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  Description


  



  For a thousand years, the woman called Third was an urdhracos, a slave of the dark elven lord called the Traveler.


  Now the Traveler is dead, and Third is free.



  But when she undertakes the quest to find the missing Shield Knight of Andomhaim, Third must face the bloody shadows of her past.



  Because if she does not, those shadows will devour her...
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  Author’s Note


  



  The novella SHIELD KNIGHT: THIRD’S TALE takes place between the events of SEVENFOLD SWORD: CHAMPION and SEVENFOLD SWORD: SWORDBEARER. Note that this novella contains spoilers for those books.


  


  Chapter 1: The Killer In The Dark


  



  Fourteen days after the quest of the Seven Swords began, fourteen days after the day in the Year of Our Lord 1488 when the cloaked stranger came to the High King of Andomhaim’s court, the woman who called herself Third walked alone through the darkness of the Deeps.


  The caverns of the Deeps were places of dread and darkness. Portions of it were ruled by the dwarves of the Three Kingdoms, the dvargir of Khaldurmar, various petty dark elven lords, and a constantly shifting array of deep orc and kobold and koballat tribes. And still worse things lurked in the caverns of the Deeps, urvaalgs and ursaars and the other war beasts of the dark elves of old. Undead haunted many of the caverns and ruins, and mzrokar prowled in search of carrion. And there were more powerful creatures in the blackness, urdmordar and malophages and Deep Walkers and creatures that even the urdmordar feared.


  None of it troubled the woman who called herself Third.


  She had been here before, after all.


  Third walked through a narrow tunnel of rough stone. It was gloomy, but she needed very little light to see. Patches of fist-sized ghost mushrooms clung to the walls here and there, throwing pale blue light across the rough stone. The straps of Third’s pack tugged at her shoulders, and her swords of dark elven steel rested in scabbards at her left and right hips.


  The bracer of blue steel that Antenora had forged rested upon her right forearm, over her close-fitting dark armor. From the magical bracer, Third felt a tugging sensation, almost like a lodestone rotating itself towards a steel cuirass.


  That was good. It meant she was headed in the right direction.


  Though Third thought she might have to make a few stops first.


  The tunnel sloped downward, more patches of ghost mushrooms providing dim light. It began to widen, and Third felt a cool breeze on her face that tugged at her black hair. The air was damp, and the familiar smell of ironstalk mushrooms came to her nostrils. Likely there was a large cavern ahead, one with both water and enough space to support ironstalk mushrooms.


  Such caverns were sources of food and water and were almost always defended.


  Another scent came to Third’s nostrils, a dusty, dry smell like the scales of a serpent or a lizard.


  She recognized that smell, too.


  Third slipped her swords from their sheaths and glided forward, her boots making no sound against the rough stone floor.


  As she had expected, the tunnel opened into a large oval cavern perhaps a half-mile long and a third of a mile wide. About a quarter of the floor was taken up by a rippling pond. The ripples came from the strange, glowing fish that darted back and forth beneath the surface. Clusters of ironstalk mushrooms, some of them standing over thirty feet tall, encircled the lake, and a carpet of ghost mushrooms covered the floor, giving off an eerie glow of pale blue and sickly green.


  Third went motionless, assessing the cavern.


  She spotted the two kobold sentries at once.


  The creatures were about the size of human children, but with spindly limbs covered in gray scales. They also had long, whip-like tails and narrow lizard-like skulls with black-slit yellow eyes. Crests of crimson scales rose from their heads, and tongues darted back and forth over their fangs, tasting the air. Beyond the sentries, Third caught sight of a score more kobolds prowling through the cavern. Likely they were a scouting party for a nearby tribe, come to see if the cavern could be held.


  She considered what to do. This cavern was one of the back routes to the dvargir city of Khaldurmar, and she needed to go to Khaldurmar. If she went to the main dvargir tunnels, that would add another two or three days to her journey, and Third did not want to lose that time.


  Which meant she needed to deal with the kobolds.


  There were too many of them for her to use her power to transport herself past them. Her initial impulse was to kill them all and be done with it. In the long centuries of her life, Third had killed more kobolds than she could remember, and another twenty would not trouble her in the slightest.


  Still…


  She wasn’t an urdhracos now. She was a baptized daughter of the church, a sister of Queen Mara, which Third supposed technically made her a noblewoman. Perhaps she could find a way past the kobolds without killing them all. Killing was what she did best, but she was no longer a slave of her father, but instead followed her own will and conscience.


  And her conscience urged her not to attack first.


  Third shrugged, sheathed her swords, and strode into view.


  “Greetings,” she said in the orcish tongue. Likely the kobolds knew it.


  Both creatures flinched and looked at her, raising short bows with arrows set to the string.


  “I wish to pass the cavern,” said Third. “Allow me to travel to the far side, and I will leave in peace and trouble you no further.”


  The kobolds glanced at each other. One of them turned and growled over its shoulder, and the other kobolds in the cavern turned towards them.


  “A human?” said the kobold on Third’s left.


  The kobold on the right barked a laugh. “Take her! We can sell her to the dvargir of House Tzanar. A human female slave will fetch a high price there!”


  The kobolds in the cavern hurried forward, two of them carrying a net.


  Third sighed and drew her dark elven short swords.


  Well, she had tried.


  The two kobold sentries started forward, and Third drew on the power in her blood, reaching for the fiery song that burned inside her.


  She was the daughter of the Traveler, the dark elven prince who had once ruled Nightmane Forest. The power in that blood had transformed her into an urdhracos centuries ago, and the Traveler’s will had dominated her heart and mind. But the Traveler was dead, and Third was no longer an urdhracos. The power in her blood that had once enslaved her was instead hers to command.


  Third drew on that power, and blue fire swallowed the world.


  She traveled six yards in an instant, disappearing from her previous location and reappearing behind the two kobold sentries. The kobolds hurrying through the mushrooms flinched in sudden surprise, and the sentries looked back and forth in bewilderment.


  Third moved before any of them could recover.


  She stepped forward, her right-hand sword plunging into the back of a kobold sentry. Her dark elven heritage gave her strength beyond normal for humans, and her blade found the creature’s heart. Before the kobold even finished dying, Third wrenched her sword free, stepped forward, and attacked with the sword in her left hand. The blade slashed across the second sentry’s throat, and blood flew from the kobold’s gashed neck.


  Third was already moving before the dying kobold hit the ground. The other creatures rushed at her, and two of them hurled a weighted net. She waited until the last instant and drew on her power, transporting herself a dozen yards in the blink of an eye. The net fell empty to the ground, and Third reappeared behind the kobolds who had thrown it. She killed them both with quick stabs of her swords, their blood falling to the ground to water the ghost mushrooms. Another kobold came at her with a yell, jabbing with a long spear. Third deflected the spear with a sweep of her left sword, stepped into the kobold’s guard, and opened its throat with a slash of her right blade.


  Two more kobolds came at her, stabbing with short swords of their own. Third dodged to the right, deflecting a thrust that had been aimed at her belly. The second kobold slashed at her legs, and Third parried the blow and stabbed, her sword finding the kobold’s heart. The first kobold attacked again, and Third caught its sword in a cross-parry. She twisted to the side, releasing her blades, and stabbed with both weapons. Her blades caught the kobold in the chest, and the lizard-like creature fell dead to the ground.


  There was a flare of blue light, and a harsh voice rang out.


  Third whirled and saw a kobold with a staff standing a dozen yards away, half-hidden behind a boulder. This kobold looked older and thinner than the ones she had killed, and its scaly hide had been adorned with swirling blue tattoos. A pair of kobold skulls hung from the end of the staff, clicking and rattling as the kobold gestured, and ghostly blue fire was beginning to play around its claws.


  A kobold shaman, then, and likely a wielder of dark magic. The other kobolds began hissing and jeering, no doubt expecting their shaman’s spell to strike her dead.


  The shaman hurled a blast of blue fire at her, and Third called on her power.


  She disappeared and reappeared behind the shaman. Before the creature could react or cast any defensive spells, she drove her blades into its back. The shaman shuddered, shrieked something in the kobold tongue, and then collapsed.


  Third wrenched her swords free, blood dripping from the blades, and turned to face the remaining kobold warriors.


  They had seen enough. The kobolds scattered and fled, some of them retreating up the tunnel that Third herself had just used, while the reaminder fled towards other tunnels in the cavern walls. Perhaps she had scared them off. Or maybe they had gone to find reinforcements or more powerful allies.


