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      The ultimate artifact of dark magic. Only one may wield it.

      At last Gareth Arban has found the resting place of the Dragonskull, the deadly weapon of dark magic that can either rule or destroy the world.

      But the sorceress Azalmora has also found it and will do anything to claim the Dragonskull’s power.

      To free the world from the Dragonskull’s curse, Gareth must pay the ultimate price…

    

  


  
    
      Dragonskull: Crown of the Gods

      Copyright 2023 by Jonathan Moeller.

      Published by Azure Flame Media.

      Cover design by Jonathan Moeller.

      Ebook edition published August 2023.

      All Rights Reserved.

      This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the author or publisher, except where permitted by law.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GET NEW BOOKS

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for my newsletter at this link, and get three free epic fantasy novels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A BRIEF AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      A map of the realm of Andomhaim is available on the author’s website at this link.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            THE ROYAL PATH

          

        

      

    

    
      Gareth Arban held his soulblade ready as he descended the stairs.

      The light from his sword’s white fire glinted off the dark stone of the walls. The stairwell spiraled downward, similar to the stairs that he and his friends had seen scattered through the Deeps south of Takaris. Unlike those hidden stairs, this one was broad and wide, the steps shallow as they descended from the Temple of Rhugavak. In ancient days, Gareth knew that the emperors of the xortami had taken this hidden road from the capital of Takaris to the temple since the slaves of the lizardmen were not permitted to witness the religious ceremonies of the xortami.

      Unless, of course, the slaves were sacrificed in those ceremonies.

      The dark stairs had no illumination, but that was all right. Both Joachim and Niara maintained spells of magical light, pale glowing spheres floating next to them. The spheres threw back the gloom, though the spells did cast tangled shadows over the walls. Yet even without the spells, Gareth would have been able to see his path without much difficulty, thanks to the light from his soulblade.

      The aura of dark magic that hung over this place made his soulblade burn with anger, the white flames dancing along the edges of the weapon. The combination of the auras around the Temple of Rhugavak above and the ruins of Takaris to the west meant that Stormshield almost glowed like a torch in Gareth’s fist. He supposed it was some aspect of the sword’s magic that he could look at it without dazzling his eyes.

      He glanced at the others. Crake walked alongside him, face ruddy behind the red beard he had grown since they had left Tarlion. He carried his soulhammer Valorforge in his right hand, the head of the weapon glowing with white fire. Morigna walked behind them, tall and somber in her gray robes and cowl, though Gareth occasionally caught a flash of the golden armor she wore beneath her heavy garments. Telemachus strode alongside her, his battered armor and helmet glinting in the dim light, his sword in hand and his elemental magic ready to strike.

      Gareth’s brother Joachim followed in the middle, his white coat long ago turned to gray, staff grasped loosely in his right hand. Dietmar accompanied him, crossbow ready. Behind them came Philip and Jerome, the soulblades Sunstrike and Lightseeker glowing in their hands. Philip looked calm, Jerome nervous, but then Philip always looked calm, and Jerome nearly always seemed nervous.

      Gareth’s betrothed walked next to Joachim, her eyes scanning the stairs for danger.

      Betrothed.

      He had thought himself betrothed to Iseult Toraemus, but that had been a delusion on his part, a childish fancy that he had allowed to take control of his mind. That delusion had ended when Iseult betrayed him, a decision that ended with Iseult dying on the floor of her husband’s warehouse.

      Niara was nothing like Iseult.

      She moved in near-perfect silence despite her armor and heavy cloak. Her staff had been destroyed in the final battle against Xothalaxiar, and now she carried the staff once borne by the high elven sorceress Myotharia. Her white hair seemed eerie in the dim light, and her blue-purple eyes were cold and focused as she watched for enemies.

      Gareth had only met her in the flesh a few days ago, but it felt like he had known her for years. The magic of the Waystones had bridged their minds and shared their dreams. He had seen her darkest moments, just as she had seen his. Niara’s entire life, her whole heart and mind, had been dedicated to killing Xothalaxiar, to repaying the urdmordar for the death of her father.

      Xothalaxiar lay dead in the temple above, slain by Niara’s hand. Niara’s need for vengeance had carried her centuries beyond her own time and far from everyone and everything she had ever known. She had done it willingly, knowing that vengeance on Xothalaxiar would cost her everything she had left.

      But Niara had fulfilled her quest, and now she needed to start a new life, one without the overriding focus of vengeance.

      And she wanted to start that new life with him.

      The thought made Gareth happier than he would have thought possible. He loved her, and she was capable and clever and fearless. Gareth wanted her and no other woman as his wife.

      Assuming, of course, they lived through the next few days.

      It was just as well that Niara was capable and fearless because they would need every bit of courage and strength for what lay before them.

      Xothalaxiar was slain, the warlock Mharoslav had died upon Telemachus’s blade, and Azalmora had killed the Dzark Mthrozgar. Many of those who had sought the Dragonskull had perished.

      But Azalmora herself was still alive, and of all their foes, she was by far the most dangerous. When Xothalaxiar had fallen, Azalmora had departed from the Temple of Rhugavak at once. Gareth had absolutely no doubt that Azalmora had gone straight back to the xortami warlord Valdranek and the ruins of Takaris.

      If she broke into the city and claimed the Dragonskull for herself, she would no longer fear the soulblades Gareth and his friends carried.

      Crake grunted, cutting into Gareth’s thoughts. “How much longer are these bloody stairs going to go on?”

      “Maybe we should be quiet,” said Joachim. “Master Dietmar always said there’s no telling how far sound can carry underground.”

      “Master Dietmar is quite correct,” said Morigna. Her voice always sounded a bit acerbic, colored with an archaic accent. “However, at the moment, it doesn’t matter. It is impossible for us to move silently on these stairs, and every sound will echo. For that matter, the sort of predators that lurk in the Deeps can hear you breathing. We might as well converse. Any foes will have heard us coming a long way off.”

      Jerome muttered something and crossed himself with his free hand.

      “Of course,” said Morigna, “the sword has two edges. Any echoes will travel to us as well. Between your soulblades and my Sight, we shall have ample warning of any foes.”

      “Like two rival horsemen in a sunlit field with no cover,” said Crake. “No matter what we do, we’ll see each other coming.”

      “Indeed,” said Niara, and Gareth looked at her. Niara’s voice always sounded a bit hoarse and rough, a consequence of the day her father had been killed in front of her. She had screamed and screamed until she couldn’t scream any longer, and her throat had never healed right from that. “Though this stairwell is about as far as a sunlit field as I can imagine, Sir Crake.”

