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Description
The path of dark magic leads to endless destruction or ultimate power.
Mharoslav is a master warlock of the orcish city of Vhalorast, one of the most feared enemies of the realm of Owyllain.
But for all his power, he has many enemies.
To survive, Mharoslav will need to find even greater power.
But the cost of entering the Pyramid of Iron Skulls is higher than any mortal can bear...
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The First Warlock
Few things ever pleased Mharoslav, master warlock of Vhalorast.
But the battle shaping up on the moors of northern Owyllain might have made him smile, if anything ever could.
Much had changed for the warlocks of the Pyramid of Iron Skulls in the decade since the final defeat of the Sovereign and his Maledicti priests. The human kingdom of Owyllain to the south had been reunited, the Nine Cities under the rule of a single Pendragon High King once more. With trade coming through the Guardian’s Gate from Tarlion and Andomhaim, Owyllain was growing stronger and more prosperous.
But so were the warlocks of Vhalorast.
Many of their numbers had fallen with Justin Cyros at the Battle of the Plains. But with the Sovereign and the Maledicti gone, the warlocks of Vhalorast were free to exercise their powers as they willed. Rather than appointing another Warlord to lead their armies, the new High Warlock created the Council of Masters to govern the city. Free of the dictates of the Maledicti, the Vhalorasti armies conquered, subduing the nearby orcish city-states and making them vassals of the Council. Even tribes of jotunmiri and kobolds from the Cloak Mountains to the north had been brought under their control, compelled to provide slaves and warriors for Council’s wars. Soon Vhalorast would control an empire and would be strong enough to take the war to an Owyllain still exhausted from its long struggle against the Sovereign and his Maledicti.
But all that was in the future.
For now, Mharoslav had command of a hundred and fifty orcish warriors, fierce and deadly, veterans of the endless campaigns of the War of the Seven Swords.
Well. Joint command, anyway.
Perhaps fortune would favor him, and Rhalkaar would catch a kobold arrow through the eye.
The tribe of kobolds formed up at the base of a rocky tor, about two hundred warriors strong. Their females waited behind them. Male kobolds were short and spindly, their bodies covered in gray scales, their fingers and toes tipped with claws, yellow eyes glaring from their lizard-like eyes, crests of crimson scales rising from the back of their skulls. The females looked more or less the same, save that they were smaller and didn’t have those elaborate crests.
The tribe of kobolds was supposed to have provided a deputation of warriors to serve as skirmishers and scouts in the armies of Vhalorast. They had failed to meet their obligation and had fled north towards the Cloak Mountains, no doubt hoping to escape into the Deeps and elude the wrath of the warlocks.
They had made a serious error.
An example would have to be made.
“They are trapped against the base of the tor,” growled Zharstrik. The hulking orcish warrior’s green-skinned face was leathery and marked with old scars, his tusks yellowing from age. He wore bronze plate mail but carried one of the new steel swords that had become increasingly common in Owyllain over the last several years. Zharstrik had killed a knight of Owyllain and claimed the sword from his corpse, and no one had dared to take the weapon from him.
“Good,” said Mharoslav.
He wanted to give orders but looked at his colleague and bitter enemy.
The master warlock Rhalkaar stood between Mharoslav and Zharstrik. He was smaller than Zharstrik, and like Mharoslav, wore a dark robe, a wooden club at his belt. And like Mharoslav, his tusks were a dark gray instead of the usual yellowish-white.
For his bones had turned to iron.
Following the path of chaos magic, learning the secrets hidden in the Pyramid of Iron Skulls, offered many rewards.
“They have defied the Council of Masters, so they must suffer the consequences,” said Rhalkaar.
Mharoslav repressed the urge to sigh. Rhalkaar had less battlefield experience, and he had failed to realize that the more general a command, the less useful it was.
“Kill all the males,” said Mharoslav. “If any surrender, spare them. They can earn their lives toiling in the mines or the fields. Take as many of the females captive as feasible. We will distribute them to the loyal kobold tribes as spoils of war.”
“As you wish, master warlocks,” said Zharstrik. “What of their shamans? If they have shamans, they will try to use their spells against us.”
“If they do,” said Mharoslav, “they will learn their petty magic is no match for the power of the warlocks of the Pyramid of Iron Skulls.”
Zharstrik nodded and began shouting orders, and the orcish warriors advanced, Mharoslav and Rhalkaar walking behind them. They did not speak to one another because the conversation would inevitably devolve into an argument, and it would not do for two masters of the Council to bicker in front of the common soldiers.
The orcish warriors shouted battle cries, banging bronze swords and spears against their shields as they advanced. Their eyes glimmered with the battle rage every orc carried in his blood, the joy of battle and the ecstasy of combat, the blood lust that Mharoslav himself now felt. But like Mharoslav, the warriors kept the battle fury in check. They were too disciplined to charge madly at the foe, and they knew the penalties for disobedience.
