had increased in size. Makarov’s warriors had indeed gone over to Valdranek’s side, just as Niara had feared.
“The weapon,” said Morigna.
“Which weapon?” said Gareth.
“The one that Khurnetsov summoned in Nifheldun, the one that Azalmora stole,” said Morigna. “That weapon was used with a powerful spell to breach the outer ward.” She paused. “An urdmordar spell.”
Niara let out a hissing breath. “Xothalaxiar. She must have killed Azalmora and taken the weapon for herself.”
“I thought the urdmordar did not use weapons or tools,” said Philip.
“Most of them do not,” said Morigna. “The seven urdmordar of the Heptarchy are different. Especially the Visionary.”
“And Xothalaxiar,” said Niara. “She came a long way to claim the Dragonskull. None of the other urdmordar who attacked Andomhaim dared that.”
“We may assume that either Xothalaxiar slew Azalmora and took the weapon of dark power,” said Morigna, “or Xothalaxiar forced Azalmora to serve her.”
“She killed Azalmora,” said Gareth, remembering his conversation with the spiderling priestess in the depths of the Shadow Ways. “Azalmora wanted to become a true urdmordar. She wouldn’t stop, wouldn’t submit. Not for anything except her death.”
“The xortami are moving,” said Dietmar.
Takaris was large enough, and the vale was wide enough that they were at least nine or ten miles from the bulk of Valdranek’s army. Yet from this vantage point, they had enough height that the xortami warriors looked like a mass of crawling ants. Large groups broke off and headed into the valley.
“Patrols, I expect,” said Niara.
“I believe you are right, my lady,” said Telemachus. “It is a pity that Sir Gareth killed Makarov instead of Valdranek because I believe Valdranek is the more intelligent. Clearly he intends to sweep the vale before he enters Takaris in search of the Dragonskull.”
“Xothalaxiar must have enslaved him, then,” said Niara. “And yet…”
“That does not seem likely, does it?” said Morigna. “A lone female urdmordar could dominate a tribe of orcs or kobolds in a day if she thought it necessary or the whim took her. The xortami are far more powerful and capable. I expect Xothalaxiar killed Azalmora and then persuaded Valdranek to make an alliance with her.” She looked at Niara. “You were right. Xothalaxiar wasted no time in acquiring new allies. It seems the most expedient route was to take Azalmora’s allies for herself.”
Niara let out a breath. “Now she has an entire army of xortami warriors and sorcerers at her command.” She struck the end of her staff against the stony ground in frustration, the metal ringing. “If I had just been able to kill her after you woke me, if you had just let me go…”
“Then you would be dead,” said Gareth, his sudden fear making the words come out harsher than he intended. “You were exhausted, and if you had tried to take Xothalaxiar alone, she would have killed you.”
Niara scowled. “If I had killed her…”
“He’s right,” said Crake. Gareth blinked, surprised at the support from Crake. “The Southron’s right. You fought until you passed out, and Xothalaxiar fled rather than face all of us together. I mean, I might not be a legendary First Magistrius from the dawn of time like you are…”
Niara raised an eyebrow. “The dawn of time, Sir Crake?”
Another man might have been daunted. Crake kept going. “But I’ve heard all the songs and tales. Swordbearers and Magistri have killed female urdmordar before. But they’ve always worked together to do it. The times that a lone Swordbearer have killed an urdmordar…” He jerked his head at Gareth. “Well, his father did it. Might have been the only Swordbearer to live through the experience.”
“He did always say that it was a damned foolish thing to have done,” said Joachim. “Probably say the same thing about us if he could see us right now.”
“But the point is you shouldn’t rush off to face Xothalaxiar alone,” said Crake. “She’d kill us off one by one if she can manage it. Remember that big speech you gave Telemachus?”
“He is right, my lady,” said Telemachus, voice quiet.
Niara let out a breath and shook her head.
“Behold the peril of giving good counsel, Magistria,” said Morigna. “Someday, your own words will be served back to you, and the taste is never to your liking.”
“I was never a good cook,” said Niara. “But you’re right. And I’m not going to rush off to fight Xothalaxiar on my own. I could barely fight her to a draw by myself. The xortami aren’t to be underestimated, and I couldn’t fight their most powerful sorcerers and Xothalaxiar at the same time.”
“I think we are looking toward the city’s eastern gate,” said Philip. Takaris looked like a blurred distortion. But the great city’s outer walls were crisp and clear, and Gareth thought that he could see a fortified gate in the eastern wall. “If we head in that direction, we should be able to get there before any xortami patrols.”
“Then let us hasten,” said Morigna. “Fear not, Magistria. If we reach the Dragonskull first, we will not need to find Xothalaxiar. She will come to us.”
They resumed their way down the uneven slope. Gareth was relieved they had talked Niara out of going after Xothalaxiar alone. She had only just begun entertaining the possibility, but Gareth knew that her thoughts would have gone in that direction.
Once again, he repeated his vow to save her.
Though as he looked toward the vast xortami army arrayed south of Takaris, Gareth wondered if any of them were getting out of this alive.
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DENIZENS
N iara soon lost sight of the xortami army, which was worrisome.
From their vantage point, she guessed they were about fifteen hundred feet from the floor of the vale, with a half-mile to cover from the base of the foothills to the eastern gate of Takaris. It was a strange place to build a city, but Niara supposed it had its advantages.. Takaris could only be properly assaulted from the south. A small force could move through the gaps in the mountains on the northern, western, and eastern sides of the city, but they would have to be skirmishers, not an army capable of laying siege to a vast city. The volcanoes posed a threat of an eruption, but the ancient spells of the xortami sorcerers had kept that threat at bay.
Those sorcerers must have been skilled because the xortami empire had fallen fifteen thousand years ago, and the ruins of Takaris were still here. Had the xortami successfully harnessed the power of the Dragonskull to direct against their foes, no doubt their capital city would have expanded, swollen with loot and slaves, until it filled the entire vale and spilled out to the south.
But the Dragonskull had destroyed them, and the xortami empire had been reduced to warring tribes.
Though it looked like Valdranek was making good progress on rebuilding it.
The slope was steep, but it had a deceptive number of smaller folds and gullies, and Niara and the others had no choice but to traverse them. It was just as well that they had let the horses go, because it would have taken the better part of two days to get the horses down the slope, while humans could manage it in a few hours.
But the combination of their descent and the ruins of Takaris soon blocked the view to the south. The distortion over the top of the outer wall gave her a headache and threatened to induce a dizzy spell, so she made herself look away. The city’s outer walls were thick enough and tall enough that they seemed almost like cliffs, carved with stylized reliefs that showed the lords of the lizardmen standing before cowering armies of orcish and halfling slaves. The artwork was harsh and commanding, but it lacked the malignant cruelty she had seen in the sculptures of the dark elves. The dark elves had used their artwork to show their love of cruelty, their embrace of sadism. The xortami used their sculptures to proclaim that they were the lords and masters here.
An argument belied by the fact that the seat of their empire lay in ruin.
They found a gully leading more or less to the west, though it cut back and forth. They made their careful way down it, old snow and stones crunching beneath their boots.
“You know,” said Jerome, “I didn’t think knighthood would involve so much bloody climbing.”
“At least you’re out in the open air,” said Crake. “Not scrambling about in underground tunnels.”
“And it’s a gentler climb than going up a siege ladder with a sword in your hand and a shield on your arm,” said Philip.
Niara only listened to them with half an ear. She knew Jerome would have grumbled even if they had been strolling along the shore of the southern sea on the mildest day of the year. She had spent most of her adult life with the army of Andomhaim driving back the urdmordar, and soldiers grumbled whatever their circumstances.
It was one of the things they did to stay sane. The fear, the deprivation, the stress all built up and needed a release. Grumbling was one way to do it. Getting drunk and sleeping with a whore was another, and Niara supposed that grumbling was the healthier choice.
Gareth did not grumble, though he answered when the others bantered with him. He held himself to a higher standard in imitation of his father. Probably that was why the others had started to look to him for leadership. Especially once he had been forcibly disabused of his fixation with Iseult Toraemus.
He could do better than some ruthless, treasonous noblewoman. Niara had met a few like Iseult in Tarlion, men and women who had survived poverty and deprivation but were so desperate to avoid it again that they would do anything, absolutely anything to escape it. Such as betraying Andomhaim to the Spider Cult.
Gareth shouldn’t be with someone like Iseult.
Should he be with Niara, instead?
She couldn’t think about that, not until Xothalaxiar was dead.
Or Niara herself was dead, and then it wouldn’t matter.
“What’s that smell?” said Jerome, changing topics.
“Your own stink, probably,” said Crake. “God knows there hasn’t been a chance to bathe since we left Nifheldun. I suppose you could take a bath in the next stream we see, but you’d probably freeze off your…”
“No, no,” said Jerome. “It’s something else. It’s…”
“Like a storm,” said Philip. “Just after lightning strikes a tree. That metallic smell.”
“Yes, that’s exactly it,” said Jerome.
“The wards on the walls,” said Niara. “You’re smelling them. The walls will smell like an electrical storm as we get closer.”
“Then we must be almost there,” said Gareth.
“Be ready to act quickly,” said Morigna. “The wards over the gate will likely have a keystone holding them together. The wards on the walls of Tarlion act in much the same way, though they draw their power from the Well. But break the keystone, and a portion of the ward will collapse. Enough for us to get into the city, at least.”
“Your Sight can identify the keystone?” said Niara. With enough time, she could probably use the spell to sense magic to pinpoint its location. Given the sheer power radiating from the wards, it would be like trying to find a candle flame against the light of the sun.
“I believe so,” said Morigna. She paused. “At least, we will find out soon enough.”
That was less than reassuring.
But Niara had been in enough battles to know that there was never any such thing as certainty.
Their path had taken them almost to the base of the foothills. The grade had become gentler, which Niara’s knees and ankles appreciated.
She turned her head to remark about that to Gareth when he came to a sudden halt, hand falling to Stormshield’s hilt. Crake, Jerome, and Philip did likewise. Niara stopped, raising her staff and summoning magic to shape into a spell. She knew that when Swordbearers sensed something, trouble was likely on the way.
“What’s wrong?” said Telemachus, drawing his sword.
“Dark magic,” said Gareth. “Our soulblades are reacting to it.”
“Urvaalgs?” said Telemachus. “Drawn by the collapse of the ward?”
“No, worse,” said Morigna. “The tracking spell again. The xortami priests are looking for us.”
“But Sir Gareth slew Makarov,” said Telemachus.
“Mharoslav might have been powerful and cunning,” said Morigna, “but we all know that a female urdmordar is more cunning by far. If Xothalaxiar has slain Azalmora and taken control of Valdranek’s army, she will realize that we are the greatest danger to her.”
“Meaning she will move against us as soon as possible,” said Niara, an angry eagerness filling her. She wanted Xothalaxiar to come for her.
Though blasting her way through ten thousand xortami warriors might prove a challenge.
“We can expect to come under attack at any moment,” said Morigna.
“Should we find a defensible place?” said Jerome.
“If we do, we will not leave it until hunger forces us out or the xortami overwhelm us,” said Morigna. “Xothalaxiar has thousands of lizardmen. No, we should break into Takaris as soon as possible. The ruins of the city will provide a greater opportunity for us to elude the enemy.”
They continued at a fast walk to the end of the gully, reaching the flat land below the walls of Takaris, and ran into trouble.
Valdranek had sent his patrols, and he must have ordered them to move with haste. A group of crimson-scaled xortami warriors were hurrying along the base of the foothills. Twenty, at least, and Niara caught a glimpse of the bronze-scaled priests behind them.
The two groups saw each other.
She summoned her full power and cast a magical spell. A sphere of fire blazed to life at the end of her staff, and she thrust the weapon. The globe leaped from the end of the staff, landing in front of the surprised xortami, and exploded. Niara thought she had killed three or four, and wounded at least as many more.
One of the priests shouted a command, and the xortami charged, the priests themselves casting spells of dark magic.
Niara called more power.

    
GARETH YANKED Stormshield from its scabbard, thrust his left arm through the straps of his shield, and charged.
The sudden appearance of the xortami patrol had taken them off-guard, but the others reacted with speed. Dietmar’s crossbow twanged, and a xortami warrior went down, a steel quarrel jutting from his neck. Morigna shouted and slammed the end of her staff against the ground, and the now-familiar ripple rolled through the earth, knocking the surprised xortami from their feet.
Between that and the shock of the fireball, the patrol of xortami warriors had turned to confused chaos, and Gareth and his friends seized the opening. He killed a prone xortami warrior with a quick thrust, wheeled, and slashed Stormshield across the throat of a lizardman who had managed to get to one knee. Flecks of hot blood spattered across his shield as Crake drove Valorforge into the skull of a xortami warrior. The warrior’s helmet blocked Gareth’s view of the wound, but to judge from the dent in the helmet and the spray of blood, it was fatal.
Stormshield pulsed with rage, and he whirled to see two of the xortami priests casting spells at him. Gareth raised his soulblade and called on its power to protect, and both priests hurled spells of dark magic, attacks that took the form of lances of shadow wreathed in ghostly blue fire. Stormshield shone with white flame, and the spells shattered against his soulblade.
Gareth took a long step forward, intending to draw on Stormshield for speed and close with the priests. Before he took a second step, a shaft of orange-white fire leaped from Niara’s palm and raked across one of the priests. The white fire of the Well of Tarlion tore apart the priest’s warding spell, and the elemental fire burned a two-inch deep groove across the priest’s chest.
The priest fell over, smoke rising from the gash burned across the bronze-colored scales.
Gareth rushed forward, closing with the second priest. Details flashed through his mind. Like Khurnetsov, the priest wore robes of red and black over a chain mail hauberk, a bronze headdress that looked a bit like a stylized sunburst mounted on top of his head. Unlike Khurnetsov, the priest carried no weapon and did not try to dodge as Gareth approached. The clawed hands came up, blue fire dancing around his fingers, but Gareth was faster. He drove Stormshield into the side of the priest’s neck and ripped the blade free in a spray of dark blood.
The priest and the spell of dark magic died together.
Arcs of lightning leaped from Telemachus’s sword, coiling and twisting around a half-dozen xortami, and the lizardmen stumbled from the shock. Crake and Philip attacked, Valorforge and Sunstrike blurring in their hands, and three more xortami fell dead.
The rest had seen enough.
They whirled and ran to the south, leaving their dead behind. Gareth looked around, catching his breath after the exertion of the fighting, but none of the xortami warriors looked back.
“Gave up quick, didn’t they?” said Niara, some flames still dancing around her staff. “Though we did kill a third of them.”
“It’s just like when we ran into Makarov’s patrols,” said Gareth.
“They were scouts,” said Morigna. “Their duty is to survive and report to their commanders.”
“Then they know where we are,” said Niara.
“We had best hurry,” said Morigna. “The sooner we get inside Takaris, the better. Fighting the enemy on this open plain is an invitation to defeat.”
“Agreed,” said Niara. “I think we had better run.”
Gareth took a step forward, and then a metallic screech rang out.
He looked up to see a winged shadow circling above them.
An urdhracos? It was too large. Had Myotharia returned? No, the winged shape wasn’t large enough, and it was too dark. Myotharia’s scales in her dragon form were a brilliant gold, almost as if she had been armored in the precious metal, but this creature had scales of greenish-black and a serpentine tail that ended in a cruel-looking barb that put Gareth in mind of a scorpion.
“Wyvern!” said Morigna.
Fire drakes were dangerous, and so were rock drakes, but wyverns were deadlier than both by far, even though they did not breathe fire. The wyvern’s body was the size of a full-grown adult ox, its limbs heavy with muscle and equipped with razor-edged talons. Its wings spread like the sails of a ship, and harsh yellow eyes glared from a head crowned with a bony crest. Its greenish-black scales looked as tough as steel, and the stinger on the wyvern’s long tail glistened with poison.
The thing circled above them, surveying the battlefield.
“Guardian, can you use your spells to control its mind?” said Gareth. The wyvern’s menacing appearance made him want to whisper, but there was no point. The creature had already seen them.
“No,” said Morigna. “Not after it has already scented blood. Wyverns are both predators and scavengers. It will want to eat the slain xortami, but…”
The wyvern let out a brassy shriek and folded its wings, diving towards them.
“Scatter!” shouted Morigna.
They broke apart, moving in all directions to get away from the wyvern. The dead xortami were scattered across the ground, and the wyvern landed at the edge of the battlefield with enough force to make the earth shudder. He looked around, wondering if the wyvern had landed on anyone, but the others had gotten clear. The creature began to prowl forward like a hunting cat, barbed tail rising over its back. Gareth had never faced a wyvern before, but he knew that its venom was one of the deadliest substances in the world. If it stung someone, death was certain. Not even Joachim’s healing spell could do anything about it.
“I thought you said it was interested in carrion,” said Crake, backing away as the wyvern prowled closer.
“It is,” said Morigna. “It will also consume live prey, and it has no fear of humans. Probably it has never even seen humans before today.”
The thick muscles in the wyvern’s limbs bunched as the creature prepared to spring, and Morigna, Niara, and Telemachus all cast spells at once. Niara hurled a shaft of elemental flame at the creature, but her magic did little. The flames washed off the armored scales of the wyvern’s flank. Morigna’s acidic mist likewise rolled over the scales without leaving a mark, but Telemachus’s lightning had more effect. It crackled down the length of the wyvern’s spine, and the creature jerked back with an angry roar. Its yellow gaze swung to Telemachus, and Gareth could all but feel the sudden rage pouring off the wyvern.
Niara cast another spell, and white light leaped from her to settle around the others. It was a ward of defense, helping to turn aside blows that might otherwise have reached the flesh. Like wearing a second suit of armor, which was going to prove useful in another few seconds.
“Distract it!” said Gareth, and he charged, drawing on Stormshield for speed and strength. The four Swordbearers closed on the wyvern from different angles, and its approach toward Telemachus stopped. The creature looked back and forth, shifting its stance, and Gareth just had time to note that the wyvern was disturbingly graceful despite its bulk.
And quick, too. It whirled to face him, and the long tail darted forward, the stinger plunging at his face.
Gareth snapped his shield up, Stormshield granting his arm additional speed. The stinger struck the top third of his shield with enough force that Gareth was thrown from his feet and landed hard on his back, the breath exploding from his lungs. The wyvern’s tail retracted with blinding speed, and Niara cast another spell. A ball of flame shot from her hand and struck the wyvern in the face. The magical fire failed to pierce the wyvern’s scales, but the creature rocked back with a roar of annoyance, shaking its head.
That instant of hesitation allowed the others to close. Crake, Philip, and Jerome attacked, and their weapons tore through the wyvern’s scales, sinking into its flesh. Telemachus cast another spell, and another cone of magical lightning raked across the creature. The wyvern roared and leaped back, wings flapping. It landed twenty yards away, glaring at them.
Gareth got back to his feet with a grunt, glancing at his shield. The wyvern’s stinger had failed to leave a dent in the golden steel of the high elves, but it had left a smear of dark venom.
“Did it hit you?” said Niara.
He was surprised at the alarm on her face. Surprised, and touched.
“No, the shield stopped it,” said Gareth.
“Do not pursue,” said Morigna. The wyvern remained crouched near the slain xortami, tail waving over its haunches. “You wounded it, and that should have taught it caution. If we leave it to feed upon the dead xortami, it will likely let us depart.”
“Too bad we can’t take its head off,” said Crake. “Those scales are tough. I bet they would make excellent armor.”
“You have a cart full of rock drake scales waiting for you back at Sigulforn,” said Jerome. “You can make as much armor as you want. Hell, you satisfied Lady Ingvilda enough that she’ll teach you how to make rune-smithed magical armor.”
“That’s none of your business,” said Crake. He smirked behind his beard. “And I think she’ll be very happy to teach me some rune-smithing, if you get my…”
“Thank you, Sir Crake,” said Morigna with some asperity, “but I suggest we discuss your amorous adventures when there is not a hungry, wounded wyvern watching us.”
“Good point,” said Crake.
“Back away,” said Morigna. “Keep your eyes on the wyvern until it turns its attention toward the dead xortami. Once it starts feeding, I suggest we run for the eastern gate. The xortami will not be deterred by a wyvern.”
“Cheery thought,” said Crake.
They backed away. For its part, the creature stared at them, though its head kept twitching toward the dead xortami. Clearly the wyvern was more interested in the dead xortami than in fighting live foes that could hurt it. Maybe another forty or fifty yards, Gareth thought, and then the wyvern would start eating.
The wyvern started to turn to the dead xortami, and then it whipped around, rearing up on its hind legs, its wings unfurling as it loosed a deafening cry of challenge and rage.
Gareth braced himself, wondering if the wyvern had decided to attack.
“Above!” said Morigna. “Look out!”
Gareth looked over his shoulder, and his heart lurched in his chest.
A dark shape hurtled towards them.
A second wyvern dove from the sky.
It looked a great deal like the first one, with two key differences. First, it had red highlights on its scales instead of green. Second, it was much bigger than the one they had fought.
Gareth and the others threw themselves out of the way, and the second wyvern smashed into the ground, its claws digging furrows in the earth. He rolled to his feet, Stormshield coming up, and the wyvern lunged towards Morigna, moving with disconcerting speed despite its hulking size. Morigna slammed her staff against the ground, and a pulse of purple light rolled through the ground. That spell would throw xortami like a child’s toys. The far larger wyvern only stumbled, missing a step, but that was enough time for Morigna to scramble out of the creature’s reach.
Telemachus cast a spell, and he sent a single powerful bolt of lightning into the wyvern. The creature roared, shaking from the jolt, and Gareth ran at the creature, the other Swordbearers attacking as well. He reached the wyvern just as it shook off the effect of the lightning bolt and stabbed Stormshield with all his strength behind it. The wyvern’s scales were thick, tougher than even those of the rock drakes, and it felt like hitting Stormshield against armor. Nonetheless the soulblade pierced the scales and found the flesh beneath. Unlike inflicting a wound upon an urvaalg or an ursaar, white fire did not pour from the soulblade to burn into the creature’s flesh. The wyvern might have been huge and dangerous, but it was still only a natural creature, not a thing of dark magic.
It was also fast and strong. Its wings unfolded, and suddenly Gareth found himself looking at a sheet of leathery flesh hurtling at his face. He ducked, and the wing swept over the top of his head. The creature’s own wing shielded him from its barbed tail, but it also meant the wyvern’s right forelimb lashed at him with claws as long as dagger blades. If he tried to get his shield up, it would block the blow, but the impact would break his left arm.
Gareth slashed with Stormshield, intercepting the blow. His soulblade bit into the heavy limb. Had his instinct been wrong, the strike would have ripped his head from his shoulders. But the wyvern jerked its limb back with a roar, and then it leaped into the air, wings flapping. Gareth stumbled back, pushed by the force of the wind generated by the mighty wings, and caught his balance. The big wyvern rose into the air, looking down at its foes.
Dietmar raised his crossbow and pulled the trigger. The bolt struck the thick scales on the wyvern’s side and bounced off. Gareth doubted that the impact had even left a scratch.
He risked a look to the side and saw that the green-tinted wyvern was creeping forward, emboldened by the attack of the larger creature. Telemachus thrust his sword and cast a spell, an arc of lightning stabbing from the weapon to strike the larger wyvern. The creature jerked with a growl, but its wings kept flapping, raising it higher.
Niara sent a sphere of fire whirling at the crimson-tinted wyvern. Instead of aiming for the creature itself, the fireball exploded in front of its head. The blast did no harm to the wyvern, but it growled and circled to the side. Gareth caught his balance, trying to keep both wyverns in sight at once, which was not that hard since both creatures were so large.
“Couldn’t they bloody fight each other?” said Crake, looking back and forth between the two wyverns.
“I think the smaller one is the mate of the larger,” said Morigna. “Niara, if they approach, can you throw another fireball at their heads? The fire will not hurt them much, but they do not like it.”
Niara gave a sharp nod and cast another fireball at the crimson wyvern. The blast of flame exploded in mid-air before the wyvern’s jaws and its serpentine neck whipped back and forth. The smaller creature remained on the ground, its barbed tail waving back and forth behind it like a serpent about to strike.
“I don’t think they’re getting tired,” said Gareth.
“We will have to fight them,” said Morigna.
The ground began to vibrate.
“God and the saints,” said Crake. “Another one?”
Gareth looked east. The fight had carried them further south than he had expected, close to where another narrow gully opened into the foothills of the mountains. The shaking was coming from that narrow valley.
Right about the time he looked, the hydra burst from the valley and ran forward, the earth trembling beneath the impact of its massive strides.
It was the same creature they had seen before. Gareth would have thought that seeing the hydra in the open, away from a narrow valley, would make it seem less massive, but if anything, the creature looked larger. A detail that Gareth hadn’t noticed before caught his eye – the hydra had a thick, stubby tail topped with a rattle of bone, like the rattlesnakes that lurked in the drier portions of southern Owyllain.
If the hydra came after them, they were done. They might have been able to take the hydra in a straight fight, though Gareth feared they might have lost the battle against the mighty creature. Yet trying to fight the hydra and the two wyverns at the same time was futile.
But both the hydra and the wyverns forgot the intruders.
The wyverns bellowed brassy challenges to the hydra and leaped into the air, circling over the hydra. For its part, the hydra roared in answer, its five heads on their serpentine necks weaving back and forth with sinuous grace. The smaller wyvern dove, trying to get its stinger into the hydra’s back, but two of the hydra’s heads snapped around and blasted fire at the creature. The wyvern screamed and banked to the side while its larger companion attacked, only for the hydra to spray more fire in its direction.
“Run!” said Morigna. “While they are distracted!”
Gareth didn’t need to be told twice. They sprinted to the west, leaving the hydra and the two wyverns to their duel.



