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      A deadly enemy. A powerful sorceress. A war that threatens to destroy everything.

      Ridmark Arban has brought the war to the Exarch, the powerful sorceress who rules the Isle of Kordain.

      The Exarch will not be easily defeated and has prepared a sinister trap to destroy the army of Andomhaim.

      And in the shadows, the true dark master of the Isle waits, gathering his power to strike...
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      A map of the realm of Andomhaim is available on the author’s website at this link. A detailed map of the Isle of Kordain is available on the author's website at this link.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            THE DEMANDS OF WAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Ridmark Arban felt the urgent need for haste.

      The invasion of the Isle of Kordain had gone well so far, or at least as well as could have been expected. They had survived the perilous crossing of the Deeps, and he had used the power of Oathshield to bypass the Exarch’s fleet and take the army of Andomhaim and the legions of the Anathgrimm to the Isle. Their army had taken the southern port of Lithios with little loss, and they had repulsed the Delver’s massive attack upon Amathur’s Tower. If the map that Ridmark had seen in the village church of Amathur was accurate, a full quarter of the Isle of Kordain was now under the control of the High King of Andomhaim.

      Yet he knew harder battles were coming very soon.

      In truth, they had not yet faced any serious resistance. His plan to take the Heptarchy by surprise had worked. But that could not last. Sooner or later, probably sooner, word of the invasion would reach the Exarch in Teramis.

      The host of Andomhaim needed to be ready for the battle. Ridmark wanted to march north from Amathur’s Tower as soon as possible.

      First, he needed to deal with another urgent matter.

      The treachery of Lord Nikomedes Tyramas.

      Assuming that was even his real name, which seemed unlikely.

      “An urdhracos,” he said to himself, shaking his head.

      It didn’t make any sense. As far as Ridmark knew, the only two urdhracosi who had been freed and transformed had been Third and Selene. Third had left Andomhaim to travel to the Frankish Empire with the Guardian Rilmael. Selene had accompanied the army of Andomhaim to the Isle of Kordain, and even now should be on her way to Lithios after securing the castra of Tyrenos in the southeast.

      Assuming nothing had gone wrong, of course, which was always a dangerous assumption.

      But Niara had been clear. Nikomedes had claimed to be a former urdhracos in service to someone who called himself the “Master” who would free the world from all evil forever. The tale sounded implausible. Yet Nikomedes had stolen the apex crystal, and if Niara had not stopped him, he would have escaped with it and delivered the crystal to his Master.

      Nikomedes was likely dead now, slain when Niara had knocked him off that cliff and into the Ruin Marshes. The apex crystal would not be so easily destroyed, and given the kind of power the crystal could unlock, it was not the sort of thing Ridmark dared leave lying in a swamp. He needed to retrieve the crystal and return to Amathur’s Tower as soon as possible.

      Fortunately, the power of Oathshield made such a journey far easier than it would have been otherwise.

      “You are troubled,” said Calliande Arban in a quiet voice.

      Ridmark glanced at his wife. Calliande wore the golden elven armor they had taken from the ruins of Cathair Selenias long ago, her green cloak thrown back from her shoulders. She had long blond hair tied in a braid and bright blue eyes. They had known each other a long time now, though Ridmark had to admit the years sat well on her.

      Better than they did for himself, if he was honest.

      “Aye,” Ridmark admitted. “Not that we have any shortage of things to trouble us.”

      A glance around the field was all that he needed to confirm that.

      The curtain wall of Amathur’s Tower rose to the northwest, still strong despite its age, and now further reinforced by the additional ramparts and hoardings the Anathgrimm had constructed. The field south of the castra was a wreckage of charred earth, debris, and piled gnoll carcasses. The southern gate had been smashed, the dead urvuul dragged to the side to clear the way. Already the Anathgrimm swarmed over the field, digging massive pits and dragging the gnoll carcasses into them. As ever, their industry and stamina amazed Ridmark. The Anathgrimm loved battle, loved it in a way a human mind had difficulty grasping, and even with the Delver’s defeat, they were eagerly awaiting the next fight.

      They would not be disappointed. Ridmark suspected many more battles were coming.

      “Nikomedes fooled nearly all of us,” said Calliande. “You cannot blame yourself.”

      “I don’t,” said Ridmark. “He lied to us, but his lies were perfect. I truly thought he was a landless noble of Owyllain seeking his fortune in Andomhaim, though one with poor taste in women.” He looked at his son’s wife. “But you were the one who saw through it.”

      Niara walked alongside Gareth, her wooden staff in her hand. Gareth wore the enspelled scale armor he had brought back from Norvangenheim, Niara the armor that she had made with her own hands long ago. Ridmark saw his own features reflected in the face of his eldest son – Gareth took more after him than his mother. Niara had strange blue-purple eyes in a lean face, her brilliant white hair tied back in a braid in the same style as Calliande’s.

      “I don’t know how I knew,” said Niara. “It wasn’t any single thing. Something about him just…always rubbed me the wrong way. Maybe he smiled too much. I never trusted a man who smiled too much.” She shrugged. “But I never had any proof. I wasn’t going to accuse a man of something just because I didn’t like him. Then I saw him riding out of Amathur’s Tower with the apex crystal, and that was that.”

      “I wonder,” said Gareth, “how much of his treachery Marina Velirius knew.”

      “If I had to guess, I would say not very much,” said Niara. “I know you thought Marina seduced him, but I wonder if it was the other way around. That Nikomedes let her think that she was in control and played along.”

      “For what purpose, though?” said Calliande.

      “I don’t know,” said Niara. “I wish I had been able to take him alive. There are many questions I would have liked to ask.”

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “But do not rebuke yourself. If not for your vigilance, he would have escaped with the apex crystal. So long as we can retrieve the apex crystal from the Ruin Marshes, that should be good enough.”

      Nevertheless, Nikomedes’s treachery and death left numerous questions unanswered. A former urdhracos in service to a “Master” who wished to rid the world of all evil? Did that mean another power was at work on the Isle of Kordain?

      “You mean to retrieve the crystal immediately?” said Calliande.

      “Aye,” said Ridmark. “As soon as I can put some things into order here, we will set out.”

      By then they had come to the eastern gate of Amathur’s Tower. The commanders and chief lords of the army had gathered within the eastern gate simply because it was free of the wreckage and corpses that currently crowded the southern gate. Ridmark spotted Dux Constantine and some of his knights standing with Gavin and Antenora.

      “Gareth,” said Ridmark. “Go round up your brother and your friends. Lika Stormstrider said that urvaalgs and other creatures wander the Ruin Marshes. If we run into them, I want to be ready.” Gareth and his friends had proven to be an effective force. They had survived the quest of the Dragonskull, and from what Ridmark had heard, they had been instrumental in holding the southern gate against the fury of the Delver’s army. “Oh, and get a half-dozen men-at-arms to bring twenty horses with us. If we find the apex crystal, we won’t be able to bring it back with us through Oathshield’s gate.”

      “I’ll be right back,” said Gareth, and he jogged off, his armor flashing in the sun.

      “Niara,” said Antenora. Gavin’s wife and the Keeper’s apprentice had long dark hair and deep blue eyes. She wore a leather jerkin over chain mail and grasped a black staff with both hands. Antenora had made the staff and enspelled it herself, and the symbols cut into its dark length sometimes flashed with sullen yellow-orange light like that of a blacksmith’s fire. “Gavin said you rode in haste from the eastern gate.”

      “Aye,” said Niara, voice grim. “Nikomedes Tyramas is a traitor.”

      “Nikomedes?” said Gavin, taken aback. Sometimes Ridmark was surprised to look at him, to contrast the mature lord and knight before him with the callow young man he remembered meeting in Aranaeus over twenty years before. “But he fought on our side.”

      “It seems he was a former urdhracos disguised as a human,” said Ridmark, “in service to someone he calls the Master. He stole the apex crystal and rode off after the urvuul breached the gate. Niara followed and fought him. Nikomedes is very likely dead, but he fell from a cliff into the Ruin Marshes.”

      “You are going after it, then?” said Constantine, dark eyes grave.

      “Immediately,” said Ridmark. “We still don’t know who the Master is or what the Great Engine does, but I’m certain we do not want the Master to have the apex crystal. Lord Constantine, please take command of the host in my absence. There should be no foes nearby, but we’ve both been in too many wars for complacency.”