The kobolds hissed and loosed trilling shouts, and the lizard-like creatures began releasing arrows. Mharoslav’s lip curled in disdain. A disciplined volley of arrows might have slowed the steady advance of the orcs, but the kobolds’ archers were disorganized and sporadic. The Vhalorasti warriors easily caught the shafts upon their shields, and Mharoslav did not think that any of their men were even wounded.
Blue light flared behind the lines of the kobold warriors.
“Shaman,” said Mharoslav.
“Yes, I see him,” said Rhalkaar with that usual hint of condescension that made Mharoslav want to cut his head off. “I believe there is just one. I will hold off his power, and you will strike.”
“Very well,” said Mharoslav.
Though he would keep one eye on Rhalkaar nonetheless. They had been bitter rivals for years, since the days when they had both been acolytes under the previous High Warlock, and they had both tried to kill one another more than once. The present High Warlock had forbidden the masters of the Council to kill one another.
But.
Accidents happened.
Especially in battle. Best to remain cautious.
The blue light brightened, and Rhalkaar began casting a warding spell. Mharoslav concentrated, clearing his mind, and reached for the dark power.
There were many different branches of dark magic. Necromancy ruled the undead and drained life force. Another kind of dark magic corrupted and twisted, which was how the dark elves had created urvaalgs and ursaars in ancient days.
But the strongest kind, the sort of dark magic that the warlocks of Vhalorast wielded, was called chaos magic. The cosmos was built upon order – the elements interacted with one another according to rules and principles, and from that truth came life and the natural world.
Chaos magic subverted and twisted those rules. The power of a chaos spell had transmuted Mharoslav’s bones to iron, allowing him to withstand blows from bronze blades and even steel weapons that would otherwise have killed him. Spells of chaos magic could warp anything. In ancient times, the blood god Vhalzarok himself had descended and taught the first warlocks the secrets of chaos magic. Or so the ancient scrolls claimed – Mharoslav’s private opinion was that Vhalzarok had been a powerful warlock around whom time and myth had accreted a veneer of divinity. Nonetheless, the secrets of chaos magic had made the warlocks of Vhalorast the most powerful wielders of dark magic in the Sovereign’s former empire.
As the unfortunate kobold shaman was about to discover.
The shaman did manage to work up a good strike, hurling a shaft of shadow and blue flame at the advancing warrior. Rhalkaar snarled and cast a spell, crimson fire pulsing around his fingers, and a burst of red flame ripped from his hand. It struck the shaman’s attack and unraveled it, the dark power draining away.
By then, Mharoslav had finished his own spell, and a scything whirlwind of red light leaped from his fist. It shot over the heads of the orcs and landed amid the front ranks of the kobolds, ripping through them in a glaring vortex. The kobolds it touched fell dying to the earth, their blood turned to iron, sentencing them to an agonizing if brief death. The vortex struck the shaman, a pathetic, spindly creature wielding a staff topped with a kobold skull. The shaman rocked back, gesturing, and a mantle of shadows sprung up around him. Mharoslav’s attack began shredding through the shaman’s wards. Another few seconds and the kobold’s defense would collapse, and the chaos magic would kill him.
But the shaman had enough power left for one last attack, a bolt of twisting shadow that would rip away Mharoslav’s life and leave him a withered, emptied husk.
Rhalkaar should have intercepted it, but the other warlock released his ward, drawing his power back into himself. Mharoslav would have had no defense against the shaman’s attack, but he had anticipated the treachery and surged dark power into his own ward. A shell of crimson light appeared around him, and the shaman’s spell shattered against it.
Mharoslav’s vortex tore apart the shaman’s defenses and sank into his flesh. The shaman rocked back with a hissing shriek, tail lashing back and forth. His gray-scaled skin bulged and split apart as tumorous growths erupted from his limbs. The underlying order of his body broke apart, dissolved by the chaos of Mharoslav’s spell, and the kobold shaman twisted into a grotesque, misshapen caricature. Of course, the kobold’s body could not sustain itself, and the creature died, blood leaking from the shaman’s eyes and mouth.
By then, Zharstrik’s warriors had reached the enemy and were butchering their way through the kobolds. The defense collapsed, some kobolds throwing down their weapons and begging for mercy, others fleeing. The kobold females let out jeering imprecations at their males, shouting at them to fight harder, but the battle was over.
Mharoslav looked at Rhalkaar.
“You were to ward against any attacks,” said Mharoslav.
Rhalkaar smiled behind his tusks. By the blood gods, Mharoslav hated people who smiled too much. “Indeed. I was so impressed by your attack that I was certain the kobold shaman would fall to your power at once. I didn’t anticipate that the scaled wretch would have the strength for another spell. Do forgive my lapse.”
Mharoslav gritted his teeth.