11

ANCIENT ENEMIES
T he eastern wall of Takaris rose before them like a great cliff. Gareth had seen the southern wall many times in his visions of the Waystone, and the eastern wall looked little different. It was a massive expanse of stone topped by battlements and fortified by watchtowers, its outer face carved with reliefs. Gareth shot a look over his shoulder, but the hydra and the wyvern remained locked in their duel. The creatures were so obviously focused on their fight that Gareth and the others slowed. Whether the hydra or the wyverns won the battle, the victor would have enough carrion to eat that there would be no need to pursue Gareth and his friends.
“Wonder who will win,” said Crake.
“It is impossible to say,” said Morigna. “If the hydra gets its jaws upon one of the wyverns, it will kill them. The venom of the wyverns might overpower the hydra. Then again, the hydra regenerates fast enough to shrug off the venom, or it might be immune to it entirely.” Morigna shrugged. “Probably the fight will end when either the wyverns or the hydra gives up, leaving the victor to feed upon the slain xortami.”
“Then let us reach Takaris first,” said Gareth. “We should probably hurry before…”
“It’s too late,” said Niara, voice grim. “Look.”
She pointed her staff to the south, and Gareth saw xortami warriors hurrying towards them.
A lot of xortami warriors.
“The patrol,” said Gareth. “It must have brought reinforcements.”
“Or the xortami priests already knew where to find us,” said Morigna.
“Can we get to Takaris before they do?” said Crake.
Morigna hesitated and then shook her head. “No. If we run at full speed, we will reach the gate just as the enemy catches us.”
“Then we shall make our stand here,” said Niara, planting the end of her staff against the ground, her eyes alight with fierce eagerness, “and we will at last make Xothalaxiar pay for all her crimes.”
Gareth thought that was a terrible idea. They were out in the open with no cover, no terrain they could use to their advantage, and the xortami would find it easy to encircle them. Had Niara’s death wish taken hold of her? They had gone into battle against Makarov and Mharoslav with a plan that Niara had devised. Yet there was no time to think up a plan here.
And with a sinking feeling, Gareth realized that Niara was right. The xortami were approaching fast. If they ran for the eastern gate of Takaris right now, they might get there in time, but unless Gareth and the other Swordbearers found a way to break the ward upon the gate immediately, they would be trapped against the wall.
“At least let us go east a little bit,” said Gareth, pointing. “East and to the north. You see that gully? It will keep the xortami from flanking us.”
“He is right,” said Morigna. “And the presence of the hydra and the wyverns will keep the xortami from coming at us all at once. They will have to move cautiously lest the creatures attack. And if need be, we can retreat into the foothills in search of more defensible ground and an entrance to the Deeps.”
That was a thin hope, Gareth knew. If they fled into the Deeps right now, they might get away, assuming that Morigna could seal the entrance behind them. But that would leave Xothalaxiar and Valdranek free to enter the ruins of Takaris, assuming they could find a way to break through the wards.
No. There was nothing to be done but stand and fight.
He looked at Niara, worried that she would insist they remain here. But her expression had gone cold and focused, the way it did in a fight, and she nodded. For all that the need for vengeance had consumed her mind, she was not a fool, and Gareth didn’t think she would launch a suicidal attack unless all hope had fled.
“You’re right,” said Niara. “We need more defensible ground, and that gully is the best that we are going to find.”
“Run!” said Morigna.
They ran to the northeast, making for the gully that Gareth had spotted. He heard the blast of a xortami war horn, a cry rising from the throats of the advancing lizardmen. The hydra looked in their direction, as did the circling wyverns, though neither moved to attack the xortami.
As Gareth drew closer to the gully, he felt a flicker of hope. The hills became almost sheer cliffs there, and the sides of the gully rose steeply.
“Up!” said Morigna, pointing her staff. “The slope is just gentle enough that we can get to the top of the cliff. Hurry!”
Gareth hadn’t noticed it before, but she was right. About fifty yards into the gully, the northern slope was less steep, enough that they could climb at a run without breaking their necks. Gareth and Morigna led the way. The others hurried behind them, and Gareth and Morigna reached the top of the slope. It was an excellent defensive position. To the west, the foothill dropped in a nearly sheer cliff. To the south, the slope was climbable, but only with difficulty. To the north and the east, the foothills rose. The xortami likely had the numbers to circle around them, but it would take some time for their warriors to navigate the terrain.
“Be ready, all of you,” said Morigna. “The attack will come soon.”
“Xothalaxiar will not attack herself, not unless victory is assured,” said Niara. “So we can expect an attack from xortami warriors and priests first.”
“Do the xortami have siege engines?” said Jerome.
“Yes,” said Niara. “But it will take time to drag them here and assemble the engines, and I can burn them easily enough.”
They waited. Gareth always disliked the tension before a battle, almost to the point where he wished the fight would just begin. The wait allowed the imagination to run wild, envisioning all the different ways death could find him and his friends. Now there was a new fear to taunt his imagination, the thought of seeing Niara die in front of him. He knew Xothalaxiar would try to kill her, both out of spite and because she represented a threat to the urdmordar.
The wait was not long. The xortami slowed their hurried approach when they saw the battle raging near the slain lizardmen. The hydra had won the fight and was now methodically eating the dead xortami. The great beast ripped the armor from the dead lizardmen with its claws, bathed them in the blast of its fiery breath, and then devoured them.
The hydra preferred its meat seared black.
The wyverns had not withdrawn but instead perched on the hillside overlooking the hydra. Gareth had seen similar things in the wilderness, scavengers waiting until a larger predator had eaten its fill before snapping up the remnants for themselves. They watched the passing xortami with interest. Gareth hoped that the wyverns might attack, but he was disappointed. The wyverns remained on the hillside, and the xortami were wise enough to give both the hydra and the wyverns ample space.
The xortami gathered about seventy yards from the base of the cliff. Most of them were crimson-scaled warriors, though Gareth spotted the bronze-scaled priests and sorcerers among them. He felt a jolt of anger from Stormshield whenever he looked at them.
“Do you see Xothalaxiar?” said Gareth, watching the lizardmen.
“She won’t be in her real form,” said Niara. “If she’s manipulating the xortami, she’ll have taken a different shape. Maybe a xortami female? No, that’s not likely. I think xortami males and females are more attracted to each other based upon smell than physical appearance. She’ll probably have taken the form of an elf but altered her scent so that it is more compelling to the xortami…there.”
She pointed at a figure draped in black-trimmed red robes moving behind the xortami warriors. The heavy robes cloaked the shape beneath them, but something in the gait suggested a woman. The group surrounding her was not xortami. Gareth spotted the black-armored form of an urdhracos, perhaps even the same urdhracos they had fought in the necropolis to the south. The shambling white figure of the Ossuary followed the red-robed woman, along with a figure in heavy gray plate armor that Gareth recognized as the Chosen Guard Thraxar. But Thraxar had served Azalmora, why would he follow Xothalaxiar? Given that the Chosen Guards of the Heptarchy served the urdmordar, perhaps he had decided to follow Xothalaxiar once Azalmora was slain.
“There she is,” said Niara in a low voice. “And she is not going to escape this time.”
“Wait,” said Gareth.
A woman in dark armor walked alongside the black-robed figure. At first, Gareth thought it was another urdhracos, but the woman had no wings. A sword of crimson flame burned in her right hand, a weapon that Gareth did not recognize, but he had seen the dark-armored woman before.
“That’s her,” said Gareth. “That’s Azalmora.”
“What?” said Niara. “She wouldn’t serve Xothalaxiar.”
“Maybe they are working together as allies,” said Philip.
“Impossible,” said Niara. “The urdmordar do not think that way…”
“That sword,” said Crake, his voice as harsh and as angry as Gareth had ever heard. “That bloody damned sword.”
“You know it?” said Jerome.
“That’s Agravhask’s sword,” said Crake. Morigna sucked in a breath.
“How?” said Joachim. “All five dark soulblades were destroyed at the end of the Heptarchy war.”
“I saw Agravhask use that bloody damned sword with my own eyes,” said Crake. “I’d recognize it anywhere. That’s Agravhask’s sword.”
“You are half-right, Sir Crake,” said Morigna. “That is not Shieldruin, the sword once carried by Agravhask. But it is one of the five dark soulblades forged by the Warden. That dark soulblade is Ghostruin. I recognize its aura.”
“That was what Khurnetsov summoned in Nifheldun,” said Gareth, the understanding clicking into place.
“Yes,” said Morigna, voice grim. “The physical presence of the dark soulblades was destroyed, but a skilled enough worker of dark magi could bring them back. Khurnetsov started the work, and Azalmora finished it and claimed the weapon for herself. In the hands of someone as disciplined and as skilled as a Quaesitor, it would be deadly indeed. Azalmora is not serving Xothalaxiar, Magistria. They are allies.”
“That is impossible,” said Niara, though there was no conviction in her voice. It was hard to deny the evidence of one’s own eyes.
“I suspect Xothalaxiar and Azalmora fought to a standstill and then concluded it was wisest to put aside their differences and focus on their common enemy,” said Morigna.
“Us,” said Gareth.
“Yes,” said Morigna. “Be ready. The attack…”
The woman’s voice came from below, carried to their ears by magic. It was beautiful and musical, more lovely than any human voice could ever be.
“Niara, my child.”

    
AZALMORA GAZED at the cliff where the Swordbearers and their allies had taken refuge, Ghostruin’s power thrumming in her right hand.
Her enemies had chosen their ground well. It was as defensible a location as they were likely to find, and it had the added complications of the feeding hydra and the waiting wyverns. Too many soldiers passing by would draw the potentially fatal attention of the creatures. Azalmora could kill the hydra and both wyverns with Ghostruin, but it would demand her full attention and would give the Swordbearers an opening to attack.
Stranger things had happened. When dealing with foes wielding high elven soulblades, no precaution was too much.
“One of Ardrhythain’s vexatious Guardians is with them?” said Xothalaxiar.
“Yes,” said Azalmora. “Morigna. A relatively young one. I believe she attained her office about ten years before the Heptarchy assailed Andomhaim.”
“It is wise to kill the Guardians when they are young,” said Xothalaxiar. “The older they grow, the more dangerous they become.” Her voice grew introspective. “A pity we were never able to destroy Cathair Solas. The last city of the high elves on this world, but its inhabitants are the survivors of many battles, and the deadliest and most skillful of their mages reside there. A thousand mages with the skill of Myotharia, but without the madness.”
“In war, young warriors fall swiftly,” said Azalmora, “so beware the old warrior.”
“Yes, just so,” said Xothalaxiar.
“A saying of the legions of the Heptarchy,” said Thraxar. He remained wary of Xothalaxiar, which was sensible. “Since the centurions are often older than the common soldiers, it is to their advantage for the younger soldiers to believe it.”
“Aphorisms are often trite,” said Xothalaxiar, “but frequently contain a foundation of truth. It will be better for us both if we kill the Guardian now before she can grow stronger. Eventually, we realized the high elves would only react if we first attacked, so we left them alone in their fortress. Their threefold law forbids them from meddling in the affairs of other kindreds unless they are defending themselves. So we left them alone, but Ardrhythain would bestow Guardians with mantles of power to oppose us. Little wonder he did the same among the humans.”
“There have been numerous Guardians sent to the Heptarchy,” said Azalmora. “Usually they take refuge with the rebels of Nova Europa in the north, but eventually, they make a mistake, and we track them down.”
“Yes, I remember,” said Xothalaxiar. “But Niara will be more dangerous by far. A fledgling Guardian will not have reached the full potential of her power. Niara was trained by Ardrhythain himself. Her spells will be potent. She might have defeated me during our confrontation before the southern gate of Takaris had the wards not ensnared us both.” She smiled in the shadows of her hood. “Fortunately, this time we have Ghostruin and an army of xortami.”
“It will take many xortami to kill them,” said Azalmora. She wondered just how much of Valdranek’s army she could use up to kill the Swordbearers before the xortami warlord turned against her.
“True,” said Xothalaxiar, “but Valdranek’s xortami want to be the warrior elite of your new empire. Warriors are expendable and in a few generations will be replaced. The long-term value of ridding ourselves of the Guardian and the Swordbearers now is far greater.”
Her ruthless logic rang true, and Azalmora found herself in agreement.
“My children,” crooned the Ossuary. “My children will be victorious, and they shall raise a mighty new empire.”
The Daughter sneered at him, and Azalmora considered telling her to kick the Ossuary a few times, if only to shut the dark elf up.
“You killed Niara’s father?” said Azalmora.
Xothalaxiar let out an exasperated sound. “One of my soldiers killed her father. I don’t even remember the name of the village – some miserable little collection of hovels in Andomhaim’s northern march. My arachar took the village and rounded up its population as slaves. Her father tried to fight and was killed for it. A pity – he was apparently a capable blacksmith, and it is difficult to find skilled slaves. I realized a few years later that the child blamed me for her father’s death and wanted revenge. It amused me. I planned to let her work up to escaping or trying to kill me and then to feed upon her. Once you ascend, you will realize that life force flavored with utter despair has a…oh, a sort of piquancy to it that is quite enjoyable.”
“I will look forward to it,” said Azalmora. She did not let Xothalaxiar’s talkative manner fool her. Under the pleasant mien and shapeshifted form was the mind and power of the deadliest predator in the world, and if Xothalaxiar thought she could rid herself of Azalmora and profit by it, she would not hesitate for a second.
“But that was a mistake I do not intend to repeat,” said Xothalaxiar. “It was an error to find her hatred amusing because that hatred was stronger than her fear. Better to have simply killed her than even allow the minuscule chance that she might become a threat because that was what happened. She escaped, her magic manifested, the Keeper of Andomhaim found her, and five hundred years after I should have killed her, she is a serious threat. Today we shall rectify that.”
More and more xortami warriors were making their way around the hydra’s feast and the waiting wyverns. Nearly three hundred warriors had gathered, and she had sent runners to summon more. The battle to kill the Swordbearers would be costly, but it was necessary. Once the Swordbearers, Niara, and the Guardian were overcome, they could break into Takaris and search for the Dragonskull at their leisure.
But first, the Swordbearers had to die.
“I think,” said Xothalaxiar, “that it is time for a short parley.”
“There is nothing to negotiate,” said Azalmora.
“Indeed not,” said Xothalaxiar. “But Niara is not entirely sane, is she? A stable human would not have pursued me alone across half the continent. Had her mind not been consumed by the desire for vengeance, she would have likely died peacefully in bed four and a half centuries ago. Perhaps we can use that weakness.”
“A sound strategy,” said Azalmora. To exploit the flaws in a foe’s mind was an art that the Quaesitors had mastered millennia ago, which was one of the reasons every revolt against the Heptarchy had been crushed. “How shall we use it against Niara?”
“I will attempt to provoke her to rash action,” said Xothalaxiar, “and then you and the Daughter will strike with all your power. If she exerts too much of her magical power into an attack, that will leave her open. Once battle against the Swordbearers begins in earnest, it will be easier to take them if they do not have Niara’s spells to back them up.”
“Agreed,” said Azalmora, though she would watch Xothalaxiar for any treachery.
Xothalaxiar raised her arms and shouted. “Niara, my child!”

    
THE HATED voice filled Niara’s ears, bringing with it a slew of memories.
When she had been a slave in Xothalaxiar’s city, the urdmordar had not shown herself to her soldiers and her slaves all that often. But when Xothalaxiar had displayed herself, the appearances had been memorable. A female urdmordar was a terrifying sight, one that would turn the blood to water with terror, yet the urdmordar had a strange, hypnotic charisma. As horrifying as they were, they were somehow still beautiful, almost mesmerizing. An urdmordar could convince a sufficiently weak-willed victim to surrender themselves willingly to the urdmordar’s unyielding hunger.
Every one of Xothalaxiar’s rare appearances only fueled Niara’s hatred.
“You have pursued me for a long time, my child,” said Xothalaxiar. Niara’s eyes fixed on the distant black-robed figure. “Well, here I am. Come to me, and let us settle our differences. Haven’t you suffered enough?”
“Don’t,” said Gareth at once. “She’s trying to lure you out alone.”
“I know that,” snapped Niara. She felt a flicker of guilt about her annoyance. Gareth, like Niara, could see what was happening. If Niara was foolish enough to go out alone, Xothalaxiar wouldn’t kill her. She would let the horde of xortami warriors gathering below do that for her. Niara would kill quite a lot of them before she fell, but even she could not take several hundred lizardmen by herself.
“Come, now,” said Xothalaxiar. “You have crossed a thousand miles and half a millennium to find me, Niara of Tarlion. Do you not wish for vengeance? Do you not desire to avenge your father? For it was my soldiers who butchered him in front of you.”
A wave of pure rage went through Niara. She did not move, did not speak, but flames flickered around her staff, and she let out a ragged breath, trying to calm herself. Her rational mind knew exactly what Xothalaxiar was trying to do. But her heart screamed with fury, and she wanted to unleash her full power at Xothalaxiar, to burn through the false form and send the fire of the Well of Tarlion searing into the urdmordar’s malignant heart.
“Because you should come out and face me,” said Xothalaxiar. “All this is your fault. If you hadn’t made your Waystones, no one would ever have found the Dragonskull, and you and I would remain locked in the wards of Takaris. But you made the Waystones that drew others here, and because of that, I was freed, and I will claim the Dragonskull. Once Andomhaim is reduced to ashes, you can think on that and ponder how your foolishness destroyed your homeland and your countrymen.”
Niara drew in another shaking breath, her hand gripping the hot metal of her staff. She started to draw together power for a magical spell, one that would throw her full strength at Xothalaxiar. Perhaps she could break down the urdmordar’s defenses and land a killing blow…
“Wait,” said Morigna in a low voice, stepping to her side. “She is trying to…”
“I know that,” said Niara with some asperity.
“But it does not make sense,” said Morigna. “Why is Azalmora with her? As you said, Azalmora would not submit to Xothalaxiar. Yet she is there. Xothalaxiar thinks to lure you out, but perhaps we can turn the urdmordar and the spiderling against each other.”
The Guardian stepped to the edge of the cliff and struck her staff against the ground, casting a spell. The air before her rippled, and then her voice rang over the plain below, amplified by her magic.
“Only one can wield the power of the Dragonskull, Xothalaxiar,” said Morigna. “Shall you allow Azalmora to claim it? Or will you take it for yourself, and Azalmora shall kneel before you as your new high priestess? Then again, knowing the urdmordar, I assume you all plan on betraying each other as soon as possible.”
Xothalaxiar’s laughter rang out, loud and terrifying, and it jangled inside Niara’s skull.
“How like the others you are,” said Xothalaxiar. “All of Ardrhythain’s little Guardians are so concerned about the poor hapless mortals around them. The Guardians have no vision. No insight. It matters not who claims the Dragonskull, at least not to me. What matters is the destruction of Andomhaim and the breaking of the Order of the Soulblade. The upstart humans have become too powerful, but without the Swordbearers to protect them, they will take their proper place as the soldiers and slaves of the urdmordar.”
“You will have to claim the Dragonskull first,” said Morigna.
“How shortsighted is your vision, little Guardian,” said Xothalaxiar. “Perhaps it will take a century to destroy Andomhaim after Azalmora claims the Dragonskull, or perhaps a millennium. What does it matter so long as the end is the same? Should you live long enough, you will learn to think in terms of centuries and millennia. But you will never attain this wisdom. A weed is best slain by pulling it up by its roots…or, better yet, uprooted before it has a chance to sprout thorns.”
She fell silent, but behind her, a dark figure launched into the air, wings spreading behind it. An urdhracos, and Niara thought it was the same urdhracos she had seen five hundred years earlier when she had passed through the ruins of the fortress that the Norvangir would one day name Nifheldun.
The urdhracos cast a spell, as did Xothalaxiar and Azalmora.
At the same time, the xortami warriors shouted and rushed into the gully.
Niara wanted to throw a spell into the xortami to slow them down, or better yet, attack Xothalaxiar herself. But Xothalaxiar, Azalmora, and the urdhracos were summoning a lot of dark magic, and Niara shaped a warding spell instead.
A storm of dark power flew at them, shadow and blue flame mixed together, and Niara thrust her staff and cast a warding spell. A wall of translucent white light rose before them, and the blasts of dark magic hammered into it. She had to take a step back to regain her balance. The power of the Well of Tarlion was proof against dark magic, but Xothalaxiar, Azalmora, and the urdhracos hit hard, and their attacks all came from different directions.
“Joachim!” said Morigna. “Help Niara hold her wards. Telemachus, come with me. We will slow and hinder the xortami as they attack.”
Niara drew a deep breath and summoned more magic as Joachim stepped to her side, gesturing as he began his spells. The younger Magistrius wasn’t nearly as powerful or skilled with wards as she was, but against opponents with the power of Xothalaxiar and Azalmora, every bit of aid was welcome.
And Joachim could cast the healing spell, and she could not.
Given the number of xortami warriors rushing into the valley, they would need that ability very soon.

