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      A frozen wasteland. A ruthless warlock. All who challenge his power have fallen.

      Gareth Arban seeks to find and destroy the Dragonskull, the legendary lost relic of dark magic.

      But to reach the Dragonskull, he must cross the wastelands ruled by tribes of brutal lizardmen. And his enemies, the sorceress Azalmora and the warlock Mharoslav, are ahead of him.

      They desire the Dragonskull, and will kill anyone to claim its power.

      Including Gareth and his friends...
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      Gareth Arban knew that enemies awaited them in the xortami wastes.

      Though he worried that the weather and the terrain might prove deadlier obstacles.

      The first day after their departure from Nifheldun passed without much trouble. They left the Stoneblood Road, descending to the lands on the other side of the mountains. Gareth and his companions traveled in a line. He walked in front with Crake, Morigna, Philip, Jerome, Telemachus, Joachim, and Dietmar following. Dietmar and Joachim kept an eye on their train of pack horses, the animals loaded with as many supplies as they could bear. Gareth didn’t know how far it was from Nifheldun to the resting place of the Dragonskull, and the more supplies they had, the better their chances of success.

      But the Dragonskull was close, he knew.

      Gareth felt it inside his head.

      The link to the final Waystone had grown stronger once they had crossed the River Jormundgar north of Sigulforn, stronger again once they passed the Stoneblood Road, and now it was a constant pressure inside his skull. If Gareth had closed his eyes and spun in a circle, he would not have been disoriented. The pressure inside his head remained constant, pointing him towards the last Waystone.

      To the ruins of Takaris, the resting place of the Dragonskull.

      Perhaps that was the reason the Guardian Morigna walked close to Gareth whenever possible.

      She did not speak much and seemed somehow suited to the harsh landscape of the xortami wastes – a tall, stark figure swathed in a gray cloak and heavy gray robes, though sometimes he glimpsed the golden armor beneath the robes or the rings upon her fingers. It was cold enough that she kept her cowl up, shading her lean elven features and coppery red hair.

      Morigna had not said anything, but Gareth had the impression that she was worried about him, that she thought his link with the Waystone was dangerous.

      Given that he had now seen visions of Niara while he was awake, Morigna might have a point.

      They kept to the ruins of the old road. Likely it had once been a broad highway built by the slaves of the xortami as they expanded their empire. It had crumbled away long ago, but a raised causeway of earth still rose from the ground.

      Philip was the best tracker among them, but even Gareth could see the marks of clawed feet on the causeway. No doubt Warlord Valdranek and his army liked had marched this way once they left Nifheldun.

      Gareth wondered if Valdranek knew that Nifheldun was now in the hands of the Norvangir. If the xortami warlord decided to turn his army and return south, Gareth and his friends would find themselves right in his path.

      “Fear not,” said Morigna when Gareth mentioned the possibility. “This land is dangerous, but if foes approach, we shall have ample warning. The Sight can offer at least some premonition of danger, and I have more prosaic methods of warning.”

      A raven dropped out of the sky and landed on her shoulder, letting out a caw.

      “Why is there a bloody bird on your shoulder?” said Crake. He hadn’t said much since they had left Nifheldun. Gareth suspected that he missed Lady Ingvilda and wasn’t in the mood to discuss it.

      “A spell of earth magic,” said Gareth before Morigna could answer. “She can use it to control the minds of beasts and see through their eyes.”

      A sardonic smile went over Morigna’s features. “You are very well-learned in magic for a knight, but then you are the son of the Keeper of Andomhaim.” She reached up with a finger, stroked the bird, and it took to the air with another caw. “The Sight will warn us if any creatures or wielders of dark magic approach. The ravens will provide more eyes, and I doubt the xortami will think to guard against them.”

      “We shall need to be careful,” said Philip. “Valdranek might have marched in haste to the north, but that many xortami warriors can only move so swiftly. Judging by these tracks, I think we are right behind them.”

      “We are,” agreed Morigna. “And I fear they are between us and the final Waystone.” She glanced at Gareth.

      “Since we can’t go through that many xortami warriors,” said Gareth, “let’s hope they get distracted by Valdranek’s rivals.”

      “And Mharoslav is ahead of us,” said Telemachus, gripping the hilt of his sheathed sword. The Arcanius Knight had always been grim, which wasn’t surprising given that Mharoslav had slaughtered his family. But ever since his ill-fated confrontation with Mharoslav in the tower of Nifheldun, Telemachus’s grimness had intensified, had become sharper and harder. Gareth was looking at a man who wanted to go to his death in battle. Telemachus believed that he had failed his murdered family.

      Gareth wanted to find a way to keep Telemachus from getting himself killed but didn’t know how.

      And it was entirely possible that the xortami might kill them all long before they found Mharoslav or the final Waystone.

      Conversation faded as they kept walking, their attention on the landscape. At first, Gareth thought the xortami wastes, at least their southern edge, did not look all that different from the lands of the Norvangir. The terrain was hilly and rocky, though the hills were smoothing out. Patches of thick pine trees alternated with meadows of tough brown grasses, though most of the grass was covered in snow. Yet not as much snow as there had been south of the mountains. Morigna thought that the mountains blocked many storms coming from the west, keeping the xortami wastes from getting as much snow as Norvangenheim.

      That was just as well. Gareth had seen more snow than he had ever wanted.

      Though he would never admit that to Crake.

      The differences soon became apparent as well. Most of Norvangenheim had been cultivated, with forests alternating between meadows and fields of crops. Gareth saw no sign of farming here, no sign that the land had been worked for generations. Which was almost a shame because the soil was obviously rich. Both Philip and Father Colafur had said that the fiery mountains sometimes vomited ash and fumes that enriched the soil, made it more fertile and better suited for crops.

      There were also more ruins here, far more than Gareth had seen in the northern half of Norvangenheim.

      They passed crumbling towers. Once they had been mighty strongholds, but now they were only empty stone shells. Some still had weathered reliefs on their sides, blocky, stylized images showing xortami warriors leading trains of orcish and halfling captives, xortami priests sacrificing them upon altars. The images were hardly pleasant, though they lacked the malignant cruelty of dark elven art.

      Though much like the dark elves, the xortami had destroyed their empire through their own pride and madness.

      As the day lengthened and afternoon gave way to evening, Gareth saw the fires to the north.