Yes, a “lapse,” that was what it had been. And if the miserable shaman had somehow managed to kill Mharoslav, no doubt Rhalkaar and his harridan of a sister would have expressed their dismay in public, laughing behind their tusks all the while. As it was, Mharoslav could do nothing about it. They were victorious, which was all that mattered to the Council of Masters. If Mharoslav complained, no one would believe him – the other master warlocks would see it as yet another eruption of his feud with Rhalkaar.
But. Rhalkaar and his sister had best be cautious.
Accidents did happen.
“It is of no concern,” said Mharoslav. “I expected no better performance from you.”
He had the satisfaction of seeing the rage in Rhalkaar’s eyes for a second.
The orcish warriors busied themselves by taking the captives in hand, roping the kobold females together in long coffles. A few proved truculent, and at Zharstrik’s request, Mharoslav used chaos magic to kill a few of the more rebellious ones in a gruesome fashion.
The sight of the twisted corpses inspired a spirit of swift obedience in the new-made slaves.
Mharoslav was glad the tedious business was concluded. Once they returned to Vhalorast, his military service obligations would be finished for several months, and he could resume his studies.
His true work was far more important than rounding up slaves and the endless politicking of the Council of Masters. Or even the growth of Vhalorast’s power over the surrounding kindreds.
For once Mharoslav unlocked the secrets of the Dragonskull, he would have all the power he needed to lead the Vhalorasti orcs to glory…and to rule over his people as an immortal god-king.
Two days later, they returned to Vhalorast.
The great city-state spread over the plains, secure behind its mighty walls of black stone. Between a hundred and fifty and two hundred thousand orcs lived within the walls, and counting the various slaves and mercenaries who had been gathered in the last ten years, the true population was even bigger. Vhalorast was now as large as Urd Maelwyn had been at the height of the Sovereign’s power. Perhaps soon, Mharoslav thought, the warlocks of the city would rebuild the Sovereign’s empire for themselves, but this time, the Council of Masters would rule, rather than the dark elves in their madness and self-destructive folly.
To the north, just before the horizon, Mharoslav saw the massive shapes of the Cloak Mountains. But rising from the heart of Vhalorast was a towering ziggurat of black stone, ramps and stairwells ascending its sides to reach its crown. The Pyramid of Iron Skulls rose a thousand feet tall, built by the skill of the warlocks and the blood of toiling slaves, and within its catacombs rested the iron skulls of the master warlocks of millennia past. Their secrets and power lingered within the iron skulls. Those seeking power and wisdom entered the catacombs to question the masters of ancient days.
Sometimes the seekers returned with the knowledge they sought.
Or they returned as gibbering lunatics.
And very often, they never returned at all.
Seven gates pierced the outer wall of Vhalorast. The orcish warriors entered through the Gate of Servitude, the traditional entrance by which captives were brought into the city to begin their lives of toil. Mharoslav left the mundane matters of handling the captives to Zharstrik and strode through the crowded streets. Vhalorast seethed with activity as slaves and women went about their business. The domed houses preferred by the orcish kindred dominated the streets, though in many places, necessity overcame preference in the form of multi-story apartment houses of stone with fired tiles of clay on the rooftops. The tallest buildings were the towers of the master warlocks, built of black stone. The position of the thirteen moons could affect the performance of various spells, and so the warlocks needed towers to observe the sky and chart the moons’ courses through the heavens.
Or so they claimed. Given how petty some of his fellow master warlocks were, Mharoslav suspected they were building the towers as a competition, like common warriors competing to see who could throw a spear the farthest.
His black robes meant no one dared to impede him, and slaves hastened out of his way, bowing as he passed. As a master warlock, Mharoslav could execute any slave in the city with impunity.
They were wise to avoid his attention.
His tower was not far from the plaza at the foot of the Pyramid of Iron Skulls. It was a cylindrical spire of dark stone surrounded by a small courtyard. The demands of his rank meant that the courtyard held a great hall and a slaves’ barracks, though Mharoslav would have preferred to live in complete solitude. That said, he wasn’t about to scrub his own floors and cook his own meals.
He grimaced, walked into his courtyard, and stepped into his great hall.
A firepit crackled in the center of the floor, smoke rising to a hole in the ceiling. A table sat on the far end of the hall, and an orcish woman stood there, glaring at him. Two human slaves in gray tunics hurried close and bowed. They did not speak to greet him - Mharoslav only purchased slaves whose tongues had been removed. They could not act as spies for his enemies, and he did not have to endure their chattering.
“Bring me food and drink,” he ordered and then turned to the orcish woman who stood near the table.
Sadly, he could not have her tongue removed.
“My lord and master,” said the woman, her scorn apparent. “I see you have managed not to get yourself killed.”
“Veljara,” said Mharoslav. He walked around the table and seated himself.