      Crake shrugged. “I’m a knight, not a poet.”

      “Perhaps when this is all over,” said Morigna, “you can have one of the bards traveling with Lady Ingvilda compose a poem for you. What was his name? She did have a favorite bard…”

      “Hjarn,” said Gareth. It hadn’t been all that long since they had left Norvangenheim and traveled into the wastes that had once been the xortami empire, but it felt like months had passed, maybe even years. “Though I think Father Colafur helps Hjarn compose the lyrics for his songs.” He glanced at the Guardian. “If you meet him, be wary. He will have a thousand questions for you about Andomhaim.”

      “Aye,” said Joachim. “I must have answered at least that many for him, but he will have far more for you since you’re the Guardian and know answers that I do not.”

      “Or for you, Magistria,” said Morigna, turning toward Niara. “You have seen more history than I have.”

      “Have I?” said Niara. “Perhaps. But from what I saw in Gareth’s memories, you have seen much history yourself. The Frostborn war, the War of the Seven Swords, the Heptarchy invasion…”

      Crake spat on the steps. “Warlord Agravhask. Your father dealt with him, Southron.”

      “Father Colafur, if he truly wishes to write a book of history, should speak with you, Guardian,” said Niara. “For when I traveled through the land you call Norvangenheim, no one lived there. Nomadic orcish tribes would travel along the river, but they rarely stayed. Fear of the xortami, I now realize.”

      “Or maybe Myotharia,” said Philip.

      Niara shook her head, tapping the end of Myotharia’s golden staff against the stone. The weapon made a faint ringing sound. “No, they weren’t afraid of Myotharia. Or, rather, they feared her and were wise enough to avoid her. Before she touched the Dragonskull, she wasn’t dangerous to anyone passing by. Only if you approached her.”

      Crake snorted. “Aye, and we were fool enough to approach her.”

      “The needs of duty make many demands upon us, sir,” said Dietmar. “Though once this is finished, it would be good to make a record of it. Other men of Andomhaim may have to treat with the Norvangir or fight against the xortami. Best that we should set down our accounts.”

      “Let Father Colafur do it,” said Crake.

      “You just want to go back to Nifheldun so you can see Lady Ingvilda again,” said Jerome.

      “Aye, and why should I not?” said Crake. “A man can do things for more than one reason, can’t he?”

      “Should we prevail,” said Morigna, “most likely Gareth’s and Joachim’s mother will insist upon taking down a record of these events, a book to be kept in the Tower of the Keeper and the library of the Magistri. She always did think about the future. Too much at times.”

      “And the library of the Order of the Arcanii,” said Telemachus. “For any foe that threatens Andomhaim may one day menace Owyllain. The world is large, and it holds many dangers.”

      “And the Arcanii,” echoed Morigna. “For it was an Arcanius Knight of Owyllain who slew the warlock Mharoslav and kept him from ever reaching the Dragonskull.”

      Telemachus shook his head. “That would give the Arcanius Knight too much credit for the deed. For he would not have been able to kill Mharoslav without the aid of the Swordbearers,” he offered a quick bow to Niara, “and a Magistria returned from the mists of the past.”

      “Then whoever writes the account of our journey,” said Morigna in a dry tone, “must include a passage where we all refuse to take credit for our victories and try to seize the blame for our failures. Surely the reader will marvel at our profound humility.”

      Gareth laughed at that. “Boasting overmuch would be unknightly.”

      Niara grinned at him. “You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

      “What I want,” said Crake, “is to know how much farther these bloody stairs go down. It’s murder on the knees.”

      “Wait another twenty years or so,” said Morigna, “and your knees will give you far more cause for complaint.”

      “I fear the Guardian is quite correct, sir,” said Dietmar.

      “You’re older than me,” said Crake, “and have no trouble keeping up.”

      “The advantages of my heritage, sir,” said Dietmar. “Halflings are not as tall as humans. Consequently, our hearts do not need to work so hard to pump blood so high, nor do our joints labor to carry the excess bulk of humans.”

      “Bulk?” said Philip, raising an eyebrow.

      Dietmar shrugged. “No doubt, sirs, to you I appear small. To my eyes, you are all somewhat overlarge. A matter of perspective.”

      “A valuable lesson for us all,” said Morigna. “But when it comes to these stairs, perspective does not matter. I expect the stairs will descend for a considerable distance. Remember, Takaris was at the bottom of the valley, and the Temple of Rhugavak was at the foot of the mountains. We must descend a goodly distance. Take heart, Sir Crake. At least we do not have to climb the stairs.”

      “That’s true,” said Crake.

      “Unless,” said Niara, “we get to the bottom and find that the way is blocked. Then we must climb all the way back to the top and find a different path to Takaris.”

      “God and the saints, woman!" said Crake. "Don’t even joke about that. I can tell you spent a lot of time with armies. Your sense of humor is as evil and perverse as an old decurion’s.” Niara grinned at that.

      “No,” said Morigna. “This is the path. I am certain of it.”

      Down and down the stairs went. Gareth had tried counting them, but he had lost his place some time ago. Despite that, he guessed that they were nearly half a mile beneath the Temple of Rhugavak, maybe a little more. Once again, he had to admire the skill of the ancient xortami. They were cold and brutal and kept humans as slaves and killed them for food, but the skill of their engineers could not be denied. This stairwell had been dug fifteen thousand years ago, and through all the years and all the earthquakes since, it remained intact. Andomhaim was only a thousand years old. Could any structure built by human hands endure so long?

      “The air is getting stale,” said Philip.

      “One suspects,” said Morigna, “that we are nearing the bottom.”

      “God be praised,” said Crake, his breath steaming in the chill air. He was breathing harder than anyone else. Crake was hardly unfit, but he was the largest of them, and they had descended a lot of steps.

      The stairwell ended in an arch of dark stone carved with xortami symbols. They passed through the arch and came into a large, shadowy hall, though it was small compared to the great fane of the Temple of Rhugavak. Morigna took a few steps into the chamber and gestured, her sphere of glowing light rising.

      Gareth noted the details of the hall. Reliefs marked the walls, similar in style to the sculptures and artworks he had seen in the other ruins of the ancient xortami. The art of the dark elves celebrated cruelty and torture and usually displayed orcs and halflings and others getting ripped apart or tortured while an audience of dark elves watched with delighted approval. The artwork of the xortami lacked that, though it was no less brutal. Xortami nobles and priests looked over throngs of kneeling slaves that waited for orders or punishments from their implacable masters. If the dark elves had been creatures of chaos and cruelty, Gareth thought, the xortami were creatures of brutal, efficient order and hierarchy.