      Constantine nodded. “Any special instructions?”

      “Continue preparing to march north,” said Ridmark. “As soon as the gate is repaired and the men are rested, we should depart to confront the Exarch.” He could almost feel every second passing. It would only take a single arachar orc escaping for the Exarch and her commanders to realize their danger and act. The faster Ridmark and the host of Andomhaim moved now, the greater their advantage.

      Damn Nikomedes for this delay!

      “Gavin, Antenora, I would like you to accompany us,” said Ridmark. “Lika and every native of the Isle we have met agree that the Ruin Marshes are perilous. If the Ruin Marshes are filled with dangerous creatures, we should enter with Swordbearers and powerful Magistri.”

      “How will you find the apex crystal?” said Constantine. “If Nikomedes was knocked from a cliff and into a swamp, locating it may prove difficult.”

      “The Sight,” said Calliande and Antenora in unison.

      The two women looked at each other, and Antenora gestured for Calliande to continue.

      “The apex crystal radiates a powerful aura,” said Calliande. “It’s impossible to mistake for anything else.”

      “I thought the Ruin Marshes had a dark aura that made it hard to use the Sight,” said Gavin.

      “It does,” said Calliande, “but once we enter the swamps, we will be within the aura. Rather like how you can see a short distance within a bank of fog, but you cannot see within it from the outside. Besides, the crystal’s aura is strong enough that it should be detectible even within the Ruin Marshes.”

      Gareth returned with several Swordbearers, a Magistrius, and an Arcanius Knight. A half-dozen of Ridmark’s men-at-arms from Castarium followed, leading a score of horses after them. Sir Jerome and Sir Philip had their soulblades on their belts, and Sir Crake carried his soulhammer slung over one shoulder. Ridmark’s son Joachim wore the white coat of the Magistri over chain mail, though the coat was more gray than white now. Sir Telemachus had the steel armor and crimson cloak of the Arcanii, his bearded face grave beneath his helm.

      Crake, unsurprisingly, was the first one to speak.

      “You have a task for us, my lord?” said Crake. “Who needs their head bashed in?”

      Gareth snorted. “How do you know someone needs killing?”

      “Well, we’re knights, aren’t we? It’s what we do.”

      “Gareth told you what happened?” said Ridmark.

      “It seems Lord Nikomedes betrayed us,” said Telemachus. He shook his head. “He was no true man of Owyllain.”

      “He was no man of Owyllain at all,” said Ridmark, “and I doubt Nikomedes was his real name. We’re getting the apex crystal back. Be ready to fight. The Ruin Marshes are dangerous. Ready?”

      “We are,” said Gareth.

      “Gareth, you and the other Swordbearers go first with Telemachus,” said Ridmark, drawing Oathshield and wrapping both hands around the hilt of the soulblade. The soulstones set into the pommel and the tang of the weapon flashed as he did. “Calliande, Antenora, Joachim, Niara, go after them. The men-at-arms and the horses will follow. I’ll come last through the gate.”

      Despite his urgency, an uneasy pang of emotion went through him. Once again, he was going into battle alongside his wife and children, and he might see one of them, or even all of them, die before his eyes. He wished they could have remained in peace in Andomhaim, but he knew that peace would not have lasted. The Exarch had been trying to provoke this invasion for years, and she would have escalated again and again. If he was to hope that his children and his grandchildren would live in peace, then he had to take the Isle of Kordain from the Heptarchy.

      And, it would seem, protect the apex crystal from Nikomedes’s Master, whoever that really was.

      Even as the thought crossed his mind, someone stepped around Constantine.

      His daughter Rhoanna stopped a few paces away.

      A mixture of emotions went through Ridmark’s mind when he saw that she was wearing armor, specifically a chain mail hauberk over leather. Part of his mind approved of her caution. The rest of him felt a peculiar mixture of guilt and sorrow that she needed to wear armor. He had wanted Rhoanna to remain behind in Tarlion, but she had persuaded him to allow her to come to the Isle of Kordain.

      The simple, hard truth was that her power of the Sight was far too valuable to ignore. Her Sight had saved Andomhaim from disaster during Agravhask’s invasion, had guided Gareth on the quest of the Dragonskull, and had been useful numerous other times. There was simply too much at stake to let her remain behind, just as Gareth’s soulblade and Joachim’s magic were needed.

      As much as the guilt of it gnawed at him.

      “Father,” said Rhoanna.

      “I’m not taking you to the Ruin Marshes,” said Ridmark.

      “I know,” said Rhoanna. Like Joachim, she carried a quarterstaff, and her fingers tapped against it, her brow furrowed with thought. “I don’t think that would be a good idea. But…”

      “What is it?” said Calliande.

      “You should talk to me as soon as you return,” said Rhoanna. “It’s going to be important. I don’t know why yet. But it’s going to be…vital, somehow.”

      “How?” said Ridmark, though he did not expect an answer.

      “I don’t know,” said Rhoanna, and he caught the frustration in her voice. As unsettling as her prophetic powers could be to those around her, they were more often a source of aggravation to Rhoanna herself. The Sight, Calliande had told him more than once, was often like trying to read a library through a keyhole. Rhoanna’s Sight could show her nearly anything, but that didn’t mean she would understand what she saw. For that matter, the future was forever in flux. Rhoanna could sometimes see glimpses of the future but could not often interpret what those glimpses meant, or she saw different possible futures but could not predict which would come to pass.

      It was why her sometimes impish sense of humor relieved him. It meant that her great powers had not overthrown her mind.

      “I don’t know,” repeated Rhoanna, “but it will be important. As important as when you met Lika for the first time.”

      In Lika Stormstrider, they had found a valuable ally who knew a great deal about the Isle and its people, and who wanted the Heptarchy driven from the Isle of Kordain even more than Ridmark did. With her help, they had managed to take the town of Lithios easily, and her knowledge would be invaluable in the battles to come.

      “Very well,” said Ridmark. “I will speak to you as soon as I return. Remain with Dux Constantine to counsel him of any dangers.”

      “Dux Constantine doesn’t listen to me,” said Rhoanna.

      Constantine blinked. “I would never be discourteous to a noble lady.”

      “That’s not the same thing,” said Rhoanna.

      “I would listen to your counsel, but if I chose to disregard it, I would do so courteously,” said Constantine.

      “If all goes well, we should be back before anyone needs to heed any counsel,” said Ridmark. “Let us depart.”

      He rested Oathshield’s point against the ground and concentrated on the sword’s power. Niara had described the location of her duel with Nikomedes, and Ridmark was reasonably sure he remembered that location on the road from the village of Amathur to the gates of Lithios. He pictured it in his mind.

      A curtain of gray mist rose up from the ground nearby, brightening as the portal opened.

      Gareth and the other Swordbearers went first, Telemachus in their midst. Calliande, Antenora, and Niara followed, their magic held ready. The men-at-arms went through the portal with the horses. As soon as they passed through the gate, Ridmark followed and stepped through.

      He felt an instant of disorientation so severe it bordered on vertigo. Physically, he had only taken one step, but that step had taken him around six or seven miles to the south. Using Oathshield’s power to open gates had once been much more taxing and had filled his mind with visions of past and future simultaneously. Before the final battle against Agravhask’s army, the archmage Ardrhythain had unlocked more of Oathshield’s power, removing some of its restrictions. Calliande had said it was because Ridmark had proven himself trustworthy to Ardrhythain, that he would not use Oathshield’s power to go berserk, conquer every tribe and nation bordering Andomhaim, and usurp the throne of the realm for himself.

      That was an utterly exhausting thought.

      Ridmark already had more responsibility than he had ever wanted.

      He released Oathshield’s power. The gate closed behind him, and he looked around, taking stock of his surroundings.

      Ridmark was on the road that led southeast from the village of Amathur to the town of Lithios, about five miles south of Amathur’s Tower. For most of its length, the road ran alongside the eastern edge of the Ruin Marshes. According to Lika, the swamps were salt marshes that filled the Isle’s southwestern peninsula. During the ancient wars of the dark elves against the high elves and the dwarves, the dark elves had built their strongholds in what would become the Ruin Marshes. As often happened near their strongholds, the land had been poisoned with dark magic, drawing creatures like urvaalgs, ursaars, and worse things.

      The urvuul that lay dead outside the walls of Amathur’s Tower no doubt had dwelled in the Ruin Marshes.