    
GARETH SET HIMSELF, shield on his left arm, Stormshield burning in his right fist.
Another crossbow quarrel flashed over his shoulder and plunged into the throat of an advancing xortami warrior. The lizardmen had been forced to scale the same rocky slope that Gareth and the others had climbed in haste, which made them excellent targets for quarrels and arrows. Dietmar had produced his crossbow and Philip his bow, and they had killed a dozen xortami as they scrambled upward.
But there were many more to take their place.
The xortami reached the top of the hill, and Philip dropped his bow and drew Sunstrike instead. All three soulblades and Crake’s soulhammer burned with bright white fire, reacting to the aura of the Dragonskull and the amount of dark magic their foes hurled at the hilltop.
To judge from the pulses of anger that went through Stormshield, those spells were potent.
But Gareth was confident that Niara could deflect them with Joachim’s help.
The xortami were his concern.
Morigna cast a spell, and the familiar ripple went through the ground. The xortami were not expecting it, and the distortion knocked them from their feet, allowing Gareth, Jerome, Philip, and Crake to attack. The four Swordbearers struck at the enemy, dealing blows to their prone foes. The xortami recovered quickly, starting to surround Gareth and the other Swordbearers, and Telemachus unleashed his magic. Lightning sprang from his sword and raked in all directions, stunning the xortami, and allowing the Swordbearers to attack with renewed ferocity.
The xortami retreated, rallied, and attacked again, and once more, the Swordbearers and the combined power of Morigna’s and Telemachus’s magic repulsed them. Stormshield let Gareth fight longer and harder than he could have otherwise, but he wondered how long they could hold here. Azalmora and Xothalaxiar continued to hammer at Niara and Joachim, white light struggling against blue flame and twisting shadows.
They had killed a lot of xortami, but Valdranek’s army had many more, and Gareth doubted that Azalmora and Xothalaxiar cared how many lives it would cost to destroy their enemies. For that matter, Niara was strong, but even her stamina had limits.
Something caught his eye.
The urdhracos wheeling overhead suddenly dove and hurtled back to the plain below, joining Xothalaxiar and Azalmora.
Morigna’s head snapped to the side, her eyes going wide in surprise.
Gareth risked a look in that direction and saw the woman approaching from the east. She wore armor fashioned of overlapping golden plates, a staff in her right hand, a dark cloak streaming from her shoulders. Her black hair matched the cloak, her eyes brilliant and green in her elven face.
Myotharia in her true form.
A grim sense of finality came over Gareth as Myotharia leveled her staff. They might have been able to hold off Azalmora and Xothalaxiar. But there was no way they could fight the spiderling and the urdmordar and Myotharia at the same time. No doubt the high elf had come seeking vengeance for the battle outside Sigulforn.
Flames blazed along the length of her staff, and a fireball leaped from the end and sped toward Gareth and the other Swordbearers.
It missed them and landed amid the charging xortami.
The explosion was immense. Niara had unleashed some remarkable explosions with her magic, but nothing like this. The hillside erupted in a fountain of dirt and stone, dozens of xortami warriors flung screaming into the air. The attack collapsed, the remaining xortami soldiers scrambling back down the hill, and Myotharia kept striding toward the cliff.
“Fear not, humans!” she said, the fire around her staff changing to crackling lightning. Her voice was that of a confident captain and commander rallying her wavering troops, not the sad, half-dreaming tone Gareth remembered from the Tower of Mourning. “The urdmordar shall not prevail this day!”
She thrust her staff skyward, and lightning rained on the xortami below. The bolts shone against the gloomy winter day, and thunder echoed over the plain and the foothills. More xortami died, and Myotharia directed her magical fury against Azalmora and Xothalaxiar. A dome of shadows appeared around the distant figures of the spiderling and the urdmordar, the lightning ripping against the wards of dark magic.
The battle shifted as Azalmora and Xothalaxiar directed their power against Myotharia. Dark magic hammered at her like storm-driven waves, but white light shone around Myotharia, breaking the attacks. Niara shifted her attention, casting more wards, which freed the high elven sorceress to unleash power against their foes.
Finally, the battle was over. No more attacks came from Xothalaxiar or Azalmora, and the remaining xortami warriors retreated in considerable haste. Even the hydra and the two wyverns had moved off, no doubt frightened by the storm of lightning Myotharia had called.
The high elf watched them go, dark cloak streaming behind her, and turned.
Her brilliant green eyes settled upon Gareth.
“It is time,” she said, “for us to settle some matters.”
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OLD MEMORIES
“I s it?” said Gareth, uncertain of what to make of the change in Myotharia.
When he had spoken to her at the Tower of Mourning, Myotharia had seemed remote, sad, almost apathetic. In hindsight, he wasn’t sure if that had been an act or not. She had tampered with the second Waystone, keeping him from following it.
And then she transformed into a dragon and tried to destroy Sigulforn.
Gareth wasn’t sure if she had done that of her own will or if her madness had driven her. For that matter, he wasn’t sure if she remembered that last fight outside of Jarl Ivar’s city. Ivar’s siege engines had forced Myotharia to the ground in her dragon form, and Gareth had attacked her wings, wounding them badly enough that they collapsed the next time she took flight, which had sent her plummeting into the frozen River Jormundgar.
She had disappeared into the icy waters, and he thought her slain.
At least until they had seen the golden dragon flying over the xortami wastes.
But now Myotharia seemed confident, capable, commanding. She reminded Gareth somewhat of his mother when she took charge in a crisis. The high elf also reminded him of Ardrhythain, and now had something of the same mantle of power and authority.
But Ardrhythain hadn’t been insane, and neither did he lose control of himself and transform into a giant golden dragon.
Did Myotharia remember what Gareth and his friends had done to her?
“Yes,” said Myotharia. “It seems that we face a common foe, and we should combine our efforts. What is your name?”
“You…don’t remember us?” said Gareth, keeping Stormshield low at his side but not sheathing the weapon.
“Of course not,” said Myotharia. “How could I? For we have never met.” Her green gaze swung to Niara. “You, I remember. The angry young human pursuing the urdmordar Xothalaxiar. We meet a few weeks past.”
“From my perspective, we did,” said Niara, eyeing Myotharia like she expected the high elf to erupt into violence at any second. Which was not an unreasonable fear. “But it wasn’t a few weeks, it was…”
“Forgive us, my lady,” said Morigna, stepping forward, “but we do not know who you are.”
Myotharia drew herself up. “I am Myotharia, mage of Cathair Solas and a war captain of the army of the high elves.” She frowned at Morigna. “You must be one of the so-called Liberated, the elves who betrayed the threefold law and fled from the urdmordar like cowards. Yet you fought against the minions of the urdmordar, and I see you bear a mantle of a Guardian.”
“That is correct,” said Morigna. “Lord Ardrhythain appointed me the Guardian of humanity against the corrupting forces of dark magic.”
“Ah, that explains much,” said Myotharia. “You have two humans with you who can wield the power of one of the Wells of magic. The Well of Cathair Tarlias, I believe. Lord Ardrhythain locked that one, but he must have permitted humans to wield its power for spells of healing and defense.” She drew herself up. “Will you aid me against the urdmordar, or will you thwart me?”
“A moment, my lady,” said Morigna. “Let me take counsel with the humans. Being young, they rely upon my guidance. Then we shall be honored to speak with you further.”
Myotharia gave a curt nod. “Very well. But hasten. The enemy moves, and delay only advantages the urdmordar. I shall keep watch while you make your deliberations.”
She turned to gaze at the plain, black cloak rippling around her in the wind. Morigna watched her for a few seconds and then beckoned with her staff. She moved off a dozen yards, and Gareth and the others joined her.
“What the hell?” said Crake. “Just…what the hell?”
“I agree with Sir Crake,” said Telemachus. “This is baffling.”
“She seemed insane when we spoke with her at the Tower of Mourning,” said Philip, “but her madness has become…worse. She doesn’t remember us at all.”
“She remembers me,” said Niara, glancing towards the figure of gold and black that waited at the edge of the cliff, “but I talked to her five hundred years ago. She thinks it has been only a few weeks.”
“And we fought her,” said Jerome, giving Myotharia an anxious look. “She turned into a dragon, and we fought her! Gareth hurt her wings, and she fell into the river and drowned. At least, we thought she did. Why doesn’t she remember? If I fell into a freezing river in the middle of winter and didn’t die, I’d bloody well remember it!”
“You’d be dead if you fell into that river in winter,” said Crake.
“That’s my point!” said Jerome. “She fell into the river and didn’t die! You’d think she would remember. But she doesn’t…”
“Because her mind is damaged,” said Dietmar in a quiet voice. “We speculated that she tried to take or destroy the Dragonskull, and the process altered her. One suspects her sanity was not on firm ground before that.”
“It wasn’t,” said Niara. “She wasn’t entirely sane when I talked to her. I think she had spent tens of thousands of years mourning in that tower. The orcish tribes that lived along the river were frightened of her, yes, but not badly. They knew that if they left Myotharia in peace, she would return the favor. The orcs had no stories that she would turn into a dragon and attack random villages.”
“Mourning,” said Dietmar. “Most likely she lost family during the high elves’ war against the urdmordar. I wonder…”
“Speak your mind,” said Morigna. “Your insights have often proven sound.”
“I wonder if the strain of her near death in the river and the awakening power of the Dragonskull have caused her mind to regress,” said Dietmar. “Perhaps Myotharia believes that she is coming to rescue her family, that Xothalaxiar is holding them captive.”
“We can make use of that,” said Niara. Gareth gave her an incredulous glance. “If she is willing to help us fight Xothalaxiar, then we would be fools to refuse her aid. We might have been able to escape from the xortami, but more likely we would have lost that fight. If Myotharia wishes to fight with us against Xothalaxiar, then I say we accept her help.”
“But she’s not entirely in control of herself,” said Gareth. “Suppose she decides that we are enemies? Or transforms into a dragon and attacks?”
“Suppose Xothalaxiar and Azalmora catch up to us with a thousand xortami warriors,” countered Niara. “They are likely hastening to find reinforcements right now.”
“There is also every possibility,” said Morigna, “that Myotharia will not let us go alone.”
“What do you mean?” said Niara.
“I think Sir Gareth’s assessment of her mind was correct,” said Morigna. “Damaged by grief and time and further disturbed by the power of the Dragonskull. But she is not evil.”
“Ingvilda and all the other Norvangir who lost kin to the dragon’s fire would disagree,” said Crake.
“No doubt,” said Morigna. “Say rather that Myotharia is not knowingly evil. A strong man might have a seizure and do more harm to his family than he would ever do of his own will. I suspect Myotharia is much the same. I do not think she would ever freely choose to do an action she considered evil. Recall that she sabotaged the second Waystone to keep Gareth from activating it.”
“That was my mistake,” said Niara. “I thought she would be trustworthy. At the time, I didn’t realize that she was mad.”
“As I said before, no one can foresee the ultimate end of their choices,” said Morigna. “But to return to the immediate danger. Myotharia might decide that we are putting ourselves into unacceptable danger and seek to restrain us.”
Joachim frowned. “Wouldn’t that violate the threefold law?”
“Not necessarily,” said Morigna. “The threefold law forbids the high elves from ruling over other kindreds. If, for example, Myotharia caused a landslide that sealed us in a valley, we would be safe from the urdmordar, and she would not be ruling over us, would she? For that matter, willfully violating the threefold law requires a moral choice, and she is mad enough that she cannot always make moral choices.”
“Then you think it best that we cooperate with her?” said Telemachus.
“I do,” said Morigna. “As Niara observed, we were nearly overwhelmed in that battle. If not for Myotharia’s intervention, we might have been slain.”
“We have a better chance of victory against Xothalaxiar with Myotharia’s help than we do without,” said Niara.
Gareth sighed. “It…just seems cruel.”
“Cruel?” said Niara, looking baffled. “How?”
“She has an illness of the mind,” said Gareth, “and we are exploiting it to our own ends.”
“Would you prefer that she turn into a dragon and try to kill us?” said Crake.
“No,” said Gareth, unable to articulate his unease. “It’s just…”
“It reflects well that you do not want to exploit the grief of an old woman,” said Morigna, voice quiet yet firm. “For I believe Dietmar is right, and almost certainly the losses Myotharia suffered during the ancient wars damaged her mind. But if she were in her right mind, Gareth, do you think she would want Xothalaxiar to find the Dragonskull? Or Azalmora? She tried to destroy the Dragonskull and look what it cost her. If we prevail, I will try to persuade her to travel to Cathair Solas to seek healing. At the very least, if she asks for help, Lord Ardrhythain and the other high elven mages might be able to restrain her when the madness comes upon her or drive the magic of the Dragonskull from her mind and flesh.”
Gareth sighed again, but the logic of the others rang true. “So be it.”
“Let me do most of the talking,” said Morigna. “My body is elven, and I am one of the Guardians. She seems more willing to listen to me because of that.”
Gareth had no objection.
They walked to the edge of the cliff. Myotharia still stood there, watching the plain and the ruins of Takaris. The xortami forces had moved off to the south, closer to the great mass of Valdranek’s army. The hydra and the wyverns had returned, and enough slain xortami lay on the ground that all three creatures could eat their fill.
Yet Gareth did not like how one of the hydra’s five heads kept looking in their direction. The creature had enough heads (and pairs of eyes) that it could gorge itself on dead lizardmen while keeping an eye on any potential foes.
“I remember,” said Myotharia, not turning around.
“Remember what, my lady?” said Morigna.
“When the dark elves first summoned the xortami to this world,” said Myotharia. “During their long wars against us, the dark elves opened the doors to other worlds and summoned other kindreds to use as their slaves and soldiers. Orcs. Dwarves. Manetaurs. Lupivirii. Halflings. So many others. The dark elven prince called the Ossuary summoned the xortami here. He thought he had found the perfect kindred of warriors and demanded that they worship him as a god. Instead, the xortami enslaved him and built an empire of their own. We tried to make alliances with the xortami against the dark elves and the urdmordar, but they refused us. The xortami were content to ignore us, building up their empire over orcish and halfling tribes. And in time, they found the dragon bones. We thought we had secured the remains of the high dragons in the tomb of Dragonfall, but even we are not all-seeing and infallible. The xortami found one that we had missed, and from it, they forged the Dragonskull.” She nodded towards the ruin of Takaris. “Once that was a great city. Now it is a tomb haunted by the undead created in the backlash of the Dragonskull’s power. That hydra and those wyverns.” She nodded again, dark hair stirring around her head. “In Takaris, the xortami warlords of old kept a menagerie of such creatures as proof of their power and splendor. Now their empire is in ruins, and the descendants of their menagerie hunt the wastes.” She paused. “Though that hydra might be one of the originals. Hydras will live almost forever until something kills them.”
“Bad idea to keep such dangerous pets,” said Crake. Morigna gave him a look and Crake fell quiet.
“Indeed, human,” said Myotharia, turning. “Or the bearer of a soulhammer, I should say.” She gazed at them without fear. “Well, Guardian, have you decided?”
“I believe we have,” said Morigna. “We came to this land to destroy the Dragonskull, to keep it from falling into the hands of creatures like the urdmordar.” Niara shifted but said nothing. “If that is your quest, then we shall gladly aid you.”
“I thought you would,” said Myotharia. “For it is the most prudent course, and Lord Ardrhythain never picked fools as his Guardians. Come, then, tell me your names.” She nodded to Niara. “You, I know, Niara of Andomhaim, but your companions are unknown to me.”
Gareth hesitated, uncertain of what to say. He and his friends had already introduced themselves to Myotharia at the Tower of Mourning. But if Myotharia remembered Niara’s name, that meant she knew about Andomhaim. Yet she thought it was fifteen thousand years ago, during the height of the high elves’ war against the urdmordar, but Andomhaim was only a thousand years old.
What would happen if Myotharia’s mind tried to reconcile the incongruity?
“This is Sir Gareth Arban of Tarlion, a Knight of the Order of the Soulblade,” said Morigna. “His brother Joachim Arban of Tarlion, a Magistrius of the Order. Sir Philip Aemilius of Dun Aemilia, Sir Crake of Castra Marcaine, and Sir Jerome of Dun Meridia, all Knights of the Soulblade as well. Sir Telemachus Valaros of Owyllain, a Knight of the Order of the Arcanii. Master Dietmar of Cintarra. You already know Niara of the Magistri. And I am the Guardian Morigna.”
“And I have already told you who I am,” said Myotharia. “For I am Myotharia, mage of Cathair Solas and war captain of the high elves. We…we…” For a second, the dreamy, unfocused look Gareth remembered from the Tower of Mourning came over her expression. “We…Sir Telemachus. Owyllain. Have I heard that name before? I thought…I thought Andomhaim was the only human kingdom…”
“My ancestors departed from Andomhaim some time ago, my lady,” said Telemachus, watching Myotharia with concern. “Our ships were caught in the unpredictable currents, and we founded the kingdom of Owyllain far from the walls of Tarlion.”
“Yes, of course, I remember,” said Myotharia, her confident manner returning. “The Sovereign traveled to that continent to build his empire beyond the reach of the urdmordar. You must have faced mighty battles against him, for he was a devious strategist.”
“We did, my lady,” said Telemachus, “though I am pleased to say that the Sovereign was finally defeated about ten years ago in the great battle at Cathair Animus. I was honored to have fought in the battle, though my part was but small.”
“Valor in the face of the foe is never small,” said Myotharia. “Perhaps the victory of your countrymen will presage our own against the urdmordar. Come! There is yet much ground to cover.”
She strode to the east, away from the cliff face.
“Aren’t Takaris and the Dragonskull the other way?” said Gareth.
“They are,” said Myotharia, “but not even your soulblades will pierce the wards around the city in time. The xortami sorcerers of old were too powerful and too cunning for that. With enough effort, your soulblades would dispel the protections around the city and allow us to enter, but that would give the enemy ample time to surround and destroy us. No, we need to find another path.”
“What path do you speak of?” said Morigna.
“I shall tell you,” said Myotharia. “Let us trade information as we travel, for we have tarried overlong already. How have you come to this land?”
“You already know, my lady,” said Morigna. “The urdmordar Xothalaxiar wishes to claim the Dragonskull. Niara came to this land to slay Xothalaxiar. In Andomhaim, we learned of a spiderling priestess named Azalmora, a priestess of great power and skill…”
“Ah, I see,” said Myotharia. “No doubt she seeks to cast off the lesser half of her heritage and ascend to become a full urdmordar. All spiderlings desire this transformation, though few enough of them have the talent to achieve it.”
“Indeed,” said Morigna, “though I fear Azalmora has the knowledge and the will.”
Myotharia nodded. “A reasonable suspicion, given that Azalmora forged an alliance between herself and Xothalaxiar. But perhaps that is not so surprising. Xothalaxiar herself was once a spiderling priestess.”
Niara came to an abrupt halt in astonishment. “What?”
“Did you not know, child?” said Myotharia, glancing back at her. “Xothalaxiar was once a hybrid of urdmordar and dark elf. A priestess of the Heptarchy to the south. Xothalaxiar cast off her dark elven half and ascended to become a full urdmordar. The female urdmordar do not kill each other, of course, though the males often slay one another in dominance displays if the females do not restrain them. But the urdmordar carve out hunting grounds for themselves. Xothalaxiar left the land of the Heptarchy, came north, and claimed a hunting ground for herself within the borders of Andomhaim. Presumably, you lived in Xothalaxiar’s hunting ground, which is how you found yourself on this futile quest for vengeance.”
“Futile?” said Niara, but Myotharia ignored her.
“How did you come to this land, my lady?” said Morigna. “We are a long way from Cathair Solas.”
“Not all that far,” said Myotharia. “We are still on the same continent, after all.” She paused for a moment, thinking, which was worrisome. Gareth wondered what it would take for her madness to manifest once more. “We need to go this way, between those two hills.” She pointed with her staff, indicating a gap between two jagged foothills, the path climbing upward. “Thankfully, we will not have to pass through the mountains, though we will need to be cautious. Rockslides are common, and as the Dragonskull awakens, it will trigger earthquakes and perhaps even volcanic eruptions.”
“Why must we go this way?” said Morigna.
“Why am I here, you asked?” said Myotharia. For a second, she faltered, that unfocused look coming over her expression, but then her stride resumed, and the confident air returned. “Xothalaxiar made her lair within the ruins of Takaris.”
“Has she, now?” said Niara. The “futile” remark had clearly irritated her, but Morigna gestured for her to remain quiet.
“She has,” said Myotharia. “To stock her larder, she has taken many high elves as prisoners, for our life force provides far more sustenance than that of an orc, a halfling, or a kobold.” Myotharia let out a breath. “My sons, their wives, and their grandchildren are among the captives.”
Gareth and Joachim shared a look.
A dark memory went through Gareth’s mind of his mother’s crippling grief after his sister Joanna had died. It had been the first time he had seen his mother in such a state, the first time he had realized she had not been invincible. Later, after Iseult’s treachery had been exposed, Gareth had castigated himself bitterly for his folly. It had almost cost him his life, along with the lives of his brother and his friends, and it might have inflicted that sort of grief on his mother again.
With a flash of intuition, he realized that had happened long ago to Myotharia. She had gone to rescue her family from the urdmordar, but she had come too late, finding them already dead…and that had been the final blow against a mind already stressed and cracking beneath the horrors of war.
A man might live seventy or eighty years and see horrors beyond count. How many more would a high elf see across the immortal millennia of her life?
Now that damaged mind had conjured a new delusion. Myotharia thought that she was rescuing children and grandchildren who had been dead for thousands of years. Had her injuries in the River Jormundgar triggered this? Or had her mind been caught in a loop, forever sending her on new quests to rescue her family, only for the brutal truth to come crashing down at the end?
What would happen when the truth emerged now?
A quick glance showed Gareth that his friends realized the danger. Dietmar caught Gareth’s gaze and put a quick finger to his lips, and Gareth found himself in total agreement with the halfling. As he had told Morigna, it seemed cruel to exploit the delusions of an old woman…but most old women could not conjure firestorms and volleys of lightning bolts.
And most old women could not transform into dragons and start killing everything in sight.
“I see,” said Morigna, her voice slow and careful. “And your family…they are captive in Takaris? The xortami captured them?”
“No,” said Myotharia. “Xothalaxiar took them prisoner and brought them to Takaris. I am not certain why, at least not yet. Perhaps Xothalaxiar thinks the ruins of the city would make a well-fortified lair and has stocked her new stronghold with victims to sate her hunger.” She frowned. “It is also possible she needs to use their lives to fuel a spell to control the Dragonskull. The urdmordar do not usually seek out such relics, but Xothalaxiar was once a priestess of the Heptarchy. She is cleverer than most of the urdmordar, who are already devilishly cunning.”
“Then I assume,” said Morigna, “that we are going to Takaris to confront Xothalaxiar?”
“We are,” said Myotharia.
“Though one cannot help but notice,” said Morigna, “that Takaris is to the west, and we are going east. Directly in the opposite direction, as it happens.”
“Ah, you caught that, did you?” said Myotharia, flashing a smile in Morigna’s direction. It was the first glimpse of humor that Gareth had seen from her. “As I said, going through the gates of Takaris would be difficult and with enemies pursuing us, perhaps impossible. No, we must take another path. We are going to the Temple of Rhugavak.”
“Rhugavak?” said Morigna. “The name is not known to me.”
“Little wonder,” said Myotharia. “It is the name of the chief of the xortami gods, and the xortami never speak of their gods to those outside their kindred. Indeed, at the height of their power, for a slave to learn the name of a xortami god was punishable by death.”
“How did they worship their gods?” said Joachim. His brother was the most scholarly of the group, and Gareth was fairly certain Joachim was going to write a book about all this if they got home. Or maybe eight or nine – God knew that enough had happened to fill up that many volumes
“Through blood sacrifices,” said Myotharia. “I believe on their homeworld the xortami gods were actual beings of dark magic, one who offered power in exchange for spilled blood upon their altars. But the xortami gods did not accompany their people to this world. Here, their gods are more symbolic, each representing a primal aspect of their lives – war, blood, mating, and so forth. Rhugavak was their chief deity, and his temple was removed from the city. It lies in the foothills of the mountains about a day’s march east of here.”
“And I assume,” said Morigna, “that the Temple of Rhugavak has a passage through the Deeps to Takaris.”
“You assume correctly,” said Myotharia. “I see that Ardrhythain has not yet chosen a fool as one of his Guardians. There was a road through the Deeps to Takaris. It was how I entered the city the first time…the first time that I…”
She fell silent, that unfocused look returning.
“You have been to Takaris before, then?” said Niara.
Morigna gave her an alarmed look, making a shushing gesture.
“I will find the path to Takaris and rescue my children,” said Myotharia. She looked back at Niara. “It is a greater purpose than your quest, child. You should have heeded my counsel and gone home.”
Niara scoffed. “And let Xothalaxiar survive to wreak more harm and death? Never.”
“It is not good for a warrior to lie to herself, especially on the eve of battle,” said Myotharia. “I know why I am here, Niara of the Magistri. I have come all this way to find and rescue my children, to free them from Xothalaxiar’s lair. But why have you come here?”
“To stop Xothalaxiar before she can claim the Dragonskull,” said Niara.
Gareth knew that was not true, at least not entirely.
“No,” said Myotharia. “That is the reason you tell yourself, or perhaps others. But we both know the real reason. You came here to avenge your father.”
“And is that not enough?” said Niara.
“Perhaps,” said Myotharia. “Perhaps not. Your hatred has eaten up everything else within your mind. There is room for naught else within your heart. I said you should go back to Andomhaim, accept that Xothalaxiar is beyond your reach, and find a husband and bear children. Or devote yourself to teaching the young initiates in your Order of the Magistri. Yet the need for vengeance had taken too deep a hold within you. In the end, you have nothing in your life and no one in it who matters to you.”
Niara said nothing.
“Indeed,” said Myotharia, inclining her head toward Gareth, “that young knight is obviously infatuated with you, but that matters less to you than the death of Xothalaxiar. Yet I shall rescue my children and go home. You will slay Xothalaxiar, and then you shall have nothing.”
Still Niara said nothing, and Gareth watched the play of emotions over her face. Myotharia’s children and grandchildren had been dead for longer than human civilization had existed. Yet Niara couldn’t point that out since that might get them all killed. And while Niara was a hard woman and had admitted that she had little empathy, she was not cruel. She would find throwing those deaths in Myotharia’s face just as dishonorable as Gareth would.
“Then perhaps, my lady, you should rejoice that we share a common purpose,” said Niara. “You want to rescue your family. I want to see Xothalaxiar dead. You were right that we may not be able to defeat Xothalaxiar alone…but you might not be able to overcome her by yourself.”
“Indeed not,” said Myotharia. “I see you have a store of wisdom, child. Better to fight with allies than to stand alone. But be ready. Once we overcome Xothalaxiar, you will need to find something new to fill your heart. For vengeance is like wine – it will slake your thirst, but too much will destroy you, and in time you will need real food, or you shall die.”
“Then let us find and kill Xothalaxiar,” said Niara with a hard smile, “and then we shall see if these imagined fears of yours come true.”
“Spoken like a warrior,” said Myotharia. “I see that Ardrhythain was wise when he chose to forge soulblades for humanity.”
They continued onward, climbing the steep slope toward the gap in the hills.
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THE TRAP
“A  vexatious problem,” said Xothalaxiar, shrouded in her robes of crimson and black.
Azalmora was inclined to agree.
They had some so close to eliminating the Swordbearers and Niara. The fight would have cost the lives of many xortami soldiers, but after the defeat of Makarov, Valdranek had the warriors to spare. With the Swordbearers slain, Azalmora would have had all the time she needed to break through the wards of Takaris and claim the Dragonskull…and to prepare for any treachery from Xothalaxiar.
Instead, Myotharia had intervened on the side of the Swordbearers, a hundred xortami warriors had been lost to no gain, and Gareth Arban and his allies had escaped to fight another day.
Perhaps Azalmora should have anticipated this possibility. Myotharia was insane, but insanity had its own logic, albeit disconnected from reality. The high elven sorceress had concluded that Xothalaxiar had stolen her children and grandchildren. To ally with humans wielding high elven soulblades was simply logical, and so long as Myotharia’s delusion held, it would make the Swordbearers far more dangerous. Knights of the Soulblade were troublesome enough on their own. Swordbearers backed by the powers of a high elven mage were all the more lethal. Just as well that Azalmora had made an alliance with Valdranek – if the Swordbearers and Myotharia caught her alone, Azalmora suspected they would overwhelm her swiftly.
It was time to formulate a new plan.
They moved in haste to the south, circling around the outer wall of Takaris. Most of the priests had survived, which was just as well. Valdranek was hardly the sort of fool who squandered the lives of his soldiers for no reason, but the bronze-scaled priests were harder to replace than the crimson-scaled warriors.
“Why east, though?” mused Xothalaxiar aloud. “Why go east? Exactly the opposite direction they should have taken.”
“They were not inclined to attack us directly,” said Thraxar. “Had they descended to the plain, they would have lost the advantage of the high ground. Even a high elf’s stamina is not limitless, and your combined powers would have worn them down in the end. For that matter, the fighting would have drawn the attention of the hydra, which could have had a…deleterious effect.”
That was putting it lightly. Hydras were among the most dangerous predators in the world. For all their skill, the xortami soldiers would have stood little chance against a hydra without their wizards and priests backing them up.
“The magnificence of my children,” croaked the Ossuary in his ruined voice. “The power and terror of my children caused the Swordbearers to retreat.”
No one paid him any mind.
“Retreating may have been their only option,” said Thraxar.
“No,” said Xothalaxiar distantly, as if lost in thought. “No, there is an explanation we have not yet divined. Some other reason they went east.”
“I concur,” said Azalmora. The discussion reminded her of conversations with other Quaesitors across the centuries, laying out their plans and options as they prepared to crush any internal dissent within the Heptarchy. Xothalaxiar’s thought patterns and methods of logic were similar to her own, which was not surprising since they had both been trained in the Temple of the Visionary.
Azalmora reminded herself not to let that fact lull her into complacency.
“You are more familiar with these lands than I am,” said Azalmora. “What lies to the east?”
“More xortami ruins, of course,” said Xothalaxiar. “Go far enough to the east, and you will find yourself in the lands of the Hidden People, tribes of halflings who have taught themselves to use minor soulstones. I doubt they would offer aid. They have probably never even seen a human. Continue even further east, and you will end up in the land of the manetaurs, though you would have to cross a significant mountain range to do it. Those mountains also hold the ruins of one of the nine kingdoms of the dwarves, Khald Meraxur, though that borders on the forests of the bone orcs. But by the time our foes journeyed to any of those places and returned, we will have claimed the Dragonskull and made Valdranek the new emperor of the xortami. No, whatever our foes seek is much closer. Perhaps the Daughter shall return soon with news.”
After the Swordbearers and Myotharia had headed east, Xothalaxiar had dispatched the Daughter to observe them from afar. The urdhracos claimed that she could remain unseen and hidden. Azalmora wasn’t certain – the Daughter was accustomed to hiding from xortami priests, but concealing herself from a high elven mage would be far more challenging.
But what was done was done. The Daughter would either return with news or she would not. In the meantime, Azalmora would turn her mind to more immediate matters - watching Xothalaxiar for treachery and preparing to break into the ruins of Takaris to claim the Dragonskull.
Azalmora and Xothalaxiar had both proposed crossing the Deeps to enter the city. Valdranek was willing to entertain the idea, but he had a more prosaic solution in mind. With no enemy armies moving through the nearby land, his host raised fortified camps across the southern edge of the vale of Takaris. Protected by his army, his priests and wizards could devote their full attention to breaking down the ward on the gate. Azalmora wasn’t sure they could manage it. The priests of the xortami did not have the skill with dark magic once possessed by their ancestors.
But Valdranek did have a lot of priests, and if they pooled their powers and worked in concert, perhaps they could break the ward and enter the city.
They came to the southern wall. Old instincts made Azalmora unsettled walking so close to a fortified wall, but the feeling was irrational. There were no archers or crossbowmen on the walls, no siege engines, and if any undead creatures lurked within the ruined city, they were not inclined to issue forth.
She found Valdranek’s standard perhaps a hundred yards south of the city’s southern gate. Valdranek and his chief nobles waited there while a mob of two hundred priests stood by the gate, casting their spells in unison. The warlord turned as they approached, his yellow eyes watching them.
“Lady Azalmora, Lady Xothalaxiar,” Valdranek said. “How did you fare against the humans?”
“Not as well as we might have wished,” said Azalmora.
“The hydra?” said Valdranek. “The scouts spoke of the beast. They always cause significant trouble until they are driven off or brought under control.”
“No,” said Azalmora. “Myotharia intervened in the battle.”
“The dragon,” said Valdranek.
“She remained in her true form for the fight, but unfortunately, her true form is a powerful high elven mage,” said Azalmora. “The battle was a stalemate. We could have forced the attack, but the cost would have been too high, and things might have turned against us. Better to fall back and reorganize.”
“Indeed,” said Valdranek. “The rash commander acts in haste. Better to watch and wait.”
“Have your priests found success against the gate, Lord Valdranek?” said Xothalaxiar.
“They have,” said Valdranek. “The ward is complex but already damaged to a significant degree. Presumably the damage came from your confrontation with Niara. The priests expect it will take about two days to break through the spell. Then we can enter Takaris and deal with whatever we find there. I expect we will face a significant number of undead.”
“Undoubtedly,” said Azalmora. “The Dragonskull most likely killed everyone in Takaris and then raised a portion of the slain as undead.”
“Fortunately, commanding undead is a relatively simple matter,” said Xothalaxiar.
“What shall you do about the Swordbearers?” said Valdranek.
“They fled to the east in the foothills,” said Azalmora. “What lies in that direction?”
“Many ruins of the empire,” said Valdranek. “Perhaps they seek to enter the Deeps again and make their way to the city.”
“It is possible,” said Azalmora. Niara had not come any further north than where Valdranek’s escort was standing right now. The Guardian’s magical Sight could presumably find a path through the Deeps, but the path would be slow and cumbersome. Did Myotharia know of a route through the Deeps? That seemed the most likely explanation, but Myotharia would make an unreliable guide.
Perhaps the high elf would transform and rid Azalmora of the Swordbearers.
Valdranek’s thoughts touched hers in the mindspeech.
“Will we expect an attack from the dragon?” he said into her mind.
“Perhaps,” answered Azalmora. Xothalaxiar made no response, her eyes on the eastern hills. Even an urdmordar could not eavesdrop upon a direct mindspeech link, but Xothalaxiar might realize what they were doing if she paid close enough attention to their reactions. “Myotharia’s madness makes it impossible to predict her actions. She may take dragon form once more and attack your army.”
“If she does, we will be ready,” said Valdranek. “We have enough wizards to attack her with considerable magic force, along with your powers and Xothalaxiar’s. Though if Xothalaxiar should fall in the battle, it would be a loss I could endure.”
“Indeed,” said Azalmora. “But beware. Xothalaxiar will no doubt be planning to betray us.”
It was always possible that Xothalaxiar intended to keep her word, that she would use Azalmora and the xortami as a weapon against Andomhaim and the Knights of the Soulblade while she claimed a hunting ground for herself elsewhere. In fact, it was likely less of a question of treachery and more of probability. If Xothalaxiar thought that Azalmora would succeed, no doubt she would keep her word. But if she thought treachery would bring a greater advantage…well, Azalmora would be ready.
“My children,” said the Ossuary, looking at the lords of the xortami. He raised his remaining hand and the misshapen bone club on the end of his other arm in something that vaguely resembled a benediction. “You will prevail, my children, for you are the heirs of the dark elves, our successors, and…”
He continued rambling.
A sense of annoyance came through the mindspeech.
“I look forward to killing him,” said Valdranek.
“I would recommend keeping him alive for now,” said Azalmora. “The ancient xortami used his counsel to create the Dragonskull. And he and his daughter are the only living creatures to have visited Takaris. They might prove useful guides.”
“Your counsel is prudent,” said Valdranek. “At least the urdhracos stops talking occasionally.”
As if their telepathic conversation had prompted it, Xothalaxiar spoke aloud.
“The Daughter returns,” said the urdmordar. Azalmora looked up and saw the winged shape overhead. “Perhaps we shall learn more of our foes.”
The urdhracos spiraled down in tightening loops, finally landing with a few flaps of her wings. There was a hungry, almost gleeful expression on her face. Azalmora had dealt with urdhracosi enough times to recognize the mood. The Daughter had caught scent of her quarry and was looking forward to amusing herself with her prey.
“You have news?” said Xothalaxiar.
“The Swordbearers and the high elf are hastening to the east, taking a path that leads higher into the foothills,” said the Daughter.
“Away from Takaris?” said Azalmora. “They are not trying to circle around the city?”
“That path will not allow them to circle back,” said the Daughter. “They are going to try and enter Takaris through the Deeps.”
“How do you know this?” said Azalmora.
“Because while there are many ruins in the mountains, only one is of any significance,” said the Daughter. “They are going to the Temple of Rhugavak.”
Valdranek let out a rumbling growl, and the priests glared at the urdhracos.
“We do not usually allow the names of our gods to pass the lips of outsiders, urdhracos,” said Valdranek.
Azalmora said nothing, curious how the conversation would play out. The xortami had a strange relationship with their gods. The warrior, artisan, farmer, and laborer castes held the xortami gods in reverence, regularly offering sacrifices of slaves and cattle. The nobles and the priests took a more cynical view of the matter. A few of the priests believed in the xortami gods, but the nobles regarded the gods as useful social fictions to help bind together the xortami castes and to give the xortami wizards something useful to do. That Valdranek had been willing to create a theocratic empire with Azalmora as the goddess showed that the xortami interest in their gods was as cold-blooded as all their other interactions.
“I have, Lord Valdranek, dwelled in this land for longer than the xortami themselves,” said the Daughter. “I only report what I have seen. The Swordbearers and the high elf are making for the Temple.”
“What is this Temple?” said Azalmora. Best not to provoke Valdranek’s supporters by speaking the name of the god.
“Rhugavak is the chief of our gods,” said Valdranek, “and so during the height of our power, his temple was set apart from the others in a high place, remote and aloof. We have not returned to it since the days of the Dragonskull, since the temple was sealed by spells …though not so powerful as those binding the gates of Takaris.”
“Then the Swordbearers will be able to enter the Temple?” said Azalmora.
“Most likely,” said Valdranek. “Given that their soulblades are proof against dark magic, they may well be able to break the wards upon the gates of the Temple.”
“Then there is a passage through the Deeps from the Temple to Takaris?” said Azalmora.
“Yes,” said Valdranek. “Of old, the emperors of the xortami would journey through the Deeps to pay their homage to Rhugavak at his Temple. Since it is uncouth for lesser kindreds to know the name of Rhugavak,” he gave the Daughter a baleful stare, “the emperors would make the journey in secret through a prepared way in the Deeps.”
“Was that entrance to Takaris warded?” said Azalmora.
“Not with wards as potent as those upon the main gate,” said Valdranek. “It may well be the entrance the dvargir used to break into Takaris before the undead and the basilisks overwhelmed them.” He looked at Xothalaxiar. “Had you not devoured all the dvargir, they might have been able to lead us to the Dragonskull.”
“Perhaps,” said Xothalaxiar with equanimity, “but it is just as likely they would have betrayed us to our deaths. The urdmordar are mighty, my lord Valdranek, but even we are not immune to a basilisk’s gaze, especially if we are taken unawares and have no time to prepare a defensive spell. Long have you quested to rebuild the empire of the xortami. Would you have your efforts end with your petrified corpse standing forever in the Deeps?”
Valdranek’s eyes narrowed slightly, and the xortami priests and nobles shifted, but in the end, he nodded. “Perhaps you are right. And the dvargir must be taught their place once our empire is rebuilt. So, then. We know where our enemies are going. What shall be done about it?”
“Urdhracos,” said Thraxar. “How long shall it take the Swordbearers to reach the temple?”
“A day, perhaps,” said the Daughter. “Maybe more if they are attacked. The Dragonskull stirs, and it draws ever more creatures of dark magic to itself. Urvaalgs and ursaars prowl through the hills, to say nothing of basilisks, hydras, and wyverns. It would be an amusing fate if all of Niara’s striving ended with her carcass digesting in the belly of a hydra.”
“So it would,” said Xothalaxiar, “but I would rather see her dead. We stand at the edge of great change. Better to crush any potential threats now before they grow stronger.”
“It will take another day for them to travel through the Deeps to Takaris,” said Thraxar. “If not longer. By then, the priests should have defeated the wards around the gate. My lord Valdranek, would the hidden road from the Temple open near the residence of the ancient emperors? Perhaps it would be wise to set an ambush there.”
“It would,” said Valdranek. “Your counsel is sound, orc. This plan seems good to me…save that we do not know what we shall face within Takaris. More basilisks and hydras, possibly, to say nothing of a great number of undead.”
“Perhaps that should be a fallback plan,” said Azalmora.
“Then you have something in mind?” said Valdranek, his yellow eyes turning to her.
“If I can get close enough to Myotharia,” said Azalmora, “I can induce her madness and trigger her transformation to dragon form. She will either flee or begin attacking everything in sight, which means she will kill the Swordbearers and the Guardian, or they will slay her. Regardless of the outcome, our foes shall be weakened. They will be delayed, and Lady Xothalaxiar and I can prepare a trap for them at the temple.”
“They travel by the most direct route,” said the Daughter, “but not the swiftest. I can lead you on a faster road.”
“Very well,” said Valdranek. “Leave the Ossuary here. He boasts of his skill with dark magic. He can prove it by speeding the work upon disarming the wards.”
“As you say,” said Azalmora. This might prove an excellent chance to rid herself of the Swordbearers. If Xothalaxiar betrayed her, Azalmora had proven that she could fight the urdmordar to a standstill – but a soulblade could tear through even the most powerful of her warding spells.
Whatever the outcome of the fight at the Temple of Rhugavak, Azalmora intended to survive and claim the power of the Dragonskull for herself.
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LOST WORLDS
T he wind moaned through the high valley like a dying thing.
Niara had spent a great deal of time traveling through lonely and desolate places. The woods of the Wilderland after she had escaped Xothalaxiar’s city. The journey with the Keeper and her knights to Cathair Solas to ask the high elves for aid against the urdmordar. And then her long quest to hunt down Xothalaxiar, traveling first through the Qazaluuskan Forest, then the land that would one day become Norvangenheim, and finally the desolation of the xortami wastes.
In those journeys, she had seen dark elven ruins and orcish burial mounds overlaid with spells of dark magic, but Niara thought she had never seen a place quite so grim as this valley.
Some of it was the xortami ruins. The valley’s sides sported cubes of dark stone carved with reliefs, statues standing on their roofs. The crypts were the tombs of xortami nobles, and Gareth and the others made sure to stay well away from them.
“You traveled past the xortami necropolis to the south?” she asked.
“Aye,” said Gareth, grimacing at the memory. “Well. We circled around it. Our choices were either to go around the necropolis or to keep on the main road to Takaris. Had we stayed on the road, either Makarov’s army or Valdranek’s would have caught us.”
And Niara would still be trapped in the wards of Takaris with Xothalaxiar.
At once she wondered if that wouldn’t be a bad thing, if it meant that Xothalaxiar was trapped as well.
The thought made her gaze drift to Myotharia, who strode confidently at the head of the line, swinging her staff with every step. The way she had accused Niara of falling into obsession in her quest for vengeance…Niara had been unable to refute her. Partly because Myotharia was a madwoman of great power, and arguing with her might cause her to snap and attack.
And partly …
Well, she had been right, wasn’t she?
Niara knew it as well as anyone. The quest for revenge had taken her a thousand miles and half a millennia from anyone she had ever known. If she lived to return to Tarlion, it would be like visiting a foreign land. God only knew how Andomhaim had changed in the last five hundred years. The thirst for vengeance had cost her everything, and she had willingly paid the price without hesitation.
She would do it again, even knowing how it would turn out.
But God and the saints, Niara was tired. She wanted to release the burden of it from her mind. She had tried, in Tarlion.
Yet every time she did, the memory of her father dying in the dust outside his smithy returned to her mind, accompanied by the laughs and threats of Xothalaxiar’s soldiers. The fire of her hatred had cooled over the years, its sharp edges dulled, but it had become harder and stronger as it grew colder.
She would kill Xothalaxiar or be slain herself.
Either way. Then maybe she would have peace.
Her gaze turned to Gareth, who was watching Myotharia.
If she died, what would that do to him? Could she inflict that upon him? The dreams of the Waystones meant that Gareth knew her better than anyone did, loved her more than he really should.
Niara let out a breath. She had made her choices. Before much longer, she would have the chance to confront Xothalaxiar at last.
And then…
What would be would be.
“Myotharia hasn’t betrayed us yet,” said Gareth in a low voice. He had misinterpreted her expression.
Nonetheless, that still worried her.
“She can’t betray us,” said Niara. “Betrayal implies a conscious choice, and her mind is too damaged for that. She’s helping us because she thinks her children and grandchildren are still alive. What will she do when she remembers that they’re not?”
Gareth sighed, his breath rising in a plume of steam in the cold air. “I don’t know.”
“Yes, you do,” said Niara. “We both do. She will lose control, transform into a dragon, and attack the first thing she sees. Us.”
“Well,” said Gareth, “at least there will be no one else around for her to hurt.”
Niara followed his glance around the valley. That was the other unsettling thing about this place.
It was so quiet. Too quiet, save for the moan of the wind coming down from the mountains. Niara had traveled enough to know that winters in the wild were quieter than summers, but the complete lack of animal life in the valley was disturbing. Given the dangers that lurked near Takaris, any animals had likely fled in search of safer environments. And since the vale of Takaris had been sealed off by that wall of mist, it was possible that Niara and her friends were the first thinking creatures that had walked in this valley in nearly fifteen thousand years.
“At least the road is staying away from the tombs,” said Jerome.
“A wise precaution, Sir Jerome,” called Myotharia. Niara wondered if she had overheard their conversation. Perhaps her deluded mind, so certain that her children were still alive, had filtered it out. “But I believe you traveled through the xortami necropolis on your way here.”
“Well, around it,” said Jerome. “Going through it seemed like a very bad idea.”
“The xortami nobles and high priests sealed their tombs with many potent spells of warding,” said Myotharia. “Powered with dark magic, regrettably. But the greatest nobles and priests were buried in that necropolis.”
“Who is buried up here, then?” said Niara, hoping to keep Myotharia’s mind from drifting to topics that might trigger her transformation.
The high elven sorceress glanced back at Niara, no hint of madness in her expression. She still appeared commanding and confident, the sort of captain who could give orders in the utter certainty that they would be obeyed. “Lesser nobles who served in the court of the xortami emperor. I believe that burial in this valley was a specific honor rewarded to nobles and magistrates who had served the emperor with distinction.”
“Have you been to the Temple of Rhugavak?” said Gareth.
“I have only seen it from a distance,” said Myotharia. Which meant she had likely seen it from aloft while in her dragon form. “But it is a formidable edifice and still stands intact. Rhugavak was the chief of the xortami gods, and it violated a taboo to let members of other kindreds speak his name or witness the ceremonies held in his honor. Hence why there is a passage through the Deeps to the ruins of Takaris.” She gave a sharp nod. “From there, we shall enter the city and rescue the captives from their imprisonment.”
No one said anything. There hadn’t been any captives in Takaris for thousands of years, but mentioning that to Myotharia might prove fatal.
“Assuming we don’t get lost in the Deeps, of course,” said Niara. “Or that the path hasn’t changed in the thousands of years since the fall of the xortami empire.”
“That is always a risk of the Deeps,” said Myotharia. “When you visit them, the passages seem eternal and unchanging. But a single earthquake or volcanic eruption can change them in the blink of an eye. But as you have seen, the xortami were capable engineers. I suspect the passage to Takaris will have remained untouched in the millennia since it was last used.”
They pressed onward, following the ancient road. To Niara’s complete lack of surprise, they were attacked. Natural animals might have forsaken this place, but that meant nothing to the war beasts of the dark elves. Packs of urvaalgs roamed through the hills, and the scent of living blood drew them.
Both fights came to a quick end. Gareth and the other Swordbearers cut down a few of the ravenous beasts, but Myotharia handled most of them. She unleashed a storm of flame charged with the power of the Well of Tarlion, and her magic destroyed the creatures, searing the flesh away and leaving only smoking black bones. It was a formidable display of magical prowess, and if Myotharia turned on them, Niara wasn’t sure she could win against the high elven sorceress in a battle of magical spells.
To say nothing of her ability to become a dragon.
“I, um,” said Jerome, looking at the smoking piles of bones that had been a pack of urvaalgs, “I’m very glad you’re on our side, my lady.”
“I am glad to join you in this fight, Sir Jerome,” said Myotharia, gazing with disdain at the dead urvaalgs. “These pestilential things are vile. A creation of the dark elves, brewed from black sorcery and twisted science. They are a minor danger to us, but to anyone without magical ability, they are lethal. And the wretched things breed and breed. We fought the dark elves for tens of thousands of years, and I cannot remember how many urvaalgs I have slain in that time. Thousands, surely, perhaps even more. And yet, like evil itself, they cannot be eradicated. But it didn’t used to be this way.” Her expression grew distant as she stared at the smoking bones. “The world wasn’t always this way.”
“My lady?” said Gareth carefully. No doubt he feared her shift in mood might presage trouble.
“They call us the high elves,” said Myotharia, “but once we were just the elves. One kindred, untouched by the trials to come. We dwelt in bliss for years beyond count, for we were alone in this world, and our duty was to serve as its stewards and guardians. There was no war, no hunger, no privation. Diseases were easily cured, and we built great cities of crystal and stone that shone as jewels in the sun. You, Guardian Morigna, and you, Magistria Niara, have seen Cathair Solas and thought it splendid.”
“I did,” said Niara, remembering her first sight of the last city of the high elves rising from its island in the mountain lake, her awe at the thought that anyone could build something so tall and strong and beautiful.
“Cathair Solas would have been but a single tower in our cities at the height of our civilization,” said Myotharia. “It was enough for us. It should have been enough for us. All our generations could have lived in peace, devoted to caring for this world.” Her mouth twisted in dark memory. “But for some, it was never enough. They wanted more power. And so they found the shadow of Incariel, and it twisted them. The dark elves were born, and this world was marred. To look at the dark elves now, you would hardly know that they were once fair and beautiful.”
“We met the Ossuary beneath Nifheldun,” said Gareth. “He…was rather the worse for wear.”
“I imagine so, Sir Gareth,” said Myotharia. “He was a great necromancer and scholar in his prime, skilled with shaping and molding bone into weapons of magical power. I doubt the xortami could have forged the Dragonskull without his twisted counsel. One of the other dark elven lords, the Traveler, stole his spells and used them to create an army of mutant orcs he called the Anathgrimm. I imagine the Traveler still rules over them as slaves.”
“No, my lady,” said Joachim. “The Traveler was slain.”
“Was he?” said Myotharia.
“I witnessed that battle myself,” said Morigna. “One of the Traveler’s daughters mastered her dark elven half and became a hybrid of human and elf. She slew the Traveler in the ruins of Khald Azalar.”
“And then the Anathgrimm all committed suicide,” said Myotharia with a grim shake of her head. “The Traveler would have written that into their flesh.”
“No,” said Morigna. “His daughter persuaded them otherwise, and now she rules as their Queen, teaching them to be free men instead of slaves. The Anathgrimm were baptized into the church of Andomhaim and fought alongside the knights of the realm against the Sovereign and the Heptarchy.”
“Truly?” said Myotharia, her green eyes wide.
“Truly,” said Morigna. “Without the Anathgrimm, Andomhaim might have fallen to the Heptarchy.”
“Or Owyllain to the Sovereign,” said Telemachus. “I saw them fight in the great battle at Cathair Animus. They were mighty warriors and eager to bring the battle to the enemy. I was thankful that they were on our side.”
Myotharia said nothing, but a spasm went through her face, and she leaned on her staff. Niara gathered her magical power, worried that the high elf was about to attack or transform. After a few seconds, Niara realized that she was crying.
“My lady?” said Morigna.
“It…cheered me strangely to hear that,” said Myotharia, her voice little more than a whisper. “To hear that the Anathgrimm have been freed. There has been…there has been so much death and destruction. I am so old now. I have seen entire civilizations of orcs and halflings laid waste again and again. All things end in blood, ruin, and death. And yet…and yet the Anathgrimm were freed of their slavery.” She straightened and looked at Morigna. “Was a Swordbearer at that battle?”
“Yes,” said Morigna. “The father of the current High King of Andomhaim, as it happens.”
“Then Ardrhythain indeed chose wisely when he forged soulblades for humanity,” said Myotharia. “The world can never be as it was, but perhaps the dark tide can be pushed back. Perhaps the dark powers can be defeated. Perhaps I can find…perhaps…”
She fell silent, her expression starting to go unfocused.
“Maybe we should move on a little and make camp,” said Gareth. “The sun is almost gone. I know elves have better sight in the dark than humans, but it would do no good for any of us to put a foot wrong in the dark and break an ankle.”
“I could heal it,” said Joachim.
“We should not put too much strain upon your strength, for we shall likely need it later,” said Gareth.
“And it’s getting colder,” said Philip. “I was worried it would snow, but I think we shall have a very cold night. It would be wise to seek a sheltered place to make a fire. Else the cold will prove a fiercer foe than the hydra.”
Myotharia blinked a few times, and the confidence returned to her expression.
“At the very least, Sir Philip, if you fight a hydra, you can warm yourself by its flames,” said Myotharia. “However briefly.” She looked around and pointed with her staff into the trees. “Let us make camp by those boulders. They will shelter us from the wind, and we will have a good view of the road. Additionally, the smell of burned urvaalg bones should deter many predators. Very few natural animals will approach such a stench, and even urvaalgs hesitate to approach a foe that slew some of their numbers.”
“I can hardly blame them,” said Jerome. “It is a bad smell.”
“Take heart, Sir Jerome,” said Myotharia. “As the captains of the high elven armies used to say, embrace the cold and the discomfort, for it means that you are still alive. Come!”
They went to the lee of the small pile of boulders and gathered firewood. The freezing air also meant that any fallen branches had dried out, and since no one else had come through this valley in a long time, they had ample fuel. Soon they had a large fire blazing, and Niara sat facing it with a sigh. The heat was pleasant, and as Philip had warned, the weather had become significantly colder as soon as the sun started to vanish beneath the mountains to the west.
“We should set a double watch tonight,” said Gareth. “Azalmora and Xothalaxiar might have retreated, but they won’t have given up. They might pursue us here.”
“Won’t they be trying to break into Takaris?” said Crake. “The whole point of this bloody mess was the Dragonskull.”
“Aye,” said Morigna, “but if they kill us, they can seek the Dragonskull with far greater security. Or Azalmora and Xothalaxiar might turn on each other. One suspects their alliance was made in the face of the threat we represent.”
“If Xothalaxiar and Azalmora kill each other,” said Crake, “I’d bloody rather they don’t do it on account of our deaths.”
“Fear not,” said Myotharia. “I shall keep watch while you rest. I require much less sleep than a human, and no foe shall approach without my knowledge.”
Niara saw Gareth and Morigna share a look. The thought of leaving the unstable Myotharia on watch was a troubling one.
“A generous thought,” said Morigna, “but I should remain on watch as well, along with one of the Swordbearers. You have greater power than I do, my lady Myotharia, but I have the Sight of a Guardian, and no dark magic can withstand a soulblade. Besides, one watchman can be taken unawares, but three are harder to take by surprise.”
“Yes, you are right,” said Myotharia. “I see once again that Ardrhythain chooses his Guardians wisely.”
Philip volunteered to take the first watch and to wake Gareth when it was his turn.
Niara lay down and wrapped her in her cloak. What she wanted…well, what she wanted was to draw off Gareth by himself and then forget all that weighed upon her mind in the passionate heat of his embrace. But given the number of urvaalgs that prowled through the hills, that was a bad idea, to say nothing of the freezing cold.
Rest. She just wanted to rest.
To not have the burden of the hatred, the need for vengeance, filling her heart.
Soon. One way or another, she would confront Xothalaxiar soon.
Niara fell asleep and dreamed of a burning village, weeping as she knelt by her father’s body in the dust.