      The harsh yellow-orange light reflected off the clouds. It looked a bit like a sunset on a cloudy day, but the sun did not set in the north.

      “That must be more volcanoes,” said Jerome, pointing at the glow.

      “Aye,” said Gareth. “When the xortami tried to use the Dragonskull for the first time, its power destroyed them. It also cracked the earth. I don’t think there were any volcanoes in this part of the world before they used it.”

      “They ought not to have listened to the Ossuary,” said Morigna.

      “Do you think he sabotaged them on purpose?” said Jerome. In the catacombs beneath Nifheldun, Gareth, Jerome, and Morigna had encountered the Ossuary. Once a powerful dark elven lord, the Ossuary was now an insane wreck of his former self, devoted to the xortami, who his ruined mind regarded as his children. He claimed to have given the xortami high priests the knowledge they needed to create the Dragonskull, though Gareth didn’t know if the dark elf had been lying or not.

      “I doubt it,” said Morigna. “Not consciously, anyway. The Ossuary showed them how to forge the Dragonskull. A pity he did not accidentally destroy himself first. Much evil would have been averted.” One of the ravens landed on her shoulder. Morigna stroked the bird, nodded to herself, and the bird took to the air once more.

      “The raven has seen foes, my lady?” said Dietmar.

      “No,” said Morigna. “Not nearby. Their passage is obvious, though. The raven has spotted a good campsite. I suggest we stop to make camp soon.”

      Telemachus frowned. “There is still another hour or two of daylight.”

      “Aye,” said Morigna, “but we shall need a large fire tonight. I fear it will soon become dangerously cold.” The wind had picked up, and it seemed to become colder with every passing moment. “We shall not defeat Azalmora, nor shall you have your vengeance, Sir Telemachus, if we all freeze to death.”

      “She’s right,” said Gareth. “What have the ravens found?”

      “A ruined tower about a half-mile off the road,” said Morigna. “It is sheltered in the lee of a low hill. That will keep the light of our fire from being visible to the north, should Valdranek think to send patrols to watch the land behind him.”

      “He was clever enough to set that trap at Nifheldun,” said Crake. Already frost was starting to form in his red beard. The Swordbearers and Telemachus had all grown beards since leaving Tarlion, partly because there was rarely any opportunity to shave and mostly because it helped keep their faces warm. “Just as well we have your magic to help keep watch.”

      “We shall still have to remain cautious,” said Dietmar.

      “Indeed, Master Dietmar,” said Morigna. “This way.”

      They turned west off the causeway and entered a pine forest. The pine trees were huge, some of the biggest that Gareth had ever seen, and they rose high enough that it wasn’t hard to find a path beneath their branches. As Morigna had said, the land rose in a shallow hill, and one of the ruined xortami towers sat at the hill's base. The tower and the hill would help block the light from a campfire.

      That was fortunate, because they were going to need a fire to survive the night. The wind was picking up again, and Gareth felt the chill sink through his heavy clothes. The soulblade on his hip could protect him from many different things, but Gareth doubted it would keep him from freezing to death overnight.

      The tower’s roof had fallen in long ago, but the round walls were mostly intact. Inside, a heap of rubble rested in the center of the floor, which was overrun with grass, but they would have enough room to get all the horses inside.

      “Bit of a trap, isn’t it?” said Crake. “Only one way in or out.”

      “Aye,” said Morigna. “But it will be easier to stay warm. And, if necessary, it will be easy to defend.”

      “We had best gather a good store of firewood,” said Gareth as Joachim and Dietmar tended to the horses. “Jerome, come with me, we’ll get some branches. Crake, Telemachus, I think you had better start on the firepit. Guardian, I think you and Philip should keep watch, you have the best chance of spotting anything.” It felt odd to give commands to the Guardian. But, then, Gareth never actually gave her commands, only suggestions, and so far she hadn’t protested any of them.

      Morigna and Philip moved to the entrance to the tower, and Gareth saw the faint flicker of purple light around the Guardian’s fingers as she cast a spell of earth magic. She had used that spell when they had crossed the Deeps to enter the catacombs beneath Nifheldun. The magic let her sense the earth around her, feeling the pressure if anyone stepped upon it. Between that and her power with the Sight, Gareth wasn’t too worried that anyone would take them unawares.

      But he would not relax his vigilance. The Guardian had powerful magic, but Azalmora had forced her to retreat.

      And given that Azalmora had claimed whatever weapon of dark magic Khurnetsov had summoned in Nifheldun, the spiderling priestess would be all the more dangerous.

      No one had disturbed this forest for some time because many branches lay fallen on the ground. Gareth and Jerome gathered two armloads, deposited them in the firepit that Crake and Telemachus had made, and then went to get more.

      “I wonder,” said Jerome in a low voice.

      “Eh?” said Gareth. He hadn’t expected the other knight to speak.

      “Maybe you should ask the Guardian about the prophecy,” said Jerome.

      “What prophecy?” said Gareth, though he knew what Jerome was talking about.

      “The one that your sister had before we left Tarlion, the vision,” said Jerome. “She said that I had to fight the awakened shaman, and that came true when we fought Nhalavask in the Qazaluuskan Forest. She said that Crake would have to reforge the weapon of the fallen king, and that happened in Sigulforn, didn’t it? Snorri Last-King had Gungnir before Crake and Ingvilda reforged it, and he fell in battle.”

      “I know,” said Gareth. His sister’s visions were never wrong. They usually did not make a great deal of sense and often were not comprehensible until they had come true.

      But they were never wrong.

      “She said you would follow the Waystones, and we have,” said Jerome. “She said that Philip must find the gate, the way into the ruins of the madmen who built the Dragonskull. And that Sir Telemachus must master his magic.” He paused and picked up a thick branch with a grunt. “Didn’t Rhoanna also say that when Telemachus found his teacher, he must trust to her wisdom? Maybe that is the Guardian.”

      “It could be,” said Gareth. “But I don’t know.”

      “Who else could it be?” said Jerome.

      That was a reasonable question.

      “I don’t know,” said Gareth again “My sister’s visions…they’re not as helpful as we might like. She said you would have to face the awakened shaman. But we couldn’t use that as a guide. We had no idea we would have to fight Nhalavask in his barrow. And Crake and the spear? We didn’t even know that the Norvangir existed when we left Tarlion, let alone that they had a broken magical spear.”