      At the moment, there was no sign of any foes nearby. To the west of the road, the land dropped in a sharp, stony cliff, and beyond lay the swamps. They were a dismal sight, hundreds of grassy islands and the occasional small tree rising from brackish pools of briny water. The breeze from the swamp smelled foul. It was a distinctly unpleasant odor, a mixture of rot, decaying vegetation, and a peculiar dusty stench that put Ridmark in mind of moths.

      Or…

      He glanced at Lord Gavin, and another memory flashed through his mind, one he had not thought about in years. When he had met Gavin over twenty years ago, that meeting had ended in a fight to the death against a female urdmordar named Agrimnalazur within the dark elven ruin of Urd Arowyn. In the aftermath, they rescued many imprisoned villagers. Agrimnalazur had bound them in webs and put them into hibernation with her venom, intending to use them as a larder to sustain her after the Frostborn conquered Andomhaim.

      Something in the smell rising from the swamp reminded Ridmark of the dry, dusty smell of that chamber. It was almost the same, but not quite. Was there a female urdmordar lurking in the swamps of the Isle of Kordain? Surely the creature would have made itself known long ago. Lika had told Ridmark there were legends of some monstrous devil that lurked in the swamps, a creature that emerged from time to time and slaughtered entire villages.

      He pushed aside the musings. Whatever lived in the swamps was welcome to stay there. Right now, he needed to find the apex crystal.

      “Niara,” Ridmark called. “Is this the right spot?”

      “Aye,” said Niara, pacing forward a few steps along the road. “We fought right…here. Yes, this is it. One of the rings Nikomedes carried could suppress magic, but its power ran out. When it did, I hit him with a blast of elemental fire, and it threw him off this cliff and into the swamp.”

      Ridmark crossed to the edge of the cliff and gazed downward. It was a fall of at least a hundred feet into the stagnant water. He could not see any trace of Nikomedes’s corpse. A normal man would not have survived that fall. A half-elven former urdhracos might have, especially if he had been able to cast a spell to slow his descent. Nikomedes might still be alive and fleeing with the apex crystal.

      Or his corpse was at the bottom of the marshes, weighed down by his armor and the apex crystal.

      “The Sight didn’t reveal to me that he could use magic, or that those rings were magical,” said Calliande.

      “One of those rings disguised him as a human,” said Niara. “I think it also masked his presence from any detection spells or the Sight.” She shrugged. “I could make one of those rings if you gave me the proper metals and a week. I’m sure Lady Antenora could make it in half the time.”

      “Nonsense,” said Antenora. “It would take me just as long. Your skills at forging and preparing enspelled objects are quite impressive, as we saw at Castarium against the hydra.”

      “Can you find the apex crystal with the Sight?” said Ridmark.

      Calliande stood a few paces back from the cliff, her hair and cloak stirring in the foul-smelling breeze. Her eyes were hazy as she gazed at the swamps, and at last, she gave a shake of her head.

      “No,” said Calliande. “The marshes are wrapped in a fog of dark magic. The very land is corrupted like the Torn Hills near Urd Morlemoch. Not as severely, but still to a significant degree. I should be able to find the apex crystal with the Sight, but I’ll need to get closer.”

      “So we enter the marshes,” said Ridmark.

      “Lord Ridmark,” said Philip, stepping to his mother’s side. He pointed. “I think there’s a good way down about a half-mile southeast.”

      The younger Swordbearer was right. The land sloped downward, growing flatter in that direction, and the sharp cliff became a shallow ridge. Some rocks had tumbled from the ridge, creating a rough ramp that led to the swamps.

      “We’ll take that path, and then head along the base of the cliff,” said Ridmark. “Gareth, Gavin, Crake, Jerome, with me. We’ll take the lead. Philip, Telemachus, take the back. Calliande, Antenora, Niara, Joachim, stay in the middle. If you see an urvaalg or something worse approaching, hit it with your spells.” He turned to the men-at-arms. “Wait here and guard the horses. If we are not back by sundown, return to Amathur’s Tower and inform Lord Constantine.”

      Ridmark led the way, his staff Aegisikon in his right hand, though he kept Oathshield in its scabbard for now. He might need both hands to navigate his way down the ramp of fallen stones, and tripping and falling on his own soulblade would be an embarrassing way to die.

      The road descended to the ramp, and Ridmark picked his way down the heap of boulders to the swamp. The footing was uneven, but at least the rocks were dry and not slippery. He reached the base of the ramp and took a few steps onto one of the thousands of small grassy islands that rose from the swamps.

      As he did, Oathshield shivered in its scabbard, and he felt a pulse of anger from the soulblade. Was there a creature of dark magic nearby?

      No. The dark magic radiated from the swamp itself. When he had stepped onto the island, he had crossed an invisible boundary.

      Ridmark had come to the Ruin Marshes.

      The smell was quite a bit worse down here.

      He strode to the center of the grassy island and looked around. The swamps stretched away to the west, but he couldn’t see as far as he should have. After a moment, he realized there were large patches of fog swirling across the marshes. If Nikomedes had survived his fall and was trying to escape, the fog would make for excellent cover.

      It was also a good place for anything else to hide, such as more gnolls. Or an urvaalg pack or a pair of wandering ursaars. Or maybe another one of those damned urvuuls.

      He looked back at Calliande, saw her looking around with that hazy expression that meant she was using the Sight.

      “Anything?” said Ridmark.

      Calliande hesitated, glanced at Antenora, and then both women pointed to the west.

      “That way,” said Calliande. “About…half a mile, I think.”

      “Half a mile?” said Niara. She scowled. “Then Nikomedes is still alive.”

      “Or something took the apex crystal from this body and carried it off,” said Gareth.

      “Is the crystal moving?” said Ridmark.

      “I don’t think so,” said Calliande.

      “Maybe Nikomedes was badly wounded and limped off into the swamp to die,” said Crake.

      “Or something dragged his corpse off,” said Jerome with a morose expression. For such an anxious young man, he was quite a skilled fighter.

      Ridmark looked to the west. The thick mist rolled over the swamps in that direction. Anything could be moving through it. He drew Oathshield, and pale fingers of white flame danced around the blade.

      “Keep your eyes open, all of you,” said Ridmark. “Let’s get the apex crystal and get out of here.”

      He began picking his way over the island, checking his footing with every step, and the others followed him, weapons and spells ready. A half-mile was not all that far, but it would take some time to cross the treacherous terrain. He had traveled through a fair number of swamps and marshes back in Andomhaim, and some of them had been infested with sucking mud that could drag a man down to a watery grave. The strange rotting, dusty smell was very strong here, and he wondered if some of the air might be poisonous.

      Then another odor came to his nose, and Ridmark came to a halt.

      “Wait a moment,” he said. That greasy, rancid stink was all too familiar now. That had been the stench that surrounded the gnolls (the living ones, anyway) that had attacked Amathur’s Tower. The Delver had brought over entire tribes of gnolls to the Isle of Kordain, and he had flung the creatures against the walls of the castra.

      Even as Ridmark looked, he saw movement in the mists ahead.

      “Here they come,” said Calliande, white fire glowing around her staff as she began a spell.

      A few seconds later, the gnoll warband emerged from the mists.

      There were about twenty of the creatures. Gnoll males were larger and stronger than humans, with vaguely human-shaped bodies and heads like those of hyenas, albeit with thicker jaws. A mixture of tan and black fur covered their bodies, fangs filled their mouths, and their yellow eyes gleamed with bloodlust and madness. A gnoll female stood behind the males. The females were larger and stronger than the males, and they could all use magic. They employed a sort of blood magic that inspired the males to madden bloodlust, driving them to fling themselves against the foe without regard for wounds or death. The gnoll female was already casting a spell, crimson flames dancing around her talons.

      She did not see Antenora.

      A sphere of flame leaped from the end of Antenora’s black staff, soared over the stagnant waters, and struck the gnoll female. The sphere exploded in a blazing curtain of flame, killing the gnoll female, destroying her spell, and striking down perhaps a half-dozen male gnolls as well.

      The death of the female enraged the gnolls almost as much as if she had lived to cast her spell of bloodlust, and with cackling battle cries the gnolls surged forward, spears and swords in hand. Ridmark sent a mental command to Aegisikon, and the staff shifted to its shield form upon his left arm, Oathshield burning with white flame in his right hand.

