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      Even barbarian warriors cannot face the wrath of a dragon.

      The quest of the Dragonskull has taken Gareth Arban and his friends to the land of the Norvangir, a people unknown to the men of Andomhaim. Proud and fierce, the Norvangir are both loyal friends and ferocious enemies.

      Yet an ancient curse haunts the Norvangir.

      For the shadow of the Dragonskull lies upon their land, a shadow that might kill Gareth and his companions...

    

  


  
    
      Dragonskull: Fury of the Barbarians

      Copyright 2022 by Jonathan Moeller.

      Published by Azure Flame Media.

      Cover design by Jonathan Moeller.

      Ebook edition published October 2022.

      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 OLD SHAMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Gareth Arban wasn’t sure this had been a good idea.

      He knew the logic they had followed, of course. The Qazaluuskan Forest was vast, so large that no living man of Andomhaim knew its exact bounds. Gareth could sense the second Waystone somewhere northeast, and while he didn’t know exactly where it was, he was certain it was a long distance off. It was entirely possible the next Waystone was beyond the bounds of the Qazaluuskan Forest, in the lands of a tribe or nation who called themselves the Norvangir. Gareth and his companions knew a little about the Qazaluuskan orcs but nothing at all about the Norvangir. Indeed, until the chieftain Khalor had spoken of the Norvangir, Gareth had never heard the name before.

      Given the known and unknown dangers they faced, a guide was welcome, perhaps even necessary.

      Gareth knew all this, had told himself it again and again.

      All that said, he wasn’t sure joining Mhralask’s caravan to the Norvangir had been the best idea.

      Still, it had worked out so far.

      The tribes of the Qazaluuskan Forest often warred against one another, sometimes for the usual reasons of land and cattle and pride, sometimes because the omens of the Lord of Bones decreed it. Despite that, shamans and pilgrims to shrines of Qazalask were held sacrosanct and could travel between the territory of the various tribes without harassment. In Andomhaim, feuding lords might battle one another, but they dared not attack priests and churches, partly for fear of God’s wrath and partly because it would give opportunistic neighbors a perfect excuse to strike. A similar principle seemed to govern the shamans of the bone orcs, who guarded their prerogatives jealously and defended them with powerful spells of dark magic.

      Mhralask was a shaman of Qazalask, but he seemed more interested in trading and bargaining than in the rites of the Lord of Bones.

      The old shaman’s caravan, Gareth had to admit, was well-organized. Mhralask traveled in the company of fifty orcish warriors. Gareth gathered that most of them were outcasts from their tribes for various reasons and had entered Mhralask’s employ. The shaman had a small mob of kobold mercenaries that he used as scouts and outriders. They screened the passage of the caravan through the forest, watching for any foes. Several long trains of mules bore bags of trade goods.

      Of course, the undead carried most of Mhralask’s merchandise.

      More undead orcs marched in the caravan than living ones. Gareth had grown used to the constant chemical reek that surrounded the creatures. He had been surprised and a little disturbed to see the practical use to which the Qazaluuskan orcs put their undead thralls – collecting stones from the fields, carrying heavy jars of water, building walls, and other simple but labor-intensive tasks. Mhralask was no different. Each of his undead orcs carried a wooden yoke, packs and bags of goods tied to the yokes. Despite his revulsion at the necromancy, Gareth had to concede it made for an efficient arrangement. The mules could carry more but were often truculent and required food, water, and rest. The tireless undead needed neither food nor sleep, and plodded endlessly onward, yokes swaying upon their shoulders.

      Of necessity, their progress was slow. That many men, pack mules, and undead orcs could not move swiftly across even good terrain, and the forest’s landscape did not offer easy opportunities for swift travel. Some of the chieftains maintained roads in their territory, but many did not, and there were wide stretches of the forest no one claimed at all. Mhralask’s caravan plodded onward, weaving its way around the trees, with frequent halts to help the mules through a particularly uneven stretch.

      The undead might have been horrifying abominations created with dark magic, but at least they had an easier time keeping their balance than the mules.

      The forest slowed their progress, but so did the necessity of stopping at every village and stronghold. Mhralask, it seemed, knew every chieftain and prominent warrior in the Qazaluuskan Forest, and he stopped to visit each one, exchanging gifts and news. The delay chafed at Gareth. Every day they tarried, both Azalmora and Mharoslav moved closer to the next Waystone and the Dragonskull.