    
A HAND GRIPPED Gareth’s shoulder, and he awoke at once.
Ever since Niara had been released from her stasis, his sleep had been blessedly free of dreams. He slept better than he had since before he had touched that first Waystone in the Qazaluuskan Forest. Gareth would have missed Niara’s presence in his dreams, but she was there, right there, in the waking world.
Burdened beneath her rage and need for vengeance, but she was there.
He just had to find a way to save her.
Gareth opened his eyes and saw Niara gripping his shoulder, her face tight with concern. Before his conscious mind fully realized what he was doing, Gareth leaned up and gave her a quick kiss. Her eyes went wide with surprise, though she did not pull away, and a smile went over her face.
But the concern returned.
Something was wrong.
“We need to get ready,” said Niara. “Morigna says that something is coming.”
Gareth rolled out of his blanket and got to his feet. He saw that it was still dark, though the sky was brightening to the east. Gareth had taken his turn at watch after Jerome, and nothing had moved in the dark of the winter night save for the occasional rustle as the wind had moved through the pine trees of the valley. Around the fire, the others were hurrying to their feet, picking up weapons and shields, and Gareth heard the mechanical creaking as Dietmar wound his crossbow.
“What’s wrong?” said Gareth.
A faint thump went through the ground.
Another earthquake?
Another thump went through the ground and another. It was slow and rhythmic, almost like drumbeats, or maybe…
Still another thump.
Footsteps.
“The hydra,” said Morigna, gripping her staff in both hands. “It has found us.”