      The gnolls scrambled onto the island, and Sir Telemachus cast a spell. Arcs of lightning leaped from his sword, raking across the gnolls. The creatures began to jerk and twist, their muscles spasming from the magical attack. In near-perfect unison, Gareth, Crake, Philip, and Jerome sprang forward. The soulblades flickered with white flames in the hands of Gareth, Philip, and Jerome, while the head of the soulhammer in Crake’s hands burned like a star. They crashed into the gnolls, cutting them down right and left, while Niara hung back and cast blasts of magical flame and Joachim worked a ward of protection, layering invisible armor over the Swordbearers.

      Ridmark barely had to do anything at all.

      A few moments later the last gnoll fell dead at Gareth’s feet, rolling into the stagnant water next to the island with a splash.

      “God and the saints,” said Crake, shaking the blood from the head of his soulhammer, “but those things bloody stink. If we hadn’t just come into this swamp, I’d say they were the worst things I ever smelled, but this swamp still stinks worse.”

      “You’ve done this kind of fighting before many times, I see,” said Calliande.

      “Aye,” said Gareth to his mother. “It was our favorite tactic on our journey to find the Dragonskull. Sir Telemachus would stun the foe with his spells, and then we would strike.”

      “We just needed Dietmar shooting them with his crossbow,” said Joachim.

      “It seems almost unknightly to strike while the foe is distracted,” said Gareth, “but we faced a great many enemies, and it was them or us.”

      “Victory in defense of your friends and homeland is knightly enough,” said Ridmark. He turned to Calliande. “Has the apex crystal moved?”

      “Yes,” said Calliande. “But not far. No more than a few dozen yards.”

      “Then let’s get the damned thing before it goes any farther,” said Ridmark, and he led the way into the mist.
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      Nikomedes swam in and out of consciousness, the stench of the swamp filling his nose, pain shooting through his body with every breath.

      Move. He had to move.

      He had once been an urdhracos, a creature of dark magic enslaved to the will of the priestesses of the Seven Temples. The Master had lifted his curse and freed him, and now he worked to carry out the Master’s will, to fulfill the great plan that would rid the world of all evil forever. Nikomedes was no longer an urdhracos, but half human and half elf, which made him tougher and more resilient than a normal human.

      But he had still been blasted off a cliff and hurled into a swamp, and even the most resilient body had a limit to how much damage it could take and remain functioning.

      Nikomedes was well past that limit.

      His left leg was a pillar of agony, and even attempting to move it sent waves of pain rolling through his body. Most likely, his knee had been smashed and the hip joint damaged. Breathing hurt as well – probably some cracked ribs, though the pain was sharp enough that he wondered if the ribs had pierced his right lung. His chain mail was damaged, and he had numerous cuts on his side and leg. The filthy swamp water had gotten into his wounds, which would likely become infected before much longer.

      Nevertheless, he was still more resilient than a human. If he got out of this damned swamp, the wounds would heal in time. Nikomedes could use his magic to accelerate his recovery. Elemental magic wasn’t nearly as good with healing as the power drawn from the Well of Tarlion and wielded by the Magistri, but it was still better than nothing. The Master, of course, was far more skilled than Nikomedes in all aspects of magic, and his healing spells would be more potent.

      The thought of the Magistri brought Marina Velirius and her little group of deluded followers to mind, and Nikomedes’s face twisted into a painful, wry grin. He could just imagine how she would react if she saw him now. Likely she would complain at length that he had gotten mud and blood on her white robes and then complain more how his grievous injuries had inconvenienced her.

      A foolish child, who viewed the world with a child’s petulant solipsism.

      Nikomedes supposed the only consolation of his current predicament was that he wouldn’t have to listen to her complain any longer. Stealing the apex crystal from Amathur’s Tower had destroyed his false identity, and he could not return to the army of Andomhaim.

      He might die here before he returned anywhere.

      That seemed more likely at the moment.

      Move, damn it, he had to move. He had been hurt badly when he had still been the Harvester, the urdhracos assassin bound to the will of the priestesses of the Seven Temples. Nikomedes had kept going then because the commands of the priestesses had compelled him, because failing his tasks had not been an option. Now, he had a far more noble mission, something far greater than any of the petty revenge missions he had carried out for the spiderlings.

      He just had to get out of this damned swamp. Nikomedes could not use the travel spell while holding the apex crystal. Something about its immense power inhibited magical travel while he was holding it. If he got out of the swamp, he could lie in wait by the road and steal a horse. Or perhaps he could find an isolated place to conceal the apex crystal, cast the travel spell to the Master’s side, and then return when he was strong enough to travel once more.

      Nikomedes considered hiding the apex crystal in the Ruin Marshes but dismissed the idea as foolish. For one thing, the dark aura saturating the Ruin Marshes would make it difficult if not impossible to find the crystal again. For another, the monotony of the terrain, the endless pools and grassy islands, and the lack of distinct landmarks would make it difficult to remember where he had hidden it.

      Numerous creatures that could sense magic lurked in the swamp and might be drawn to the apex crystal. Or more mundane predators that could simply smell the amount of blood he had lost.

      But all of that, all the fears and worries that surged through his mind, were nothing compared to his greatest fear.

      Niara Arban had damaged his ring.

      He wore two rings of bronze on his right hand. The one on his middle finger had a white stone, and the ring resting upon his forefinger had a black stone. The ring on his middle finger protected him from the power of the Sight, though it hadn’t stopped Niara’s suspicions.

      The ring on his forefinger was the most precious thing he carried, for it had transformed him from an urdhracos enslaved to the will of the Seven Temples into a free-willed hybrid of human and elf who voluntarily served the Master. Somehow, Niara had figured it out and had focused her attacks on the ring. Nikomedes should have defeated her, would have defeated her under nearly any other circumstances, but he had panicked.

      And the blast of her final spell had badly damaged the ring. The black stone had cracked and shifted in its setting, and he could sense its magic sputtering. If the ring failed, he would transform back into an urdhracos, returning to the horror that had been his existence as the Harvester.

      He had to get back to the Master and deliver the apex crystal, but he also needed to have his ring repaired. If it failed, if he started to transform back into an urdhracos…

      Nikomedes would simply kill himself.

      Whatever hell awaited him for his many crimes could be no worse than existence as an urdhracos.

      Of course, he had lost his sword in his fall. He might not be able to kill himself.

      Nikomedes laughed at that, which hurt a good deal. He realized that he had been lying on his side for far too long, that his mind had been spinning in circles around itself.

      He needed to move, if only to limp away from this wretched place.

      Nikomedes heaved himself to his feet, and the world promptly dissolved in a white glare of pain.

      When his mind came back into focus, he was lying on his back, the apex crystal in his satchel next to him. Nikomedes pushed against the ground and managed to sit up, and while his head pounded with pain and his stomach twisted and swam, he didn’t fall over.

      That was good.

      He found a large branch lying next to him, thick enough to serve as a cane or a small staff. Nikomedes leaned over, wincing at the pain, and dragged the staff to him. The branch had lost much of its bark, but it hadn’t rotted, and it should be strong enough to bear his weight. He thrust the end into the ground and dragged himself to his feet. His head swam, and the pain rolled through him again like a wave of fire, but he didn’t pass out or collapse, so that was good progress.

      Gasping for breath, he limped forward, leaning on the staff, his injured leg trembling, every step sending more pain through him. Nikomedes was certain he would be unable to swim in his current condition, and he didn’t want to get any more of the swamp water into his wounds, so he picked a winding course over the grassy islands, sweat pouring down his face. Slowly but surely he made progress. The cliff that Niara had thrown him from had to be nearby. Once he found it, he could head south until the land leveled out somewhat, and then he could climb out of the swamps and back to the road between Amathur and Lithios.

      And then…

      Well, he would figure it out when he got there.

      Nikomedes dragged himself forward step by agonizing step, his mind struggling through a haze of pain.

      He had managed maybe a hundred yards when he realized that he was going in the wrong direction.

      The cliff and the road would be to the east, yet he was trudging to the west.

      Deeper into the swamps, not away from them.

      For a moment he stood motionless, stupefied by the sheer idiocy of his basic error. Granted, the Ruin Marshes were full of mist, and his brain was likewise slowed by the pain of his injuries. Yet he could clearly tell the sun was to the west, and he was walking in that direction.