  Either way, she wanted to be long gone by then.


  Third drew on her power and traveled to the southern end of the cavern in two jumps. Another large archway opened in the wall there, leading to a tunnel that wound its way further into the vast maze of the Deeps.


  She paused for a moment to check the tugging on her bracer. Antenora had enchanted the bracer to follow the Shield Knight, to seek the power of his soulblade Oathshield. It was like a compass, albeit one that she could feel with her mind instead of seeing with her eyes.


  Third was still on the right path.


  Of course, in the tangled maze of the Deeps, one could never be entirely sure of the right path.


  Which was why Third was going to Khaldurmar.


  She left the cavern and headed down the tunnel.


  Chapter 2: Khaldurmar


  



  It would have taken three days to travel on foot from the cavern where Third had killed the kobolds to the gates of Khaldurmar.


  Thanks to the power of her blood, Third did it in one day.


  She moved through the wild tunnels of the Deeps, through caverns and galleries claimed by no power. Third walked through narrow tunnels, a few of them so narrow she had to turn sideways to get through them. Some of the caverns were vast cathedrals, filled with stalactites and stalagmites and pools of clear water. Others had pools of bubbling mud, toxic gas hissing from cracks in the floor, and still others had lakes of glowing lava, the air in the cavern hot and sharp.


  Third knew the dangers of the Deeps and avoided them all. Twice she had to conceal herself and wait for dangerous creatures to pass – a pair of hunting urvaalgs, and then a basilisk. But they didn’t notice her, and step by step and jump by jump she moved closer to Khaldurmar.


  And as she entered the territory controlled by the dvargir, Third realized that she was being followed.


  Truth be told, she had been followed for some time. Not that it was surprising. She was close to Khaldurmar now, and the dvargir knew everything that went on in the Deeps near their city. They had withstood attempts by the dark elves and the urdmordar to conquer them, and they had warred with their dwarven cousins for millennia. That, and the minds of the dvargir inclined naturally to paranoia.


  No one could approach Khaldurmar without detection.


  Third walked through a large cavern filled with ironstalk mushrooms, an eerie blue glow rising from the clusters of ghost mushrooms dotting the floor. She glanced around, nodded to herself, and made up her mind.


  This was as good a place as any.


  She came to a stop, glancing around once more.


  Could she remember the dvargir tongue? She had learned it long ago, carrying out her father’s tasks. Sometimes he had liked an escort of his daughters when he had negotiated with the dvargir mercenaries and merchants who came to Nightmane Forest. Third was surprised that she remembered it.


  Then again, she remembered all of it.


  The Keeper’s apprentice Antenora had lived for fifteen centuries, yet she had forgotten vast swathes of it. A human mind could not hold such a span of years. But Third was only half human.


  She remembered everything.


  Sometimes she was jealous of Antenora.


  “There are seven of you that I have spotted,” said Third in the dvargirish language. “Two of you behind that ironstalk mushroom, three of you behind me in the ghost mushrooms, and two more of you over there behind those boulders. You might as well come out. I am going to Khaldurmar to speak with the dvargir, with or without you.”


  Her words echoed through the cavern, and nothing happened.


  Then the deep orcs emerged from their concealment, moving in utter silence.


  As Third had deduced, there were seven of the creatures. Most orcish men of the surface world stood seven feet tall, with green skin and black hair. The deep orcs were shorter and thinner, their skins a sickly yellowish-green. Their huge ears, bigger than Third’s palms, clung to the side of their heads. The deep orcs were eyeless, yet a strange band of knotted, veined flesh encircled their heads like a blindfold. The peculiar organ allowed them to see heat the way that the dwellers of the sunlight saw daylight. The dark elves had created the deep orcs long ago, using their magic to make them more effective slaves in the Deeps. The urdmordar had crushed the dark elves, but the deep orcs remained, living in independent tribes scattered throughout the Deeps.


  And many deep orc tribes had been enslaved or hired by the dvargir.


  They wore close-fitting dark armor of similar design to Third’s, armor that seemed to merge and flow into the shadows.


  Third waited, calm and relaxed, and one of the deep orcs approached. This one seemed older than the others, his hands and face marked with faded scars.


  “You are human,” said the deep orc leader, his voice watery and deep at the same time.


  Third lifted her hand and started to call on her power, making the veins shine with blue fire beneath her skin. “Do you think so?”


  She wondered if the deep orcs could see it. Evidently, they could, because they recoiled, though the leader remained motionless.


  “No,” agreed the leader. “No, you are not human. Then what are you? You look human, but are not, and speak the tongue of the masters.”


  “I am an emissary,” said Third. “I come to Khaldurmar to speak with the Dzark of the Outlanders’ Market. Conduct me there at once.”


  “And if we do not?” said the leader.


  Third shrugged. “Then I will go to Khaldurmar anyway, though I will have to explain to the guards at the gate what happened to their outer sentries.”


  A tense silence stretched between them.


  At last the deep orc leader let out a sound that was almost a snort. “I would hardly wish to inconvenience such an august visitor. Very well. Follow us to the Gate of the Outlanders. We shall be happy to escort you.”


  “I am certain,” said Third.


  The leader growled a command to his warriors, and they spread out in a loose ring around her. No doubt they intended to keep her from escaping, but she would not find it hard to break free of them.


  They left the cavern in silence, and an hour later, Third found herself approaching the Gate of the Outlanders of the dvargir city of Khaldurmar.


  It was as grim and as imposing as she remembered.


  A wide cavern, large as a cathedral of Andomhaim, stretched before the gate. The floor had been leveled and smoothed, all the stalactites and the stalagmites hacked away. Third had no doubt that there were countless hidden traps concealed in the floor and the walls, waiting for their dvargir masters to activate them. At the far end of the cavern, the wall had been worked and fortified. A high rampart rose a hundred feet off the ground, lined with black engines of dvargir steel. Below the rampart rested two huge gates of black dvargir steel, a metal that seemed somehow to drink the light and to reflect it at the same time. Magical symbols had been worked into the metal, carved by the skill of the dvargir shadowscribes, and they seemed to bleed and drip shadows into the air.


  Six dvargir warriors stood guard before the Gate of the Outlanders, watching Third and the deep orcs approach. They looked a great deal like dwarves, each warrior standing five or five and a half feet tall, broader and more muscular than humans, their skin the gray of granite. The similarities to the dwarves ended there. The dvargir shaved their heads, even their eyebrows, which made their void-filled eyes all the starker in their gray faces. Third felt the weight of their gazes as she approached.


  Glowstones had been mounted on the wall above the gate, throwing a hazy light across the cavern floor. Third’s shadow flowed behind her, as did the shadows of her deep orc escorts.


  The dvargir themselves, of course, cast no shadows.


  But they could command shadows and become invisible. Third had no doubt that there were a score of invisible dvargir on either side of the gate, watching her for any sign of danger.


  “What is this?” said the Dzark in command of the gate. The Dzarks were minor warrior-nobles of the dvargir, much like knights among the humans of Andomhaim. The Dzark’s black armor had been adorned with reliefs of red gold, displaying his rank. “You found something?”


  “She is not human, despite her appearance, great lord,” said the deep orc leader.


  “No,” murmured the Dzark. “No, those are elven ears, not human.”


  “And she speaks the tongue of the masters, great lord,” said the deep orc.


  The Dzark’s bottomless black eyes narrowed. “Does she, now?”


  “She does,” said Third in that language. “I have business in Khaldurmar, lord Dzark.”


  “Who are you and what is your business?” said the Dzark.


  “I am Third of Nightmane Forest,” said Third. She saw the flicker go over his gaunt gray face. He recognized the name. Perhaps he knew of the Traveler’s death and Queen Mara’s rise. “As for my business, is the Lord Klothalin of the Great House Tklathar still the Dzark of the Market of the Outlanders?”


  “Such is his honor, yes,” said the Dzark, a hint of mockery in his voice. The position of overseer of the Market of the Outlanders was not an office held in high honor by the dvargir.


  “I have come to purchase something from him,” said Third. “While within Khaldurmar, I will start no fights, steal no property, liberate no slaves, pay the agreed price for any goods, take no sides in the lawsuits between the Great Houses, and speak no mockery against the Council of the Rzarns of the Great Houses of Khaldurmar.”