    
CLOAKED IN CONCEALING MAGIC, Azalmora watched the hydra lumber through the frozen valley.
From a distance, the beast had been a formidable sight. Up close, it was both impressive and intimidating, its barrel-shaped body a solid mass of muscle, its legs like tree trunks, talons jutting from its toes. The five serpentine necks were likewise thick as trees and slithered around each other in a graceful, almost hypnotic fashion, never getting entangled with one another. Had the hydra detected Azalmora’s presence, it would have attacked her. With Ghostruin and her skills with dark magic, Azalmora might prevail and slay the creature.
Or it would kill her and devour her corpse. In the Heptarchy, wild hydras lived in remote places of the Seven Temples’ empire. Every so often, ambitious priestesses of the Visionary or bold kyralven battle mages attempted to enslave the creatures. Sometimes they were successful, and the armies of the Heptarchy had a new war beast.
More often than not, the hydra dined upon the corpse of its would-be controller.
The hydra was heading right for Gareth Arban and his companions. The beast had picked up their scent trail, remembering them from a previous encounter, and had decided to pursue them to slake its ravenous hunger.
Under other circumstances, Azalmora might have enjoyed watching the battle.
Right now, it was a marvelous opportunity. Perhaps the hydra would kill the Swordbearers. Or weaken them enough that Azalmora could finish them off.
A fight to the death against the hydra would give Azalmora the distraction she needed to attack Myotharia’s mind once again.
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TRANSFORMATIONS
“H ave any of you,” said Myotharia, “ever fought a hydra before?”
“We’ve escaped from one,” said Gareth, remembering the frantic scramble down the tunnel to elude the hydra’s snapping jaws and blazing flames.
“Barely,” added Crake.
“Then you have already fared better than many who have faced hydras. Or sought to control them,” said Myotharia. “Sometimes the dark elves tried to use them as war beasts, though often this did not work out as the dark elves might have hoped. Listen to me. No doubt the Guardian told you that the hydra will regenerate swiftly from any wounds we inflict upon it. Its scales are as tough as armor, and they provide a significant degree of protection from magical spells.”
“I noticed,” said Niara. “I tried throwing fire at it, and the creature shrugged it off.”
“I do not think my lightning could pierce its scales,” said Telemachus.
“I suspect you would need another few decades of practice first,” said Myotharia. “Magistria, your magic could likely harm it, but the spells would take all your strength, and you would quickly exhaust yourself. But I can use elemental lightning infused with the magic of the Well to stun the creature. Then the rest of you shall have to act quickly.”
“What would you have us do?” said Gareth.
“I will stun the creature with my spells of lightning,” said Myotharia. “Guardian, you may be able to throw off its footing with a spell of earth magic. Or perhaps you can put one of its heads to sleep, but I fear that spell would only affect one head at a time. Sir Crake, Sir Telemachus, Master Dietmar. Distract the creature as you can. Magistrius Joachim, hold your power in reserve to work healing spells. Sir Gareth, Sir Philip, Sir Jerome, you have soulblades, and you will need to cut off the creature’s heads. Magistria Niara, use your magic to burn the stumps of its heads once they are severed. The hydra may retreat once we eliminate two or three of its heads – the creatures are cunning and will not fight to the death unless left with no choice. Hold a moment, and I shall work a warding spell against fire over you, along with a protective spell against physical blows.”
She gestured, light flaring along the length of her staff. Given her mental instability, Gareth wasn’t sure that he wanted her casting spells on him, but nothing dangerous happened. White light leaped from her staff and settled upon Gareth and the others .
The shaking in the ground grew more intense. The hydra was getting closer.
“The ward against fire,” said Myotharia. “It will let you withstand two or three seconds of the hydra’s direct flame, but no more. Come, let us greet the hydra and sweep it from our path. The beast will not stop me from rescuing my family.”
That was entirely true, but she didn’t know the reason why. The hydra could not stop her from rescuing her family because they had been dead for thousands of years.
Myotharia strode to the west, dark cloak rippling behind her in the wind. Gareth glanced at the others.
“Follow her, but spread out,” said Morigna. “If we stand in too tight of a group, it will be easy for the hydra to unleash its fire against us.”
Gareth nodded, and they followed Myotharia as the high elf walked to the road. He drew Stormshield, the soulblade flickering with white fire in his hand. The hydra was not a creature of dark magic, but so much dark power radiated from the Dragonskull that the sword’s fire always burned when he drew it.
Myotharia stopped in the center of the road and planted her staff before her, golden armor glimmering in the dim dawn light.
The hydra lumbered into sight a few seconds later.
The creature had taken the old road, possibly because it was the easiest route or maybe because it was deadly enough that it had no need of stealth. Despite its lumbering gait, it moved with surprising speed, seeming to become larger with every step. Its five heads swayed atop its serpentine necks, moving with graceful fluidity despite the tree-like thickness of its necks.
The hydra stopped twenty yards away, all five of its heads moving in independent motion as it considered the foes arrayed before it. Perhaps the sight would daunt it, and then Gareth realized the absurdity of the thought. A lion confronted by a line of mice might react the same way.
“Wait until I strike,” said Myotharia.
All five of the hydra’s heads growled. It had eyes vaguely like those of the xortami, yellow with vertical black pupils, but larger. Not even Myotharia had known if the hydra was intelligent or not, but looking at those eyes, Gareth knew that it was a cunning predator, and it had a rage that the icy-blooded xortami lacked.
The hydra roared and surged forward, all five of its mouths yawning wide, flames dancing to life behind its fangs.
“Now!” said Myotharia.
She struck the end of her staff against the ground, and lightning ripped down from the sky to strike the hydra. The dazzling flare of light illuminated the valley for a blazing second, the thunderclap echoing off the mountains. The hydra jerked to a halt, its limbs flailing, its serpentine necks twisting back and forth.
As Gareth and the others rushed forward, the hydra went limp for a few seconds. The beast’s great size had worked against it, or maybe Myotharia’s lightning was just that powerful. When Telemachus hit foes with his spells of lightning, their muscles twitched and writhed, and often they fell over. The hydra had gone unconscious, and Gareth hoped he could land a hit and take off one of its heads before the creature recovered.
It stirred as he drew closer, and Gareth drew on Stormshield for one last bit of speed. One of the hydra’s heads began to rotate toward him, and Gareth raised Stormshield and chopped down. The burning soulblade sank halfway into the hydra’s neck, and he wrenched the weapon free and brought it down again, calling on the sword’s power to augment his strength.
The soulblade sheared through the thick neck, the hydra’s massive head landing on the ground a few paces away. The blood was dark, and a sharp chemical reek rose from the stump. The hydra reared back, its four remaining heads roaring in fury, but before it could move, Niara attacked. A shaft of blazing flame slashed across the stump of the hydra’s head, charring the flesh black.
Gareth thought he had seen the hydra angry before.
He had been wrong.
He had been very wrong.
The hydra’s bellow of rage was so loud that Gareth’s whole body vibrated with it, and the beast surged forward, landing on its forelimbs. Gareth leaped to the side as the hydra lashed at him with its right foreleg, and he barely avoided the talons that would have opened him from throat to belly. The hydra’s damaged neck thrashed like a whip, but the remaining four heads moved in a semicircle, the creature spraying blazing fire in all directions. Gareth ducked as a torrent of flame lashed over his head. Stormshield could protect him from elemental fire, and he had the added defense of Myotharia’s magic, but he wasn’t sure how long even those combined powers could block that fire. The snow on the ground flashed into steam, the dormant grass beneath it turning to ash, and two of the nearby pine trees went up like torches.
Part of Gareth’s mind noted that between the lightning and the spreading fire, the battle had to be visible from the vale of Takaris below. Azalmora and Xothalaxiar would quickly know where they were if they did not already.
Another blast of Myotharia’s lightning ripped down from the sky and struck the hydra, disrupting its attack.
Gareth and Jerome rushed in from the creature’s right side, Crake, Philip, and Telemachus moving from the left.