      The thought of turning around, of retracing all the steps he had just taken, made him so tired that he wanted to fall to the ground and wait to die.

      A snarl of defiance came from him, and Nikomedes planted his staff on the ground and used it to heave himself around to the east. He would not die here. He would not transform back into the Harvester. He would get out of this damned swamp, deliver the apex crystal to the Master, and then…

      A low growl came to his ears.

      A new stench filled his nostrils.

      The Ruin Marshes stank. Nikomedes had encountered any number of swamps, marshes, and bogs in the homelands of the Heptarchy during his time at the Harvester, and they all seemed to have their own unique odors. Granted, none of them were pleasant odors. But he had never encountered a swamp that smelled as bad as the Ruin Marshes, a foul odor that was a strange mix of a dead animal and something dry and dusty, almost like the smell of moths.

      This smell wasn’t quite as bad, but neither was it pleasant. It was a rancid, greasy odor, mixed with something like the musk of an animal.

      Gnolls.

      The Delver had brought a great many gnolls to the Isle of Kordain and then had promptly wasted them all in a useless frontal attack on Amathur’s Tower. The dark elven lord might have been a skilled artificer and wizard, but he had all the military skill that God had given to an angry squirrel. But Nikomedes doubted that all the gnolls had died on the walls of the castra. The creatures were savage and violent, and no doubt several bands had broken off from the Delver’s host to strike out on their own.

      One of them had to be approaching now.

      And Nikomedes didn’t have his sword, and he was barely remaining on his feet.

      He had no choice but to use magic.

      Magic required a clear mind and mental focus, and it was hard to attain those things when every breath caused searing pain. Nikomedes could do it, of course, but it would be difficult.

      He also worried about his damaged ring. Its power was sputtering and flickering, and the effort of channeling spells might damage it further.

      Another growl came out of the mists, and Nikomedes braced himself, forced aside his pain and exhaustion, and began summoning magical power. It came slowly – the effort to maintain the necessary focus through his injuries was immense.

      But the power still came.

      A few seconds later the first of the gnolls emerged from the mists.

      They looked just as ugly as he remembered from the battle at Amathur’s Tower. Their bodies were vaguely human-shaped, though with double-jointed legs, and mottled fur of tan and black covered their hides. Harsh yellow eyes glared at Nikomedes, and yellow fangs were visible in their mouths. Their nostrils flared as they drew closer. No doubt the smell of his blood had drawn them.

      He wondered how they could stand the stench of the swamps.

      Maybe they enjoyed the odor.

      “Depart from here!” said Nikomedes in the dark elven tongue. They had been foolish enough to worship the Delver as a god, so perhaps they would assume anyone who spoke that language was a servant of the Delver. “I command it of you! Depart from this place before I blast you dead!”

      One of the gnolls let out a hyena-like cackle. Six of the creatures prowled forward. All male, which was good, since they did not have a nearby female to drive them to greater heights of bloodlust. No doubt they thought to make a quick meal of Nikomedes before continuing on their way.

      The gnolls circled around him like a pack of wild dogs about to spring upon their prey. They would spring and tear him apart as soon as their rage-addled predator’s brains had concluded that he was not a threat.

      “Fine,” said Nikomedes, raising his right hand, his left still gripping his staff for balance. “Then we’ll do this the hard way.”

      He released the power he had gathered, shaping it into a spell of elemental lightning. Blue-white arcs leaped from his hand and raked across the gnolls. The creatures howled in pain and rocked back, their muscles jerking from the spell. Since about half of them were standing in the brackish water of the swamp, the spell killed them, the lightning ripping through their bodies like a burning tide.

      The other half broke free of the spell and rushed towards him, weapons raised.

      Another wave of blinding pain rolled through Nikomedes, and he almost lost his grip on his staff and fell over. He pushed aside the pain and tried to focus. He had to focus. If he didn’t cast another spell, the gnolls were going to kill him. His thoughts snapped into the proper formation, and he cast another spell. A bolt of elemental flame leaped from his hand and seared the nearest gnoll, burning a tunnel through its chest.

      The ring upon his finger began to grow warm, almost uncomfortably hot. Its damaged aura was pulling in some of the power from his spells, which in turn damaged it further.

      Nikomedes had no other choice. He cast a second blast of fire, killing another a gnoll.

      The sole surviving creature slammed into him, knocking the staff from his hand and driving him to the spongy ground. Nikomedes would have died then and there, but the damp ground worked against the gnoll. Its jaws would have torn out his throat, but the creature skidded forward, and its fangs snapped shut above his head, the greasy reek of its fur filling his nostrils.

      Nikomedes yelled and thrust his right hand against the creature’s chest, the sudden pain and anger causing him to forget his injuries. A surge of magical power went through his mind, and he hurled a burst of elemental flame into the gnoll’s torso. The creature reared back with a shriek of pain, fell backward, and collapsed motionless to the grass, smoke rising from the crater he had blasted into its chest.

      Burned gnolls somehow smelled even worse than the live ones.

      Nikomedes let out a groan, tried to sit up, and the world went white again.

      Eventually, his mind came back into focus.

      He slowly and carefully sat up, looking around. The dead gnolls hadn’t moved, though they had already attracted flies and no doubt they would draw larger scavengers before much longer. Nikomedes felt magic stirring around him, and he wondered if someone or something was casting a spell nearby.

      No. The currents of power were coming from his ring.

      He looked at his right hand and flinched in horror.

      The stone set into his ring had cracked again.

      The spell was failing.

      And when it failed, he would transform back into an urdhracos, and the Harvester would return.

      Maybe Nikomedes should have let the gnolls kill him.
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      Niara Arban was on her guard.

      Dark magic saturated the Ruin Marshes like a layer of rancid grease over a sponge, pervading the land and air. That sort of aura would draw things like urvaalgs and ursaars. For that matter, they had already fought and killed one band of gnolls, and no doubt more were lurking in the mists of the Ruin Marshes. Skilled and well-armed companions surrounded Niara, but that was absolutely no reason to lower her guard.

      Yet something else unsettled her.

      That smell.

      That damned smell.

      It was thoroughly unpleasant and not quite like anything she had ever encountered before. The odor of the swamp was everywhere, but this scent was distinct. It was a peculiar mixture of rotting meat and something like the dusty odor of moths. Niara was certain that she had never smelled it anywhere before. When she had studied under Ardrhythain in Cathair Solas all those centuries ago, the archmage had explained that memory, especially in humans, was often strongly linked to smell. Encountering a familiar smell could trigger a rush of memories, and Niara had found that to be true.

      She had never smelled this foul odor before.

      Yet why did it seem so damned familiar?

      It bothered her more than she would have expected, and she could not work out why. Maybe it was because it was the first time she had encountered it. A child finding a dead animal for the first time might cry in shock at the sight and smell. Perhaps Niara’s unease came from the same place.

      Yet that didn’t make any sense, because she was sure she had encountered this odor someplace before.

      But where?

      Niara pushed the unease to the side and focused on her surroundings. After everything she had survived in her life – Xothalaxiar and the xortami and the Delver and every other damned thing – it would be ridiculous to die because a bad smell made her stop paying attention to her surroundings.

      She was in a swamp. Swamps smelled bad. That was that.

      Because she was paying attention, she saw the flashes of silver and yellow-orange light through the mist.

      Everyone else was paying attention, too, so Ridmark held up a hand for a halt.

      “That was a spell of lightning,” said Telemachus. “I’m certain of it.”

      “Followed by several spells of magical fire,” said Antenora.

      “Does the Sight tell you anything?” said Ridmark.

      Calliande and Antenora looked at each other again. Niara could tell the two women had known each other long enough that they could have entire conversations with a single glance.

      “Someone just cast several spells of elemental magic,” said Calliande. “Strong ones, too.”

      “Nikomedes is still alive, then,” said Niara.

      Niara could rectify that soon enough. She wondered if she ought to kill Nikomedes on sight before he had the chance to bring his magic to bear or attempt anything clever. Ridmark wanted to interrogate him first, to learn more about this mysterious “Master” he served…but maybe Nikomedes was too dangerous to be left alive. He had managed to fool everyone in Tarlion about his identity for over a year, and he might come up with persuasive lies if allowed to speak.

      Besides, he was a traitor, and there was only one way to deal with treachery.