  “I see you are familiar with our laws, Lady Third,” said the Dzark. “Outlanders are welcome within Khaldurmar, so long as they follow our laws and question not our nobles. If you break the law, the punishment is death or enslavement, as appropriate.” Enslavement was the more likely outcome. The dvargir scrupulously followed the letter of their laws while abusing the spirit at every available opportunity, and if there was profit to be had from enslaving an outlander, they would find a way to do it. For that matter, some of the lawsuits between the dvargir Great Houses had been going on for thousands of years. The High Kingdom of Andomhaim itself was far younger than a few of those lawsuits.


  “I understand,” said Third. She made herself smile. “It would be interesting to watch you attempt to apply those penalties, lord Dzark.”


  The Dzark’s black eyes narrowed. “One should be careful with wishes, Lady Third.” He pointed at two of his warriors. “Take her to the Market of the Outlanders. The Dzark Klothalin of Great House Tklathar should be there at this hour.”


  The warriors bowed, and the Dzark turned and shouted a command.


  A smaller postern door within the great gates of black metal slid open, and Third walked through it and into the city of the dvargir.


  Chapter 3: Haggling


  



  Beyond the Gate stretched the Hall of the Outlanders, a huge gallery of polished stone, the walls and the towering pillars carved with blocky reliefs in the dvargir style. The reliefs showed dvargir victories over the dark elves and urdmordar and high elves. Third spotted at least twenty mechanical traps hidden throughout the Hall of the Outlanders, some that would throw poisoned arrows from secret channels in the wall, others that would pour burning oil from the ceiling, and still more that would make blades erupt from the floor or open hidden trapdoors.


  And those were just the ones that Third spotted.


  After the Hall was a fortified corridor that led to an octagonal courtyard. The corridor could be sealed off with twelve massive doors of dvargirish steel, and Third saw more signs of mechanical traps, along with holes in the ceiling to pour burning oil upon any intruders. In places, she saw secret doors where the dvargir could burst forth to assail any attackers. If anyone tried to attack Khaldurmar through the Gate of the Outlanders, they would pay a horrific price. Little wonder the city had never fallen to any enemies.


  Third wondered if she would be able to walk out again. The prospect of death did not daunt her. She had lived far, far too long already. But…she did not want to fail in her task from Queen Mara and High King Arandar. Third loved her sister and did not want to fail her.


  And over the long and bloody centuries of her life, Ridmark Arban had been the first friend Third had ever made. If he and the Keeper and their children were in danger, Third was going to help them, no matter who stood in her way.


  The dvargir escorts stayed a good distance from her. Perhaps something of her determination showed in her expression. More likely it was sensible dvargir paranoia.


  Another wide gallery opened behind the octagonal courtyard, defended by more waiting doors of dvargir steel. Beyond that corridor was a tall arch flanked by two massive statues of armored dvargir warriors.


  The vast space of the Market of the Outlanders opened before her.


  It was a huge cavern, its sides terraced and descending towards a narrow stream that ran through a canal in the center. Shops and stalls lined the terraces. Dvargir merchants owned some of the shops, selling their goods to the outlanders who visited Khaldurmar. Orcish and kobold merchants rented the other buildings, selling their goods to the dvargir themselves. A large slave market, run by Great House Tzanar, filled the top tier on the left-hand side of the cavern. Both the dvargir and their visitors could purchase slaves, though the slaves for sale seemed to be a motley collection of kobolds and deep orcs.


  Two massive inverted ziggurats hung from the cavern’s ceiling like angular stalactites. The sides of the ziggurats had been covered in glyphs that bled shadows, and their tiers had been highlighted with ghostly purple fire. Those ziggurats were the mansions of dvargir nobles. Why the dvargir nobles preferred to live in ziggurats hanging from the ceiling, Third had no idea. Perhaps they felt such a residence provided greater security.


  The dvargir guards led her through the Market’s crowds. Third saw dvargir warriors in armor or dvargir nobles in solemn robes of dark red and black. There were kobolds and deep orcs and orcs from the surface, most of them Kothluuskan. There were even a few dark elves in blue armor and cloaks. All of them eyed Third warily as she passed. She did not fear any of them. The dvargir did not permit their visitors to fight each other within the bounds of Khaldurmar.


  No, if anyone was going to kill Third, it would be the dvargir themselves.


  Once they had found a legal loophole, of course. The proper forms had to be observed.


  Third and her escorts descended to the bottom of the cavern, crossed a stone bridge over the stream, and climbed the tiers to the highest terrace on the right side. Atop the highest terrace was a cleared space, and in the center of the space stood a dais with a stone throne. Dvargir warriors stood guard near the throne, and on the chair itself sat a dvargir man in the red-trimmed armor of a Dzark. This dvargir was old, his face marked with scars, and his left hand had been replaced with a hook of black dvargirish steel.


  Third had not seen him for a long time.


  He hadn’t aged well.


  “Lord Dzark,” said one of her escorts. “The woman claims she has business with you.”


  “Do you, now?” said the Dzark in a phlegmy voice. He coughed and sat up straighter. “I don’t remember you, madam, and I would remember such an unusual woman.” His void-filled eyes narrowed as he contemplated her. “Neither human nor dark elf, but marks of both kindreds upon you.”


  “I greet you, Lord Klothalin of Great House Tklathar and Dzark of the Market of the Outlanders,” said Third. “And we have met twice before, though I doubt you remember it.”


  Klothalin gave her a cold smile. “You speak our tongue well. Do refresh my memory.”


  “The first time was when you accompanied an embassy of Khaldurmar to Nightmane Forest to speak with the Traveler,” said Third. Klothalin’s smile vanished. “The second was a century later when the Traveler sent an embassy of Anathgrimm orcs and urdhracosi to speak with the Council of Rzarns on his behalf.”


  “Then you are an urdhracos?” said Klothalin. “Hybrids of humans and dark elves always transform in the end. Sometimes into urdhracosi, sometimes into urshanes.”


  “I was an urdhracos,” said Third. “Now I am not.”


  “I see,” said Klothalin, tapping his hook against the stone arm of his chair. It made an irritating rasping noise. “What a singularity you must be. I imagine you would fetch quite a high price as a slave.”


  “Undoubtedly,” said Third. “However, you must ask yourself whether the profit of selling me as a slave would cover the cost of subduing me.”


  Klothalin smiled. “And what would that cost be?”


  Third drew on her power and traveled. She reappeared behind the Dzark’s throne as Klothalin shifted and the guards looked around in surprise.


  She leaned forward, her lips only an inch from Klothalin’s ear.


  “High,” she whispered.


  Klothalin leaped out of his throne and whirled, but Third had already traveled back to her previous location. The dvargir spun to face her, and Klothalin stared at her with wide eyes.


  “But I suggest,” said Third, “that it would be more profitable to conduct business in an orderly fashion.”


  The silence stretched for a while, and then Klothalin sat back on his throne as if nothing had happened.


  “How shall I address you then, madam?” said Klothalin. “I prefer to know someone’s name before I speak with them.”


  “You may call me Third,” she said. “I am the sister of Queen Mara of Nightmane Forest.”


  “So, the rumors are true, then,” said Klothalin. “The Traveler was indeed slain by his hybrid daughter?”


  “He was,” said Third.


  Klothalin grunted. “Serves the mad old fool right.” He waved his hook in irritation. “Getting payment out of him was like squeezing blood from a stone. I hope you will be more reasonable with your requests.” He smiled a little. “Because you do want something from us, I assume.”


  “A map,” said Third.


  “To where?” said Klothalin.


  “To a continent about three thousand five hundred miles south of the city of Tarlion,” said Third. She would not tell the Dzark the reason she needed the map. If the dvargir knew that the Shield Knight and the Keeper were in danger, no doubt they would try to exploit the situation. “The dvargir know more of the tunnels of the Deeps south of Andomhaim than any other kindred. If anyone has a map of this continent, it will be you.”


  Klothalin grunted again. “What do you know of this continent?”


  “Little,” said Third, “save that it exists.”


  “As it happens, we know a great deal of this continent, for we visit it often,” said Klothalin. “It has several names, but the most commonly used one is Owyllain, from the name of the largest human kingdom there. Previously, the kindreds of that land were ruled for the last several thousand years by a dark elven lord of great power called the Sovereign. However, five centuries ago a group of humans fled Andomhaim to escape the urdmordar, and when their fleet became lost, they wound up in Owyllain and founded a kingdom there.”


  “Presumably this was before the Orders of the Magistri and the Swordbearers were founded,” said Third.


  Klothalin gave her a thin smile at that. Given the defeats the Knights of the Order of the Soulblade had inflicted upon dvargir raiders, likely the Dzark did not enjoy the reminder.