      “But the visions did still come true,” said Jerome.

      “They did,” said Gareth, picking up another branch. “But my mother told me that Rhoanna’s visions are like reading a book through a keyhole. Everything she sees is true. But it’s incomplete, and we often don’t understand what she saw until after it has happened.” He added one more branch to his bundle. “Besides, I think Joachim already talked with the Guardian about the visions.”

      “Oh.”

      “Does that make you feel better?”

      “Not particularly.”

      Gareth nodded. “Well, a hot fire might.”

      When they returned to the broken tower, the fire was already going. The pile of pine branches in the impromptu firepit crackled and hissed, casting their light against the eroded wall of the tower. Gareth and Jerome piled their branches against the wall. Dietmar fed a few more pieces of wood into the flames while Joachim busied himself brushing down the horses.

      “One more load of wood, I think, sirs,” said Dietmar. “That ought to get us through the night.”

      Jerome grunted. “You could help carry it.”

      “Alas, sirs,” said Dietmar, “regrettably I lack the stature and strength of young human men…”

      Joachim snorted. “He’s got you there. I’ll help you bring in some more. I’d rather not freeze to death tonight.”

      He had a point. Even in the few minutes that Gareth and Jerome had been gathering fuel, it had gotten noticeably colder. Gareth went with his friend and his brother, and they each gathered another bundle of wood and carried them back to the tower.

      To Gareth’s mild alarm, Crake was telling a joke to the Guardian when they returned.

      “So the barmaid looked at the blacksmith,” said Crake, “and said if that was his iron bar, she bloody well wanted a refund.” Gareth suppressed a wince. He had been there the first time Crake had heard that joke from a barmaid in Castra Marcaine’s town, and it didn’t seem suitable to tell the Guardian.

      But Morigna tossed back her head and laughed. The sound of amusement from the somber Guardian was so surprising that Gareth almost dropped his branches.

      “Ah, I had forgotten that,” said Morigna.

      “You’ve heard that one before?” said Crake.

      “But you tell it well, Sir Crake,” said Morigna. “Though when I first heard the joke, it was a carpenter and an oaken table leg.”

      Telemachus blinked a few times. After traveling together all the way from Castarium, he was used to Crake’s sense of humor, though it must have been a surprise to learn that the Guardian had one as well.

      “Table leg?” said Crake. “Huh, it’s funnier that way.”

      The wind howled outside the tower, and Dietmar fed more branches into the fire. It was chilly within the stone cylinder but far warmer than it would be outside in the icy wind.

      “This is a bad place for a tower,” said Philip. “It would have been better to build it atop that hill. They would have had a good view of the countryside for a few miles.”

      “Slaves,” said Gareth.

      “Eh?” said Crake.

      “The tower was for guarding slaves,” said Gareth. The memory came to him from his visions of the Waystone. “The xortami used orcish and halfling slaves to work their fields. This pine forest was probably a field before they forged the Dragonskull. Xortami guards would watch the slaves in the field, make sure they kept working.”

      “Cheery thought,” said Crake.

      Morigna said nothing, though Gareth felt the weight of the Guardian’s gaze from across the fire.

      After they ate, they set a schedule for the watch, though Morigna’s spells would warn them if anyone approached.

      Gareth made himself as comfortable as he could on the stony ground, which wasn’t very much. Despite that, the long march through the freezing weather had fatigued him, and he fell asleep at once.

      And in his sleep, he dreamed.

      Once more he saw the creation of the Dragonskull – the dying dragon falling from the sky and plunging into the earth. The xortami digging the dragon’s skull from the ground and dragging it to Takaris, where their priests and wizards toiled over it. Gareth could pick out more details now that he knew more about what had happened – the individual xortami priests, the towers in the countryside, and xortami warlords in their gleaming armor.

      He saw the Ossuary cringing by his xortami masters, offering them advice as they forged the Dragonskull.

      One of the xortami high priests picked up a crown. It was a circle of gold, its sides adorned with glowing crystals of blue.

      Then the vision shifted, and Gareth saw the life of Niara again – her childhood in the small village, the death of her father at the hands of Xothalaxiar’s soldiers, her enslavement in the city ruled by the urdmordar. The awakening of her powers, her training as one of the First Magistri, and the long battle to drive the urdmordar from Tarlion and Andomhaim.

      Her growing conviction that Xothalaxiar had gone to find the Dragonskull.

      The journey in pursuit of the urdmordar, and Niara’s and Xothalaxiar’s deaths in their final battle, killed by the awakened magical defenses of Takaris.

      “You again,” said Niara.

      Gareth stood with her before the outer wall of Takaris, its surface carved with more of those reliefs of the xortami triumphing over their enemies. Niara leaned on her bronze-colored staff, her armor battered and soot-stained, dark hollows beneath her blue-purple eyes, a few wisps of her white hair blowing around her face. She looked wild and beautiful.

      But doomed.

      He knew how this dream ended.

      “Why do I keep seeing you?” said Niara.

      “You’re not,” said Gareth. “I’m sorry. You died fighting Xothalaxiar. This is my dream. I’m talking with your memory now. You just never believe me when I tell you that.”

      Niara let out an exasperated breath. “I think I would know if I was dead, Gareth Arban.” She blinked. “But how do I know your name?”

      “I told you,” said Gareth. “In other dreams like this. And this dream is taking place inside my head. You know everything I know, I suppose.”

      Niara shook her head. “I must be hurt worse than I think. I’m having a conversation with a handsome young knight who won’t even be born for five hundred years.” A confused look went over her face. “But…we’ve had this conversation before, haven’t we?” She frowned at the wall. “I’ve stood here before, talking with you.”

      “You have, yes,” said Gareth. “Because this is a dream.”

      “No, it’s not,” said Niara, irritated. “Dreams don’t work that way.”

      “Dreams don’t have to make sense,” said Gareth.

      “When the dreams are induced by a magical effect, they do,” said Niara. “To an extent. And this isn’t acting like a dream.”

      “I’ve almost found your last Waystone,” said Gareth. “I don’t think it’s much farther now. And when I do, we will enter Takaris and destroy the Dragonskull, keep anyone from ever using it.”

      “Hmm,” said Niara. “A pity you don’t actually exist. I could use the help of a Swordbearer or three against Xothalaxiar. You would have been useful on the journey here, for that matter. We…”

      She frowned, turned, and looked toward the ruined wall of Takaris.