      Niara would decide when she saw him.

      “Alive, and strong enough to fight,” said Calliande.

      Crake looked dubious. “After falling off that cliff?”

      “A former urdhracos will be more resilient than a human,” said Ridmark. “He might have cast a spell to slow his fall as well. Be ready. We’ll give him one chance to surrender. If he doesn’t, kill him.”

      Niara nodded and held her magical power ready, preparing to fuse elemental fire with the power of the Well of Tarlion. It would blast through any ward Nikomedes held to protect himself. Around her, the others readied weapons or prepared spells. Niara glanced at Gareth and wondered if her husband would be angry if she killed Nikomedes even if he surrendered. Gareth tried to live up to his ideal image of a knight and a Swordbearer, and a knight did not kill a surrendering foe.

      Even if it was a good idea.

      They moved through the mist, following the grassy islands, and Niara heard a thud.

      It sounded exactly like a club striking bone.

      They moved closer, the mist rippling around them, the smell getting worse, and Nikomedes came into sight.

      Niara had decided to kill him the minute she laid eyes upon him, but the sight was so pitiful that she froze in surprise.

      Nikomedes was one knee before a worn boulder that rose from the grassy soil. His left leg jutted to the side at a bad angle, the torn cloth of his trousers wet with blood. Blood was likewise leaking from a gash in his forehead, just below his hairline, painting his face and beard with a crimson mask.

      Before anyone could act, Nikomedes slammed his forehead with all his strength against the boulder.

      The sound of bone striking stone was so loud and so unexpected that Niara flinched.

      The impact threw Nikomedes backward onto the grass, his eyes glazed. For a second Niara was sure that he had killed himself. Yet his chest still rose and fell, and after a few seconds, he groaned and sat up again, more blood pouring from the gash in his forehead. Scalp wounds often looked more serious than they really were, but Nikomedes looked terrible, and his eyes were wide and crazed.

      Nikomedes looked utterly terrified, so frightened that trying to kill himself by bashing his skull against a rock was preferable to the alternative.

      Perhaps his Master was not the sort to forgive failure.

      Yet he looked so frightened, so pitiful, that Niara forgot her plan to kill him.

      He saw them, and utter relief went over his bloodstained features.

      “Kill me,” Nikomedes said. “Kill me. Oh, thank God. You’re not too late. There’s still time. Kill me, kill me before it starts.”

      “Before what starts?” said Ridmark, Oathshield flickering with white fire as he raised the soulblade. Niara could guess nothing of his intentions from his face or voice.

      “The transformation,” said Nikomedes.

      “Transformation into what?” said Ridmark.

      “You don’t understand,” said Nikomedes. “You don’t…you don’t…”

      He turned his head and vomited on the grass. Niara supposed that Nikomedes had given himself a severe concussion. He hadn’t fallen unconscious yet, and he managed to pull himself back to one knee, preparing to smash his head against the rock.

      “Stop that,” said Ridmark, lowering the blade of Oathshield between Nikomedes and the boulder.

      “Then kill me,” said Nikomedes. “For God’s sake, kill me before it’s too late. Otherwise, I’ll transform and kill you all.”

      “Transform into what?” said Ridmark.

      “An urdhracos,” said Nikomedes.

      Ridmark blinked, a look of confusion going over his face.

      “But you were an urdhracos,” said Ridmark. “You already transformed into a hybrid of elf and human.”

      “And I will go back,” said Nikomedes. “You don’t know what it’s like.” He clawed at the satchel slung over his chest and flung it at Ridmark’s feet. “The apex crystal. Take it. Take it! Just kill me!”

      “But you won’t transform back,” said Ridmark. “That’s not how it works.”

      “You don’t understand,” said Nikomedes, raising his right hand. It was shaking violently. Niara, Joachim, Calliande, and Antenora all tensed, ready to bring their magic to bear if Nikomedes cast a spell, but the battered man made no threatening moves. “She broke my ring. It was holding…holding the transformation at bay…now I will…”

      His eyes rolled up into the back of his head, and he pitched backward upon the grass.
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      Ridmark gazed at Nikomedes, revulsion and anger swirling through his mind.

      And, to his surprise, pity.

      He had fully expected to find Nikomedes’ corpse or to finish off the wounded man. Niara had said Nikomedes was skilled with elemental magic, but that would be of little use against one Swordbearer, let alone six of them.

      Ridmark hadn’t expected to see a desperate, half-crazed Nikomedes begging for someone to kill him.

      He stepped closer, Oathshield ready, and picked up the satchel with his free hand. The pyramidal apex crystal gleamed within the bag, the strange golden metal that edged it glinting in the light.

      “The transformation?” said Gareth. “What was he talking about?”

      “I’m not sure,” said Calliande, “but I think he was worried about turning back into an urdhracos.”

      “Oh,” said Niara.

      They all glanced at her.

      “That’s how I was able to beat him,” said Niara. “In a hand-to-hand fight without magic, he should have killed me.” Gareth’s face went hard as he looked at Nikomedes, but Niara kept speaking. “But he was worried about that ring on his right hand. Too worried. I was able to exploit that to keep hitting him. Then when his defense against magic expired, he didn’t see my spell coming. I think,” her brow furrowed with thought, “I think he believed that ring kept him from transforming into an urdhracos.”

      Ridmark looked at Nikomedes again. He remained motionless, save for the shallow rise and fall of his chest. His face was beginning to look a little gray beneath the beard, and Ridmark wondered just how badly Nikomedes had injured his head against the boulder.

      “Is that possible?” he said. In all the years he had known first Third and then Selene, neither of them had ever expressed any fear about turning back into an urdhracos. They had faced many dangers and overcome many perils, but neither woman had ever spoken a single word of fear that they might be turned back into an urdhracos.

      “No,” said Calliande. “At least, as far as I know. I might know as much about magic as anyone in Andomhaim, but I know barely a sliver of everything there is to know about it. But I don’t think it is possible. To transform from an urdhracos to a hybrid of human and elf, the urdhracos must utterly denounce dark magic. Such a door swings only one way. Selene couldn’t use dark magic again even if she wanted to, but the very transformation means that she wouldn’t want to for any reason.”

      “Nikomedes didn’t use any dark magic,” said Niara. “Only elemental spells.”

      Calliande stepped past Ridmark. He started to reach to stop her, but she squatted next to Nikomedes. Ridmark moved closer, pointing his sword at Nikomedes’s throat. If he woke up and tried to attack Calliande…

      “Don’t worry about me,” said Calliande, voice distant as she examined Nikomedes’s right hand. “He’s not going to wake up any time soon. He might not wake up at all. But these rings.” She pointed at his hand. “The ring on his middle finger. When I look at it up close, I can see what it is. The ring is a shield against the Sight. That’s how I didn’t realize he was a former urdhracos or that he could use magic.”

      “What about his other ring?” said Niara. “The one on his first finger. He panicked when I damaged it. Did he think it was keeping him from transforming back into an urdhracos?”

      “The spell on the ring is broken,” said Calliande, “so clearly it wasn’t keeping him from transforming. I’m not sure, but I think the spell on that ring,” she gazed at it for a few seconds, “I think it was a mind-altering one. It affected his perceptions. I’m not sure how – I would need more time to study it. But we must make a decision.”

      “About?” said Ridmark.

      “Are we going to save him or not?” said Calliande. She cast a spell over Nikomedes, white light dancing around her fingers. Ridmark had seen her use that spell before, one that probed the injuries of a wounded man. “He fractured his skull against the rock, and there is bleeding in his brain. If I don’t heal him in the next few minutes, he’s going to die.”

      “So do we let him kill himself like this,” said Niara, “or do we save him?”

      “Exactly,” said Calliande.

      Ridmark said nothing as he looked at Nikomedes’s bloodied face. His initial thought was to simply leave Nikomedes and let nature take its course. Had any other man of the army stolen the apex crystal and been caught, Ridmark would have ordered the man’s execution without hesitation.

      Yet Nikomedes wasn’t a common soldier. He was a former urdhracos, a powerful wizard, and more importantly, he was apparently the follower of someone who called himself the Master. Ridmark was about to lead the armies of Andomhaim against the Exarch’s forces in the north, and from everything Lika and the people of Amathur had said, the Heptarchy force on the Isle was a match for the forces Ridmark had gathered for the invasion.

      Possibly stronger.