His chief concubine scoffed. The sound grated on Mharoslav’s nerves, as nearly everything about her did. When the High Warlock had forced a resolution to Mharoslav’s and Rhalkaar’s feud, one of the terms had been that Mharoslav would take Rhalkaar’s favorite sister as his chief concubine. The old devil’s punishment had been subtle in its vexations. Rhalkaar had to suffer the humiliation of his favorite sister sharing the bed of his chief rival.
Mharoslav had to put up with the damned woman.
He had gotten the worst of it.
“Have you brought me back any spoils, my lord and master?” said Veljara, folding her arms. “Or shall we continue to live in poverty?”
“I shall receive a share of the spoils,” said Mharoslav, a headache beginning in his temples. “Some kobold females. Sell them, kill them, roast and eat them, I care not.”
“Kobold females!” said Veljara. “Such bounty! I don’t know what we shall do with this torrent of wealth.”
Mharoslav let out a breath, his headache increasing, and looked at Veljara. She was, he conceded, quite attractive – her hips were wide, her bosom round, her skin green and clear, her tusks white, her hair long and black and hanging to the small of her back.
But by the blood gods, the sound of her voice was like a knife scraping against stone.
Nor did she ever shut up.
“I am sure you will find a way to spend the money with little delay,” said Mharoslav.
“Not that victory has brought you any cheer,” said Veljara. “You sit there with that usual stone-faced scowl upon your face. Not even victory can make you smile.”
“You should be glad of the victory, my concubine,” said Mharoslav. “For if your brother had fallen in battle, my words with you would not be nearly so gentle.”
“My brother’s magic is strong. Vhalzarok has given him great power,” said Veljara. Mharoslav resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “For that matter, he is a puissant man. He has many concubines and many more children.” She scoffed. “You have yet to have even a single child by me, my lord and master.”
Mharoslav felt his irritation begin to spin out of control. He wanted to rip the mocking smirk from her face with a spell, or perhaps his fist, but if he mistreated her, Veljara would complain to her brother, which would give Rhalkaar an excuse to act against him.
Still, there were ways he could make Veljara suffer. He had refused to give her any children, using his magic to ensure that he would not impregnate her. And one of a chief concubine’s traditional prerogatives was to rule over her lord’s other concubines. Mharoslav had taken no other women as his own. Let Veljara amuse herself by ruling over his tongueless slaves.
“Summon the other slaves,” said Mharoslav when the two humans returned with his food and drink. “I shall eat and drink in a little while.”
“Your and your games,” sneered Veljara.
“Will you disobey me?” said Mharoslav. “Shall I tell the High Warlock that Rhalkaar has burdened me with an impudent and churlish woman?”
Veljara’s eyes flashed with hatred, but she said nothing.
All of Mharoslav’s slaves, about thirty of them, filled the great hall. Mharoslav rose, removed his robes and boots, and ordered Veljara out of her gown. The hate in her eyes kindled further, but she obeyed. He pushed her to the floor in front of the table, and took her then and there.
Mharoslav considered his slaves to be furniture, nothing more, and didn’t care what they saw him do. For that matter, he had been on campaign many times and sharing a communal privy trench swiftly eroded one’s standards of privacy. But Veljara was proud enough that she absolutely hated for the slaves to see her unclad, and so Mharoslav always made sure at least two slaves were present when he decided to couple with her.
For all the slaves to stand in a ring around them, watching, well…she hated that most of all.
Mharoslav took his time, knowing that she loathed his touch. Once he finished, he rose from her without another word, dressed, and sat down to eat and drink. But he commanded Veljara to remain undressed and kneeling on the floor, the clothed slaves surrounding her. The petty humiliation pleased him.
A pity he couldn’t see Rhalkaar’s face when she told him about it.
“Not even that could draw a smile from you,” said Veljara with cold disdain. A faint glimmer of the orcish battle rage came into her black eyes. Mharoslav held her in contempt, but she truly hated him. “You are made of stone, my lord and master.”
“When you bathe, you should wash yourself more thoroughly,” said Mharoslav. “If I was scowling, it was because I had to breathe in your stench.”
Her eyes all but glowed red for a second, and he saw every muscle in her body clench with fury. That stirred his blood, and he considered taking her again but dismissed the thought. He had been away from his studies for too long, and the intricacies of dark magic were far more compelling than the pleasures of Veljara’s body.
“I am done with you for the day,” said Mharoslav, finishing his meal. “Do whatever you usually do. Watch the slaves scrub the floor, I imagine.”
Veljara said nothing, but her eyes flashed red once more as she rose and began dressing.
Mharoslav walked from the great hall and climbed the winding stairs to his tower. He disarmed the wards upon the door to the highest chamber and strode inside. His study was a round room, with windows of leaded glass overlooking the city and the Pyramid of Iron Skulls to the north. Books, scrolls, and clay tablets lined the shelves, and more covered the surface of his desk.