      Given what the xortami had done to the dark elven lord who had tried to rule over them, Gareth supposed the order of the xortami had proven more effective than the cruelty of the dark elves.

      At the far end of the hall stood two massive statues of dark stone, each nearly fifty feet tall. They had been carved in the likeness of xortami nobles clad in armor similar to what Valdranek and Makarov had worn. Between the statues was a closed gate with two doors of black metal, each one standing about thirty feet high.

      “The doors to the royal path of the xortami,” said Morigna. “It is likely no one has set foot in this chamber for over fifteen thousand years.”

      Disturbing thought, that.

      Gareth glanced at the carvings on the walls, half-expecting them to come to life and attack the intruders defiling this place. Perhaps it was a fanciful thought. Or maybe it was just healthy caution, given the powers wielded by the xortami priests and sorcerers.

      Yet Stormshield burned hotter in his hand, the soulblade’s rage pulsing through his link to the weapon. It was reacting to the aura of the spells upon the ancient doors.

      Or to the aura of whatever waited behind them.

      Niara gestured, white light glowing around her free hand. “I don’t think there are any magical traps.”

      “Nor do I,” said Morigna.

      “That would be surprising,” said Dietmar, “given that this passage was made for the use of the xortami emperors. I doubt such lords would wish to spend their time dodging magical traps.”

      “Indeed,” said Morigna. “Yet the doors are almost certainly sealed with dark magic. Let us approach.”

      Like the walls, the doors had been carved with scenes of the xortami emperors ruling over their subject lords and slaves. Unlike the walls, symbols of ghostly blue fire flickered and danced over the door, wards of dark magic that held it closed.

      “A moment,” said Morigna. “I will examine the wards with my Sight.”

      She grasped her black staff with both hands and gazed at the door, her eyes going hazy in the depths of her cowl.
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      Niara waited as the Guardian examined the door.

      She didn’t mind the delay.

      It gave her time to examine the hole in her head.

      Of course, it wasn’t a literal hole.

      Against all odds, even against her own expectations, Niara had come through the battle against Xothalaxiar unscathed. Her entire life had been devoted to vengeance upon the ancient urdmordar that had killed her father and ruined so many other lives. Niara had left everything and everyone she had ever known to chase Xothalaxiar and had ended up trapped within the wards of Takaris for nearly five centuries, reemerging into a world very different than the one she had left behind.

      She had sacrificed everything for vengeance…and she had achieved it.

      Not that Niara could claim the victory solely by her own power and skill. On her own, Xothalaxiar would have killed her. Gareth and the others had allowed her to get close enough to fight Xothalaxiar one last time.

      Even then, they would have perished but for Myotharia. The ancient, tormented high elf, her sanity long ago shattered and further corroded by the Dragonskull, had in her madness decided that Xothalaxiar had slain her family. Enraged beyond reason, beyond lucidity, Myotharia had smashed into Xothalaxiar, wounding and distracting the urdmordar long enough for Niara to deal a fatal wound to the vile creature.

      Myotharia had perished soon after from her own wounds, and in her eyes as she died there had been…

      Peace. That was it.

      Niara wondered what that felt like, if she would ever know anything like it.

      Her entire life, her entire heart and mind, had been devoted to finding and killing Xothalaxiar.

      Now the urdmordar was dead.

      And Niara had a hole in her head, a gap in her mind that had once been filled with vengeance.

      Oddly, she felt a faint sense of loss, which annoyed her to no end.

      It had been necessary to kill Xothalaxiar. Vengeance had been her real reason, but it had been good and noble to pursue the urdmordar. If Xothalaxiar had found the Dragonskull, she would have become a tyrant beyond imagination, one who would have returned to wage brutal war against Andomhaim.

      But Xothalaxiar had been defeated. Whatever else happened, Xothalaxiar would never kill anyone else, would never ruin a life as she had ruined and dominated Niara’s.

      Yet Niara was willing to concede that of all the foes who sought the Dragonskull, Azalmora was the most dangerous.

      The fact remained that Niara had filled her life with the need for vengeance, and she had taken it at last.

      She hadn’t expected to survive the experience.

      So now what?

      Her eyes strayed to Gareth Arban.

      The man she had agreed to marry stood watching the stairs rather than the doors, a precaution of which she approved. He had blue eyes and black hair, his jaw shaded by a dark beard that had grown during the weeks of travel through Norvangenheim and the xortami wastes. Niara remembered the muscled body beneath his clothes and armor, the way he had felt pressing down on her as he kissed her.

      The Guardian had the Sight, though it didn’t allow her to read minds. Just as well. She might have been shocked by some of the images that went through Niara’s mind when she thought of Gareth. Or maybe not. Morigna did not seem an easy woman to startle.

      Niara had told herself that she could not love Gareth while Xothalaxiar yet lived, that the necessity of vengeance blocked everything else out.

      Maybe the hole in her mind wasn’t really a hole.

      Maybe it was like a forest after a great fire had swept through it, burning away the dead trees and fallen branches.

      Something new could grow.

      Niara could tell that was already happening because the thought of Gareth dying upset her as much as the thought of Xothalaxiar escaping had once done.

      She wanted to go back to Andomhaim with Gareth. Go back and marry him. He would be a Swordbearer, and she would be a Magistria. Assuming years of privation had not damaged her health, she would bear his children. Once that would have been unthinkable. The idea of raising children in a world with Xothalaxiar in it was too disturbing to contemplate.

      But Xothalaxiar was dead.

      And maybe Niara could finally find the peace she had never been able to discover.

      Assuming, of course, they did not all die today.

      She had hated Xothalaxiar, but Niara was not a fool, and she realized that Azalmora with the Dragonskull might be far, far worse than if Xothalaxiar had found the thing.

      They would defeat Azalmora, destroy the Dragonskull, and return to Andomhaim.

      It was a strange feeling, trying to steady her resolve with hope rather than with grim, fatalistic despair.

      Strange…but not altogether unpleasant.

      Morigna drew in a long breath and straightened up, shifting her staff to her left hand.

      “The doors?” said Gareth.

      “A more potent ward is on them than the gate to the temple above,” said Morigna. “I expect either the xortami emperors or the high priests knew the proper spell of dark magic to open the doors. We do not, so we must resort to brute force.” She pointed at the left-hand door. “Joachim, cast the spell of dispelling at this door. Niara, do the same to the other.” Niara nodded and summoned her magic, the white fire of the Well of Tarlion rising in her mind. “Crake, once they do, strike the middle of the doors with all your strength. Right…there.” She pointed at a spot with her staff. “The combined powers should shatter the wards like a pane of glass.”