      A blue glow had started flickering from behind the wall.

      Gareth could not recall that from his previous visions.

      “It’s never done that before,” said Niara, her brow furrowing.

      “No,” said Gareth. He had seen this dream with Niara several times. Never had there been a light glowing from within the ruins of Takaris.

      Niara looked at him, her expression sharp and keen, all the confusion gone from her eyes. “Listen to me. I saw your dreams. That weapon of dark magic the xortami summoned? If its aura is powerful enough, it might interact with the Dragonskull.”

      “Interact?” said Gareth.

      The dream dissolved into nothingness.

      Gareth jerked awake and sat up, breathing hard. He sat within a ruined tower, a fire burning in the center of the floor, the others sleeping nearby. For a second, confusion gripped him, as it almost always did after the dreams, but his memories came back into focus. Norvangenheim. Nifheldun. The campsite in the tower.

      Crake was snoring quite loudly.

      An irritable part of Gareth’s mind wondered if Ingvilda had found Crake’s snoring annoying.

      He turned his head and saw Morigna looking right at him.

      The Guardian leaned against the archway, a gray shadow in her robes and cloak. Her eyes gleamed beneath her cowl, and she gripped her black staff with both hands, the rings glinting upon her fingers.

      She beckoned, and Gareth got to his feet and collected his sword belt, wrapping it around his waist. Going anywhere without Stormshield in the xortami wastes seemed foolish.

      “We should speak,” said Morigna in a soft voice, and they stepped outside.

      It was bitterly cold, which Gareth didn’t mind because the shock helped clear away the lingering shreds of the dream. Four of the thirteen moons were out, and their combined light was a cold blue, which made the forest seem all the icier, dappled patterns of shadow and pale blue moonlight across the forest floor.

      “You were dreaming,” said Morigna, “of Niara.”

      “How did you know?” said Gareth. He didn’t bother to deny it.

      “The Sight showed me,” said Morigna. “I saw the aura in your mind as you dreamed. I fear it is becoming dangerous.”

      “My mother examined me with the Sight before we left Tarlion,” said Gareth. “She didn’t see anything like that.”

      “Tarlion is a long way from any of Niara’s Waystones,” said Morigna. “Their magic grows stronger the closer you draw to them. Which means the effect they have upon you is greater. You have been seeing Niara while you are awake now, have you not?”

      “Yes,” said Gareth. He didn’t want to talk about it, but he had glimpsed flashes of Niara with his waking eyes. Sometimes he thought he had seen her walking along the causeway or standing next to him, frowning at something.

      “The dreams are bleeding over into the waking world,” said Morigna. “The Waystones should not be responding to you like that, and nor should the dreams.”

      “Then why are they?” said Gareth.

      “I do not know,” said Morigna. “I am not an expert at such things, and if your mother and Philip’s mother could not find the answer, then I am unlikely to do so. My best guess is that the Waystones are damaged somehow.”

      “Damaged,” said Gareth. “Yet they have worked so far.”

      Though he knew that was not entirely true. Myotharia had been able to suppress the function of the Waystone in the Tower of Mourning, and Gareth had not been able to use it until the mad high elf had drowned in the River Jormundgar. And while Gareth and his friends had been fighting Myotharia in her dragon shape, Azalmora would have had ample opportunity to tamper with the Waystone. Could she have been able to sabotage it?

      “While exacting a greater price upon you,” said Morigna.

      “I haven’t paid a price,” said Gareth.

      “Have you not?” said Morigna. “You have journeyed thousands of miles from your home through great peril. The pull of the final Waystone upon your mind grows stronger with every step north you take. It is almost a compulsion by now.”

      “What are you saying?” said Gareth.

      “I do not know, not yet,” said Morigna. “It is possible that the Waystones have been damaged or tampered with or that the spells are functioning in a way that Niara did not anticipate.” She let out a breath, which rose from her cowl like a plume of steam. “It is just as well that your brother and I am with you. He is a gifted healer, especially for such a young Magistrius.”

      “The Waystone might hurt me?” said Gareth.

      “It might,” said Morigna. “Or it might not. There will be no way of knowing until we stand before it.” She let out another breath, one that sounded irritated. “I know I am being vague. Well, I must, for I know not enough to be anything other than vague. But I do know this. The memory spells upon the Waystones, spells to let a warrior follow in Niara’s path, should not be functioning the way they are. The dreams should not be becoming stronger, and nor should they make you see visions in the waking world.”

      They stood in silence for a few seconds, watching the silent woods around them.

      “If the Waystone might hurt me,” said Gareth, “then it is no different than every other step I have taken since I touched the first Waystone. Azalmora might have slain me in Cintarra. Mharoslav might have killed me in Tarlion. Or Khurnetsov might have killed us all in Nifheldun. If Azalmora or Mharoslav find the Dragonskull…”

      “Or Mthrozgar,” said Morigna, a hard edge to her voice. She really did not like the dvargir.

      “If any one of them finds the Dragonskull, God only knows what will happen,” said Gareth. “It is up to us. We…”

      He fell silent.

      A jolt of anger from Stormshield entered his mind.

      Dark magic was nearby.

      “Ah,” said Morigna. “You feel it too.”

      “The xortami?” said Gareth, scanning the darkened trees.

      “No,” said Morigna. “Urvaalgs, I think. About a half-dozen of them. They are coming closer. They will not take us unawares, but you had better wake up the others quickly and quietly.”

      Gareth nodded and walked back into the tower. He woke the others in haste, and they gathered weapons and came to the entrance. Gareth felt Stormshield’s anger grow sharper.

      The urvaalgs were getting closer.

      “Can you see where they are, my lady?” said Philip.

      “Not with my physical eyes, not at night,” said Morigna. Urvaalgs had a power that let them blend with their surroundings. It made the creatures difficult to see even in direct noon sunlight. At night, it made them nearly impossible to locate. “When I say the word, draw your swords.”

      They stood in silence for a few moments. Gareth scanned the trees, but nothing moved. At least nothing that he could see. The cold wind set the branches of the pine trees to rustling and creaking. Urvaalgs could move in near-silence, so even the subdued rustling and the faint moan of the wind was more than enough to mask their approach.

      Purple light glowed along Morigna’s staff, and she gestured, a whirling globe of white mist spinning to life above her left hand.