He sat down and opened one of the volumes.
It had come to him in a roundabout way. When the accursed Guardian Rhodruthain had opened his magical Gate between Aenesium and the city of Tarlion, the two human realms of Owyllain and Andomhaim were connected for the first time in their history. Trade was a common activity among all kindreds, and humans were no different. Soon merchants moved back and forth through the Guardian’s Gate, carrying silk and spices to Andomhaim and bringing back steel swords and horses to Owyllain.
Books were among the trade goods.
The histories of Andomhaim and Owyllain had diverged five centuries ago, and the men of Owyllain were more advanced in some crafts, the men of Andomhaim in others. For that matter, Andomhaim had its own histories and chronicles, and the learned men of Owyllain wished to read of them.
Mharoslav had been with a band of warriors who had attacked a human trading caravan traveling from Aenesium to Xenorium. The guards and soldiers had slain, the women and children taken back to Vhalorast as slaves. The caravan had been loaded with steel swords, helmets, and cuirasses, and the warriors had taken them as spoils.
But the chests of books had been more interesting to Mharoslav, and since he had been the only warlock accompanying the raiders, he had claimed them for his own.
He found them fascinating. The books were mostly histories of Andomhaim in the five centuries since the founding of Owyllain. That was of interest, though only in an academic sense. What intrigued Mharoslav was the accounts of the wizards of Andomhaim – the Magistri. The archmage Ardrhythain of the high elves himself had taught the Magistri their magic and had provided the knights of Andomhaim with soulblades. They made for effective warriors – the Swordbearers had been instrumental in the final defeat of the Sovereign at Cathair Animus.
But one book – well, one two-volume set – held the greatest potential.
The History of the First Magistri.
The volumes were the account of the First Magistri, the founders of the Order. Ardrhythain himself had trained them, and they had possessed powers beyond the reach of the modern Magistri. One of them had been a human woman named Niara. She had once been a slave of the urdmordar, the spider-devils who had ruled much of Andomhaim, but she had escaped when her magical talent manifested and become one of the First Magistri. After the urdmordar had been defeated, Niara had become convinced that the urdmordar who had enslaved her had gone in pursuit of an ancient relic called the Dragonskull, a relic that would give the urdmordar the power to defeat the Magistri and the Swordbearers.
Niara had gone in pursuit of the relic and never been seen again.
And that caught Mharoslav’s imagination.
There were no urdmordar in Owyllain, but the spider-devils had been powerful. They had been so powerful, in fact, that even the dark elves feared them. The Sovereign had come to this continent to build his empire specifically to capture Cathair Animus and the Well of Storms to use as a weapon against the urdmordar. The histories made it clear that without the Swordbearers, Andomhaim would have fallen to the spider-devils.
The urdmordar were mighty…and one of them had gone in pursuit of the Dragonskull, a relic that would make her even more powerful.
What would that relic do in Mharoslav’s hands?
He paged through his books, planning, seeking. Using the Guardian’s Gate was too risky. To reach Andomhaim, he would have to travel through the Deeps. That would require some years of preparation, but it would be doable. Then there would be the matter of locating the Dragonskull itself. The books said that Niara had left a chain of Waystones to show the path to the relic. Mharoslav needed to find a way to activate them, though the magic of the Waystones was likely inimical to his own chaos magic…
Mharoslav found himself growing drowsy, and he fell asleep at his desk.
His eyes flickered open.
It had been noon when he had drifted off, but now it was nighttime. Greenish-blue light leaked through his windows, coming from the five moons that were out tonight. Mharoslav’s limbs felt heavy, his eyes leaden. It took a moment for his brain to come to the right conclusion.
Poison.
He had been poisoned.
Fury rose at the realization. It had to be the work of Veljara. With Rhalkaar’s assistance, no doubt. Well, they would regret it. The magic would burn the poison from his blood, though it would be painful, and then he would make Veljara regret…
Bronze flashed in the moonlight, and the dagger plunged into Mharoslav’s chest.
The blow was expertly aimed and slid between his iron ribs. Mharoslav jerked in the chair, his boot heels drumming against the floor. All the strength drained from his body, and he managed to turn his head to see Veljara standing over him, smirking.
Rhalkaar stood next to his sister, an identical smirk upon his face.
Veljara ripped the dagger free from his chest and tossed it to the floor. It clattered against the stonework, and Mharoslav saw a dead kobold lying at Rhalkaar’s feet.
“So tragic, my lord and master,” said Veljara. “You were hard at work at your studies, and a kobold struck you down with a poisoned dagger.”
Mharoslav snarled. Or he tried to. Blood flew from his lips. He tried to draw magic through his mind, but he was in too much pain to focus.
“Yes,” said Rhalkaar. “Killed by one of your kobold slaves. A tragedy and a loss for the Council of Masters.”