      “Be ready,” said Gareth. “There’s no telling what we will find behind the doors. Maybe Azalmora and more of her allies.”

      Niara thought that unlikely. Then again, Azalmora and Xothalaxiar had gotten to the Temple of Rhugavak first and laid a trap. Perhaps the Quaesitor would have another cunning ambush in mind…and this time Myotharia would not come to their aid.

      It was up to Niara and the others.

      Either they would stop Azalmora and destroy the Dragonskull, or no one ever would.

      “Ready,” said Joachim.

      “Ready,” repeated Niara.

      On impulse, she took Myotharia’s golden staff in both hands, pointing it at the doors. The staff had been forged from the same metal as Gareth’s shield, the golden steel of the high elves, lighter and stronger and more resilient than normal metal. Niara didn’t know if Myotharia had made the staff herself or if it had been a gift from another of the high elven mages.

      She knew a great deal about forging, about working spells into metal to create weapons and armor of magical power. Niara knew more than enough to realize that this staff had been created by someone of far greater skill and knowledge than she possessed. The staff she had made, the one that had melted and burned inside Xothalaxiar’s malignant black heart, had operated on the same principles. It would augment and focus any magical power she sent into the weapon. Except Niara’s staff had been mostly forged to handle elemental fire. Some of the magic of the Well of Tarlion could flow through it, but not nearly as much as she would have liked.

      This staff, she suspected, would be able to channel the magic of the Well.

      Now was as good a time to test it as any.

      “Now,” said Morigna.

      Niara and Joachim cast their spells together as Crake swung his hammer. White flame lashed from Joachim’s hand to slice across the left door. Considerably more white fire leaped from Niara’s staff, washing over the right door in a cone of brilliant light. The amount of power that the staff could channel startled her. Practically any spell she cast using either elemental flame or the magic of the Well would reach new levels of power.

      Considering what awaited them in Takaris, that was just as well.

      The glyphs of blue flame sputtered and flickered, and Crake’s soulhammer struck the doors. There was a massive ringing clang, a thunderclap, and then a flash of white light. A shudder went through the floor, and Crake stumbled back as if Valorforge had met something unyielding and rebounded.

      But the glyphs faded away.

      For a few seconds, they stood in silence.

      “You’re right,” said Joachim to Morigna. “There was no point to being quiet on the stairs. That was so loud everyone in the Deeps for fifty miles probably heard.”

      “Assuming this passage even connects to the Deeps,” said Morigna. “But let us see what we may see.”

      She pushed the end of her staff against the doors, and they swung open in silence.

      Dim red light spilled through the doors. Niara’s first thought was the bloody crimson flame that Mharoslav’s chaos magic had summoned.

      “Oh,” said Crake with dismay. “More bloody stairs.”

      The passage beyond the doors was wide and descended in a slope. Just as Crake had said, more stairs marked the way, though they were broad and shallow, and every thirty yards or so, the stairs ended in a landing before another flight continued downward. The ceiling rose in a dark arch supported by thick pillars. Between some of the pillars stood tall statues of xortami warriors in armor, maces in hand and stone shields upon their left arms.

      Odd. She couldn’t recall any xortami statues with maces.

      “Miles and miles of stairs,” said Crake with a sigh.

      “Why is the light red?” said Jerome. The strange glow came from crystals set into the arch of the ceiling. Every twenty yards a crystal had been placed into the stonework, and they cast a strange mixture of shadows and red light over the passage.

      “At a guess,” said Morigna, “I would say the xortami find that shade of light comfortable. Or maybe whatever emperor ordered the construction of this passage preferred that color.”

      “That seems likely,” said Joachim. “The braziers in the temple above burned with blue flame. Perhaps the xortami used different colors of light to mark different locations.”

      “Perhaps,” agreed Morigna, her tone distant.

      “Do you see magical traps or wards?” said Gareth.

      Niara worked the spell to sense magical forces. With the ward on the doors broken, her spell gave her a clearer sense of the passageway. This entire place was saturated with dark magic. Fifteen thousand years spent soaking in the malignant aura of the Dragonskull would do that. The xortami had to be naturally resistant to dark magic, Niara supposed, or else the dark aura would have mutated them by now.

      Yet there were different spells on the statues of xortami warriors standing between the pillars.

      “No,” said Morigna. “Not traps as such.”

      Niara focused her spell, trying to get a better sense of the aura around the statues through the haze of dark magic. It was like trying to look through a windowpane smeared with rancid grease.

      “Earth magic,” she said at last. “A combination of dark magic and earth magic.”

      “What is?” said Gareth.

      “The spells on the statues,” said Niara.

      Morigna took a breath to speak, and a grating, grinding noise came from the passageway.

      One of the statues stepped from its niche and lumbered toward them, stone mace raised to strike.
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      Gareth looked at the animated statue in astonishment.

      Maybe it shouldn’t have surprised him. He had seen so many strange and terrible things since leaving Tarlion that perhaps a walking statue should have seemed commonplace.

      But it didn’t.

      The approaching statue had been built out of segments. The arms and legs had been constructed in such a way that they had joints at the wrists, elbows, knees, and ankles, allowing the statue to walk almost as smoothly as a living creature. He saw all that despite the mantle of shadows that hovered around the thing almost like a robe rippling in the wind. Flickers of purple flame danced around the joints in the statue’s limbs.

      The animated thing climbed up the stairs at a slow, steady pace, raising its mace as it did.

      Niara, Telemachus, Joachim, and Morigna all cast spells.

      Shafts of white fire lashed from Niara’s and Joachim’s hands, but the shadowy mantle around the statue swallowed it up. Telemachus flung a brilliant arc of lightning while Morigna hurled a sphere of roiling white mist. Both struck the mantle and dissolved into nothing, the power of the spells drained away. The dark mantle was a ward of dark magic, similar to the ones he had seen around the xortami priests.

      He lifted his soulblade, the weapon burning with white flame in his hand, and adjusted his grip on his golden shield. Gareth wasn’t sure how much good either would do. The stone mace in the statue’s hand had to weigh hundreds of pounds, and while the steel of the high elves was strong, under a blow from that mace, it might crumple like a thin sheet of gold foil, to say nothing of Gareth’s arm and shoulder and possibly his ribs.