  “Indeed,” said Klothalin. “Had they been a little more patient, they would have seen victory over the urdmordar. But it is useless to dwell on the past, is it not? Suffice it to say that the exiles founded a kingdom called Owyllain, and spent the last five centuries struggling against the Sovereign. Twenty-five years ago, the men of Owyllain slew the Sovereign. Ever since then, their realm has fallen into civil war as the claimants to their throne fight each other and the Sovereign’s remaining lieutenants.”


  “Remarkable,” said Third.


  “Yes,” said Klothalin in a sour voice. “Remarkable, and annoying. Khaldurmar enjoyed a brisk trade with the Sovereign’s empire. Frequently he hired our mercenaries, employed our engineers, and purchased our slaves. And he always paid on time. Something your father never managed, I might add. The Sovereign’s remaining lieutenants aren’t nearly as profitable as business partners, sadly.”


  “Sadly,” said Third. “Why was he called the Sovereign? The dark elves always enjoyed their cruel little nicknames for their princes and lords.”


  “Ah,” said Klothalin with a chuckle. “The Sovereign was the greatest warrior and commander their kindred ever produced, just as his brother the Warden was the greatest wizard…”


  Third blinked. “The Sovereign was the Warden’s brother?” She had never been to Urd Morlemoch and had never met the Warden, but her father had been terrified of him. For that matter, Ridmark and Calliande had both visited Urd Morlemoch about nine years ago in pursuit of the mystery of the Frostborn. Third had never heard the entire story, but she knew that Ridmark and Calliande and the others had barely escaped from the Warden’s stronghold alive.


  “Indeed,” said Klothalin. “They both counseled the other dark elves against summoning the urdmordar, incidentally.”


  “Clearly the other dark elves should have listened,” said Third.


  Klothalin chuckled again. “Clearly. Well, to return to your previous question, the Warden fortified himself in Urd Morlemoch, but the Sovereign fled to the land that would become Owyllain and thought to make it into his personal empire. He won every battle, but inevitably his subjects and slaves rebelled against him, and he had to fight the same wars over and over again. Hence, the dark elves called him the Sovereign.”


  “I see,” said Third. Just as well that this Sovereign was dead if Ridmark and Calliande and their children had been pulled to the remnants of his empire by that strange elven wizard with the golden staff.


  “Might I ask why you wish to visit Owyllain?” said Klothalin.


  “Curiosity,” said Third, which was true enough. She was curious to see what had happened to her friends. “I simply require a map through the tunnels of the Deeps to Owyllain. Though if the dvargir have a regular trade with Owyllain, I assume you have dug an underground canal to carry your barges there with great speed?”


  “We have,” said Klothalin. “Truth be told, one of those barges is leaving Khaldurmar for Owyllain tomorrow. Taking the barge will get you to Owyllain far more quickly than traveling by foot. Even with your…peculiar…abilities.” He smiled. “Might I assume you wish to travel via barge?”


  “I do,” said Third. “The sooner I can reach Owyllain, the sooner I can satisfy my curiosity.”


  “I trust you understand,” said Klothalin, “that passage aboard a dvargir vessel is not free.”


  “I believe this is the portion of the conversation,” said Third, “where we shall discuss price.”


  Klothalin said nothing, tapping his hook against the stone arm of his throne. Third supposed it was a tactic designed to annoy her. She didn’t care. She had endured far worse things than a petty dvargir noble tapping his hook against a stone chair.


  “Perhaps we can find a way for you to travel upon the barge without paying a fee,” said Klothalin.


  “Oh?” said Third. “That seems unlikely.”


  “In exchange for your help with a little…problem,” said Klothalin.


  “And what manner of problem would that be?” said Third.


  “Are you familiar with a group of human wizards who called themselves the Eternalists?” said Klothalin.


  “Yes,” said Third, surprised. “They arose after the first war with the Frostborn. They sought to use magic to make themselves immortal and violated the strictures and the laws placed upon the Magistri of Andomhaim. The Swordbearers, the faithful Magistri, and the High King united to destroy them, and most of the Eternalists were killed.”


  Most, she knew, but not all. One of them had fled to Nightmane Forest and sought refuge with her father, offering fidelity in a long and pompous speech. It had so irritated the Traveler that he had ordered the Eternalist tortured to death in front of him. In the end, the Eternalist’s magic had failed to keep him immortal, a fact that had amused the Traveler to no end.


  “Most of them,” said Klothalin. “Some survived and hid in isolated places. One, however, made his way to Khaldurmar. At the time, it pleased the Council of Rzarns to grant him asylum here, and he settled in the Market of the Outlanders.”


  “And who is this Eternalist?” said Third. “Presumably his magic has sustained him for the last two centuries, else we would not be discussing him now.”


  “His name is Valgerius,” said Klothalin, “though in imitation of the dark elven nobles, he likes to call himself the Harvester.”


  Third looked at Klothalin. A twitch went over his face, and they both laughed. Third had met dark elven nobles, had felt their rage and power and strength in her mind while she had still been an urdhracos, and the thought of a human wizard styling himself as a dark elven noble was ridiculous.


  “Yes, you understand,” said Klothalin. “However, his legend has a kernel of truth to it, I fear. He has achieved immortality through a form of necromancy. If Valgerius devours the life force of a victim, he transfers some of that energy to his body, allowing him to extend his own health. Evidently, the spell works because he has been here for the last two centuries.”


  “And this troubles the dvargir?” said Third.


  Klothalin grumbled under his breath. “It has become…vexing, let us say. The Council of Rzarns thought to use Master Valgerius as a weapon against Andomhaim. Regrettably, he has become…truculent. He lurks within the House of Mirrors like a spider crouching in its web. Come nightfall, he has his undead minions issue forth and drag victims into his home, whom he then devours and raises as more undead servants.”


  “He has been killing dvargir, then?” said Third.


  “He is not that stupid,” said Klothalin. “But several times his minions have seized slaves belonging to powerful Dzarks and Rzarns. Most recently his undead kidnapped the favorite gladiator of one of the Rzarns. The orcish gladiator in question was easily worth one hundred thousand gold coins, and had won several matches that made his owner several million more in wagers.”


  “Then why have you not killed Valgerius already?” said Third. “If his presence has become too costly?”


  Klothalin grimaced and shifted on his throne. “Anyone who enters the House of Mirrors…tends not to come out again. I have dispatched warriors to express the Council’s displeasure with Valgerius…”


  “And they have not come out again,” said Third. “One supposes that Valgerius was within his rights to kill trespassers.”


  “Mmm,” said Klothalin. “You see my dilemma.”


  “Then if I deal with Valgerius for you,” said Third, “you will arrange for me to take passage on tomorrow’s barge to Owyllain.”


  “If you wish, Lady Third,” said Klothalin.


  Third smiled. “You will tell me that, explicitly, Lord Klothalin.”


  The Dzark smirked. “I see you’ve dealt with us before. Very well. If you kill Valgerius for me, then I, Klothalin, Dzark of the Great House Tklathar, swear by the great void of Incariel that you shall be given space on the next barge taking the canal to Owyllain. Furthermore, we shall not charge you extra, nor shall we hinder or harm you in any way. Unless you attack us first, of course. I trust that is explicit enough?”


  “Very well,” said Third. “Show me to this House of Mirrors, and I shall rid you of Valgerius.”


  She supposed she was killing for the dvargir, but given that this Valgerius was a necromancer who had extended his wretched life by murdering innocent victims, Third’s conscience had absolutely no qualms about killing him.


  “Splendid,” said Klothalin, getting to his feet. “This way, please.”


  Chapter 4: The House Of Mirrors


  



  The Market of the Outlanders was a busy place.


  Except for the northwestern corner of the cavern, where no one ever went.


  The reason for that, Third suspected, was because of the House of Mirrors.


  “Why is it called the House of Mirrors?” said Third.


  She stood with Klothalin and a guard of his dvargir warriors outside the House of Mirrors. The exterior looked like a small dvargir mansion. The face was three stories tall, carved with elaborate reliefs, the narrow windows closed by shutters of dvargirish steel. The door was open, and beyond Third saw an empty chamber illuminated by a dull blue glow.


  Nothing moved in the gloom beyond the door.


  “When Valgerius moved into the mansion,” said Klothalin, “he ordered a great many mirrors from our glassmakers. Once they were installed, he never let anyone else into the House, and he never seemed to leave it, either.”