    
NIARA SUMMONED power and threw another bolt of magical flame at the hydra.
It did little good. She had not put a lot of force into the spell, and the bolt of fire splashed off the hydra’s armored scales. Yet the point of the spell was not to hurt the hydra but to distract it.
The plan was working.
Gareth, Crake, Jerome, Philip, and Telemachus darted around the hydra, striking at it whenever they had a chance. Crake had dealt several wounds to the hydra’s limbs, though those did little good. The hydra’s regenerative ability healed those wounds almost at once, closing the torn flesh and repairing the damaged scales.
Had the hydra been able to focus its attacks, the creature would have overwhelmed them swiftly. But the Swordbearers circling around it, combined with Myotharia’s lightning strikes, distracted and confused the hydra.
Niara jogged to the side, staff in hand, trying to keep the hydra in sight. It wasn’t hard. Enough of the scattered pine trees on either side of the road had caught fire that the gloom of the winter morning had been dispelled.
“Myotharia!”
Niara looked to the side and saw Morigna hurrying toward Myotharia, who stood with her golden staff grasped in both hands. The high elf shot a quick glance at the Guardian and then looked back at the hydra.
“I have an idea,” said Morigna, gesturing as purple light glowed around her hands and staff. “Wait until I give the word to strike.”
The hydra bellowed again, fire spraying from its four remaining heads. Gareth dodged around the plume of flame, close enough that it would have seared him without the protective magic of Stormshield and Myotharia’s spell. A stab of concern went through Niara, out of place in her weary mind. She wasn’t used to it, wasn’t used to caring about anything but finding and killing Xothalaxiar.
“Now!” said Morigna.
Myotharia gestured, and lightning slashed down from the sky to strike the hydra with a booming thunderclap, the brilliant glow of the bolt filling the valley with stark shadows for an instant. The creature roared as the lightning jerked through its muscles and then started to collapse.
Morigna cast her spell, and the ground in front of the hydra heaved. Roots reached from the ground, coiled around one of the hydra’s necks, and yanked it to the ground. The head struck the earth with a thump, and Gareth and Jerome were there, swords rising and falling.
The hydra reared back, one head lying on the ground, the three remaining ones swiveling to breathe fire on the Swordbearers.
Before it could finish the movement, Niara unleashed her own magic. A shaft of flame leaped from her hand and slashed across the bleeding stump of the hydra’s neck. The creature’s scream of rage seemed all the louder even though it had only three heads remaining, and it reared back with fury.
The Swordbearers and Telemachus resumed their attack, and the hydra backed away. Maybe a little more, Niara thought, and they could force it to retreat.

    
STILL WRAPPED in her concealment spells, Azalmora came closer to the battle.
Under other circumstances, she would not have approached. The Guardian was not Azalmora’s equal, especially now that she had Ghostruin’s power to back up her magic. But the Guardian possessed the power of the Sight, which could pierce any magical veil, and Morigna might have been able to find Azalmora’s location within seconds. Azalmora could fight Morigna and win, but she had no wish to fight four Swordbearers at once, and certainly not when Niara and Myotharia backed them up.
But the Guardian’s full attention was on the rampaging hydra. The creature had lost two of its five heads to the edges of the soulblades, Niara’s magic burning the stumps and keeping the heads from regrowing. Before much longer, Azalmora suspected, the hydra was going to retreat. Few creatures could stand against a hydra’s wrath, but even a hydra had no wish to endure pain. Likely it would withdraw and hide somewhere until it recovered from its injuries.
Azalmora hoped to have claimed the Dragonskull long before that happened.
If the hydra withdrew, the creature would lose its value as a distraction, which meant Azalmora needed to act right now.
She came as close as she dared, perhaps a dozen yards from Myotharia, and started casting the spell. The high elf’s full attention was on the hydra, and even as Azalmora watched, Myotharia sent another bolt of lightning down from the sky to strike at the hydra. Azalmora had deflected several such spells during her previous fight with Myotharia, and it was remarkable that the hydra could shrug off the attacks with little more than a few seconds of disorientation.
Azalmora reached Myotharia’s mind with the lightest of touches, knowing that too much pressure would draw the high elf’s instant and possibly fatal attention. Her mind was a seething, splintered ruin, almost like a cracked mirror with a jagged hole in the center. The mirror had already been fracturing from the horrors of tens of thousands of years of war, but the discovery of her slain children and grandchildren, their corpses suspended in the webs of the urdmordar, had punched that hole in the mirror.
The memories that had broken her mind lurked in the center of that jagged hole.
Gently, gently, as carefully as a thief working to disarm a deadly trap, Azalmora pressed her will into that damaged area, coaxing the memories from them.
The hydra screamed again, shaking off the lightning blast. The Swordbearers had tried to take off another head, but the beast had recovered too swiftly. It was backing away now, keeping the Swordbearers and the Arcanius Knights at bay with blasts of flame from its remaining heads. Quite a few of the pine trees had caught fire, a hot wind whipping through the valley.
Azalmora pressed deeper, and flashes of Myotharia’s memory appeared before her eyes.
Millennia of battle, first against the dark elves and then the urdmordar, fire and steel and magic that ripped the world asunder.
A mind buckling under the strain.
The desperate solitary battle to save her children and grandchildren, a battle that ended with finding the web of corpses hanging from the walls and ceiling.
Reaching out to open one of the cocoons and the small, desiccated face within…
Myotharia stumbled back with a cry of pain, catching her balance upon her staff.
Another memory blazed through her mind, one that Myotharia had forgotten. The Magistria Niara had visited her, seeking to kill Xothalaxiar before the urdmordar found the Dragonskull. Myotharia had known of the Dragonskull, known how the xortami empire had met its downfall, though that mattered little to her. But in some portion of her fractured mind, she knew that the relic was too dangerous to let fall into the hands of anyone. Myotharia would seek it out and destroy it, and she had entered the ruins of Takaris, bypassing the wards around the city, and she had found the Dragonskull…
Only to fall victim to its power, which had surged into her when she tried to destroy it.
That power welled through her, and Myotharia fell to her knees with a scream, golden fire blazing along her limbs.
Azalmora released her magic and took several long steps back, still holding the concealment spells around herself.
It was time to see what happened.

    
GARETH DODGED another sweep of the hydra’s talons. By now, he recognized the creature’s patterns, and he jumped back as its central remaining head blasted a cone of fire across the ground. The snow flashed into steam, the grass beneath it turning to ash. But the hydra was starting to back away. The prey had proven more trouble than it was worth. Just a little more, Gareth thought, and they could drive off the hydra.
Myotharia started screaming.
Gareth risked a look backward and saw the high elven sorceress fall to her knees, golden fire blazing around her limbs. The sight was strange, and it almost cost him his life because it didn’t distract the hydra. Gareth dodged to the side, barely avoiding another swipe of the talons.
The golden light around Myotharia brightened enough that it even caught the attention of the hydra, which gazed at her in confusion.
The light swelled and then disappeared.
In its place loomed the great golden dragon that Gareth and his friends had fought outside Sigulforn. The dragon raised its head and roared, spraying a plume of fire into the sky.
The hydra took one look at the dragon, bellowed in fury, and shot forward. Gone was its desire to retreat, Gareth and the others forgotten. The hydra’s mind locked onto the golden dragon as the greatest threat, and it seemed the dragon had the same thought.
“Run!” Morigna’s voice rang over the burning valley. “Now! It will be our only chance! To the east! Hurry!”
Both the dragon and the hydra unleashed their fiery breath, which did nothing. Neither the hydra’s flames nor the dragon’s fire could penetrate the scales of the other. The dragon leaped into the air and pounced, crashing upon the hydra. Both massive creatures clawed and bit at one another, rolling over and over and smashing burning pine trees to kindling beneath them.
Embers and burning splinters drifted in all directions, setting more of the pine trees alight, and Gareth realized how hot it had become in the valley. The fire had spread further than he expected, and the entire valley was becoming an inferno.
Worried, he looked around, spotting the others. Crake and Philip were running side-by-side, Jerome and Telemachus a few steps behind. There was Morigna, and Joachim and Dietmar. Niara came last, and she kept looking over her shoulder, frowning at something.
“Come on!” said Gareth.
In their tussle, the hydra rolled the dragon onto its back, and the flames blasting from its jaws hurtled right toward Niara. Gareth yelled and started to take a step toward her, but Niara leveled her staff, a dome of white light rising before her. The dragon fire struck the dome of light, the flames parting around it, but the impact and the strain knocked Niara back several steps, and she went to one knee, breathing hard.
Gareth sprinted to her side and helped her up, and Niara nodded her thanks.
Together they ran after the others. Gareth shot a quick look over his shoulder, but the battle between the hydra and the dragon moved to the west, the two creatures thrashing against each other. Gareth wasn’t sure who would win. Myotharia seemed stronger and larger in her dragon form, her fire more intense, but those flames would not penetrate the hydra’s scales, and unless Myotharia ripped off the hydra’s heads and burned the stumps, the creature would regenerate from anything she did to it.
Did Myotharia know that? In her dragon form, did she retain enough of her mind to devise a strategy, or would she attack anything that caught her attention?
It felt cowardly and dishonorable to run away. Myotharia had aided them against Azalmora and Xothalaxiar, even if she hadn’t known what she had been doing.
Gareth also knew that if she prevailed against the hydra, she would attack them next.
They kept running, leaving the roars and flames of the battle behind.
About two miles later, Morigna came to a stop, and Gareth and the others did as well. He let out his breath in great steaming clouds. The exertions of knighthood had left him in good physical condition, but two miles uphill was still a difficult run.
“What happened?” said Telemachus. “Why did she transform?”
The distant roars of the duel echoed off the mountain, the valley glowing with the light from the burning trees.
“I do not know,” said Morigna. “The stress of the battle, perhaps.”
“We were winning,” said Crake, wiping sweat from his head. “I think we might have been able to take the bastard. Just three more heads.”
“It was almost ready to run,” said Philip. “Another head, and it would have retreated.”
“I think I know what happened,” said Niara. “I sensed dark magic. I think someone touched Myotharia’s mind.”
Telemachus frowned. “Just a touch was enough to unleash her transformation?”
“It must have been,” said Niara. “The power of the Dragonskull fused to her soul. The loss of her family shattered her mind, we know that. But if a spell brought one of those dark memories to the front of her thoughts…”
“Then the stress might have been enough to trigger the transformation,” said Morigna. She gave a weary shake of her head. “I should have thought of it.”
“Xothalaxiar is cunning,” said Niara.
“Beyond all doubt, but this was not the work of Xothalaxiar,” said Morigna. “Azalmora cast the spell. My Sight should have pierced any concealing spell she used, but my full attention was on the hydra.”
“One suspects the beast has a way of drawing the eye,” said Dietmar. “I think your logic rings true, Guardian. It may have been a coincidence that the dragon attacked Sigulforn while we were there…”
“Or Azalmora triggered her transformation,” said Gareth, “hoping that she would delay or kill us. Mthrozgar said that Azalmora was inside the Tower of Mourning. I thought he was lying, but maybe he wasn’t. Maybe she really was hidden within the Tower and caused Myotharia to transform once we had left. Because the dragon attacked for the first time not long after we returned to Sigulforn.”
“Then perhaps we should go back and hunt down Azalmora,” said Niara. “She may be near, and even with Ghostruin, she cannot take us all.”
“She will be long gone by now,” said Morigna, “and to pursue her, we would have to pass the dragon and the hydra. We would either walk into the middle of their fight or face the victor. Either circumstance would give Azalmora an opportunity to attack.”
“Then you think we should continue to the Temple of Rhugavak?” said Gareth. “Myotharia might have imagined it or made the entire thing up.”
“We should,” said Morigna. “I do not think Myotharia has knowingly lied in the time we traveled together.”
“Poor woman thinks her family is still alive,” said Crake.
“That was a delusion, not a falsehood,” said Morigna. “And we are clearly on an ancient road that leads to a place of importance. I do not know if Azalmora and Xothalaxiar are pursuing us or if they are trying to break through the wards into Takaris. But better to fight them here than upon the plain. Valdranek will not send his army after us, and if Azalmora and Xothalaxiar attack us here, they will have fewer reinforcements to call upon.”
“Then we are all agreed?” said Gareth, and the others nodded. “We had better keep moving. Whoever wins the fight between the dragon and the hydra might decide to come after us.”
He sighed again, annoyed at his guilt at leaving Myotharia behind.
To his surprise, Niara put her hand on his shoulder. “You can’t do anything to help her, Gareth. Not until she wants to be helped.”
“Mother says that is the great challenge of any physician, whether of body or mind,” said Joachim, voice quiet. “You can only treat those who want to be helped.”
“What are you talking about?” said Jerome.
They started back up the road, climbing higher into the hills.
“The Southron feels guilty that we’re leaving Myotharia behind after she helped us,” said Crake.
“Oh.” Jerome considered that. “Well, that is sad…but she’d bite our bloody heads off if we tried to help her.”
“I wonder, though,” said Crake.
“About Myotharia,” said Gareth, glancing back at him.
“No, we have her figured out,” said Crake. “About the dvargir. We haven’t seen Mthrozgar or any of the dvargir since they told us about their secret doors. Wonder what they’ve been doing.”
“Plotting evil, I am sure,” said Telemachus.
Crake grunted. “Maybe we’ll get to the Dragonskull and find that the dvargir stole it weeks ago.”
“It would almost be worth it,” said Niara, “just to see the look on Xothalaxiar’s face.”
“The pleasure would be a brief one, I fear,” said Morigna, “for the ambition of the dvargir exceeds their reach. The first attempt to use the Dragonskull created all the ruin we have seen in the xortami wastes. What would happen if the dvargir tried to use it?”
With that cheery thought in mind, they followed the road higher into the hills.