      A soulblade was proof against dark magic, but attacking a statue with Stormshield felt ludicrous. He had no fear that the sword would chip or splinter against the stone, but neither did he think Stormshield could do anything to harm the statue.

      “Beware!” shouted Morigna, and they scattered. The statue hesitated for a second, though its head did not turn, and it strode toward Jerome, who backed away. “Do not let it pin you against the wall.”

      Jerome darted to the side, moving down the stairs, and the statue strode after him, mace still raised. For whatever reason, the spells animating the thing had decided that he was the chief threat. Maybe he had been standing the closest to it. As the statue stepped after Jerome, Crake darted behind it, raised Valorforge, and swung the hammer with all his strength.

      Valorforge slammed into the statue’s lower back with a ringing clang, white fire flashing from the weapon and tearing into the dark shroud. The statue jerked from the impact, a few chips of stone flying from its back, and Crake caught his balance. The statue rotated to face him.

      “Bloody hell,” said Crake. “It will take me hours to smash that thing with Valorforge. We…”

      “Wait!” said Morigna, pointing with her staff. “Look!”

      Gareth wondered what she had seen and his eyes widened. The shroud of shadows still twisted around the statue, but Valorforge’s strike had torn aside a great portion of it, like a man slashing a sword through a tapestry.

      “Use your soulblades,” said Morigna. “Rip through the shadows. Hurry!”

      A shiver went through the ground, and further down the stairs, two more xortami statues stepped from their niches. They didn’t move all that fast, but considering that each one had been hewn out of at least a ton of dark granite, they were moving much faster than Gareth would have liked.

      He darted forward, slashing with Stormshield. The soulblade’s edge grated off the side of the statue with a noise that would have made Gareth think he had ruined the weapon had it been a sword of normal steel. But his blow tore a great gash in the shadowy mantle. Philip attacked from the left and Jerome from the right, and the blows from Sunstrike and Lightseeker ripped the shroud of shadows away entirely.

      “Niara, Joachim!” said Morigna as the statue lumbered toward Philip. “Spells of dispelling, quickly!”

      Both Magistri cast spells at the animated statue. The white flame washed over the statue and sank into its joints, drowning the purple flame. The statue went motionless, and Gareth supposed that the spells had worked, dispelling the earth magic that had animated the stone…

      Then the statue exploded.

      Not just the arms and legs had been made of interlocked segments of stone, but the entire statue. The segments burst apart and sprayed in all directions. Gareth ducked, a stone forearm tumbling a half-inch past his ear. He heard Crake grunt, followed by something snapping and Philip shouting. The rest of the segments hit the stairs with a booming crash. Gareth risked a look back and saw Philip lying on the steps, clutching Sunstrike, his right leg stretched before him at a bad angle.

      Two more statues lumbered up the stairs, bearing stone maces.

      “Joachim, tend to Philip!” said Gareth, gripping Stormshield. “Niara, get ready to dispel another statue.”

      “Left or right?” said Crake, raising Valorforge.

      “Left,” said Gareth, and he rushed forward, Crake and Jerome a half-step behind him. They had fought alongside each other enough times to move in harmony, and Crake and Jerome attacked from the right, Gareth from the left. The white fire of their weapons tore through the shroud of shadows, exposing the glowing purple fire in the joints of the statue.

      “Watch out!” said Niara, and she cast her spell. White fire leaped from her golden staff and raked over the statue. As before, the statue exploded, the segments of the statue tumbling in all directions. This time, Gareth was ready for it, and he got out of the way, the pieces of the statue smashing against the wall.

      The noise was horrendous, the echoes bouncing over and over in the relatively confined space.

      The final statue turned to face them, and Gareth, Crake, and Jerome attacked from three different directions, Gareth taking care to keep his footing on the steps. The hulking statue was faster than a giant lump of stone had any right to be, but it didn’t have the deadly speed of an urvaalg.

      Or, for that matter, of a Swordbearer drawing upon his soulblade for speed and strength.

      Their attacks ripped away the shadowy mantle covering the animated statue, and Niara sent another cone of fire tearing over the stonework. The purple glow in its joints vanished, and the statue burst apart in another explosion. Gareth ducked under the tumbling stones and straightened up, preparing Stormshield for another strike.

      But none of the other statues had started moving.

      He looked around, wondering if anyone had been hurt. Niara remained where she had been, the white fire of the Well of Tarlion glimmering around her fingers. Crake and Jerome had come through the fight unscathed, while Morigna, Telemachus, and Dietmar looked unhurt. But Philip was sitting on one of the broad steps, his right leg stretched out, Joachim stooping over him.

      Even as Gareth looked, Joachim straightened up with a shuddering breath, wiping sweat from his forehead.

      “All right,” said Joachim. “Try standing up. The leg should support your weight.”

      Philip nodded and got to his feet, wincing. “There is…some pain. Not as much as I expected.”

      “Unsurprising,” said Joachim. His brisk tone reminded Gareth of their mother. “The impact of the stone split your femur lengthwise and knocked it halfway out of the socket of your hip. I healed the break and reseated the bone with the healing spell, though your leg will have some moderate pain for at least a few days.” He sighed and ran a hand over his forehead again. “The magic of the Well can heal wounds, but the shock to the body will take time to pass.”

      “Thank you,” said Philip. He took a few steps back and forth, testing his weight on his leg. “I wouldn’t have been able to walk otherwise, and you would have needed to leave me behind.”

      “We’re not leaving anyone behind,” said Gareth.

      “Your soulblade probably would have healed your leg enough to walk in two days, maybe two and a half,” said Joachim. “A soulblade will heal its bearer, but slowly. Usually, when a Swordbearer is wounded that badly, death follows swiftly.”

      “Do not disparage your own skill, Magistrius,” said Morigna. “Without your healing spell, we would have been delayed considerably. We might reach Takaris only to find Azalmora wielding the Dragonskull. It is well that you insisted upon accompanying your brother on this task.”

      “Yes,” said Niara. “Especially since I cannot cast the healing spell myself.”

      She sounded annoyed at the thought, even angry at herself.

      “You may have more opportunity to practice,” said Morigna. “We should continue.”

      “A moment,” said Gareth. “I think you and Niara ought to examine the broken statues. We might have to fight more of them. If you can discern their weaknesses, that could serve us well.”

      “A prudent suggestion,” said Morigna, and they moved to look at the statue fragments strewn across the stairs.

      Now that the statues were motionless and no longer trying to kill him, Gareth saw that they had been carved with great skill. They looked more fluid and lifelike than the other xortami sculptures he had seen, probably because these statues had been intended to walk and needed to keep their balance.