  “There are tunnels that dig into the rock beyond the mansion?” said Third.


  “Several,” said Klothalin. “I thought about ordering a tunnel dug to enter the back of the house, but it would impair the nearby Quarters of the city. If I tried to bury him alive, I might wind up collapsing half the Market of the Outlanders.”


  “I imagine the Council of Rzarns would find that displeasing,” said Third.


  Klothalin glanced at the two ziggurats hanging from the ceiling. “Indeed. How shall you proceed?”


  Third shrugged. “I will find Valgerius and kill him. If I have not returned in a day, assume I am dead. Wait for me here.”


  Without another word or a backward glance, she walked forward and through the door into the House of Mirrors.


  Third stepped into a large hall. Thick stone pillars supported the roof, carved with more reliefs. A long stone table ran the length of the hall, and stone chairs surrounded the table. They had been set on clever mechanisms to allow them to slide in and out with a flick of a wrist. Golden plates and goblets rested on the table, holding rotted food so ancient that it had long ago fossilized into something hard as a rock. A layer of dust coated everything, and the air smelled musty and stale.


  Nothing moved in the dim blue light.


  Third slid her short swords from their scabbards and took a few slow steps into the hall. The blue light came from another doorway on the far side of the room, which opened into another large hall. The air in here was colder than the air in the Market outside, far colder. Third could not sense the presence of magic, and she did not have the Sight the way that Mara did. Yet she was old enough to know when she was in the presence of magic, and she knew the chill was a sign of necromantic magic.


  Powerful necromantic magic at that.


  She looked at the pillars and the stairs climbing to the higher levels of the mansion. Where would Valgerius have concealed himself? She knew the Eternalists were cowards who feared death. Else they would not have gone to such vile lengths to make themselves immortal. So likely Valgerius would be lurking in the most secure room in the mansion. That would probably be the vault or treasure room built to hold the treasures of a dvargir noble.


  Or Valgerius could come out to kill Third himself.


  That would make things simpler.


  She took a step forward and then heard rattling on the stairs leading to the balconies.


  Third turned, swords in hand, and the undead descended.


  There were a dozen of the creatures. Some had once been orcs, and others had been kobolds, no doubt slaves taken by the dvargir. Now they were all withered and mummified. The orcs’ green skin had turned to cracked yellowish leather and the scaly hides of the kobolds to leathery rags. Blue flames burned in their empty eye sockets, and they carried swords and shields of steel.


  Third waited, swords hanging loose in her hands.


  A dozen of the undead assembled at the base of the stairs, and then a dozen more.


  Third waited, and rolled her shoulders, her fingers coiling tight around the hilts of her swords. Memories flashed through her mind of a thousand years of battles. There had been so many battles. She had killed so many enemies.


  The undead charged, and Third called on the power of her blood.


  Blue fire swallowed her, and she disappeared, reappearing behind one of the undead. Before the creatures could react, Third attacked. The blue steel of her blades stabbed out, and she took the head from the nearest undead orc. The ancient bone shattered beneath the dark elven steel, and the orc’s skull rolled away, the blue light in its eye fading as the creature collapsed. On minor undead creatures such as these, removing the head almost always broke the necromantic magic on the undead flesh.


  Third took the head from an undead kobold, and then another. By then the undead realized that she had moved and turned to face her, and Third drew on her power and vanished once more. She reappeared atop the table and jumped. Her swords hammered down, and she took the head from another undead orc, decapitated a kobold, and traveled away before they could close around her.


  She flickered back and forth through the hall, destroying one or two undead with every jump. Living creatures might have realized her tactics and tried to surround her or set an ambush, or at the very least withdraw. The undead had no such wisdom, and Third circled around them, cutting the creatures down one by one.


  The final undead orc fell, tusked skull bouncing away, and Third turned in a circle, her blades held low.


  Nothing moved in the hall. The undead lay in piles of scattered bones. Third supposed with the proper spells Valgerius could reanimate them, but there was no sign of the necromancer.


  Likely the undead had been a test, an initial attack to assess the limits of her abilities.


  Third took a few deep breaths, wiped some sweat from her forehead, and continued into the depths of the House of Mirrors.


  Chapter 5: The Harvester


  



  The next hall was a sculpture gallery.


  Third stopped a few paces beyond the entrance and looked around. The hall was as large as the first one, and forty plinths stood in neat rows across the floor. Statues of pale white stone rose upon each of the plinths, images of dark elven nobles in armor or in robes, swords and staffs in hand. It seemed the mansion’s original owner had a taste for dark elven art, either acquired through trade or looted from dark elven ruins.


  A pale blue glow shone from the archway on the far end of the hall. The archway opened into a narrow, high corridor, and the blue light came from the walls of that corridor.


  Nothing moved in the statuary hall. Third took a step forward, half-expecting the statues to come to life and attack her, or for undead creatures to emerge from hidden doors, or for urvaalgs to emerge from concealment and strike.


  But nothing happened.


  Third took one more step, and then a robed shape appeared before the archway to the glowing corridor.


  She went motionless.


  The figure wore a ragged robe of simple black, the hands concealed within large sleeves and the face hidden beneath the deep cowl. Third wondered if it was undead, but she saw the faint ripple in the cowl as the figure beneath the robe drew breath.


  “So,” said the robed form at last in a soft, thick voice. “You are the latest one that Klothalin has sent to kill me?”


  “I am,” said Third.


  “Foolish girl,” said the robed figure. “You cannot kill an immortal. For I am the Harvester, and I have lived for centuries upon the slaves of the dvargir.”


  “You make three mistakes, Valgerius,” said Third.


  A wet laugh came from the cowl. “Indeed? Do elaborate.”


  “One, you are not immortal,” said Third. “Two, your true name is Valgerius, once an Eternalist and an outlaw Magistrius of Andomhaim.” A faint hiss of contempt came from Valgerius’s cowl. “Three, I have not been a child for a very, very long time.”


  “No,” murmured Valgerius. “No, you are not a child. I don’t know what you are. A hybrid of human and dark elf, clearly, yet such hybrids rarely make it to adulthood before they transform. You seem to be an exceedingly rare creature.”


  “People tell me that often,” said Third, considering her next move. It would be easy to transport herself across the statuary hall, appear behind Valgerius, and open his throat. Yet the wizard might have warded himself against attack. For that matter, Third had no doubt that he had watched her fight with the undead in the dining hall, and he would know about her abilities now. Surely, he would not be so foolish as to put himself in her reach without any defensive measures.


  “You ought to be flattered,” said Valgerius. His hands emerged from his sleeves. They were long and thin and bony, the skin gray-tinged and pale. “The immortal blood of the dark elves burns within your veins. I have never devoured a dark elf before. Even a hybrid will be a welcome feast. Such vigor and strength your life force shall give me!”


  “You seem quite certain,” said Third.


  Valgerius reached up and drew back his dark cowl.


  His face was ghastly. The skin had turned the same grayish-white as his hands, and it also glistened with the beginnings of decay. She saw his yellow teeth through the ragged strings of his left cheek. His dark eyes glittered with madness, and from time to time a ghostly blue light seemed to shine from within them. His head was completely hairless, without even eyebrows. Third wondered if he had shaved his head in imitation of the dvargir, but to judge from the lack of stubble, all his hair had simply fallen out.


  Valgerius might have achieved immortality, but he hadn’t done a good job of it.


  “I am entirely certain,” said Valgerius, “that I shall feast upon your life force.”


  “Truly?” said Third, watching him for any sign of attack. “I fear you look as if a brisk walk might finish you off.”


  “And you look like a moderately attractive young woman,” said Valgerius. “We both know appearances are deceptive. But, tell me. Did that coward Klothalin truly send you to kill me?”


  “He did,” said Third.


  Valgerius’s decaying face twisted into a sneer. “And are you a hired murderer for the dvargir?”


  Third shrugged. “I assume that you killed every single one of those undead in the dining hall and raised them as your slaves. Given that you have likely done that hundreds of times over the centuries, I will feel no qualms about your death.”


  “Would you like to know how to kill me?” said Valgerius.


  “I suspect I have more practice at it than you,” said Third.


  Valgerius laughed, a wet, bubbling sound. “I doubt that, my lady. I doubt that very much. But even blades of dark elven steel would not suffice to slay me. Cut off my head, and I shall reattach it. Cut my throat and stab my heart, and they shall heal. My magic has bound the force of life tightly to my flesh, and a mere blade cannot sever it.”