    
AZALMORA HURRIED along the slope at a run.
Overall, the outcome of her gambit had been profitable. It would have been ideal if Myotharia had slain the Swordbearers, but it was unlikely for the mad high elf to kill all of them.
At the very least, the Swordbearers would not have the aid of Myotharia’s powerful magic. The high elf might even return to the Tower of Mourning in Norvangenheim and forget that she had come north at all.
The Swordbearers would have one fewer ally by the time they walked into the waiting trap.
Azalmora hurried onward.
Perhaps by this time tomorrow, she would be rid of Gareth and his allies and could focus all her attention on finding the Dragonskull.
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THE TEMPLE OF RHUGAVAK
M origna was correct.
Myotharia was deluded, but she was not a liar.
After two hours of walking, the Temple of Rhugavak loomed before them.
The valley ended, becoming a wide ledge perhaps three hundred yards across. To the south of the ledge, the ground fell away in a tall cliff that plunged about a thousand feet to the plain below. A man who fell from the edge would have just enough time to realize his fate before the rocks below dashed him to pieces.
To the north rose the Temple of Rhugavak.
The great edifice had been partially built into the face of the mountain. It looked like a massive fane of dark gray stone, its sides carved with elaborate reliefs of what Gareth thought were the xortami gods. The fane’s northern side connected with a towering ziggurat of the same stone, and at its peak stood a massive statue of a xortami male in flowing robes, a staff in his right hand and an ornate crown upon his head. Gareth assumed it was a statue of Rhugavak, or perhaps the xortami emperor who had ordered the great temple’s construction. The northern foot of the ziggurat rested against the mountainside, and Gareth suspected that the temple’s chambers had been delved deep into the rock.
Hopefully, one of them opened into a passage to the Deeps.
The Temple of Rhugavak had a sort of dark grandeur, an imposing and hostile majesty. The dark elven ruins that Gareth had visited were beautiful, but in an alien way that was unsettling to the human mind. Gareth would not have said that the temple was beautiful, but it looked far more intimidating. The xortami, he had come to understand, were creatures of order in a way that the chaotic, cruelty-loving, hedonistic dark elves were not, which made the lizardmen more dangerous.
Perhaps it was just as well that the Dragonskull had destroyed the xortami empire. Else Malahan Pendragon might have arrived to found Tarlion on a continent ruled by the xortami.
“That is a hell of a lot of stone,” said Crake at last. “Must have taken a thousand masons working from dawn to dusk ten years to build this place.”
“We knew that the xortami were skilled engineers,” said Morigna. “I wish to use the Sight. Let us see if Myotharia led us astray or not.”
They waited on the broad shelf of stone as Morigna took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Gareth glanced to the west, back down to the valley. In the distance, he saw the glow of the burning pine trees and wondered who had won the duel, Myotharia or the hydra. He looked skyward, half-expecting to see the golden dragon plunging toward them like a thunderbolt or maybe the urdhracos that had been helping Azalmora and Xothalaxiar, but save for a thick sheet of grim gray clouds, the sky was empty.
The view to the south was impressive. Gareth could see for miles, and he spotted the hilltop where they had camped overlooking the xortami armies, where he had kissed Niara for the first time. The country was beautiful, in a stark sort of way, though it would likely be more pleasant in summer instead of winter.
And without the xortami ruins dotting the landscape.
Just as well that he could not see into the vale of Takaris from here. The sight of Valdranek’s army would have been disheartening.
Morigna opened her eyes.
“There is a way into the Deeps within the temple, I am sure of it,” she said. “But there are many potent wards layering the entrance.”
“Dark magic?” said Gareth, resting his hand on Stormshield’s hilt. He hardly needed to ask the question. Stormshield was responding to a powerful aura of dark magic nearby.
“Aye,” said Morigna. “And other wards, one charged with elemental magic. We shall need both your soulblades and the fires of the Well of Tarlion to break inside. Remain cautious. The xortami do not have the same love of mechanical traps as the dwarves and the dvargir…”
“Well, thank God for that,” said Crake, and Gareth remembered some of the nasty traps they had seen in the Shadow Ways beneath Cintarra.
“But there is no telling what we might encounter within,” said Morigna. “Be cautious, and do not let your guard down.”
With that, they walked towards the southern edge of the great rectangular fane. Gareth hadn’t seen a xortami building quite like it before. The fane was shaped almost like a church or perhaps the hall of a great lord. Unlike a church or a lord’s hall, the fane had no windows, its walls massive and thick. Gareth thought the walls were two hundred feet high or so, maybe taller. The roof was built of peaked stone, which was the first time Gareth had seen a roof like that on a xortami building. Though given how much it could snow here in winter, the peaked roof was probably a necessity. Set in the foot of the southern wall rose two massive doors of metal set in an arch. Gareth thought the doors were at least twenty feet tall, though given the size of the fane, they looked almost tiny.
“Looks sort of like a church,” said Jerome. “Except, you know, evil.”
“Given that the xortami have carried out blood sacrifices here, you are not wrong,” said Morigna. “Those doors appear to be the only way inside. I think between Niara’s spells and Sir Crake’s soulhammer, we can break the wards.”
Even as she spoke, a smaller postern door within the larger doors opened, and a figure draped in dark robes stepped out.
Stormshield jolted in its scabbard, and Gareth drew the soulblade. Brilliant flames shone around the sword, and the others lifted weapons or prepared spells.
Gareth’s first thought was that the robed shape was Azalmora, that she had somehow gotten ahead of them, but the figure was too tall and too broad-shouldered. The black robes looked ancient and dusty, and in its right hand, the robed shape carried a staff of black metal topped with something that looked like a glowing blue crystal.
The figure lifted its hooded head, and within, Gareth saw the withered, mummified face of a long-dead xortami priest, the bronze scales dull and chipped, the empty eye sockets burning with ghostly blue fire.
“You are not orcs!” thundered the undead priest’s voice, deep and raspy. “Or if you are orcs, you are the weakest and feeblest ones I have ever seen.”
“High praise,” muttered Crake, and Telemachus snorted.
“Who dares to stand before this great temple?” said the priest, pointing the staff. “Speak! Or I shall strike you down where you stand for your blasphemy.”
“Who we are is of no concern to you,” said Morigna. “We intend to use your temple’s entrance to the Deeps. If you stand aside, we shall leave you to continue your miserable existence in this place. Hinder us, and it will not go well for you.”
“Do not presume to speak with a haughty tongue, elf-woman,” said the undead priest. “Your kindred is a fading remnant in the world. Soon the xortami shall sweep all before them, and all nations and tribes shall bow to the throne in Takaris.”
“Unlikely,” said Morigna, “given that Takaris is a ruin, and your empire is no more.”
The priest let out a dusty laugh. “Even the elves do not have the vision of eternity. Millennia come and millennia go, and the wheel of fate keeps turning. I have seen the signs and portents. The xortami empire will rise again, and a new emperor shall unify our nobles and lead them to glory.”
“Irrelevant,” said Morigna. “Shall you let us pass? Or will you see why the high elven soulblades have destroyed so many wielders of dark magic?”
“Vermin,” said the priest. “Your foot shall not profane this temple, not unless you are dragged screaming to the altar of sacrifice. Or you shall serve as a defender of this sacred place until the sun goes dark and the mountains crumble into ash.”
“Oh, I know what that means,” said Niara.
The priest’s cowled head turned in her direction.
She grinned at him. “That means you killed a lot of slaves and raised them as undead to protect this place. You’re going to raise them right now and send them to kill us, except it’s not going to go the way you think.”
“Impudent worm,” said the priest. “Think upon your folly as you pass eternity defending this temple.”
He leveled his staff and gestured, and a sphere of darkness leaped from the end of the weapon. Niara struck the end of her staff against the ground, and a wall of white light up before her, shimmering and translucent. The globe of shadow struck the wall, and both the ward and the attack of dark magic vanished with a flash of white light.
“Not bad,” said Niara. She had that look in her eye that meant she was going to enjoy a fight. “I think you can do better.”
“You wield the vile magic of the high elves?” said the priest.
“I did warn you that we had soulblades,” said Morigna.
The priest raised his staff over his head, and shadows erupted from him. Patches of stony ground before the temple exploded, and dozens of undead rose from the ground. About half were mummified xortami warriors, still armored in mail and plate and wielding swords and shields. The rest were a mixture of orcs and red-scaled northern kobolds, bony ridges upon their heads. Ghostly blue fire shone in their eyes.
The mob of undead creatures charged, and Gareth and the other Swordbearers moved to meet them, Telemachus following with his sword wrapped in lightning. Morigna struck her staff against the ground, and the usual ripple went through the earth, knocking the front rank of the undead from their feet. Gareth and the other Swordbearers attacked, ripping their way into the undead and destroying the creatures before they could rise.
White fire lashed from Niara’s staff, slashing across the priest. The undead xortami crossed his arms before him, a shell of shadows enveloping him. The dark ward deflected Niara’s spell, but the white fire of the Well ripped away a good portion of the defense, and the undead priest had to start casting the spell again.
An undead orc lunged at Gareth, and he dodged around the stab and brought Stormshield down in a diagonal cut. The blade lodged in the orc’s shoulder, and white fire poured from the weapon, burning away the dark magic that animated the orc. The withered creature fell to the ground, sword clattering from its hand. A kobold bounded toward Gareth, only for Crake to intercept the creature with a swing from Valorforge. The kobold’s skull and part of its neck all but exploded in a spray of bone dust and scales, and what was left of the mummified kobold flipped backward over its tail and landed on the ground.
Three undead kobolds came at Gareth, wielding swords and spears. He deflected a spear, forcing the point to the ground, and Philip seized the opening to take off the undead kobold’s head with a slash of Sunstrike. Morigna cast a spell, forcing another ripple through the ground, and the undead fell with a rattle of bones. Telemachus split the skull of an undead xortami with a chop of his sword, and Gareth and the other Swordbearers attacked the prone undead, the white fire of their soulblades destroying the creatures.
Then Gareth was clear of the melee, with a direct path toward the undead xortami priest. He took a running step forward, but there was no need. White fire stabbed from Niara’s hand, punched through the priest’s wards, and sank into his chest. The priest let out a furious shriek as the fire pulsed through his body, and then collapsed motionless to the ground, wisps of smoke rising from his eye sockets.
Silence fell over the ledge, save for the whistling wind.
“Anyone hurt?” said Joachim, looking around.
“No, I don’t think so,” said Gareth.
“Minor undead of this sort are little threat to a Swordbearer,” said Morigna, “especially four of them together.”
Gareth looked at the destroyed priest. “That wasn’t a minor undead.”
“No,” said Niara, “but he had the same weakness as Mharoslav. He thought his necromantic magic made him immortal. Didn’t realize that it gave him such a weakness to the magic of the Well.”
“Let us hope,” said Morigna, “that any other defenders can be dispatched just as easily.”
“Easy?” said Crake. “We just make it look easy, Guardian.”
Morigna raised an eyebrow. “Quickly, then.”
They picked their way over the destroyed undead and came to the gates of the temple. The wall of the fane towered over them like a cliff. The doors had been fashioned of black metal, and did not have a locking mechanism or a latch that Gareth could see. Nor did they have handles. For that matter, he could not spot the postern gate the undead priest had used.
“Dark magic holds the doors shut,” said Morigna. “A powerful ward, but I think we can break it. Niara, Joachim, cast spells of dispelling upon the door. Sir Crake, as they do, hit the doors with your hammer as hard as you can right…here.” She pointed her staff at the exact center of the doors.
“Ready,” said Joachim, and white fire danced around Niara’s staff.
Both Magistri cast spells, white fire lancing from them to strike the doors. Crake took Valorforge in both hands, stepped forward, and swung the soulhammer down with an overhead swing. It was a far cry from the controlled strokes he usually employed in battle, and if he had used that blow against a xortami warrior, the lizardman’s skull would have exploded like a melon flung from a rooftop.
The hammer’s head struck the center of the doors with a tremendous crash. A web of blazing cracks of blue fire spread across the metal of the doors, brilliant in the gloomy morning. Gareth wondered if the impact would smash the doors to metallic splinters, but the glow faded as the wards collapsed. Joachim’s and Niara’s spells winked out, and the doors stood cold and silent before them.
“Did it work?” said Jerome.
In response, Morigna pushed the end of her staff against the right-hand door. It swung open a few inches, the hinges silent despite the passage of the millennia. Through the gap, Gareth saw a cavernous dark space and a trace of blue light.
“It would appear so,” said Morigna. “Let us see what awaits us in the Temple of Rhugavak.”
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DARK MAGIC
G areth and Crake went through the door first, shields raised, weapons drawn back to strike.
He expected to step into a space of total darkness, the gloom driven back only by the fire of his soulblade. The exterior of the fane had no windows. There shouldn’t have been any light at all within the temple.
Yet as he took a few careful steps forward and looked around, Gareth found that he could see. A faint blue light illuminated everything, and as Gareth’s eyes adjusted, he found the source of the strange light. Niches had been set into the walls every twenty yards or so, and in those niches rested bowls carved from either dark metal or black marble. Ghostly blue flames danced in the bowls, casting their glow over the temple.
The interior of the fane was a vast empty space, the ceiling lost in shadow far overhead. Gareth glanced up, half-expecting to see a dozen urdhracosi or a score of urhaalgars waiting to attack, but he saw nothing but unadorned stonework. He had noted before the skill of the xortami engineers, and the fact that this place had stood in the mountains for at least fifteen thousand years without any sign of damage was further testament to their prowess.
The temple was bare of furniture, though at the far end, Gareth spotted a massive stone altar, another statue of the robed xortami with the crown and staff looming over it. Beyond the altar, in the far wall, was a tall archway that led deeper into the complex. Presumably, somewhere beyond was the entrance to the Deeps and the path to Takaris at last.
“Charming place,” muttered Jerome, looking around, Lightseeker raised in guard.
“At least it is not full of undead,” said Philip.
“That we know about, anyway,” said Morigna. “Remain on your guard.”
“Hopefully the undead outside kept anything from wandering in here,” said Joachim.
“They may well have,” said Morigna. “But any number of creatures might have come up from the Deeps.”
Despite the hard stone floor, their footfalls made less noise than Gareth would have expected. Indeed, the air within the temple seemed heavy, as if it wanted to leech away any sound. Gareth worried that the air was poisoned or had gone bad after the door had been sealed for thousands of years, but he had no trouble breathing.
Halfway to the altar, Morigna came to an abrupt stop.
“Wait,” she said. “Something is amiss. We…”
A curtain of blue fire blazed before the altar.
And when it cleared, Gareth saw Azalmora and Xothalaxiar.
The spiderling stood to the right of the altar, the dark soulblade burning with bloody fire in her hand. Looking at it sent a pulse of pure rage through Stormshield, as strong and fierce as Gareth had ever felt from the sword. Stormshield hated all things of dark magic, but it especially hated the corrupted soulblade, an abomination created with the darkest of arts.
Yet Azalmora seemed far less threatening than Xothalaxiar.
The urdmordar had taken her true form, that of a colossal hybrid of a crimson spider and woman, and loomed atop the dark altar, rearing up higher than the statue of the xortami god. Terrible power and strength seemed to enfold the urdmordar like a cloak billowing in the wind, and the eight glowing green eyes in her beautiful face struck Gareth like a physical blow.
It was as if the temple had been built to her dark majesty all along.
Niara did not hesitate, casting a spell with her full strength behind it, hurling a blazing shaft of white-hot flame, elemental magic fused with the power of the Well of Tarlion. Xothalaxiar thrust her hands before her, a veil of shadows pouring from her talons, and Niara’s spell struck in the shadows. Xothalaxiar’s defensive spell collapsed under the strike, but it absorbed the power of Niara’s attack before it could touch the urdmordar.
“Little Niara,” called Xothalaxiar in her beautiful, terrifying voice. “How strong you’ve become. A pity you weren’t wise enough to serve me. You would have risen high.”
“Lies,” said Niara. “You only seek flesh to devour.”
“Perhaps, but even I need servants,” said Xothalaxiar. “No matter. You have been a thorn in my side for too long, and since you recruited those Swordbearers, you’ve even managed to become a threat. We shall end that today.”
“And what of you, Azalmora?” said Morigna. “You betrayed the Visionary to seek the Dragonskull. Have you now decided to serve Xothalaxiar instead? Will you bow down to her?”
Azalmora said nothing, though Gareth thought the spiderling almost smiled. All her hidden eyes had opened, flickering with blue flame.
“Young Guardian,” said Xothalaxiar. “How little you understand the urdmordar. Azalmora is on the verge of becoming a full urdmordar, and the urdmordar do not rule over each other. Your realm of Andomhaim and your Swordbearers have threatened our power. Perhaps giving soulblades to humans was the wisest thing the high elves have done in the last fifteen thousand years. When Azalmora finds the Dragonskull, she will transform, raise a new xortami empire, and destroy your realm and your Swordbearers. And what shall I do? I will find a new hunting ground for myself, free from the interference of your soulblades.” She spread her hands. “But, you see, that is your great weakness, Guardian. The same weakness of all Ardrhythain’s Guardians and of humanity itself.”
“And what is that, pray?”
“You simply don’t live long enough,” said Xothalaxiar, “to take the long view of things.” Her beautiful, terrifying face spread in a smile. “Though Guardians do not usually die of natural causes.”
“You’re not going to take the long view of anything,” said Niara, white flames rolling along her staff.
“Child, child, child,” said Xothalaxiar with a mournful shake of her head. “You have put yourself through so much torment and pain, and it has all been for nothing. It would have been better if you had died alongside your father or if you had died in my city. Or I had simply devoured your life essence and raised your corpse in my service. How much suffering you would have been spared.”
“You’re not running from me this time,” said Niara, eyes narrowed. Gareth glanced at her, worried that she would rush forward. But even when facing the creature that had murdered her father, that had filled her heart and mind with unyielding hatred, she was too experienced a fighter to do anything so rash.
“Certainly not,” said Xothalaxiar. “Azalmora and I are thinking in terms of millennia…which means you and your allies are going to perish here and now.” She glanced at Azalmora and smiled. “I expect that Lord Valdranek will be pleased with three soulblades, a soulhammer, and the staff of a Guardian to serve as trophies.”
“He shall,” said Azalmora, speaking for the first time. Gareth knew that the priestess was too careful and calculating to gloat, that she would not speak unless it brought her some advantage. Perhaps she thought it advantageous to let Xothalaxiar do all the talking.
“The two of you against four Swordbearers, two Magistri, a Guardian, and an Arcanius Knight,” said Morigna, “are not odds stacked in your favor.”
Why bother talking at all, Gareth wondered? Both Azalmora and Xothalaxiar knew there would be no negotiation, that this was a fight to the death. The spiderling and the urdmordar would not have shown themselves unless they were sure of victory.
“Because the odds actually are stacked in their favor,” said Gareth, “and they’re only talking to get their allies in position. Joachim.”
His brother nodded and cast a spell. A ring of white fire swept leaped out from him and swept through the chamber in all directions. Shadows sprang up before Azalmora and Xothalaxiar, blocking the spell. Shimmers went through the air near the altar, and Thraxar appeared in his heavy armor, along with the urdhracos that had confronted them near the necropolis.
Yelps and snarls filled the fane, and a score of urvaalgs appeared, their stealth power disrupted. Dozens of columns of darkness swirled before the altar, and dvargir warriors materialized out of nothingness, clad in their dark metal armor.
Gareth’s first reaction was a complete lack of surprise. Of course Mthrozgar and his dvargir had sided with Azalmora and Xothalaxiar. No doubt the dvargir planned to betray Azalmora and steal the Dragonskull at the earliest opportunity.
Then Gareth noticed the eyes of the dvargir.
Usually, the dvargir had solid black eyes, eyes filled with the lightless void between the worlds. Now their eyes glowed with ghostly blue fire, and the dvargir warriors stood too still. They weren’t breathing.
Undead. Every single one of the dvargir was undead.
Gareth spotted the red-inlaid armor of a Dzark and saw Mthrozgar’s scarred face above it, all expression gone, blue fire glowing in his eyes.
Crake let out a hard laugh.
Xothalaxiar’s glowing eyes turned in his direction. “Something amusing, Swordbearer?”
“See, back during the Heptarchy war, the dvargir tried betraying old Agravhask,” said Crake. “Thought they were so damned clever. Except Agravhask broke the neck of the chief dvargir and killed most of the rest. Let me guess. Mthrozgar tried to make you a generous offer?”
“He did,” said Xothalaxiar. “And he held up his end of the bargain. But, well…I decided that the dvargir were more useful to me dead, and the xortami have no objection to killing dvargir. You see, sir knight, you and I have clarity of vision. We know that we are enemies and that this fight is to the death. But the dvargir, they are merchants. Middlemen. Always thinking they can bargain their way out of any situation. Yet middlemen never realize that they are expendable. Speaking of which.”
She pointed.
The dvargir moved forward in silence, weapons grasped in undead hands. The urvaalgs prowled to the sides. Azalmora, Xothalaxiar, and Thraxar all began casting spells while the urdhracos flapped her wings and took to the air. She soared upward and perched at the top of the wall where it met the angle of the stone roof, grinning down at them.
Gareth realized they were in trouble.
That many urvaalgs at once would be a challenge. Scores of undead dvargir warriors, clad in their armor, would have been a difficult fight. Either Azalmora or Xothalaxiar on their own would have been a desperate battle.
But all at once?
Maybe this was where the quest of the Dragonskull would end.
Gareth wondered if his mother and father would ever know what had happened to him and Joachim.
But to lie down and die wasn’t in his nature, and Stormshield burned with eagerness in his fist. If he could just get to either Azalmora or Xothalaxiar, he could end this. And if he could strike down Xothalaxiar, maybe he could save Niara, keep her from dying in the battle against her hated foe.
“Swordbearers,” said Morigna in a soft voice, “stay together. Telemachus and I will keep the urvaalgs from flanking us.”
“I will stop their spells,” said Niara in a hard voice, the white fire glowing brighter around her staff.
The dvargir warriors attacked.
Unlike most of the undead creatures that Gareth had fought, the dvargir had lost none of their martial skill with the transformation to undeath. They attacked with shields raised, keeping to a proper formation with swords drawn back to strike. With the lesser undead outside the temple, a glancing hit from a soulblade had been enough to destroy them, the white fire burning away the necromantic magic that animated their dead flesh. The undead dvargir had armor strong enough to deflect the edges of the soulblades, and Gareth and the other Swordbearers fought with fury, trying to find the gaps in the armor.
Lightning crackled and purple fire burned behind them as Morigna and Telemachus unleashed their spells, keeping the urvaalg packs at bay. A shaft of white fire lanced from Joachim’s hand, wounding one of the urvaalgs, and Dietmar’s crossbow twanged. The quarrel caught one of the undead dvargir in the shoulder. The creature would feel no pain from the wound, but Jerome stabbed with Lightseeker, finishing off the undead warrior.
Azalmora, Thraxar, Xothalaxiar, and the urdhracos all attacked at once, unleashing a storm of dark magic. Curtains of raging blue flame and orbs of whirling darkness surged through the fane, and the air within the ancient Temple of Rhugavak grew far colder.
Niara thrust her staff, and a wall of shimmering white light rose before them. The attacks of dark magic broke against it, and the undead dvargir reeled back from the ward. Gareth and the others seized the moment to strike, soulblades and soulhammer rising and falling.
More white flame blazed around Niara’s hands, and she cast a second spell, and suddenly Gareth and his friends stood in the center of a ring of white fire about twenty yards across. The urvaalgs cringed back from the flames, snarling, while the dvargir flinched as they tried to cross.
It was an impressive display of magical prowess.
Then Niara cut loose.

    
THE LAST TIME that Niara had faced Xothalaxiar, after Gareth had freed them from the ward, she had been exhausted and at the very end of her strength. She was still tired, still felt a fatigue that had settled in her bones like salt sown into farmland, but she was far better rested now.
And this was it.
The end of her journey, maybe the end of her life.
Probably the end of her life, if she was honest with herself.
Either Niara was going to kill Xothalaxiar, or the urdmordar and her minions were going to kill her. Xothalaxiar would not have another chance to run.
Only one of them was going to walk away from this battle.
Or both Niara and Xothalaxiar would fall. Niara would not object to that so long as she saw Xothalaxiar die first.
But that would pain Gareth…
If she did not kill Xothalaxiar, Gareth would die here.
Niara unleashed her full power into her spells.
She held back nothing. Wards rose around her, shielding the others from dark magic and armoring them against physical blows. A ring of white flame exploded from the ground, keeping the urvaalgs at bay and hindering the undead dvargir. Their black armor offered them some protection from her magic, but not enough, and Gareth and the others seized the opening to attack. Morigna knocked the undead from their feet with spells of earth magic, while Telemachus stunned the urvaalgs with arcs of magical lightning, but Niara’s attention was on Xothalaxiar.
At last, at long last, her father would have justice.
She hurled blasts of elemental fire infused with the Well’s power, even as her mind maintained the flow of power to her other spells. Xothalaxiar wove wards from atop the altar of the xortami, webs of dark magic that drained away the power of Niara’s spells. Yet those webs had limits, and if Niara could burn through them, her magic would tear through Xothalaxiar’s armored hide and find her dark heart.
Azalmora, Thraxar, and the urdhracos flung spells of their own, but Niara deflected them, channeling the magic of the Well through her mind in a storm of fire. She had been in battles like this half a hundred times during the war against the urdmordar, testing her power to its utmost against powerful spiderlings and cunning urdmordar. One of Niara’s attacks almost chewed through Xothalaxiar’s defenses, and a fierce eagerness filled her. Just a little more, and she would avenge her father.
Then the urdmordar changed tactics.
Xothalaxiar dropped her wards entirely, and Niara blinked in surprise at the opening. It was too obvious, too easy, and she was too experienced to walk into an obvious trap.
The precaution saved her life a second later when Azalmora cast a spell, channeling her magic through the abomination of a corrupted soulblade that she carried. A shell of harsh blue light appeared around her and Xothalaxiar, the spiderling’s full power flowing into a warding spell.
Which meant that Xothalaxiar had her entire strength free to fling at Niara.
The staff in Niara’s hands shuddered as she channeled her magic through it, a dome of white light appearing before her. Xothalaxiar’s spell ripped into the ward, ancient and potent and deadly, and Niara’s defenses trembled beneath the strain. But she would not yield – she had come too far and fought through far too much to fail now, and only death would break her resolve.
And Niara was not tired enough for the strain of casting spells to kill her.
Not yet, anyway.
That point might not be far off.
Niara realized that for all that she hated Xothalaxiar, for all the time she had spent hunting and studying and pursuing the urdmordar, she had underestimated her foe. Niara had assumed that Xothalaxiar would either kill or attempt to dominate Azalmora. It had never even occurred to her that Azalmora was powerful enough that Xothalaxiar would accept the Heptarchy priestess as an equal partner in an alliance.
The hatred had blinded her to the possibility.
Maybe Gareth had been right to consider Azalmora as the more dangerous foe.
Niara’s will held against Xothalaxiar’s fury, and she rallied her strength and attacked, sending a blazing sphere imbued with elemental flame and the power of the Well of Tarlion at Xothalaxiar. The urdmordar did make any effort to defend herself. There was no need, as Azalmora’s warding spell covered them both. The burning sphere struck the glowing blue shell, and it unraveled into nothingness, the magical power draining away. Azalmora put all her considerable strength into that ward, the magic backed up further by the dark power of the corrupted soulblade. Niara could punch through that ward, given enough time, but she was already at the limits of her strength.
And Azalmora was not alone.
Thraxar and the urdhracos continued to cast spells, lances of dark magic that would have reduced Niara to a withered corpse had they touched her flesh. She deflected those spells without much difficulty, and she could have swiftly overcome Thraxar and the urdhracos had they been alone. But they weren’t, and the cumulative effort was weighing on Niara.
Especially since Xothalaxiar could turn her full attention to attack while Azalmora devoted her strength to defense.
A growing despair started to gnaw at Niara’s mind, and she forced it aside. The effort was easy since if she wavered, Xothalaxiar was going to kill her, or one of the spells hurled by Thraxar and the urdhracos would penetrate her defenses.
Had she come all this way for Xothalaxiar to triumph?
And had she gotten Gareth and his friends killed for nothing?
Niara did what she had always done.
She fought on.

    
MORIGNA AND TELEMACHUS unleashed their magic into the charging enemies, which was just as well.
It was the only thing keeping the undead dvargir and the urvaalgs from overwhelming them with a single furious rush.
“Focus on the urvaalgs!” shouted Telemachus, arcs of lightning springing from his hands to strike at the foe. “I have an idea.”
Gareth did not answer, mostly because he did not have the breath to spare.
He fought alongside Crake, Jerome, and Philip, drawing on every bit of strength and speed Stormshield could give him. Morigna cast spell after spell, making the ground ripple and heave and calling up curtains of acidic mist that slowed and irritated the urvaalgs. Gareth and the other Swordbearers seized every opening they could, driving their soulblades into the urvaalgs’ corrupted flesh. Joachim flung blasts of white flame and cast a spell to imbue Dietmar’s crossbow with magical power, letting the weapon wound the urvaalgs.
But more creatures raced out of the depths of Temple of Rhugavak, converging on the battle. Gareth shot a glance at Niara. She stood wreathed in white light and fire, locked in magical battle against Xothalaxiar, Azalmora, Thraxar, and the urdhracos. Gareth could tell it had taken everything Niara had to last this long against so many foes.
They could have really used her help against the urvaalgs and the undead dvargir.
And Niara needed their aid against Xothalaxiar and Azalmora.
The Temple of Rhugavak had been a trap, and they had walked right into it.
There was nothing to be done but to fight.
An urvaalg bounded forward and slammed into Philip, who stumbled and fell hard to the floor. Gareth moved to aid him, but before he could, Crake swung Valorforge. The soulhammer impacted against the urvaalg’s skull with a crunch, bending the creature’s head at a right angle. As unnatural and twisted as urvaalgs were, even they could not survive that, and the urvaalg thrashed as it died. Philip kicked out from under it and got back to his feet to join the fight, breathing hard, sweat glittering on his face.
Blue fire rolled through the chamber, and the chill air grew even colder. Niara shouted, her voice hoarser than usual, and white light strove against the blue flame, the competing spells making the fane’s gloomy interior bright as the noon sun for a second. With a thunderclap, the spells canceled each other out, and Niara stumbled, though she kept her balance.
More urvaalgs circled from the sides. The armored mass of dvargir undead pushed forward. Too much more, and they would be overwhelmed. Worse, they would be driven apart, letting the enemy overwhelm them one by one. The undead dvargir kept moving forward, flung from their feet by Morigna’s magic only to rise and attack again. But they were getting closer. They made more formidable opponents than the urvaalgs or the other undead creatures that Gareth had fought throughout the xortami wastes. If Gareth lodged Stormshield in their flesh, he could destroy the creatures, but the dark armor made that difficult, and the dvargir fought well.
Telemachus cast a spell, a small arc of lightning stabbing from the gauntlet on his left hand to strike one of the dvargir warriors. As far as Gareth could see, that had done nothing. The dvargir warrior turned toward the Arcanius Knight, and Telemachus tucked his shoulder and drove it into the dvargir’s chest. The warrior stumbled and landed on the floor with a clang of armor.
And as it did, Gareth felt a strange tugging.
Something was pulling at him, not enough to affect his balance, but just enough that he noticed. Almost like the floor had suddenly canted a few degrees.
Telemachus cast another spell, and another arc of lightning leaped from his gauntlet. It struck a second dvargir warrior. Yet nothing else happened, but for a half-second, the strange tugging sensation against Gareth strengthened.
It was like some invisible force was pulling against his mail hauberk.
A split second later, he remembered where he had encountered that sensation before.
Telemachus had created his gauntlet to control the power of magnetism. To do so took nearly all his magical strength, and in the repeated battles since they had left Tarlion, it had been more efficient for the Arcanius Knight to use his magic to stun large groups of foes rather than using all his power to wrench the sword from the hand of a single enemy. But Niara had discovered the truth about the gauntlet – Telemachus had created an inefficient way of using magic to duplicate the power of a lodestone, but he had inadvertently devised a very efficient method of using magic to magnetize metal.
As it happened, this turned out to be much more useful.
Which he proved yet again when the two undead dvargir warriors crashed into each other with a massive clang. The undead struggled to rise, the magnetized plates of their armor rasping against each other, but they were unable to pull themselves apart.
Telemachus cast the spell twice more, and three more dvargir flew into the first two with another loud clang, creating a thrashing pile of dark armor and undead flesh. Had the circumstances been less dire, the sight would have either been disturbing or funny, maybe both.
“How many more times can you do that?” said Morigna, purple flames rolling down her staff and arms.
“As many as we need, Guardian!” said Telemachus.
“Then do it!” said Morigna. “Clear us a path!”
Another explosion of competing spells shook the temple with enough force that dust fell from the ceiling. Gareth saw Niara bracing herself, already casting another fireball, while Xothalaxiar gestured, blue flame and darkness coming at her call. He supposed if the competing magical powers proved too much for the temple, the entire structure might collapse on them. Niara and Xothalaxiar, buried together for all eternity. It was how Niara had wanted to die.
It wasn’t how Gareth wanted to die, though.
Telemachus began casting spells in haste, and more of the dvargir warriors crashed into each other, bound by the magnetic power that he imbued into their armor. Gareth charged, the others following him, and they began hewing a path through the enemy. Most of the urvaalgs had been slain, and while the dvargir kept fighting, Telemachus’s magic had disrupted their orderly formations. A wall of armored undead warriors made a formidable obstacle. But with most of the dvargir pinned together in a pile of magnetized armor and undead flesh, Gareth and his friends overwhelmed the rest.
Niara continued her duel with Xothalaxiar, Azalmora, Thraxar, and the urdhracos, fighting with magical fury against all four of her opponents. Yet Gareth and his friends forced their way closer to the altar and the urdmordar. If they could reach her, the battle would be over. Azalmora’s mighty warding spell could not withstand the wrath of a soulblade, and nor could the armored carapace of Xothalaxiar.
The urdmordar’s glowing eyes swung in their direction, and shadows crawled up her arms. Niara redoubled her attacks, hammering at the glowing ward with all her power, but Azalmora’s defenses held. Xothalaxiar thrust her arms over her head, and shadows erupted from her in all directions, spreading over the floor of the temple like poisonous mist.
Gareth had seen her use this spell when they had first awakened Niara from the Waystone.
It had summoned dozens of undead wraiths.
But the Temple of Rhugavak was an ancient place steeped in dark magic, and the spell was far more powerful here.
Hundreds of wraiths erupted from the floor.
The wraiths summoned by the previous spell had been hooded specters with eyes of ghostly blue flame. These creatures were spectral xortami warriors wielding blades of smoke and shadow. The weapons looked insubstantial, but Gareth knew that a single touch would rend away both warmth and life and leave the victim a withered corpse.
The attack of the wraiths forced their charge to a halt, and Gareth and the Swordbearers went on the defensive. Wraiths came at them from all directions, and Telemachus had to abandon his spells of magnetism, throwing arcs of lightning to disrupt and slow the specters. Gareth hewed through wraith after wraith, but Xothalaxiar kept her arms raised over her head, and more of the specters rose from the floor.
Worse, the wraiths swarmed toward Niara. A glowing dome of white light kept them from reaching her, but Gareth knew there were only seconds until her defenses failed.
Especially with Thraxar and the urdhracos still hammering at her.