      “What are these creatures?” said Telemachus. “I have never seen such a thing in my travels.”

      “You have answered your own question, Sir Telemachus,” said Morigna. “For this is not a creature but rather a construction. An artifact built of both dark magic and the elemental magic of earth.” She tapped the end of her staff against a stone torso. “The earth magic binds the rock and compels it to move, and the shroud of dark magic protects it from magical attack. It would take an elemental spell of considerable potency to pierce that shroud. Fortunately, the soulblades and the soulhammer did so with ease.”

      “We just make it look easy, Guardian,” said Crake.

      “One suspects that these constructs were royal guardians of a sort,” said Morigna. “Placed here to protect the hidden road of the xortami emperors to the Temple of Rhugavak.” She frowned. “Which leads to the disturbing thought that we will face more of them in the city itself, should the Dragonskull rest within the palace of the xortami emperors.”

      Gareth turned a section of a stone forearm with his boot. Small metal disks about the width of his thumb had been set into either end of the segment.

      “Are those coins?” said Gareth.

      Niara stepped closer, almost touching him, and Gareth was suddenly aware of her proximity. Despite the danger and their perilous circumstance, he wanted to take her into his arms.

      Then she laughed.

      “No, not coins, Sir Gareth,” said Niara, and she dropped to her haunches, staff laid across her knees as she drew a dagger. “Look.”

      She held out the weapon, and the blade turned in her hand, smacking against one of the embedded metal disks with a faint clink.

      “Lodestones,” said Niara. She pulled her dagger free with a grimace and stood, returning the blade to its sheath on her belt. “A clever design. That must be how the statues move and strike with such force. Lodestones have opposing poles…”

      “Poles?” said Jerome, blinking. “Like…a staff in the hand of a bannerman?”

      “No,” said Niara. “A lodestone has a north pole and a south pole. The north pole on one lodestone is attracted to the south pole on the second. But if the north poles of two different lodestones approach, they push the stones apart. I think that is how the statues move, with a spell of earth magic laid over the lodestones. So when I broke the spell of earth magic upon the statues…”

      “The binding broke,” said Gareth, following her thought, “and all the lodestones in the statue pushed it apart.”

      “Which is why it exploded and broke Philip’s leg,” said Joachim.

      “That gauntlet of yours,” said Niara, turning to Telemachus. “You made a more effective instrument for controlling magnetism than you realize.”

      Telemachus shrugged. “It takes great effort to generate magnetism with the gauntlet.” The object in question rested upon his left hand, the copper inlays upon the fingers glinting in the dim red light. “It proved more effective in magnetizing iron and steel. As Mharoslav discovered.”

      “I wonder,” said Niara, “if it would be useful in controlling lodestones that have already been created.”

      “I do not know. But I would not have slain Mharoslav without your counsel, so it is worth the effort,” said Telemachus. He raised his left hand and paused. “Though given the way the statues exploded, perhaps it would be prudent to take several steps back.”

      “And get ready to dodge,” said Philip, rubbing his leg.

      They spread out on the stairs, giving themselves ample room to dodge or duck if the statue fragments went flying. Telemachus drew in a long breath, gestured at the torso of one of the statues, and cast a spell of elemental air, arcs of lightning curling around his fingers.

      The result was unexpected.

      Every single one of the statue fragments leaped from the stairs. Gareth tensed and started to move, but the segments of stone were not moving outward.

      Rather, they flew inward.

      Every piece slammed together in an ungainly pile. For an awful second, Gareth was sure that the spell had backfired horribly, that the fragments had combined together to form something stronger than the original three statues. The stone fragments ground against each other with a rasping noise.

      Then the pile simply fell apart, some of the pieces of the statues bouncing down the stairs.

      It took a while for the echoes to die away.

      “See?” said Crake to Jerome. “We didn’t have to worry about the noise at all.”

      “I still think I am going to worry,” said Jerome.

      “That was less than I had hoped to see,” said Telemachus.

      “No,” said Niara. “No, this is good. If I simply dispel the earth magic upon the statues, they’ll fly apart. Sir Philip only broke his leg. We might not be as lucky the next time. But if you use your gauntlet upon the statues, that will cause the lodestones to draw together.”

      “So the statue…what is the opposite of an explosion?” said Jerome.

      “Implosion, sir,” supplied Dietmar.

      “More or less,” said Niara.

      “The Swordbearers will still need to disrupt the shroud around the statues,” said Morigna. “Else the dark magic will protect the statues from Telemachus’s gauntlet.”

      “Well, we can do that easily enough,” said Crake.

      “As easy as fighting a walking statue ever is,” said Gareth.

      Crake grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. “We’re Swordbearers, Southron. No one ever gives us the easy fights.”

      He was right about that.
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        * * *

      

      As they continued down the great stairs, Gareth feared that they would come under constant attack. Statues of xortami warriors stood in many of the niches along the walls, brooding in the shadows between the thick pillars. It was miles yet to Takaris, and they might have to fight hundreds of animated statues before they reached the ruins of the great city.

      But his pessimism proved unfounded. Most of the statues in the niches along the walls were simply carved stone without magic or lodestones. Niara said that the effort to create each of the animated statues would be long and difficult even for a wizard skilled in spells of artificing, and she suspected it took considerable expense for the xortami to create artificial lodestones like the ones in the statue.

      Because of that, they were only attacked four more times before they reached the pillared hall. Morigna’s Sight gave them ample warning of the awakening spells on the statues, and Gareth and the other Swordbearers attacked, ripping through the shadowy ward around the constructs. Once the shroud had been torn away, Telemachus used his gauntlet. The statue collapsed into a twitching heap of segments and then fell apart.

      It was almost anticlimactic. Only a few years ago, Gareth would have said that fighting a foe in such a way was unknightly, but after many battles, he knew far better.

      Besides, a knight’s chivalric honor governed his conduct with foes, comrades, the church, women, children, and the defenseless. It didn’t apply to ambulatory lumps of rock animated with a spell and a clever arrangement of lodestones.

      Soon after the fourth fight, they came to the pillared hall.

      The stairs halted and opened into a wide hall, its vaulted ceiling supported with thick pillars, their sides carved with more xortami reliefs and inscriptions. Each pillar seemed to show a single xortami noble in elaborate armor looking at smaller xortami (likely representing the lower castes of laborers and craftsmen) gazing up in awe at their lord and master while orcish and halfling slaves prostrated themselves in terror.