      Lika was clever and brave, but she wasn’t a soldier, and she might not have fully understood what she had observed.

      And if this Master, whoever or whatever he was, decided to intervene in the battle on the side of the Exarch, that would be disastrous.

      Ridmark didn’t have much choice, as loath as he was to ask Calliande to do this. To heal, she had to draw the pain of any injuries into herself, and Nikomedes was badly hurt.

      “Heal him,” said Ridmark. “Enough that he won’t die, but not enough that he’ll try to escape.”

      “He’s going to be unconscious for a while anyway,” said Calliande. “Head wounds are troublesome.”

      She flexed her free hand, white light glowing around her fingers, and then placed it upon Nikomedes’s temple. A look of deep strain went over her face, the cords standing out in her thin neck. Ridmark had seen her cast the healing spell a thousand times by now, but he never liked watching her pull the pain of others into her and wished she didn’t have to do it.

      But she shrugged it off and straightened up after a moment.

      “There,” Calliande said. “He’s still in rough shape, but he’s not going to die yet.” She looked at the others. “I suppose two of you strapping young Swordbearers will have to carry him out of the swamp.”

      “So long as he doesn’t fight back, my lady, I think we can manage that,” said Crake.

      “That is the sign of real mastery,” said Niara. “You perform such complex, difficult healing almost casually.”

      “I’ve had much, much more practice healing wounds than I ever wanted,” said Calliande. She turned back to Ridmark. “It’s safe to move him.”

      “Then let’s take him back to Amathur’s Tower,” said Ridmark. He stooped, took the satchel with the apex crystal, and slung it across his chest. “We’ll put a guard of Swordbearers over him. When he wakes up, we’ll have a talk and find out all about his Master. Crake, Jerome, you’ll have the honor of carrying him.”

      The two younger Swordbearers started forward, and then Ridmark heard the creaking noise.

      It was so incongruous and out of place that his brain could not make sense of it for a moment.

      It sounded like the creaking of stiff leather, but somehow louder. It also reminded him of the canvas of a sail of a ship. Like something thick and heavy under stress or perhaps rubbing against itself.

      Two other things happened then.

      The smell got worse.

      That strange mix of rotting meat and moth-like odor trebled in strength, so powerful that it threatened to coat the inside of Ridmark’s nose. At the same moment, Oathshield jolted in Ridmark’s hand, the soulblade reacting to a nearby source of dark magic.

      A powerful source of dark magic.

      The soulblade all but blazed with white flame. The soulblades of Gareth and the others reacted the same, and the head of Crake’s soulhammer began to glow as if the metal had become white-hot. Both Calliande and Antenora looked to the west in unison.

      “Ridmark.” Calliande’s voice was calm, but her blue eyes had gone very wide. “Something’s coming. I don’t know what, but it’s powerful.”

      Ridmark stepped forward, raising Oathshield and calling upon its power. White flame erupted from the sword and covered him, hardening into the blue armor of the Shield Knight.

      Calling upon the magic of Oathshield saved his life.

      The creature lunged out of the mists with terrifying speed.

      Ridmark had fought all manner of powerful and dangerous creatures in his journeys, but he had never seen anything quite like this.

      His first thought was that it was an urdmordar. The thick chitin of the creature’s carapace was the exact shade of blood red he had seen on Agrimnalazur and Rhogrimnalazur and the other urdmordar he had fought. Yet the urdmordar, terrifying as they were, always had a disturbing alien beauty, a harmony of appearance and purpose that could only appear in deadly predators.

      This creature, this thing, looked like an enormous misshapen spider the size of a house. It was crimson, though black, tumorous-like growths dotted its carapace and knobbed legs. The creature had an enormous swollen body, legs thick as trees, and a head with eight green-glowing eyes. Serrated pincers jutted from the head, and the stench rolled off the creature in waves. So did dark magic, because wrath blazed through Oathshield when Ridmark looked at the thing.

      The great spider.

      Rhoanna had warned him about the great spider in her visions.

      At the time Ridmark had assumed that the vision was symbolic, that she was talking about the Heptarchy.

      Had her vision foreseen this thing?

      For all its bulk, the twisted spider moved with blurring speed. One of its front legs struck Ridmark, and the impact hurled him to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Niara stood frozen in shock for a half-second as the huge spider loomed out of the mists.

      It wasn’t an urdmordar like Xothalaxiar. It wasn’t a thing created by the sorcery of the dark elves like the urvaalgs or the urvuuls. It was simply a colossal, misshapen crimson spider with strange black growths sprouting from its sides, glowing green eyes, and an aura of dark magic so overwhelming that it felt like standing in a cloud of flies.

      The giant spider lashed out, and the impact of its foreleg hurled Lord Ridmark to the ground. He was up again almost at once – it would take more than that to land a lethal blow against the armor of the Shield Knight – but the fact that the spider had been able to knock him over at all was alarming.

      “Scatter!” shouted Gareth. “Don’t let it crush you!”

      The spider loomed over Nikomedes’s prone form, its forelegs rising to spear him. Had the aura of the apex crystal drawn the creature here?

      Before it could kill Nikomedes, Niara finished her spell, and so did Calliande, Joachim, Antenora, and Telemachus. The lightning that Telemachus unleashed didn’t seem to do all that much to the hulking spider, and Niara wasn’t entirely sure the creature even felt the attack.

      It had a far more violent reaction to the spells Niara, Joachim, Antenora, and Calliande cast.

      Niara threw her full magical strength into a spell drawn from the Well of Tarlion. She considered fusing the magic with the fury of elemental flame but changed her mind at the last second. So much dark magic saturated the creature that Niara suspected it could shrug off any elemental attacks without much difficulty.

      That suspicion was proven right a half-second later when the white fire of their spells chewed into the creature’s armored carapace. The white fire of the Magistri struck the spider’s hulking thorax. Niara aimed for its head, hoping to land a killing blow on its brain. The fire of the Well of Tarlion carved smoking gashes into the creature’s side, and the spider came to a halt.

      That was more than enough time for Ridmark to recover his feet, and the Shield Knight charged, his soulblade blazing in his armored fists. Gareth, Crake, Jerome, and Philip attacked as well, moving with the ease of men who had fought alongside each other many times and no longer needed to communicate their intentions with words. Gareth and Crake followed Ridmark and attacked from the spider’s right, while Jerome and Philip went left. Calliande and Antenora struck again, casting more shafts of brilliant white flame, and Niara and Joachim summoned more magic.

      The spider moved with terrifying speed despite its bulk, its legs stabbing and swinging. Philip and Jerome began hewing at the sides of the legs, trying to take them off to limit the spider’s mobility. Even a female urdmordar would have been hard-pressed when fighting five Swordbearers, an Arcanius Knight, and four Magistri wielding the fire of the Well of Tarlion against it. Yet the spider moved so fast, and its legs were so thick that it shrugged off the blows. Niara thought the thing was healing its wounds as fast as they could inflict them.

      Yet her spells and those of Calliande and Antenora rocked the creature, and the five Swordbearers encircled it, landing blow after blow with their weapons. The spider lashed out with its legs, and Niara’s heart skipped a beat as the clawed tip of the leg blurred toward Gareth’s head. But he ducked and slashed, his soulblade Stormshield raking a glowing rip across the thick leg.

      The spider crouched, its legs bending, its heavy bulk slamming against the ground with enough force that Niara felt a tremor, and a ripple went through the nearby water. Gareth and the others closed around the creature, and the spider leaped backward, soaring through the air like a catapult stone despite its great size.

      And as it did, the spider ripped apart in a spray of ichor and torn chitin.

      For a half-second, Niara thought the spider had exploded, but instead, it became a whirlwind of black slime. It was some manner of shape-changing spell, and when it finished, the spider had become a misshapen figure draped in heavy red robes. The deep cowl hid the face, but glistening black tentacles extended from the ends of the sleeves, and more tentacles twitched beneath the ragged hem of the robe.

      The grotesque figure hovered in the air and began to cast a spell. At least, Niara thought it was casting a spell. The jerking motions of the tentacles in the sleeves of the robe looked like those of someone using magic, and shadows and blue flame twisted around the floating creature.

      Niara, Calliande, Joachim, and Antenora all cast warding spells, and an overlapping haze of glowing domes appeared before them, ready to intercept any spells the floating creature might hurl at them. Yet the creature made a pulling gesture, and power lashed out from it in all directions. Some of it dissipated against the wards, but the spell hadn’t been aimed at them.