    
NIARA HAD ALWAYS KNOWN that her body would break before her will.
That moment was almost upon her.
She forced as much magic as she could through her straining mind, but it wasn’t enough. Dozens of xortami wraiths encircled her, warriors wrought of shadow and smoke, and they were about to tear through her defenses. When that happened, she was finished. The wraiths would kill her in a matter of seconds.
She had failed her father. He would never be avenged, and Xothalaxiar would be free to continue her path of evil.
And she would have gotten Gareth and his friends killed for nothing.
Niara drew together every scrap of magic she could summon, intending to blast her way clear of the wraiths and charge at Xothalaxiar. If she could just get close enough to the urdmordar, perhaps she could land a killing blow with a spell.
Fiery light shone behind her.
Behind her? That didn’t make sense. Among her friends, Niara was the only one who used fire magic, and none of their enemies employed it.
She risked a look over her shoulder and saw that the wall of the fane over the entrance was glowing, heat radiating off it in rippling waves.
A second after that, the entire wall exploded in a spray of fire and molten stone, dim winter sunlight spilling into the gloom of the Temple of Rhugavak, and with a scream of rage, a golden dragon shot into the temple, hurtling toward the altar.
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ONE HUNDRED THOUSAND YEARS OF WAR
M yotharia’s reeling, exhausted mind felt like a wheel of a thousand fragments, all of them spinning endlessly around one another.
Each fragment held a bitter memory.
The endless war against the dark elves.
The destruction of her civilization.
The summoning of the urdmordar, the spider-devils wrapping the world in their webs.
The Dragonskull, its fiery power backlashing through her damaged mind when she failed to destroy it.
Her sons and grandchildren trapped by the urdmordar.
The cocoon hanging from the web and the way the screams had ripped from Myotharia’s throat when she had cut through the webbing to reveal the withered remains within…
No, no, they couldn’t be dead, they couldn’t have died like that, the urdmordar had taken them, Myotharia would save them, she had to save them, otherwise it would all have been for nothing, for nothing…
She smashed through the wall of the Temple of Rhugavak, heedless of the injuries to her dragon form, and her eyes locked upon the crimson urdmordar perched atop the altar, shadows flowing from her arms as she summoned the corrupted dead to her side.
The urdmordar.
The urdmordar had taken her sons and grandchildren.
Myotharia wasn’t too late!
Millennia of grief and hatred and rage exploded from her throat in a scream, and Myotharia hurtled towards the shocked urdmordar, flames leaping from her jaws even as she intended to rend with fang and claw.

    
THE WALL over the entrance exploded, and Gareth was too stunned to do anything but stare.
The stonework ripped apart in a spray of fire and lava, and the vast golden dragon erupted from the fireball. Myotharia shot straight at Xothalaxiar, wings spread wide, and for an instant, the urdmordar did nothing but gape in astonishment.
But Xothalaxiar was too old and crafty to be taken unawares even by something completely unexpected as a dragon exploding through a wall, and the urdmordar thrust her hands at the dragon. The shadows that had been pouring from her arms instead became a torrent that leaped from her claws to stab at Myotharia. Dragon fire poured from her jaws, mixing with her howl of rage, and fire and shadow strained at each other.
But the shadows did nothing to slow Myotharia’s dive, and the dragon slammed into the urdmordar. The altar exploded into jagged shards, the temple shuddering from the impact. Xothalaxiar’s enraged screech rose to match Myotharia’s furious howls, and the dragon and the urdmordar smashed into the statue of Rhugavak behind them.
“Look out!” said Morigna.
Gareth wasn’t sure if she meant the battle, the wraiths, the undead dvargir, or some other new danger. Maybe the damned hydra had chased them all the way here. But he saw that Morigna had meant the debris tumbling from the ruined wall. He threw himself to the side, just avoiding a slab of stone that bounced across the floor like a block thrown by a petulant child.
He turned, catching his balance while also trying to catch his breath, and the wraiths winked out of existence as all of Xothalaxiar’s power went to her own defense.

    
NIARA HAD SEEN countless battles in her life, but she had never seen anything like a dragon fighting an urdmordar.
The two creatures rolled and thrashed around each other, moving in blurs of crimson chitin and gold scales. Myotharia raked at Xothalaxiar with her talons while the urdmordar stabbed with her spear-like legs. The dragon’s whipping tail smashed the flagstones of the floor. Xothalaxiar sent spell after spell coursing down her arms and along her talons to stab the dragon’s armored scales, but Myotharia didn’t care. More likely, the dragon didn’t even notice. Her howl of rage continued unabated, flames pouring from her jaws to lash at the urdmordar.
It was working.
Xothalaxiar was hurt. The urdmordar was badly injured, sections of her chitinous hide ripped away to reveal the flesh beneath. Niara couldn’t spot Azalmora, Thraxar, or that urdhracos. Nearby, Gareth and the others battled their way through the remaining undead dvargir and the urvaalgs.
The path was clear to Xothalaxiar.
Niara sprinted, staff held before her, and called every bit of magic that she could summon. Despite their bulk, the dragon and the urdmordar moved so fast that Niara wasn’t sure she could land a solid hit on Xothalaxiar. A blade of fire and white light formed at the end of her staff, transforming the weapon into a spear.
Myotharia reared up, roaring, and Xothalaxiar attacked, her front two legs stabbing forward like a pair of daggers. The crimson limbs plunged through the scales covering Myotharia’s chest and stomach again and again, and the dragon slumped backward with a groan, collapsing to the floor. Golden light shone around the dragon as she began to shrink back into her true form.
Xothalaxiar slumped forward, wobbling, shadows flickering around her talons. Smoke rose from the wounds on her side, and Niara’s nose caught the smell of burned flesh as she drew closer.
The blade on the end of her staff blazed brighter.
The urdmordar started to turn and saw her coming. Xothalaxiar’s eight eyes fixed on her, and her hands came up as she began a spell. Her legs bunched beneath her, but they had been injured, and she lurched forward.
Niara screamed and stabbed her staff upward.
The blade of white light and elemental flame plunged into Xothalaxiar’s chest.
The urdmordar threw back her head and screamed as the blade found her heart. The motion ripped the staff from Niara’s hands, and Xothalaxiar lashed at her, but Niara jumped back. Her will was focused upon the staff, sending her magic pouring into it, both elemental flame and the power of the Well of Tarlion.
Power that was anathema to the urdmordar.
Xothalaxiar shrieked again, louder this time, and the noise pressed against both Niara’s ears and the inside of her head. The urdmordar seized the staff embedded in her chest, but it blazed with the magic of the Well, and began to melt and deform from the sheer magic Niara poured through it. Her head pounded, her vision beginning to turn red from the strain, and she dropped to one knee with a grunt. Her whole will focused on the staff, on maintaining the torrent of magic that flowed into the weapon.
The urdmordar shuddered once more and then went limp, the glow fading from her eight eyes.
A wave of blue light burst from Xothalaxiar’s corpse in all directions, a pillar of blue flame erupting from her and blasting a hole in the damaged roof overhead. Niara had seen urdmordar die before and knew that their deaths released a tremendous surge of dark magic. The temple shook like a bell struck by a mallet, chunks of stone falling from the ceiling along with curtains of dust. The surge of power destroyed the spells binding the remaining dvargir undead, and they fell to the floor, motionless once more.
Niara stared at Xothalaxiar, exultation surging through her exhausted mind.
It was over.
At long last, it was over.
Xothalaxiar, the urdmordar who had murdered her father and blighted her life, was dead at last.

    
GARETH RAN to Niara’s side, sword and shield ready. Her staff was gone, and she looked utterly exhausted. Xothalaxiar might have been slain, but Azalmora, Thraxar, and that damned urdhracos were still somewhere in the temple, though Gareth couldn’t see them anywhere.
Xothalaxiar slumped motionless, the twisted ruin of Niara’s staff jutting from her chest.
“Niara,” said Gareth. “Niara, are you hurt?”
“It’s done,” she whispered, glaring at Xothalaxiar.
“Are you hurt?” said Gareth.
“No.” Niara looked at her right hand as if surprised that her staff was no longer there, and started to rise. Gareth held out his left hand, and she took it and let him pull her up.
A wet, racking cough came to his ears.
He turned his head and saw a golden figure lying prone on the ground a few yards away, blood flowing across her shining armor.
“Myotharia,” said Niara.
Gareth walked to the fallen high elf, Niara following him, and Morigna and the others joined him. Xothalaxiar had stabbed Myotharia a dozen times in dragon shape, and those wounds had transferred to the high elf’s true form. Her armor was ripped and slashed, the pale skin beneath stained with blood.
“Joachim,” said Gareth. “Can you…”
Joachim gave a grim shake of his head. “Not even if I was at full strength. I don’t think even Mother could heal her. It’s nothing short of amazing that she’s alive at all.”
Myotharia looked toward Niara with a rattling breath. For the first time, there was no madness in the high elf’s face nor the dissonant serenity of her calm episodes. She looked exhausted and in pain…but at peace.
“Take,” croaked Myotharia. “Take…take it.”
She gestured at her golden staff, which had fallen next to her.
Moving slowly, Niara stooped and picked up the staff. It was a bit longer and thinner than her previous weapon, with a cluster of interlocking rings as a headpiece.
“But it’s yours,” said Niara.
“My path is ended,” whispered Myotharia. “Yours has not. Even if you don’t see it yet. You will…you will need it…”
Her eyes shifted to the left and then went wide. Gareth looked in that direction, worried that more foes approached, but he saw nothing but the wreckage of the southern wall, the winter sunlight shining into the damaged temple.
“My sons,” said Myotharia. A smile went over her face. “My sons! You waited…you waited…”
The last breath left her lips, and she slumped against the floor and did not move again.
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VENGEANCE
S ilence hung over the ruins of the Temple of Rhugavak.
Gareth expected Azalmora to attack while they recovered from the battle, but there was no trace of the Quaesitor. Nor did they find any hint of Thraxar or the urdhracos. They did find Mthrozgar’s corpse among the dead dvargir strewn across the floor. With Xothalaxiar’s death, the necromancy binding the undead dvargir had collapsed. It seemed that Mthrozgar had tried to play all Xothalaxiar and Azalmora against Gareth and his friends.
Hadn’t worked all that well for him.
“I suspect,” said Morigna, “that Azalmora decided to retreat as soon as Myotharia smashed through the wall. In a contest between a dragon and an urdmordar, Azalmora was farsighted enough to realize the dragon would prevail.”
“Niara struck the killing blow,” said Gareth, glancing at her. But Niara seemed to be only listening to half an ear, her eyes on the golden staff in her right hand.
“Unquestionably,” said Morigna.
“Why isn’t Azalmora trying to kill us?” said Gareth. “We’re all tired, and Philip and Crake and Telemachus all had wounds until Joachim healed them.” Joachim had used the last of his strength to cast the healing spell several times and then had promptly rolled himself in his cloak and gone to sleep. “If she wants to rid herself of us, this is her best chance.”
“It is also,” said Morigna, “Azalmora’s best chance to claim the Dragonskull for herself. Mthrozgar is dead. Mharoslav is dead. Xothalaxiar is dead. All her rivals have fallen in battle, and she has brought Valdranek to her side. We must have rest before we continue, but Azalmora can leave now. I suspect she rejoined Valdranek to finish breaking through the wards around Takaris. Attacking us would be a dangerous throw of the dice. She could kill three Swordbearers, only to be slain by the fourth. With Valdranek’s army by her side, her odds of victory increase significantly.”
“At least until she has the power of the Dragonskull to back her up,” said Crake.
“Then it’s a race, now,” said Telemachus.
“Aye,” said Morigna. “But it always has been. I suggest that we rest a few hours and then continue into the temple. We can find the way into the Deeps and then Takaris.”
“The delay will cost us,” said Philip.
“It may,” said Morigna, “but continuing without rest, after such an expenditure of effort and magical power during the battle, will cost us even more.”
“I’ll take the first watch,” said Gareth. He wanted to talk to Niara.
“As shall I,” said Dietmar. “I fear I contributed little enough to the battle.”
“You did shoot many urvaalgs,” said Telemachus.
“After Magistrius Joachim charged my weapon with magical power,” said Dietmar. “I’ll keep watch over the entrance.”
Gareth nodded. “I’ll watch the path deeper into the temple.”
The others lay down to rest, even Morigna. Gareth promised to wake them in three hours. Niara remained standing, and she walked a few paces away. Gareth wondered if she was going to look at Xothalaxiar’s corpse, but she stopped and gazed down at Myotharia.
He went to join her.
“Do you think she saw them?” said Niara, voice quiet.
“Sorry?” said Gareth.
“Her sons,” said Niara. “That was the very last thing she said. She said her sons had been waiting for her.” She looked at him, eyes haunted. “Do you think it was true?”
“I don’t know,” said Gareth. He thought about it for a minute. “I hope so. She was…she suffered a lot. The urdmordar killed her family at least fifteen thousand years ago, and she lived with that grief ever since.”
“She never got over it,” said Niara. “She never got better. Never moved past it.”
“No,” said Gareth. “I…don’t think she was all that sane even before it happened. Too much war, too many losses. When the urdmordar killed her sons and grandsons, she couldn’t recover.”
“Do you think,” said Niara, “that if I had died here, my father would have been waiting for me?”
“Yes,” said Gareth.
“You said that so quickly.”
“You avenged him,” said Gareth. “Xothalaxiar is dead.”
“She is.” Niara lifted her head and gazed at Xothalaxiar’s motionless shape for a moment, her eyes hard. Then her eyes swung back to Myotharia. “You heard what she said.”
“About what?” said Gareth.
“About me.” She let out a breath. “That my mind had been so eaten up by vengeance that there was no room left for anything else.”
“She wasn’t…”
“She was right, Gareth,” said Niara. “I’m not ashamed of it. But she was right about me. Everything in my heart and mind was bent upon vengeance.”
“And you found it,” said Gareth.
“I did.” Niara looked at him. “I don’t regret it. But what do I do now?”
“As it happens,” said Gareth, “I think we might have need of you. I can think of one or two ways you could help us.”
She smiled a little. “But after. Once we destroy the Dragonskull and defeat Azalmora.”
If they destroyed the Dragonskull and defeated Azalmora, a dark voice pointed out in Gareth’s head.
“What will I do then?” said Niara.
“Come back to Tarlion with us,” said Gareth. “With me. The realm of Andomhaim needs you, Niara. It needs your skills. You’ve seen what Azalmora is like. There is an entire empire of spiderling priestesses across the sea that want to make war upon us. And I…I want you to come back with us. I always thought it was sad that you had died so far from home, that no one ever knew what had happened to you. Come back to Tarlion with me.” He swallowed and kept speaking. “Come back to Tarlion and marry me. That’s what I think you should do. That’s what I want you to do.”
She gazed at him.
“I’m not anything like the last woman you wanted to marry,” she said at last.
“Well, thank God for that.”
“If I think I’m right, I won’t back to down to spare anyone’s feelings, not unless you can convince me that I’m wrong,” said Niara. “I know more about magic, metallurgy, and smithcraft than I do about supervising servants and overseeing a household. Iseult would have been polite to your mother and then complained behind her back. If I think your mother’s wrong, I’ll tell her so. I will probably argue with the chief Magistri at length about how they train novices.”
“I know,” said Gareth. “If you don’t like Tarlion, we can go to the Northerland and Castra Marcaine. Dux Constantine will welcome another Swordbearer to his court…and another Magistria.”
“I’d argue with the Dux, if I disagree,” said Niara.
“I know,” said Gareth. “Dux Constantine is a man who would recognize honest counsel.”
“I’ll argue with you, too,” said Niara, “if I think you’re wrong.”
“I know that already,” said Gareth. “You’ve already argued with me many times when I tried to persuade you that you had been dead for five hundred years.”
Niara offered a slow nod. “If you’re at peace with all that, Gareth, and we actually live through this and return to Andomhaim…then, yes, I will marry you.”
“Oh,” said Gareth. “Good.”
He stepped closer and titled her face up toward him. She smiled, and he leaned down and kissed her, long and slow. After a moment, they broke apart and she smiled again.
“But just so you know,” she said, voice soft, “you’re not shagging me in a ruined temple of dark magic full of dead dvargir.”
Gareth let out a quiet laugh. “Just as well. I’m too tired. I’d fall asleep on top of you, and then Crake would see us, and we’d never hear the end of it.”
“Oh, he already knows about us,” said Niara. “They all do.” She smiled. “I’m just not the sort of woman people like to mock.”
“Because you can throw fireballs?” said Gareth.
“Because they know I can give as good as I can get,” said Niara.
Her eyes turned back to Xothalaxiar. For a while, they stood in silence, though Gareth kept looking towards the depths of the temple. He was supposed to be on watch, not asking Niara to marry him, and it would be a bitter end to their betrothal if they were surprised and killed by an ursaar because he had been gazing into Niara’s eyes.
“So this is what it’s like,” she said, “when it’s finally over.”
“This is not over yet,” he said.
“No,” agreed Niara. “But I suppose the first part of my life is. I shall be interested to see what comes next.”
She reached down and gripped his left hand, and Gareth vowed again that he would do whatever it took to see her back to Andomhaim.
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THE QUEST
A  few hours later, the others had awakened.
“No trouble?” said Crake, stifling a yawn.
“Nothing,” said Gareth. “I think the Guardian was right that Azalmora left as soon as she saw that Xothalaxiar was going to lose.”
“Most likely she will have returned to Valdranek,” said Morigna. “The next time Azalmora faces us, she will want as many allies around her as possible…and a few thousand xortami warriors will make for a formidable force.”
“Aye,” said Gareth.
“Then let’s find the damned Dragonskull,” said Crake, “and I’ll give it a few swings with Valorforge and put an end to this.”
They proceeded deeper into the Temple of Rhugavak and soon found a flight of spiral stairs that sank into the mountain.
The way to the Deeps and then to the ruins of Takaris.
Now it was a race to destroy the Dragonskull before Azalmora could claim it.
Gareth and his friends descended into the gloom.





EPILOGUE
I n the heart of Takaris, the High Priest of Rhugavak waited before the throne of the warlord.
Or, at least, the thing that had been the High Priest of Rhugavak.
The first attempt to activate the Dragonskull had resulted in…complications.
Eternal undeath for the High Priest and many of his subordinates had been just one of them.
But that was all right.
For it meant the High Priest had endured to see the day the Dragonskull would reawaken and the xortami would rise again.
He turned toward the cavernous hall where the xortami warlords had once ruled over their empire. In his hands, he carried the crown of polished metal, blue crystals set into its sides. Immense dark magic flowed through it, though the crown itself was not the source of that power.
Its nature was rather simpler.
It was, essentially, a key to unlock the great magic of the Dragonskull.
A key that the High Priest would bestow upon the worthy.
He had slept for log millennia as the Dragonskull hibernated, but now the great relic was awakening as powerful wielders of dark magic came to lay claim to it. The High Priest had awakened with it, drawn back to the waking world by the might of the relic he had helped to create all those years ago.
That was just as well.
There was work to do.
Only the strongest had the right to claim the Dragonskull.
The High Priest went to prepare the trials.
For only the strongest could wield the Dragonskull…and simply surviving the High Priest’s trials would be the ultimate proof of strength.





THE END
Thank you for reading DRAGONSKULL: DOOM OF THE SORCERESS.
The DRAGONSKULL saga will conclude in DRAGONSKULL: CROWN OF THE GODS, coming in fall 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.
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