      “I think,” said Morigna, “that each of these pillars represents the reign of a different xortami emperor.”

      “Do they?” said Gareth. He had a hard enough time telling living xortami of the same caste apart. Discerning the differences in the stylized carvings of the lizardmen was beyond his eye.

      “Some of the pillars are yet uncarved,” said Dietmar, pointing, “as is the far wall. If I might hazard a guess, this chamber is a memorial or perhaps a monument to the past xortami emperors, with each emperor receiving his own pillar to commemorate his great deeds. I suspect the xortami planned to continue the tradition for as long as their empire stood.”

      “But then they were foolish enough to listen to the Ossuary and forge the Dragonskull,” said Niara, gazing at one of the pillars. She rapped the head of her staff against the carving of the xortami lord. The staff gave out a faint ringing noise, but nothing else happened.

      “Indeed, my lady,” said Dietmar. “One wonders at the wisdom of the xortami. The Ossuary’s appearance did not inspire confidence in his sanity.”

      “They’re wielders of dark magic,” said Niara. “Arrogant and overconfident in their powers until the end.”

      “Much as Mharoslav was,” said Telemachus.

      “Perhaps we should rest here for a moment,” said Morigna. “We have fought several battles and could use the rest. The stairs might be shallow, but the descent was still wearying.”

      “I think Morigna is right,” said Gareth. Philip had been limping a little since the last fight, though he had been trying to hide it, and Joachim’s face had taken a tinge of exhaustion. The healing spell exacted a high cost in magical strength and physical fatigue. “We should stop and rest, perhaps for an hour, then we can continue onward. We’ll have a better chance against Azalmora if we are rested.”

      “That would be good,” said Jerome, and he sighed and sat down, leaning against one of the carven pillars.

      “But we have more of a chance than we think,” said Gareth. He did not want Jerome’s gloomy mood to infect the others. “Azalmora fears a soulblade. She has not confronted us since we became Knights of the Soulblade but manipulated others into attacking us – Nhalavask, Myotharia, Lord Valdranek. Even when we fought her in the temple, as soon as Niara struck down Xothalaxiar, Azalmora fled. If we catch her off-guard, if we strike fast and hard, we can cut her down before she brings her magic to bear.”

      Azalmora knew that just as well as Gareth did. Which was why she had surrounded herself with powerful allies and stolen Khurnestov’s summoning of Ghostruin for herself.

      “Sir Gareth is right,” said Morigna. “I suggest you take some food and rest, Sir Jerome, it will improve your mood. I will keep watch. I did little fighting on the stairs, so it seems only fair.”

      “I shall keep watch as well,” said Dietmar. “Likewise, I proved little use on the stairs, so it seems only just.”

      Crake snorted. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. Can’t imagine you saw too many marauding rock monsters in Cintarra over the years.”

      “As it happens, I did not.”

      Gareth turned toward Niara, intending to sit next to her and eat some of the dwindling supplies in his pack. He hoped they would have the opportunity to steal more food from the xortami. Valdranek’s army was well-supplied and well-equipped, and Gareth and his friends were running low on supplies.

      He had just started to reach for his pack when Stormshield jolted with anger in its scabbard.

      Dark magic was stirring nearby.

      Jerome surged to his feet, drawing Lightseeker.

      “Foes?” said Telemachus, drawing his own sword.

      “I do not know,” said Morigna. “I…there!”

      She pointed with her staff at a spot on the floor about ten yards away. Shadows stirred between the carved pillars and then flowed together, forming a column of shadow.

      The pillar of shadow morphed into a translucent image.

      Gareth pointed his sword at the spectral form, ready to attack or defend.

      It was a xortami priest, or at least he thought it was. The priest wore ceremonial robes and armor similar to the garb of other priests Gareth had seen, complete with the same stylized headdress that looked like a sunburst, though this headdress was made of gold instead of bronze. The priest also wore a mask of gold, fashioned to look like a xortami face with rubies for eyes. In his right hand, the priest carried a golden staff topped with a fist-sized gemstone that glowed with sullen blue fire.

      The clawed hand that held the staff was withered and desiccated, the bones breaking through the scaly skin.

      Undead.

      “A wraith?” said Gareth. Yet if this specter was a wraith, it was different from the ones that Nhalavask and Xothalaxiar had summoned. Those creatures had been wrought of smoke and shadow, with eyes of freezing blue flame in the cowls that masked their features. This was a translucent image, almost like a reflection in glass on a cloudy day.

      “No,” said Morigna. “Something else. A sending. A projection, an illusion.”

      The masked face looked back and forth and then began to speak in a deep, resonant voice.

      “An elf, a halfling, and humans wielding the soulblades of the high elves,” said the image in the orcish tongue. “Strange for apes to have defiled the great Royal Path once taken by the xortami emperors.” The mask turned toward Morigna. “But I perceive the mantle of an accursed Guardian upon you. So perhaps it is not so strange.”

      “And who are you?” said Morigna.

      Gareth did not expect the masked priest to answer, but he did.

      “I am Koravenor, High Priest of the great god Rhugavak. It is death for the lesser kindreds to hear the name of our gods, but since you defiled the Temple of Rhugavak to stand before me, you have already earned death many times over.”

      “Shall you carry out the sentence?” said Morigna. “That will be challenging since you are no more than a shadow.”

      “Consider me with your Sight if you have the power,” said Koravenor. “This is but a trick of shadows, a minor art once learned by the priests and sorcerers to allow us to converse across great distances. Should you confront my physical form, Guardian, it will not go so easily for you.” The mask turned to Niara. “And you carry the staff of the high elven sorceress Myotharia.”

      “You’ve met?” said Niara with the same insouciance she had used to taunt Mharoslav.

      “She sought the Dragonskull and tried to destroy my great work,” said Koravenor. “Instead, the power warped and twisted her, for the mad fool reached beyond her grasp. Perhaps the same fate will devour you.”

      Anger flared in Gareth, and he took a step to put himself between the specter and Niara.

      “And if you threaten my betrothed, then you shall see why the dark elves and the urdmordar feared the soulblades of the high elves,” said Gareth.

      “Behold the folly of humans,” said Koravenor. “Uncouth. Chaotic. Without the castes of the xortami, you are slovenly and disorderly. You, a mere warrior, presume to discuss the concerns of priests and wizards? Perhaps your fate shall make Myotharia’s seem gentle by comparison.”

      “You are in Takaris, I assume?” said Morigna before Gareth could answer. “That is surprising, given that the Dragonskull destroyed the city.”