      “Now,” she said and tossed the globe into the trees.

      Gareth yanked Stormshield from its scabbard, the soulblade erupting into pale white flames.

      At the same moment, the globe struck the ground and expanded into a wall of ghostly mist. It spread in a semicircle before the entrance to the ruined tower, and Gareth heard a sizzling noise accompanied by metallic growls of pain.

      The mist was acidic, and it forced the urvaalgs to abandon their power of stealth.

      Six creatures appeared out of nothingness, twisted hybrids of ape and wolf, black fangs filling their muzzles and black talons jutting from their paws. Ropes of greasy black fur hung off their gaunt, gray-skinned bodies, and their eyes burned like dying coals.

      As one, the urvaalgs loosed metallic screams and charged.

      Or they tried too, anyway.

      Telemachus leveled his sword and cast a spell, and arcs of brilliant lightning sprayed in a cone from the blade. The magic of the Arcanius Knight swept over the urvaalgs. The spell wasn’t powerful enough to kill the urvaalgs or even hurt them very much. But it did stun them for a second, their muscles jerking and spasming as the lightning coursed through their nerves.

      For a second, the urvaalgs could not move.

      And in that second, Gareth and the other Swordbearers attacked.

      He drew on Stormshield for speed and strength. The nearest urvaalg started to shake off the spell, getting its legs beneath it, but Gareth was already in motion. Stormshield swept down in a blaze of white fire, and the soulblade crunched into the urvaalg’s neck, half-severing its head from its spine. The white fire poured into the urvaalg, burning the corrupted flesh, and the creature fell dead at Gareth’s feet.

      Crake swung Valorforge, and the soulhammer that had remade Gungnir slammed into the head of an urvaalg. Valorforge might have reforged the ancestral spear of the kings of Norvangenheim, but it crushed the urvaalg’s skull, turning its head to a smoking paste. Jerome and Philip likewise attacked, Lightseeker and Sunstrike burning with white flame in their hands, and two more urvaalgs fell dead to the frozen ground.

      One of the remaining urvaalgs bounded at Telemachus. The Arcanius Knight twisted to the side, swinging his lightning-wreathed sword. A sword of steel would do nothing to an urvaalg. The magical lightning sheathing his blade, however, proved far more effective, and the jolt knocked the urvaalg back long enough for Crake to bring Valorforge down in a killing blow.

      The final urvaalg lunged at Morigna, and she cast a spell. The ground shuddered, and a dozen thick roots leaped from the earth and wrapped around the urvaalg’s limbs, binding it in place. The creature came to a halt, snapping and snarling as it tried to free itself.

      It was more than enough time for Gareth to take off its head with a swing of Stormshield.

      Silence fell over the forest, save for the rustling of the wind-stirred leaves.

      Some of Stormshield’s anger faded.

      But the white fire did not vanish from the sword’s blade.

      “Is that all of them?” said Crake, looking around.

      “Aye,” said Morigna. “There are no other creatures of dark magic nearby, I am certain of it.”

      Crake gestured with Valorforge. Pale fingers of white flame danced around the soulhammer’s head. “Valorforge doesn’t agree.”

      “No,” said Morigna. “Something of dark magic is stirring. Not nearby, I think. I suggest we get what rest we can for the remainder of the night. I will meditate with the Sight, and see what may be revealed.”
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      After his conversation with Morigna and the fight with the urvaalgs, Gareth thought his nerves would not allow him to sleep.

      But the interior of the tower was pleasant, at least compared to the chill outside, and Gareth fell asleep at once.

      No dreams troubled his sleep, whether his own or Niara’s.

      Shortly after dawn, Morigna awoke them.

      “We should hurry,” she said. “I believe I know why your soulblades are reacting to dark magic.”

      “I do not sense any spells of dark magic nearby,” said Joachim.

      “No,” said Morigna. “There are none. But the soulblades are more sensitive to such things than any spells that can be wielded by elves or humans. So is the Sight. Something of great dark magical power has awakened to the north.”

      “The Dragonskull?” said Gareth.

      He remembered the strange blue light he had seen in the dream of Niara and Takaris.

      “I believe so,” said Morigna.

      “Then we are too late,” said Philip. “Azalmora has found the Dragonskull.”

      “Or Mharoslav,” added Telemachus.

      “No,” said Morigna. “The Dragonskull is not being wielded. Rather, I believe it has started to awaken.”

      “Why would it awaken?” said Telemachus.

      “I suspect,” said Morigna, “it is awakening because those who would wield it are drawing near.” She looked at Philip. “Your mother once told me of a theory held by the natural philosophers of Old Earth, how the act of observing an object can change its nature.”

      “That sounds like a load of rubbish,” muttered Crake.

      “Perhaps it is,” said Morigna. “But the Dragonskull was powerful enough to destroy the empire of the xortami and reduce them to warring tribes. We know not the limits of its power nor the extent of its abilities. It may well be that the mere act of seeking the Dragonskull could awaken it once the seeker is close enough.”

      “Which means that Azalmora and Mharoslav are ahead of us,” said Jerome.

      “We knew that anyway,” said Gareth. “It can’t be helped. We weren’t in any shape to leave Nifheldun immediately.”

      “Because of my folly,” said Telemachus.

      “Because you had all fought a hard battle,” said Morigna sharply. “Setting out half-exhausted and lacking supplies would have done no good. The outcomes of most battles are decided before the first sword is drawn and the first arrow is set to a bowstring. But we must now exercise even greater caution. The xortami wastes were dangerous before, but they shall hold greater peril. The stirring of dark magic will draw creatures of the dark elves – urvaalgs and ursaars and worse things. It may well start raising the freshly slain as undead.”

      Gareth nodded, stifling a grimace. That would not hinder Azalmora or Mharoslav. Both were strong enough with dark magic to take control of any creatures that hindered them, whether living or undead.

      Though perhaps an urvaalg might eat Mthrozgar.

      He doubted they would be that fortunate.

      “If the dark magic is stirring, Guardian,” said Joachim, “can you use the Sight to follow it to the source? We may not need to find the last Waystone at all.”

      Crake snorted. “That would be just bloody typical, wouldn’t it? We go to all this effort to take the Southron to the Waystone in the Qazaluuskan Forest and then the one the crazy high elf was guarding, and you can just follow the Dragonskull with the Sight?”