      The dark magic pulsed into the waters of the marshes, which began to seethe and roil. Had the creature decided to boil them in the reeking waters of the swamps?

      No. Something was moving beneath the surface of the water.

      The first of the undead heaved to its feet.

      In her travels long ago, Niara had come across tribes of pagan orcs who practiced various forms of sacrifice to the orcish blood gods. One of those tribes had taken living victims, preferably captives of war, bound them hand and foot, and cast them into a bog. The tribe’s shamans used necromantic spells to bring the sacrificed dead as shambling undead horrors. It wasn’t nearly as skillful as the dark magic wielded by the shamans of the bone orcs, or the higher sort of necromancy employed by the dark elves, but it was effective enough.

      The undead thing had once been a human man, but it looked mummified and somewhat withered. Niara had the impression that the corpse had been somehow desiccated even before it had been preserved in the swamp. It lurched forward, blue fires shining in its empty eye sockets, and dozens more rose from the marshes, converging on the grassy island where Niara and the others stood.

      In all her tales of the Ruin Marshes, Lika Stormstrider had never mentioned anything like this.

      Then again, Lika had said that the people on this part of the Isle had stories of a great devil that lurked in the swamp, a creature that sometimes crept out of the marshes, wiped out entire villages, and then vanished without a trace.

      Maybe those hadn’t been stories.

      Maybe the creature in question was hovering above them even now, already casting another spell.

      “Calliande!” shouted Ridmark. “You and the others attack that thing! We’ll deal with the undead!”

      That meant he and the other Swordbearers would fight the mummified undead, while Niara, Joachim, Antenora, and Calliande fought the hovering creature in the red robe.

      Niara felt her lips draw back from her teeth in a snarl, the familiar battle lust rolling through her mind. She had fought urdmordar, dark elves, xortami sorcerers, and countless other horrors, and she had survived them all. If this floating horror, whether dark elf or urdmordar or some new thing she had never encountered wanted to give her a fight, then she would oblige.

      The battle rage fueled her magic, and a brilliant shaft of white flame leaped from her hand, slashing through the shadowy wards surrounding the floating creature and burning the flesh beneath.
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        * * *

      

      Ridmark cut down undead after undead, Oathshield burning like a brand in his armored fist.

      The undead swarmed out of the swamp, scores of them, ghostly blue eyes shining in the murk like uncanny torches. A force of normal soldiers would have been overwhelmed within the first few seconds, but the Swordbearers rushed to the attack, soulblades burning, Crake’s soulhammer tracing lines of white flame through the air as he struck again and again. Telemachus’s spells of lightning proved effective. Mummified the undead might have been, but they were still wet from the marshes, and the water conducted lightning well.

      Ridmark hacked Oathshield through the neck of an undead creature. The blue flame in its eyes widened, and the head rolled away into the swamp. The body fell motionless at his feet, and two more stepped in to take its place. Next to him, Gareth and Gavin hammered into the undead, the older Swordbearer covering the younger as they fought. Crake attacked with ferocity, his massive hammer driving the undead to the ground, and Jerome, Philip, and Telemachus followed in his wake, cutting down the scattered creatures.

      All the while the thunder of powerful magic rang in the air. The flying creature dueled Calliande, Antenora, Joachim, and Niara, white fire struggling against blue flame and shadow. Calliande was the most powerful human wielder of magic Ridmark had ever encountered, and Niara and Antenora were not far behind her in raw strength.

      Yet the tentacled creature was holding its own against them.

      Ridmark had just begun to wonder if they were trapped here, if the floating creature would summon wave after wave of undead until they were overwhelmed, and all at once the fight was over.

      The remaining undead collapsed motionless to the ground, the blue flame vanishing from their empty eyes.

      At the same time, the floating creature ripped apart in a spray of gore and shredded flesh. Ridmark thought that Calliande and the others had overpowered it, but he realized the creature was changing shape again. It took the form of something that looked like a ghastly hybrid of a bat and a mantis armored in gleaming crimson chitin.

      The creature spun and hurtled away to the west, vanishing into the mist.

      The white fire around Oathshield dimmed but did not vanish.

      It seemed their foe had decided to retreat.

      Ridmark looked around but saw nothing else moving in the swamp.

      Through it all, Nikomedes had remained unconscious on the ground.

      “All right,” said Crake. “We’re not dead. That’s good. But what the hell was that thing?”

      “The devil of the Ruin Marshes, it would seem,” said Gareth, wiping sweat from his forehead. “Lady Stormstrider was correct. There is indeed some foul creature that dwells here.”

      “Aye, but what the hell is it?” said Crake. “Was it an urdmordar? It started out as a spider before it turned into that thing with the tentacles and then the giant insect.”

      “It wasn’t an urdmordar,” said Niara, voice quiet, though both hands remained gripping her staff, white fire flickering up and down its length as she held her power ready to strike. “I’ve never seen an urdmordar that looked like that.”

      “Nor have I,” said Ridmark.

      “The urdmordar…as horrible as they are, they have a sort of dark beauty and charisma to them,” said Niara, half to them, half to herself. “As much as I hate the urdmordar, it’s easy to see why so many nations have fallen to their knees and worshipped them. But this thing, whatever it was, I don’t think it was an urdmordar, even if it took a spider-form.”

      “A dark elf, then?” said Ridmark. “One with the power to change shape?”

      “I doubt it,” said Gavin. “In all the times we’ve encountered lords of the dark elves, Ridmark…did you ever know them to shut up? Even when it was in their best interest? They always have to stop to gloat. Even the Warden took the time to gloat, and he was the smartest of them.” Antenora let out a startled laugh, all the more surprising for their current grim surroundings.

      “Aye,” said Gareth. “The Delver made a speech before he attacked Amathur’s Tower.”

      “Fat lot of good it did him,” said Niara. “Your father broke his wings, and he crashed into the sea and snapped his neck.”

      “So not a dark elven lord, then,” said Ridmark. “Calliande?”

      His wife stood gazing to the west, gripping her staff before her like a shield, her blue eyes somehow haunted.

      “I don’t know,” said Calliande. “I’ve seen more of dark magic than I ever wished and fought more creatures and wielders of dark magic than I ever thought possible. I remember them all, and I have never seen a thing like this. It wasn’t an urdmordar, a dark elf, a creature of the dark elves, a malophage, or even a horror like that thing Tarrabus Carhaine and the Enlightened of Incariel summoned during the siege of Tarlion. But it was…horrible, whatever it was. Like staring into the fiery heart of a star that burned with dark magic instead of light.” Her gaze turned to him. “We didn’t beat it, Ridmark. For whatever reason, it decided it didn’t want to fight us, and it retreated. Probably it deemed that fighting this many Swordbearers and wizards at once was too great of a risk.”

      “Perhaps the Delver accidentally drew the creature to our world,” said Antenora. “We suspected he might have opened temporary world gates to bring gnolls to the Isle of Kordain. Maybe he summoned more than he intended.”

      “That would be in keeping with the dark elves,” said Calliande. “They didn’t mean to summon the urdmordar here, but they did.”

      “There is one thing to note,” said Philip, and they all looked at him. “Did you see that when the spider emerged from the mists, it was heading right for Nikomedes?”

      “Maybe the aura of the apex crystal drew the creature,” said Gareth.

      “Or it was here to kill him,” said Niara. “Nikomedes mentioned serving a Master. Perhaps the Master isn’t the sort of man who forgives failure. Or perhaps Nikomedes’s Master is a shapeshifting horror of dark magic.”

      “Either way,” said Calliande, “I think we indeed need to question Nikomedes in order to learn more.”

      “You’re right,” said Ridmark. “Sir Crake, Sir Philip, pick up Nikomedes and carry him. The sooner we get back to Amathur’s Tower, the better.”

      He dismissed the power of the Shield Knight, the blue armor dissolving back into white flame. Part of him, a very large part, was tempted to keep the armor around him. But using the power of the Shield Knight was always a strain, if not as much of one as it once had been, and best to refrain from using it until he really needed it.

      And the same urgency that gnawed at him was all the stronger.

      What if that winged creature changed direction and turned to attack Amathur’s Tower?

      Yes, Ridmark and the others needed to return as soon as possible.
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