      “Takaris will soon rise again,” said Koravenor. “We labored long and hard upon the Dragonskull, using the lore we wrenched from the mind of the Ossuary. But the power of the relic was too great. To contain and channel its magic, we forged a crown of great power. Whosoever bore this crown could wield the power of the Dragonskull. Unfortunately, the emperor proved unable to master the power, and we experienced… unexpected consequences.”

      “I have seen the ruins of Takaris,” said Morigna. “I expect those consequences were more severe than you expected.”

      “The xortami will rise again,” said Koravenor. “The Dragonskull has awakened, for it senses that wielders of great power are coming to claim it.” He struck the end of his golden staff against the floor, and though he was just a projection, Gareth heard the ringing clang of the metal, and the fist-sized gem at the head of the weapon glowed brighter. “And those of us who were bound to the Dragonskull in undeath have awakened to prepare the way for the new lord of the xortami.”

      “It is very helpful of you to tell us this,” said Morigna. “One wonders why you are being so forthcoming.”

      “You come to seek the Dragonskull,” said Koravenor. “Only the worthy may wield it. Only the strongest! Therefore, I shall test all who come to seek the Dragonskull in the High Temple. Only the strongest have the right to bear the crown. All else shall perish ere they gaze upon the relic.”

      “And you are here to test us, I assume?” said Morigna.

      Gareth shifted his stance, his hand loose on Stormshield’s hilt. Around him, the others spread out, moving to shield Niara, Morigna, and Joachim.

      “Guardian,” said Koravenor. “When you entered this chamber, the hall of the royal monuments of old, you entered the bounds of Takaris. You became known to me the instant you set foot on this floor. You call what is to come a test? This is just the beginning. The prologue. If you cannot survive this, then you and your companions are unworthy of even dying in the tests.”

      With that, the projection of the masked priest vanished without a trace.

      “Bloody hell,” said Crake. “He talks too…”

      Without warning, a glowing mist filled the chamber.

      A pulse of blue light went through the mist, and it coalesced into a score of xortami warriors. They were phantoms made of spectral blue light. Though they were translucent, a deathly chill radiated from them, and the chamber became far colder than it had been seconds before.

      “Wraiths!” shouted Morigna. “Defend yourselves!”

      Niara cast a spell, white light leaping from her staff to settle over Gareth and the others. He had seen both her and Joachim cast that spell many times and recognized it as a ward against the deadly aura of the wraiths. That freed Stormshield’s power to make Gareth stronger and faster, and he seized the opportunity. He slashed right and left, and his soulblade unraveled two of the wraiths, the creature dissolving back into wisps of blue light.

      The others erupted into motion around him, the Swordbearers and Telemachus attacking, Niara, Morigna, and Joachim casting spells. Joachim hurled a shaft of white fire that punched through one of the wraiths. Lightning wreathed Telemachus’s sword. It was not as effective as a soulblade, but it carved chunks out of the wraith, and the Arcanius Knight destroyed it in three swift blows. Dietmar stabbed one of the wraiths that drifted close to Joachim, the white light of Niara’s protective spell flickering over his limbs. For a half-second, Gareth thought that would do nothing, but Dietmar’s blade was the short sword of dark elven steel that the halfling had taken from the barrow of Nhalavask in the Qazaluuskan Forest. The weapon proved effective against the wraith, and the specter recoiled, leaving it open for a sweeping backhanded blow from Philip.

      With spell and sword, they destroyed wraith after wraith, and finally, Gareth cut down the last of the undead that he could see. He looked around, half-expecting to see more wraiths or Koravenor’s projection to return and start casting spells.

      But the pillared chamber was empty of the undead once more.

      “What the hell was that all about?” said Crake, breathing hard.

      “At a guess,” said Morigna, “we know that the Dragonskull killed most of the xortami within Takaris. We also know that a significant number of them rose as undead. Presumably, Koravenor was among their number, but there was something strange about him.”

      “Yes, he was a millennia-old undead priest raising more undead to attack us,” said Philip. “Even in the life of a Guardian, that cannot happen every day.”

      She gave him a flat look and then laughed a little. “You have your father’s efforts at wit and your mother’s rhetoric. It makes for an interesting combination. But to the main point, my Sight recognized Koravenor’s shadow for what it was, but I also saw strange distortions within it. He is bound to the Dragonskull, and its power has overshadowed him. I think he wants the strongest to wield the Dragonskull and will throw challenges of increasing difficulty in our path.”

      Gareth frowned. “If Azalmora gets into Takaris before us, Koravenor will give her and Valdranek the same challenges? He won’t let them pass just because Valdranek is a xortami noble?”

      “I believe so.”

      “That works to our advantage,” said Niara. “Those challenges will slow Azalmora.”

      “Might also kill us,” said Jerome.

      Philip shrugged. “So will everything else in this land.”

      “That, I think, is how matters stand,” said Morigna. “We should attempt to rest for a short while and then continue onward. Azalmora might be delayed, but the challenges will slow us as well.”

      “I reckon that all makes sense,” said Crake, “but that’s not what I meant.” He grinned at Gareth. “Your betrothed? What was that about?

      “Ah,” said Gareth. “Well.” He looked at Niara. “I have asked for Niara’s hand in marriage, and she has agreed.”

      “Pretty quick, considering you met her only a week ago,” said Crake.

      “In the flesh, Sir Crake,” said Niara. “The Waystones joined our mind for nearly two years. I have seen everything through Gareth’s eyes, and he has seen my memories. For years, all I thought about was vengeance. Now that has happened. I want to go back with Gareth to Tarlion and marry him.” She paused. “Assuming, of course, we don’t all get killed in the next day or so.”

      “Then congratulations,” said Philip. “A much better choice than Iseult.”

      “I don’t want to talk about Iseult,” said Gareth, worried that Niara would get annoyed at the comparison to the traitorous noblewoman.

      But Niara only smiled. “I like to think it’s a better choice. Though I suppose it will be strange, will it not? Sir Gareth goes on the quest of the Dragonskull and returns with a woman who has been dead for five hundred years.”

      “If you want to see strange,” said Joachim, “wait until you meet our sister. But that will be a conversation for another day.”

      “All the more reason to win the victory, then,” said Crake. “We’ll all need to survive to get drunk at the Southron’s wedding.”

      “Then let us rest now,” said Morigna, “and continue to the ruins of Takaris. The Dragonskull will not be much farther.”

      Gareth nodded, grim certainty settling on him.

      The Dragonskull awaited them…and the battle that would decide their fates and the fates of the entire world.
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