      “I fear the aura is not quite that precise, Sir Crake,” said Morigna. “I know that a storm is coming. I know not when the first raindrop will fall.” Her gaze shifted to Gareth. “And we still need to visit the last Waystone. Sir Gareth’s link to it is a better guide than the aura.”

      “The Waystone isn’t that far from Takaris,” said Gareth. “I think it’s on a hill, and Takaris itself is in a nearby valley. I know Niara could see the wall of mist around Takaris from where she placed the Waystone.”

      “And once you are closer, my lady,” said Dietmar, “I expect the Sight will prove a more reliable guide to finding the precise location of the Dragonskull.”

      “Most likely,” said Morigna.

      “You see?” said Joachim, clapping Crake on the shoulder. “We didn’t come all this way for nothing after all.” Crake only grunted.

      “We should set out at once,” said Morigna, glancing towards the sky. “There is never as much daylight this time of year as one might wish, and we do not want to waste any of it.”

      Her counsel was sound, so they gathered up the camp, quenched the fire, and loaded their supplies onto the pack horses. Morigna’s magic sensed no one nearby, so they left the ruined tower and headed east back to the causeway.

      It took some effort to coax the horses past the slain urvaalgs, and finally Gareth and Crake had to drag the carcasses into the trees so their horses would go past. It had been cold enough that the urvaalgs had already frozen solid. Gareth could hardly blame the horses for refusing to come near the dead urvaalgs.

      Even frozen, they still put out a vile stink.

      A short walk took them from the trees back to the causeway.

      “Should we go back on the road or stay in the forest?” said Jerome, giving the causeway a dubious look.

      “We are exposed on the causeway,” said Telemachus.

      “We can also move faster upon the road, sir,” said Dietmar. “The terrain in the trees is not favorable for the horses.”

      “It’s like when the medvarth chased us in the Northerland,” said Jerome. “Back during the siege of Toricus. We had to stay off the road then.”

      Gareth remembered that day well. It had only been a few years ago, but a lot had happened since, and it sometimes felt like a century had passed since he had been a squire at Castra Marcaine, hoping to become a knight with enough renown to win Iseult Toraemus’s hand in marriage.

      It seemed like a lifetime ago.

      Was that how Niara had felt, he wondered, looking back on the village where she had grown up before Xothalaxiar’s soldiers had come?

      Probably not. With a flicker of wry amusement, he supposed Niara had never been as great of a fool as Gareth had been about Iseult.

      “You said your spells and ravens can spot many enemies,” said Gareth, pushing aside the thoughts, “but they cannot spot everything.”

      “This is so,” said Morigna. “However, anyone skilled enough and powerful enough to elude them will be a dangerous foe. Fortunately, I travel in the company of knights bearing three soulblades and a soulhammer, so we likewise are quite dangerous.”

      “We had better take the causeway,” said Gareth. “I don’t know how far ahead Azalmora and Mharoslav have gotten, and if one of the horses breaks a leg, we’re going to have a harder time of it.”

      With that decided, they climbed back onto the low rise of the causeway.

      “The causeway has another advantage,” said Jerome, looking to the north. Gareth saw the distant shape of mountains, one of them giving off a red glow. “This must have been a major highway. If all other hopes fail, perhaps we can simply follow this road to Takaris.”

      “Aye,” said Gareth. For a second, just a second, he was absolutely certain that he saw Niara walking a short distance away, cloak billowing behind her, staff in hand. “I am certain that Niara came this way.”

      He glanced at Morigna, wondering if the Sight had noticed something, but her attention was on the landscape around them. Probably just as well.

      They traveled for the rest of the day, following the causeway towards the distant mountains. The road passed through both forests and plains. In places, the trees clustered up close to the causeway, making a perfect site for an ambush, but no enemies appeared, whether urvaalgs, xortami, or anything else.

      Gareth did see more stone xortami ruins. Whatever else one might think about the lizardmen, he had to credit that they had been skilled engineers. The towers might have been ruined, but they had endured fifteen thousand years of freezing and thaws.

      The causeway passed a larger fortress, a massive tower rising from within a curtain wall that encircled a low hilltop. It reminded Gareth of a smaller version of Nifheldun. Unlike Nifheldun, this citadel was in poor repair. The curtain wall had been breached in a half-dozen places, and the gate was simply a massive pile of broken stone. The top level of the tower had collapsed into itself, making the tower look like a damaged sword blade. Nifheldun had been rebuilt several times during its long history, but no one had bothered with this stronghold.

      “I wonder why no one has claimed this place,” said Philip. “It would make a strong seat for a powerful lord.”

      Crake grunted. “Only if that lord has enough money to repair the wall. It would cost a bloody fortune, and you’d need strong backs to move all that stone.”

      “There is a lingering aura of dark magic over the tower,” said Morigna. “I expect something makes its lair within the ruin. We had best avoid the place unless we seek a fight.”

      “Make a bad campsite, anyway,” said Crake. “Wouldn’t feel secure sleeping in a fortress with that many holes in the wall.”

      As the day drew on towards dusk, they selected another ruined tower to serve as their camp for the night. This one stood on the edge of a pine forest. As before, Gareth and Jerome collected branches while Morigna set her spells.

      Mercifully, no urvaalgs attacked.

      Gareth dreamed though he could not recall the images the next day. Flashes from Niara’s life. The death of her father, her training in Cathair Solas, the war with the urdmordar, the long, lonely journey in pursuit of Xothalaxiar.

      He supposed it didn’t matter if he remembered or not. Gareth’s dreams were now always about Niara.

      They resumed the journey. The signs of recent passage along the causeway were far clearer. The xortami did not wear boots, and the marks of their clawed feet along the ground were clear. Gareth also spotted the smaller marks of kobolds.

      Shortly before noon, they came to the ruined town.
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      “Can we go around?” said Crake.

      “I doubt it,” said Philip.

      Crake sighed. “It really looks like the sort of place we should go around.”

      Gareth could not disagree.

      The landscape had changed again, rising in a sharp ridge of hills crowned with jagged rocks. They ran in a rough line from southwest to northeast and extended as far as Gareth could see in both directions. With their sheer sides and rocky slopes, climbing over them on foot would have been difficult. Getting over them with the pack horses would be impossible.