  “Then how would you like me to kill you?” said Third. “I would prefer to do it quickly and painlessly, but one must be flexible.”


  Valgerius pointed at the glowing corridor behind him. “Do you know what a soulstone is?”


  “Yes,” said Third.


  “I found one ere I came to Khaldurmar,” said Valgerius, “and I bound my soul within it. So long as it endures, I cannot be slain by any spell or blade or weapon. No wound can kill me. Burn my body to ashes and scatter them across the face of Andomhaim, and in time I would regenerate. The only way to kill me is to shatter the soulstone.”


  “And why are you telling me this?” said Third.


  Valgerius’s rotting face twisted into a ghastly smile. “I will even tell you where it is.” He pointed behind him again. “It is in the chamber beyond this corridor. Come and claim the soulstone, hybrid, and with it my life. If you are strong enough.”


  Third had heard enough. She lifted her swords, intending to use her power to travel behind Valgerius and kill him. If he claimed that he could heal from any wound, Third intended to put that to the test.


  But he vanished before she could move.


  Third frowned, looking around. There was no sign of Valgerius in the statuary hall or in the glowing corridor. Presumably, he had gone to his hiding place. Well, what he wanted was obvious. He wanted her to march down that glowing corridor of his, which was no doubt lined with traps. Third was going to disappoint him.


  She walked to the archway leading to the glowing corridor, and a sudden tightness closed around her mind.


  The sensation was nothing physical. It was rather something Third felt with her thoughts. It was also something she had experienced before. The corridor had been warded. No doubt Valgerius had raised the wards to keep the dvargir shadowscribes from spying on him with magic.


  The wards also had the side effect of blocking Third’s ability to travel.


  She looked at the corridor. It was built from dark stone, and she saw no obvious signs of mechanical traps. Any magical wards potent enough to kill intruders would have been visible – distortions in the air, glowing sigils, or other such signs. Large, shallow niches lined the corridor walls at alternating intervals, their backs giving off both a pale blue light and a gleam…


  A gleam?


  No, a reflection.


  The backs of the niches were lined with enormous mirrors.


  The House of Mirrors, indeed.


  Whatever Valgerius intended for her, it had something to do with those mirrors.


  But mirrors could be broken.


  Third took a few slow, deep breaths to steady her hands and then stepped into the corridor.


  Chapter 6: Blood Without End


  



  Silence ruled in the House of Mirrors as Third glided forward.


  Her boots made no sound against the gleaming dark floor, and nothing moved in the corridor. At the far end, she saw a cylindrical chamber with a stone plinth in the center, a harsh blue light at the top of the plinth. Likely that was the corrupted soulstone Valgerius had used to extend his wretched life.


  Third approached the first niche on her left, a pale blue glow shining from the mirror within. She eased forward, blades angled to stab or parry, ready to attack or fall back as the situation demanded.


  Then she stepped in front of the mirror, and she saw…


  Nothing. The niche was empty. Third saw nothing.


  She did see herself, though that was only her reflection in the blue-glowing glass.


  Something about the image held her eye for a moment. Third knew what she looked like. She saw a woman, tall by human standards, with a pale, angular face, pointed ears, and long black hair. Her eyes were as black as her armor, and her black hair had been bound back in a tight tail to keep it out of her eyes in battle. She knew that many human men found her attractive, though Third did not return the feeling. She did not like to be touched.


  Third shook her head, and her reflection followed suit. It was just a reflection, and nothing more.


  She glided forward, another niche on her right. Third expected to see her reflection again.


  But something different was in the mirror this time.


  She froze, staring at the image in the glass.


  It showed her a different place, a different time. A dead woman lay upon the ground of an eerie forest, her throat cut. A ragged girl in a filthy dress knelt over her, sobbing incoherently. The girl was about five or six, with black eyes and black hair and pointed ears.


  It was Third, or rather Third as she had been as a child, centuries ago.


  The dead woman was her mother. Third could not remember her name. Or, rather, she had never known it. Her mother had been a slave kidnapped by the Anathgrimm orcs and then taken by the Traveler as a concubine. Third had been the result. Eventually, her mother had annoyed the Traveler, and the dark elven lord had ordered her death.


  Third remembered. Oh, she remembered. The pain of it seared through her mind like a knife. Her mother had been the first person she had ever seen die.


  The first, but most certainly not the last.


  She shook her head and kept walking, and came into sight of another mirror on the left.


  Again, it showed a scene from her past.


  This time, the day of her transformation.


  Third stood frozen, watching that awful day. She had been twelve or thirteen years old, and she feared that in a few years the Traveler would take her into his bed to replace her mother. But the Traveler had intended something different for her. Third watched as blue fire erupted from the eyes and mouth and hands of her younger self, watched as she had screamed and screamed in agony.


  Because it had been agony. It felt as if she had been ripped apart and rebuilt.


  When the flames faded, she was something else. Armor of black steel covered her body from neck to foot, and black talons rose from her fingers. Great black wings rose behind her, and her eyes were utterly black, filled with the void of the dark power that had consumed and transformed her.


  The new-made urdhracos flexed her wings and leaped into the sky, hearing the song of her master and flying to join him.


  Third shook her head and hurried forward, trying to get away from the awful scene.


  Yet the mirrors showed her horror after horror from the centuries of her enslavement at the Traveler’s hands.


  In one she saw herself slaughtering terrified villagers as houses burned, the Anathgrimm orcs butchering any who got away from her.


  In another she saw herself with the other urdhracosi slicing apart a prisoner at the Traveler’s command, the man’s screams filling her ears.


  Another mirror showed one of the Traveler’s favorite cruelties. For the dark elves had loved cruelty, rejoiced in it in the way other kindreds rejoiced in art or wine or music, and the Traveler had been no exception. As an urdhracos, Third had possessed the power to take other forms, and one of those forms had been beautiful beyond mortal comprehension. In that form, the Traveler had sent her to seduce prisoners, watching as she lay with them. In the instant the prisoner reached the moment of his climax, she had returned to her true form and ripped open his throat with her talons while the Traveler watched in amusement.


  She had done that so many times. She had killed so many people. And all the time her father’s song had filled her mind, his aura dominating and enslaving her.


  It had lasted for centuries.


  A monster. Third had always been a monster. Was she any different now? She was about to kill a man at the behest of the dvargir. An evil man, true, but she was still going to kill him.


  No. She had her task. She could not fail her sister. She could not fail Ridmark and his family.


  Third pressed on down the corridor, tears stinging in her eyes as the mirrors displayed the endless horrors of her past.


  Chapter 7: Bare Your Soul To Me


  



  Third felt the tears burning upon her cheeks as she stepped into the cylindrical chamber.


  A monster. She had always been a monster. How could she have ever deluded herself into thinking otherwise?


  Nevertheless, centuries of instincts did not fade, and she glanced around the chamber, assessing it for threats.


  Twelve mirrors lined the walls, each showing endless scenes of horror and death from her past. No matter where Third looked, she saw herself as an urdhracos, saw herself killing innocents at her father’s command. She was sorry for it, sorry for what she had done, sorry for the creature that she had been...


  The plinth demanded her attention.


  It was an unremarkable stand of rough stone, and atop it rested the corrupted soulstone, a fist-sized knot of irregular milky crystal. Ghostly blue fire danced within its depths, and even without magical ability, Third felt the power rolling off the thing.


  “You see now, do you not?” came Valgerius’s voice.


  Third turned and saw the Eternalist standing between her and the archway to the corridor. His cowl was still down, and his rotting face looked almost sympathetic as his dark eyes roved over the scenes of horror and death from her past.


  A flickering blue light crawled up and down his bony fingers.


  “Such horrors in your past,” murmured Valgerius.


  “Yes,” said Third, her voice flat and dead.


  “So much suffering you have seen,” said Valgerius, stepping towards her. “So much suffering you have worked.”


  “Yes,” said Third. “I…pray for forgiveness, every day. Since I was baptized.”


  “It was not your fault,” said Valgerius. “Your father forced you to do those things. He commanded you. An urdhracos could no more have resisted a dark elven lord than water could resist flowing downhill.”


  “No,” murmured Third. “But I did those things. I did them all. I remember every single one of them.”


  “Have you not earned a rest, my lady?” said Valgerius.


  Third stared at him.


  “Centuries of life,” said Valgerius. “Countless deaths and countless battles. How it drags upon you. How it wearies you.” He sounded sympathetic. “Do you not yearn for death sometimes? Do you not wish for its peace?”