Brother and sister looked at one another and laughed, loud and mocking.
“Look at his face,” said Veljara. “He’s furious…but he looks as he always does.” She laughed again. “Like he just took a bite of something rotten.”
“Come, sister,” said Rhalkaar. “We shall dine in the great hall. After a suitable interval, you will send for your lord and master…and we shall discover that he was slain at his desk. Though he killed his attacker in his final death throes.”
Veljara laughed once more. “Yes, a kobold. The mighty master warlock, slain by a kobold. Perhaps the bards shall sing a saga of his glorious final victory.”
Still chuckling, Rhalkaar and Veljara departing, leaving Mharoslav to die.
Once again, he tried to call magic, but he could not focus. Not that it would have done much. The chaos magic could burn the poison from his blood, but it couldn’t do anything about the mortal wound in his chest. The front of his robes were wet with blood, and it was getting harder and harder to breathe. Another few moments and he would choke in his own blood.
No. He would not die like this. He would not!
Mharoslav heaved himself out of his chair, only to fall to the floor. He landed on his left side, which jostled his injured chest, and blood sprayed from his lips. The pain was blinding, and for a second, he could not move. Yet the same willpower that let him wield the furious strength of chaos magic, that had let him endure the agony of the transformation as his bones turned to iron, refused to let him die.
He dragged himself across the floor inch by inch, leaving a trail of green blood in his wake.
Mharoslav crawled closer to one of his bookshelves. Tomes filled the shelves, both books recording the ancient lore of Vhalorast but also volumes from Andomhaim. Some relics occupied the shelves, a few magical, others curiosities he had collected over the years.
One of them was most certainly not a curiosity, but he had never dared to use it.
Or been desperate enough.
It sat on the bottom shelf, a tablet of white stone carved with dark elven characters. The front of the tablet had been shaped in the image of a hooded man draped in heavy robes, hands tucked into the sleeves, face shadowed beneath the cowl. It was an artist’s representation of a Maledictus, one of the deadly sorcerer-priests who had served the Sovereign at the height of his power.
Mharoslav’s vision started to go black, and he could not get a breath down.
With a final effort, he seized the tablet and sent his will into it.
For a terrible instant, nothing happened, but the symbols upon the stone flared with ghostly blue light. Mharoslav felt a magical link form between him and the tablet.
A second after that, power poured through the link.
Pain accompanied it.
Mharoslav would have screamed, but he had neither strength nor breath left, and everything went black.
He awoke a second later, shuddering.
The pain was gone. Mharoslav rolled to his feet and felt his chest. The wound was still there, though the blood had clotted, and it was still difficult to breathe. But the pain had vanished, and he had some strength. His gambit had worked. A long-dead Maledicti priest had created and enspelled the tablet, charging it with stolen life force. That stolen energy was now keeping Mharoslav alive, holding death at bay.
He had gained himself some time.
But not much time. He didn’t know how long the tablet would hold back his mortal wound. For that matter, Rhalkaar and Veljara were bound to check on him before much longer. Once they did, he was finished. In his weakened state, Mharoslav was not strong enough to overcome his rival. In fact, Veljara could likely beat him to death with one of her cooking pots. The blood gods knew she would relish the prospect.
Mharoslav had to act now.
There was only one course of action left to him.
His eyes turned towards the Pyramid of Iron Skulls, its dark mass blotting out the light of the moons and the stars as if it had been made out of something darker than mere stone. A shiver went through him at the sight.
There was no other choice.
Mharoslav worked a spell of chaos magic, one designed to corrupt the flow of gravity around him. He opened one of the windows and stepped into the night. The fall from his tower should have killed him, but instead, Mharoslav drifted down like a bird gliding upon the air. His descent carried him over his courtyard, and he drifted to the forum before the Pyramid before releasing his spell. A wave of fatigue went through him – the magic had taken more effort than he had expected.
He ignored the weakness and strode towards the Pyramid.
The entrance to the catacombs yawned in the base of the lowest tier, a dark archway that opened onto a broad flight of stairs that descended into the earth. There were no guards at the gate to the catacombs.
There was no need.
Any resident of Vhalorast – whether master warlock, acolyte, headman, warrior, free, or slave – could enter the catacombs and seek the counsel of the ancient warlocks at any time.
In fact, sometimes an annoyed master would force a disobedient slave to enter the catacombs.
Because those who disturbed the shadows beneath the Pyramid of Iron Skulls rarely returned.
Mharoslav had, once before, during his trial to rise to the rank of master warlock. Only bits and pieces of that ordeal remained in his memory.
The dark passageways that changed direction even as he looked at them.
The mutated, twisted things that shuffled down the corridors, seeking to slake their endless hunger.
And the chambers lined with the iron skulls of long-dead master warlocks whispering words of madness in the shadows.
He didn’t want to go back.