      Especially since Gareth saw plumes of steam rising from fissures on the hillsides. Within the valley of the Stoneblood Road, there had been numerous vents, and some of them had belched out clouds of poisonous fumes. Even if they could get the horses over the hills, the animals might well be poisoned.

      Fortunately, there was a convenient gap through the hills.

      Unfortunately, the ruined xortami town filled most of it.

      Once, the walls of the xortami town would have closed off the northern and southern ends of the gap, making it impassable for unwelcome guests. Time and the destruction of the xortami empire had reduced most of those walls to a heap of rubble. Within the town, Gareth saw perhaps three dozen ruined buildings centered around a small step pyramid. He had seen many pyramids like that in Niara’s visions, and Gareth knew that it hadn’t been a temple but the residence of whatever noble or priest had commanded the town.

      The ruins looked like exactly the sort of place urvaalgs or other dangerous creatures lurked. Or where xortami warriors could set an ambush for anyone foolish enough to travel to this desolate place.

      “The road goes right through the town,” said Joachim.

      “Perhaps we should go around the hills to the north or to the south,” said Telemachus.

      “We have no way of knowing how far we would have to travel,” said Morigna. “Gareth, the next Waystone is still directly to the north, is it not?”

      “Aye,” said Gareth. “In a straight line, we would walk right through the town.”

      “Then it seems,” said Dietmar, “we have little choice but to continue.”

      “Do your ravens see anything?” said Telemachus.

      “No,” said Morigna, “but they will not go too close to the hills. Some of the fissures in the rock issue poisonous gas. There is a lingering aura of dark magic within that pyramid. The ravens do not like to fly near it.”

      “Sensible of them,” said Jerome.

      “Well, we’re Swordbearers, lads,” said Crake. “We go towards auras of dark magic.”

      No one could raise any arguments against that, so they drew their weapons and headed toward the ruined town. Gareth, Crake, Philip, and Jerome walked in front, soulblades and soulhammer ready. Telemachus came next, his sword in hand. Morigna, Joachim, and Dietmar brought up the back.

      If there was a fight, they were as ready for it as they could be.

      But no foes showed themselves as they approached the gate. Or had once been the gate, anyway. The wall had mostly crumbled into heaps of broken stone, with a gap marking where the gate had been. They passed through the gate without incident and walked down a wide street. The street was in good condition, the flagstones flat and level. The stone shells of houses rose on either side. Or at least Gareth assumed that they had been houses. Some of them must have been workshops – one of the roofless buildings held what had once been a row of forges. Gareth recognized the design from Nifheldun.

      Perhaps a rune-anvil or two was buried here. Maybe Ingvilda had learned some of the runes of her rune-smithing from this place.

      They reached the town’s center. The step pyramid rose on the left, its capstone about a hundred and fifty feet above the ground. Up close, it was much more weathered. Many of the casing stones had fallen off to reveal the rougher blocks of the pyramid’s core, ruining the reliefs that had once been carved on the pyramid’s sides. Given the universal grimness of xortami, Gareth doubted they would miss anything.

      A wide square lay before the pyramid. Based on what Gareth had learned from his visions, this had been where the ruler of the town had held public assemblies, executing rebellious slaves in the most grisly manner possible. He shivered a little as they strode onto the flagstones, and not from the cold.

      Morigna came to a stop, her staff tapping against the ground.

      “What’s wrong?” said Gareth.

      “Someone is approaching,” said Morigna, voice tight. A flicker of purple light went along the length of her staff. “From the north, around that building.”

      “Urvaalgs?” said Gareth. Flashes of white flame danced along Stormshield’s edge, but he didn’t feel the customary surge of rage from the soulblade that accompanied the appearance of a creature of dark magic.

      “Kobolds and xortami, I think,” said Morigna. “About ten xortami warriors and as many kobolds.”

      “A scouting party,” said Gareth.

      “We shall have to fight,” said Telemachus.

      “Valdranek will remember us from Nifheldun,” said Joachim. “Mharoslav told him all about us.” As ever, Telemachus scowled at the mention of his hated foe.

      “We can’t let any of them escape,” said Philip.

      “Aye,” said Gareth. He didn’t know if Valdranek knew that Nifheldun had fallen to the Norvangir. Some of the xortami warriors had escaped into the Deeps through the catacombs beneath the fortress, and they might have made their way to their warlord’s side by now. For that matter, Valdranek’s priests and sorcerers could have warned him.

      If Valdranek knew that Nifheldun had fallen, he would know that Gareth and the others had played a key role, and the xortami warlord might seek revenge.

      “Let the Guardian’s spells slow them down when they come at us, and then Telemachus can stun them,” said Gareth. “Same as the last few fights.”

      The others spaced themselves out around him, giving themselves room to swing their weapons. For most men, it was better to fight in formation, to create a shield wall. But soulblades granted greater speed and strength, which meant Swordbearers fought better in a loose group.

      The kobolds came first. They were larger and stronger than the kobolds Gareth had fought in the south, their scales a pattern of crimson and black. The kobolds Gareth had faced before had crests of crimson scales on the back of their skulls, but these kobolds had bony ridges that looked like horns. The creatures wore armor fashioned from bones and carried spears and shields.

      The xortami warriors followed.

      They were big and broad-shouldered, standing between six and seven feet tall. These xortami had red scales. The color of a lizardman’s scales determined his caste – golden xortami were nobles, bronze ones were priests, scholars, and wizards, green ones were craftsmen, and red-scaled xortami were warriors. The xortami had clawed hands and toes and heads that reminded Gareth a bit of mastiffs, with thick necks and massive jaws that looked as if they could bite through steel. Their black-slit yellow eyes glared at Gareth and the others.

      Yet it was clear that the xortami and their kobolds vassals were surprised. Gareth heard their growling voices raised in conversation, the kobolds hissing answers. He was half-tempted to attack, but that would leave their pack horses undefended.

      The xortami advanced cautiously, weapons raised, and one of them shouted something in his native language.

      “They think we are Norvangir,” said Morigna.

      That made sense. Gareth and the others were wearing cloaks and coats of Norvangir make, gifts from Jarl Ivar before they set out into the wastes.

      “Wait, you can understand them?” said Crake.

      “Magic ring,” said Gareth. Morigna waggled the hand in question in Crake’s direction.

      “Perhaps I can talk our way past them,” said Morigna. “I will ask if they are servants of Valdranek.”