  “Yes,” whispered Third.


  “I can give that to you,” said Valgerius, stepping forward. The rippling light around his hands brightened as he raised them. “One touch and you shall know endless peace, endless forgetting. No more will the past trouble you. You shall be free of it at last. Do you not wish that?”


  Third said nothing.


  “I can see your memories, poor woman,” said Valgerius. He raised his right hand towards her face, a terrible chill radiating from his fingers. “Let me take the burden from you and let you rest at last.”


  A sob went through Third, and she took a deep, shuddering breath. Valgerius gave her a gentle smile, his fingers rising towards her face.


  Third dropped her right-hand sword and seized his wrist, holding it in place.


  Valgerius hissed and tried to pull away, but she held him fast.


  The mirrors shimmered and began to display different images.


  “Maybe I do deserve to die,” said Third. “But you are not the one to do it.”


  A scene appeared on a nearby mirror. Third saw herself after the Traveler had died, maddened and frantic and insane. The urdhracos that she had been tried to kill Ridmark, dueling him beneath the branches of Nightmane Forest. The death of the Traveler had shattered the song in her head, and she had returned to Nightmane Forest intending to die in battle.


  Instead, Ridmark had defeated her, and spared her, urging her to accept baptism as Mara had done. Mara herself had spoken of how she had faced herself, how she had directed her transformation. The urdhracos that Third had been had done the same, assuming she had nothing to lose and that the process would result in her death at last.


  Instead, she had been liberated from the dark power in her blood, and the urdhracos had become Third.


  Valgerius snarled and tried to pull his hand free, but instead Third yanked him closer. The stench of his rotting flesh filled her nostrils, and she felt the rapid beat of his heart beneath the clammy skin of his wrist.


  “You are a fool,” said Third in a quiet voice.


  The scenes in the mirror changed again. This time it showed Third dueling the Weaver before the Stone Heart in Khald Tormen, fighting to defend Calliande from the dangerous Enlightened.


  Valgerius exposed his teeth. “I shall devour you. I shall feast on your life force, and your power shall be mine. I can see your memories! I see you for what you are! You are a monster, and your strength shall be mine…”


  “You are a foolish boy,” said Third.


  The scene in the mirrors showed the day that she and Ridmark had fought Tarrabus Carhaine below the walls of Tarlion, the day they had ended the civil war and put the rightful High King upon the throne of Andomhaim. She saw herself standing witness at the wedding of Ridmark and Calliande, saw herself at the baptism of their firstborn, saw herself fighting alongside Queen Mara at the siege of Tarlion.


  Her friends needed her. Third was going to find them.


  And nothing would stop her.


  “Boy?” snarled Valgerius. “I am two and a half centuries old! I have lived for a quarter of a millennium, and…”


  Third burst out laughing, and for the first time, fear went over Valgerius’s face.


  “Two and a half centuries?” said Third. “You are a child, a foolish child. I have lived for a thousand years.” Valgerius tried to struggle, tried to pull away from her grasp, but her hand held him like an iron shackle. “You think yourself the equal of the great dark elven lords, Harvester? Then prove it! You want to see my memories? Behold them, and we shall see if you are as strong as you claim!”


  She lifted his glowing hand and pressed it against her forehead, the fingers bony and cold against her skin. Third felt his mind reach into hers, felt the talons of his dark magic close around her life force. His power was vast and immense…but she had endured worse.


  She had endured so much worse.


  Her mind seized the talons of his will, and she poured her memories into those talons, sending her thoughts thundering into Valgerius’s mind.


  His eyes went wide, and he started to shriek.


  “No!” he said. “No! No! No, I don’t want to see that! No!”


  Third only smiled at him.


  “I warned you,” said Third.


  And she poured all the centuries of her enslavement into his mind.


  Valgerius wrenched free from her, blood pouring from his nose and mouth and eyes, and he stumbled back a step and collapsed to his knees, screaming and babbling incoherently. Third seized her dropped sword from the floor, raised both the weapons high, and hammered the pommels against the soulstone.


  It shattered into glittering shards on the fourth blow.


  Every mirror in the chamber exploded at once, flames dancing in the niches, and Third heard the mirrors shatter in the corridor. Valgerius collapsed dead at once, his sightless eyes staring at the ceiling. With the soulstone broken, his immortal life had fled him.


  Just to be safe, Third cut his head off.


  Besides, she would need it shortly.


  She left Valgerius’s headless corpse and walked through the burning corridor.


  A crowd had gathered outside the House of Mirrors, likely because flames had burst from the higher windows. Klothalin stood surrounded by his guards, and his void-filled eyes went wide as Third strode from the entrance, letting her boots click against the stone floor.


  “Lady Third,” he said, astonished. “You are still alive…”


  “That is correct, my lord Dzark,” said Third. “Valgerius is dead, as agreed. Please arrange for my transport aboard the barge to Owyllain.”


  Klothalin, the dvargir warriors, and the other denizens of the Market of the Outlanders stared at her in astonishment and not a little terror.


  Third flicked her wrist and sent Valgerius’s head rolling across the ground. It came to a stop against Klothalin’s right boot with a wet squelching noise, and the Dzark flinched back.


  “As soon as possible, please,” said Third.


  It took a little bit for Klothalin to work moisture into his mouth.


  “Yes,” he said at last. “Yes, of course.”


  Chapter 8: A New Land


  



  Ten days after the Eternalist Valgerius’s long-delayed but much-deserved death, Third left the cavern entrance and stepped into the sunlight, squinting a little in the glare.


  The sun was harsh in this new land of Owyllain.


  To the south rolled a broad, rocky plain, dotted with tors and covered in thick grass. To the north rose towering mountains, snow-capped and rugged. Third took a few steps from the cavern entrance to the Deeps, looking over the rolling plain.


  The dvargir kept their word, so long as they couldn’t find a loophole, and Third had made sure to leave Klothalin no loopholes. It helped that the Dzark and the rest of the dvargir had wanted the terrifying killer of the Harvester gone from Khaldurmar as soon as possible, a desire that Third had wholeheartedly shared.


  The underground canal and its barge had sailed south with great speed, and now Third stood upon the soil of Owyllain.


  She checked the magical bracer that Antenora had given her. It tugged at her mind, and unless Third missed her guess, Ridmark was only a few hundred miles to the south. No doubt there would be obstacles, but Third would overcome them.


  Valgerius had found that out the hard way.


  To her surprise, a smile went over her face.


  This sort of journey was the sort of thing she had done countless times before. But she had done it as a slave to her father. Now the Traveler was dead, and Third was here of her own volition to find her friends at the behest of her sister.


  Yes, Third liked this far better.


  She nodded and set off to the south in search of her friends. 


  



  THE END
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  The Demonsouled Saga


  MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is a wandering knight, fearless in battle and masterful with a sword.



  Yet he has a dark secret. He is Demonsouled, the son of the ancient and cruel Old Demon, and his tainted blood grants him superhuman strength and speed. Yet with the power comes terrible, inhuman rage, and Mazael must struggle to keep the fury from devouring him.


  But he dare not turn aside from the strength of his blood, for he will need it to face terrible foes.


  The priests of the San-keth plot and scheme in the shadows, pulling lords and kingdoms upon their strings. The serpent priests desire to overthrow the realms of men and enslave humanity. Unless Mazael stops them, they shall force all nations to bow before the serpent god.


  The Malrag hordes are coming, vast armies of terrible, inhuman beasts, filled with a lust for cruelty and torment. The Malrags care nothing for conquest or treasure, only slaughter. And the human realms are ripe for the harvest. Only a warrior of Mazael’s power can hope to defeat them.


  The Dominiar Order and the Justiciar Order were once noble and respected, dedicated to fighting the powers of dark magic. Now they are corrupt and cynical, and scheme only for power and glory. They will kill anyone who stands in their way.


  To defeat these foes, Mazael will need all the strength of his Demonsouled blood.


  Yet he faces a far more terrible foe.


  For centuries the Old Demon has manipulated kings and lords. Now he shall seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself, and become the a god of torment and tyranny.


  Unless Mazael can stop him.


  Read Demonsouled for free. Mazael's adventures continue in Soul of Tyrants, Soul of Serpents, Soul of Dragons, Soul of Sorcery, Soul of Skulls, and Soul of Swords, along with the short stories The Wandering Knight, The Tournament Knight, and The Dragon's Shadow. Get the first three books bundled together in Demonsouled Omnibus One.