But he didn’t want to die, either, especially not at the hand of his traitorous concubine and his hated rival, and he forced himself onward, descending the stairs to the highest gallery of the catacombs.
The darkness swallowed him whole.
Mharoslav worked another simple spell, conjuring a sphere of light that gave off a bloody glow, and set off for the chamber that housed the skulls of the ancient warlocks.
Time passed.
He could not have said how much.
There was no map of the catacombs. There was no point. The corridors changed constantly, though Mharoslav could feel the concentration of dark power at the heart of the maze. When the path branched, Mharoslav always chose the way that led closer to that malevolent power.
The corridors themselves had been built of black stone, the walls rising in corbeled tiers until they met overhead. Sometimes the stone seemed dark and lusterless. Other times Mharoslav glimpsed his reflection in the wall. He looked haggard, his robes wet with blood.
Or the reflection was distorted, his laughing visage glaring at him.
Several times he came under attack from the creatures that wandered the catacombs. The beasts were twisted things that had once been acolytes come to seek the wisdom of the masters. They had been orcish men like Mharoslav, but now they were misshapen horrors that looked like spiders stitched together from orcish bodies – green legs jutting from their sides, eyes scattered almost at random over their forms, a dozen mouths open and screaming curses at him. The beasts were vulnerable to chaos magic, and Mharoslav’s spells scythed through them, ending their miserable existences.
A fate that might be his own if his strength failed.
Because it was failing.
There was still no pain, but Mharoslav felt himself growing colder, the world more remote around him. The life force he leeched from the tablet let him keep moving, but he did not know how much longer it would last.
His legs grew numb beneath him, and Mharoslav fell to one knee, breathing hard. For a long moment he knelt, bent by fatigue, and at last forced himself to look up.
Shock rippled through him.
He was no longer in one of the dark corridors.
Instead, he was in a massive gallery of rough-hewn stone. Niches lined the walls, thousands of them, and a crimson glow bathed the chamber.
The red light came from the orcish skulls resting in the niches.
Thousands upon thousands of orcish skulls.
Mharoslav had reached the chamber of the iron skulls.
Or it had found him.
A torrent of whispers filled his mind. He could not make out the individual words, but the meaning was clear.
Why had he come here?
“Revered masters of ages past,” said Mharoslav. “I beg your aid. I have been wounded unto death. Grant me healing, and I shall carry out your will.”
Disdain filled the whispers.
By his own folly, he had been wounded. Why should they aid him? The strong prospered, and the weak perished. Thus it had always been, and thus it always would be.
“I will carry out your will in the world above,” said Mharoslav.
The whispers began to fade away. A dull pain throbbed in his chest.
“I know where to find the Dragonskull!” he shouted.
Dead silence fell over the chamber, but the iron skulls weren’t ignoring him.
He felt their attention beating against him as if he stood before the heat of a bronzesmith’s furnace.
“None of the other warlocks have studied the lore of Andomhaim,” said Mharoslav. “But I have. I know of the Dragonskull. I know how to find it. Heal me, and I vow that I shall find it.”
Still silence ruled in the chamber of iron skulls.
“Well?” demanded Mharoslav. “What say you?”
The chamber vanished around him. Mharoslav found himself in a vast emptiness, one so enormous that his mind could not contain it.
But he was not entirely alone.
A plinth of rough stone rose a few paces before him, and atop the plinth rested the iron skull of a Vhalorasti warlock. Red fire burned in its eye sockets, and unlike the other skulls, this one wore a diadem of gold, rubies glittering within the metal.
And unlike the other skulls, the power that radiated from this skull was so immense that Mharoslav almost fell over. He had spent his life around powerful wielders of dark magic, and he had never felt anything like this before.
The voice thundered out of the darkness around him.
“It is well that you are kneeling, Mharoslav of Vhalorast,” said the voice. “Else I should compel you to obeisance, and I fear you do not have that much time left.”
“What?” said Mharoslav. He had seen nothing like this when he had entered the Pyramid for his trial. “Who are you?”
“In life, I was known as Vhalzarok, the First Warlock of Vhalorast,” said the voice. “Now I am something different.”
“Then…then you were not a god?” said Mharoslav.
Hideous laughter boomed out of the darkness. Mharoslav flinched despite himself.
“What is a god?” said Vhalzarok. “Merely a word. A man is not a god, but the ant looking up at him from the dust will see him as one. And you, Mharoslav…you are the ant in the dust.”
“I…I did not mean any disrespect, Lord Vhalzarok,” started Mharoslav.
Again, that nightmarish laughter ran out around him.
“I was the first,” said Vhalzarok. “I learned my spells at the feet of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch and the Sovereign of Urd Maelwyn. I laid the first stone of the Pyramid above us and bound it with my power. Even death was not enough to contain my magic. Why do you think Vhalorast still stands after so many millennia when countless other cities have fallen into ruin? It is my power that guides our people, my acolytes who carry out my will, even if they know it not.”