      She raised her voice and started to shout in the xortami tongue. Gareth wasn’t sure what she had said, but the xortami reacted at once. The warriors let out growls, and the kobolds hissed. The one who had spoken earlier shouted again, banging his sword against his shield.

      “I see,” said Morigna.

      “What did he say?” said Gareth.

      “Roughly translated,” said Morigna, “he said that Valdranek is a scoundrel and a usurper who…does uncouth things to his mother, let us say. These warriors say they serve Makarov, who is the true ruler of the xortami tribes.”

      “Who is Makarov?” said Gareth.

      “Presumably, the true ruler of the xortami,” said Morigna. “At least in his own mind.” The xortami kept shouting.

      “What’s he saying?” said Crake.

      “Nothing of consequence,” said Morigna. She took her staff in both hands, purple light glowing along its length. “Mostly about how he will bring our heads back to Warlord Makarov as trophies to prove his valor. Get ready. They are going to attack any second. Let them come at us, and I shall knock them from their feet so you can strike.”

      The xortami warrior’s ranting rose to a crescendo, and the other lizardmen shouted and the kobolds hissed again. The xortami barked a command, and they charged forward, swords raised.

      Morigna waited until they had covered about three-quarters of the distance between them and struck her staff against the ground. A pulse of purple light washed out from her, and the ground rippled and heaved like a banner caught in the wind. The shock knocked both the xortami and the kobolds from their feet.

      “Go!” said Gareth, but the others were already moving.

      He joined them and attacked, ripping Stormshield across the throat of a prone xiatami warrior. A half-second later, he spun and killed a second lizardman with a quick stab. A third roared and lunged at him, only to catch a bolt from Dietmar’s crossbow through the eye. The others fared just as well, cutting down stunned xiatami and kobolds with every step.

      After the first shock of battle, the kobolds and xiatami recovered, but Telemachus unleashed his own magic. Lightning ripped from his sword, the brilliant arcs slashing at the enemy. The spell stunned them, and Gareth and the others went on the offensive. Morigna hurled spheres of acidic mist that enveloped the heads of xortami warriors, the afflicted lizardmen falling dead to the ground. Joachim cast a spell, and white light enveloped Gareth and the others, allowing them to move faster.

      Soon the fight was over, the kobolds and xortami slain.

      “Are there any others?” said Crake, breathing hard. Some xortami blood dripped from the head of Valorforge, the white fire dancing around the weapon burning away the rest.

      “No,” said Morigna. “None that I can sense, at least.”

      “This must have been a patrol,” said Gareth. “Sent out by Warlord Makarov.”

      “Likely Makarov is one of the rivals that Valdranek marched north to face,” said Telemachus.

      “God and the saints,” said Crake. “We got caught in the fight between the bone orcs and the medvarth, and then the fight between the xortami and the Norvangir, and now we’re about to walk into the battle between two different xortami tribes?”

      “It would appear so,” said Morigna.

      “Bloody hell,” said Crake. “Just for once, could we have a nice quiet journey somewhere?”

      “But the difference is,” said Gareth, “we made a pact with the bone orcs, and the Norvangir became friends. Both xortami warlords will have us killed on sight.”

      “Mharoslav allied himself with Valdranek,” said Telemachus. “Perhaps we can warn Makarov about his danger.”

      “I doubt it,” said Morigna. “I have come to know the xortami a little during my time in this land. They are as proud as the dark elves, though not so prone to self-destructive cruelty. But they see all other kindreds as slaves…”

      “Or meals,” said Gareth, remembering both his visions and some of the things Father Colafur had told him.

      “Or meals,” agreed Morigna. “We will not be able to reason with the xortami warlords.”

      “There may be one comfort,” said Dietmar. “Valdranek will likely have Mharoslav killed on sight should their paths cross.”

      Telemachus frowned. “Mharoslav’s words are poisoned, and he can sway even the strongest to his side.”

      “Indeed, sir,” said Dietmar, “but as the Guardian has said, the xortami are not fools. Once Valdranek learns that he has lost Nifheldun and the weapon of dark magic that Khurnetsov summoned, I suspect he will no longer regard Mharoslav as an ally.”

      “Perhaps,” said Telemachus, “but Mharoslav has the luck of the Adversary.”

      “It has to run out eventually,” said Gareth.

      “I am more concerned about the allies that Azalmora may win,” said Morigna.

      “She hasn’t really sought out allies, at least as far as we know,” said Gareth.

      “She did send that Old One after us in the Qazaluuskan Forest,” said Jerome.

      “And she knows that four Swordbearers are after her,” said Morigna. “I was not powerful enough to overcome her, but four Swordbearers and a Guardian at the same time are a far more serious threat. Azalmora was a Quaesitor, the most subtle and cunning of all the different orders of priestesses who serve the Seven Temples. She will not want to fight us herself, even with the weapon she stole from Nifheldun. Likely she will find allies to send against us.”

      “The xortami?” said Gareth.

      “Perhaps,” said Morigna.

      “I suggest we not remain here,” said Dietmar. “Warlord Makarov will not be pleased that we have slain his soldiers, and if Azalmora wishes to strike against us, this would be an ideal location.”

      “Agreed,” said Gareth.

      They passed through the rest of the town and found the supplies the xortami warriors and kobolds had carried with them. The xortami preferred to eat meat whenever they could get it. But like humans and orcs, meat was more available to the nobles and wealthy merchants instead of the common soldiers. The xortami had carried some dried meat with them but mostly bread and some dried vegetables.

      “That’s not…” said Jerome, giving the jerky a dubious look as they rifled through the packs.

      “Not what?” said Gareth, glancing at Dietmar.

      “We should have enough room on the packs to carry it with us, sir,” said the halfling. “The added supplies will be welcome.”

      “But that meat,” said Jerome. “It’s not…you know, dried orc. Or dried human. We know the xortami like to eat their slaves…”

      “A reasonable fear,” said Morigna, “but unfounded. That is dried beef. The xortami might enjoy the flesh of orcs and humans, but slaves are valuable, and only their lords and nobles dine upon it. The common soldiers make do with dried meat and vegetables, as the rest of us must.”

      With that, they loaded the supplies onto the pack horses and set off to the north, leaving the ruined town behind.

      Though soon they were forced to leave the road and veer into the pine trees.
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