  



  The Ghosts Series


  



  Once CAINA AMALAS was the shy daughter of a minor nobleman, content to spend her days in her father’s library.


  Then sorcery and murder and her mother’s treachery tore her life apart.


  Now she is a nightfighter of the Ghosts, an elite agent of the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar. She is a master of disguise and infiltration, of stealth and the shadows.


  And she will need all those skills to defend the Empire and stay alive.


  Corrupt lords scheme and plot in the shadows, desiring to pull down the Emperor and rule the Empire for their own profit and glory. Slave traders lurk on the fringes of the Empire, ready to seize unwary commoners and sell them into servitude in distant lands. Yet both slave traders and cruel lords must beware the Ghosts.


  The Magisterium, the Imperial brotherhood of sorcerers, believe themselves the rightful masters of the Empire. With their arcane sciences, they plan to overthrow the Empire and enslave the commoners, ruling all of mankind for their own benefit. Only the Ghosts stand in the path of their sinister plans.


  And the Moroaica, the ancient sorceress of legend and terror, waits in the shadows, preparing to launch a war upon the gods themselves. She will make the gods pay for the suffering of mankind...even if she must destroy the world to do it.


  Caina Amalas of the Ghosts opposes these mighty enemies, but the cost might be more than she can bear.


  Read Child of the Ghosts for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the Flames, Ghost in the Blood, Ghost in the Storm, Ghost in the Stone, Ghost in the Forge, Ghost in the Ashes, Ghost in the Mask, and Ghost in the Surge, along with the short stories Ghost Aria, Ghost Claws, Ghost Omens, The Fall of Kyrace, Ghost Thorns, Ghost Undying, Ghost Light, and Ghost Dagger, and the prequel novelsBlade of the Ghostsand Champion of the Ghosts. Get the first three books bundled together in The Ghosts Omnibus One.


  



  


  The Ghost Exile Series


  



  Caina Amalas was a nightfighter of the Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar, and through her boldness and cunning saved the Empire and the world from sorcerous annihilation.


  But the victory cost her everything.


  Now she is exiled and alone in the city of Istarinmul, far from her home and friends. Yet a centuries-old darkness now stirs in Istarinmul, eager to devour the city and the world itself.


  And Caina is the only one that stands in its way...


  Read Ghost in the Cowl, Ghost in the Maze, Ghost in the Hunt, Ghost in the Razor,Ghost in the Inferno,Ghost in the Seal, Ghost in the Throne, Ghost in the Pact, andGhost in the Windsalong with the short stories Ghost Sword, Ghost Price, Ghost Relics, Ghost Keeper, Ghost Nails,Ghost Lock, Ghost Arts,Ghost Vigil,Ghost Mimic, andGhost Vessel, and read the combined short stories inExile of the Ghosts.


  



  The Ghost Night Series


  



  Caina Amalas was once a deadly Ghost nightfighter, a spy and agent of the Emperor of Nighmar. Now she only wishes to live quietly with her husband.


  But civil war grips the Empire, and Caina's skills are needed against the cruel sorcerers of the malevolent Umbarian Order.



  And Caina has a dangerous connection to the Umbarians.



  For Caina's mother had many deadly secrets, secrets that might yet kill Caina herself...



  ReadGhost in the Ring.


  



  The Third Soul


  



  RACHAELIS MORULAN is an Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials they endured.


  Those who fail the Testing are never seen again.


  And now the Magisters of the Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.


  And creatures that yearn to devour her soul.


  If Rachaelis survives the Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for themselves.


  And some Adepts of the Conclave are eager to help them.


  Read The Testing for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The Assassins, The Blood Shaman, The High Demon, The Burning Child, The Outlaw Adept, The Black Paladin, and The Tomb of Baligant. Read the entire series in The Third Soul Omnibus One and The Third Soul Omnibus Two.


  



  The Frostborn Series


  



  A thousand years ago, the last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and prosperous under the rule of the High King.


  But a shadow threatens to devour the kingdom.


  RIDMARK ARBAN was once a Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast, stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.


  But he alone sees the danger to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped, they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter.


  CALLIANDE awakens in the darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power hunting her.


  For she alone holds the secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.


  The secret of the Frostborn.


  Read Frostborn: The First Quest, followed by Frostborn: The Gray Knight, Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife, Frostborn: The Undying Wizard, Frostborn: The Master Thief, Frostborn: The Iron Tower, Frostborn: The Dark Warden, Frostborn: The Gorgon Spirit, Frostborn: The Broken Mage,Frostborn: The World Gate,Frostborn: The High Lords,Frostborn: The False King,Frostborn: The Dwarven Prince,Frostborn: Excalibur,Frostborn: The Dragon Knight, andFrostborn: The Shadow Prison, and the prequel novelsFrostborn: The Knight QuestsandFrostborn: The Bone Questalong with the short stories The Orc's Tale, The Mage's Tale, The Thief's Tale, The Assassin's Tale, The Paladins's Tale, The Knight's Tale,The Soldier's Tale,andThe Soldier's Tale.Read the first three books combined in Frostborn Omnibus One.


  



  Sevenfold Sword


  



  Ridmark Arban is the Shield Knight, the defender of the realm of Andomhaim.


  The realm is at peace after a long and terrible war, but dark powers threaten other lands.



  And when a mad elven wizard comes to the High King's court, Ridmark finds himself fighting not only for his own life, but for the lives of his family.



  For the quest of the Seven Swords has begun...


  Read Sevenfold Sword: Champion,Sevenfold Sword: Swordbearer, andSevenfold Sword: Warlordand the prequel novellaShield Knight: Ghost OrcsandShield Knight: Third's Tale.


  



  Mask of the Demonsouled Trilogy


  



  MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his strength, the world will fall.



  SIGALDRA is the last holdmistress of the Jutai nation, the final defender of her people. Now the darkness comes to devour the final remnant of Sigaldra's home and family. Even Sigaldra's courage may not be enough to turn aside the darkness.



  Read Mask of Swords,Mask of Dragons, andMask of Spellsalong with the short stories The Ransom Knight, The Bronze Knight,The Serpent Knight, andThe Rune Knight.


  



  The Tower of Endless Worlds


  



  THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.



  But he soon realizes the last of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.


  And all it will cost is his soul.


  SIMON WESTER needs a job. Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment, he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some corruption, some shady deals.


  He doesn't expect to find black magic.


  LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of salvation.


  By daring the horrors of the Tower of Endless Worlds…


  Read The Tower of Endless Worlds for free. The saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of the Sacred Blade, A Wizard of the White Council, and The Destroyer of Worlds.


  



  Cloak Games


  



  In 2013, a gate to another world opened, and Elves used their magic to conquer Earth, crushing all resistance before them.


  Three hundred years after the Conquest, the exiled Elven High Queen rules an orderly but stagnant Earth, with humanity forced to fight in the High Queen’s war against the traitors on the Elven homeworld.



  Nadia Moran doesn’t care about that. She doesn’t care about the High Queen, or the Rebels seeking to overthrow her. All she cares about is getting her baby brother the treatments he needs to recover from his potentially fatal disease…and those treatments have a steep price.



  Fortunately, Nadia has magic of her own, and she’s a very, very good thief.



  Unfortunately, the powerful Elven lord Morvilind has a hold on Nadia. If she doesn’t follow his commands, her brother is going to die.



  Of course, given how dangerous Morvilind’s missions are, Nadia might not live long enough to see her brother’s death…



  ReadCloak Games: Thief Trap, Cloak Games: Frost Fever,Cloak Games: Rebel Fist, Cloak Games: Shadow Jump, Cloak Games: Shatter Stone, Cloak Games: Truth Chain,Cloak Games: Tomb Howl, andCloak Games: Hammer Break,along with the short storiesWraith Wolf,Dragon Pearl, andIron Image.


  



  The Silent Order Series


  



  The galaxy is at war, but wars are won and lost in the shadows.


  To the galaxy at large, Jack March is a privateer of the interstellar Kingdom of Calaskar and a former Iron Hand commando of the malevolent Final Consciousness. In truth, he is an alpha operative of the Silent Order, the most efficient and feared intelligence organization in human space. When there is a crisis, Jack March is the man to call.



  But there are many forces that wish to enslave or destroy humanity...and Jack March stands in their way.



  


  ReaderSilent Order: Iron Hand,Silent Order: Wraith Hand,Silent Order: Axiom Hand,Silent Order: Eclipse Hand, andSilent Order: Fire Hand.
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