“My lord,” said Mharoslav again. Despite his exhaustion and growing pain, he knew he was in the presence of a power that could crush him in the blink of an eye. Or, more likely, would make him wish that it had crushed him. “I…”
“You have come here to be healed,” said Vhalzarok. “To be cured of your deadly wound. What will you give me in exchange, Mharoslav?”
“The Dragonskull, my lord,” said Mharoslav. “I will bring you the Dragonskull.”
“No,” said Vhalzarok. “You shall claim the Dragonskull and unlock its power for yourself. Thus shall my will be worked in the world. The dark elves have fallen. The urdmordar will be swept aside, and the humans enslaved. The new age of the world shall be the domination of the orcs, and the orcs shall be ruled by my acolytes from Vhalorast.”
“Then what must I do?” said Mharoslav. He felt the last of his strength draining away. “I…”
“Fear not,” said Vhalzarok. “For you shall see with your own eyes.”
The darkness exploded with light and color around him.
Mharoslav flinched as the vision poured into his skull. The cosmos erupted around him as Vhalzarok showed him past and present and future.
He saw the creation of the Dragonskull, saw how the mighty artifact had destroyed its creators. It had warped fate around it, drawing doomed souls to claim its power, but Mharoslav saw the path.
And still the visions came, filling his mind like thunder. His consciousness overflowed, and Mharoslav heard himself screaming, blood pouring from his nostrils and his ears and his lips as Vhalzarok laughed at him.
And then…
And then Mharoslav began to laugh as he understood, as the visions ripped apart his sanity and rebuilt his mind in a new form.
Mharoslav gestured, and the doors to his great hall crumbled into dust.
He strode into the hall and laughed at the scene that greeted him.
Rhalkaar and Veljara stood at the high table, gaping at him in astonishment. A score of his slaves filled the room, and they took one look at Mharoslav and fled, racing into the night. Mharoslav couldn’t blame them. Perhaps they were wise enough to realize what was about to happen.
Or maybe they understood the joke.
Mharoslav started to chortle.
His enemy and his concubine flinched as if he had slapped them.
“You look surprised to see me!” said Mharoslav, his voice filled with good cheer.
“How did you get out of the tower?” said Rhalkaar. He gestured, crimson fire blazing around his right hand as he summoned magic.
“Well,” said Mharoslav. “I went into the Pyramid of Iron Skulls and spoke with the blood god Vhalzarok himself. He told me to find a magical relic from a long-dead empire which I shall use to conquer the world. And then we laughed and laughed.”
Brother and sister gaped at him.
“He’s gone mad,” said Veljara. “You must kill him!”
Rhalkaar began to release his spell, but Mharoslav moved first.
Crimson fire, some of the secrets that Vhalzarok had shown him, ripped from his palm and coiled around Veljara and Rhalkaar. Bands of red light held them fast, ripping away Rhalkaar’s magic. They started to scream, and Mharoslav gestured. The bands of light pressed Rhalkaar and Veljara against each other.
“I just thought of something funny,” said Mharoslav. “Brother and sister. You’re the same blood, aye? But what if that was literal?”
He gestured again, and both Rhalkaar and Veljara started to melt.
Their flesh dissolved into greenish-black liquid, and their bodies flowed into each other. Yet Mharoslav’s will kept them from dying, and he enjoyed their raw, desperate screams as every nerve in their bodies howled in agony at the transformation.
“You see?” said Mharoslav, laughing. “Now you really do have the same blood!”
He released the spell, and the hideous thing that been Rhalkaar and Veljara shrieked and howled and thrashed for a moment. Then as the chaos magic drained away, the laws of reality reasserted themselves, and the ghastly creature died.
The smell was horrendous.
Silence fell over the great hall.
“Same blood? No?” said Mharoslav to the dead flesh. “Oh, well. I thought it was funny.”
He laughed to himself and turned, striding into the night.
So much to do, so little time!
Vhalzarok had given him knowledge, and Mharoslav would use it to create minions for himself, creatures that would defend him on the long journey through the Deeps to Andomhaim. Then he would have to find the fool human boy who had activated Niara’s first Waystone. Thanks to the visions, Mharoslav knew that a priestess of the Heptarchy was also seeking the Dragonskull, and he would have to beat her to the relic.
For once he held the Dragonskull, the world would be his.
How he would laugh.
Smiling to himself, Mharoslav vanished into the streets of Vhalorast.
THE END
Thank you for reading THE FIRST WARLOCK. The quest for the Dragonskull begins in DRAGONSKULL: SWORD OF THE SQUIRE (https://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=13944) .
If you liked the book, please consider leaving a review at your ebook site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter (http://www.jonathanmoeller.com/writer/?page_id=1854) .
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