      Then again, if Gareth and his friends had been traveling alone, they would have needed to sneak past those villages and strongholds. That, in retrospect, would have been near-impossible. They hadn’t even managed to get across Khalor’s territory before getting pulled into the battles between the medvarth and the bone orcs.

      And sometimes the chieftains had interesting news.

      “I did see these twisted creatures, shaman,” rumbled Malraab, the chieftain of a tribe some miles north of Khalor’s stronghold. The chieftain stood surrounded by six of his warriors, all of them clad in chain mail, their green faces painted with patterns of white and black that created a stylized skull, the sign of Qazalask. Despite the war paint, the orcs did not seem inclined to fight. They were pleased to see Mhralask and his caravan. Some of Mhralask’s followers had opened the packs and sold goods to the orcish women who had emerged from the stockade surrounding Malraab’s village.

      “Indeed, chieftain?” said Mhralask. Gareth stood with Dietmar, both of them wearing the Qazaluuskan pilgrims’ cloaks that Khalor had given them in Qhazurhosk. Dietmar was a halfling and too short to effectively pass as an orc, but so far, no one had questioned their disguises. They were traveling with Mhralask, and that was good enough for the orcs that the shaman met on their journey.

      Mhralask himself was not an imposing figure at first glance. Gareth had noticed that orcish men rarely lived as long as orcish women, mostly because so many orcish men died in battle. But Mhralask was ancient – he might have been the single oldest living orc that Gareth had ever seen. He wore a simple black robe, heavy and voluminous and thick enough to ward off the winter chill, bound about the waist with a broad leather belt. Like many of the bone orcs, he had donned black and white war paint, giving his face the appearance of a grinning skull. Yet the paint almost always seemed to flake off, as if repelled by his skin, giving his lined, gaunt face a leprous, diseased look. He wore amulets fashioned from bone and stone. A withered hand hung from around his neck, bouncing a little with the draw of his breath.

      And he was a powerful wielder of dark magic. Gareth’s soulblade Stormshield jolted to life every time he came close to Mhralask. His hand itched to draw the blade and attack…but Mhralask had kept his word to them. Wielder of dark magic he might have been, but it would have been unknightly and dishonorable to attack him without cause.

      For that matter, in the Qazaluuskan Forest, allies were few and far between, and attacking one who had kept faith with them would be the height of madness.

      “We thought they were some new breed of urvaalg,” said Malraab with a shrug. “Great black wolves the size of men, their eyes burning like coals, with red fire sometimes spreading through their veins. A strange sight to behold. Yet they passed by my village and watch towers without slowing. Some of my warriors wished to try their courage against the creatures. I let them go, for it is the purpose of young men to show valor against the foe. Yet the creatures did not tarry, and they soon departed my territory.”

      “Did your young warriors see anyone traveling with the creatures?” said Mhralask.

      Malraab gave the old shaman a shrewd look. “A tall figure draped in a black cloak. He rode one of the beasts as a man might ride a horse. I perceive you know something of this, shaman.”

      “You are wise, Lord Malraab,” said Mhralask. “The creatures are called warpwolves, and they were wrought by an orcish warlock named Mharoslav. He came from the realm the humans called Owyllain. Mharoslav wields the chaos magic of Vhalzarok rather than the blessings of Qazalask.”

      Gareth was not sure that telling Malraab so much was wise. Mharoslav had shown a disturbing talent for subverting people to his side.

      The memory of Iseult’s death flashed through his head yet again.

      But this was the homeland of the Qazaluuskan orcs, and they deserved to know the truth.

      “Chaos magic? Dangerous, or so I hear,” said Malraab with a grunt. “The blessings of Qazalask are given to all his faithful.” He gestured towards his village’s stockade, where some undead thralls piled logs for repairs. “The madness of chaos magic is a dagger without a hilt, one that cuts all who dare to wield it.”

      Sir Telemachus, Gareth thought, would be inclined to agree.

      “Indeed, my lord Malraab,” said Mhralask. “You are right. Mharoslav and his creatures are little threat to you. I have learned something of his secrets in my travels. His quest lies far to the north, in the haunted wastes beyond the lands of the Norvangir humans. One way or another, he likely will never return.”

      Malraab snorted. “The Norvangir? Nothing but trouble if you ask me.” He paused. “They brew good mead, though.”

      “They do,” said Mhralask. “And as it happens, I have a gift for you, my friend.” He gestured, and one of his undead porters shuffled forward, carrying a small wooden cask in its desiccated arms. “Some Norvangir mead I acquired recently.”

      “Ah!” said Malraab. “You must drink with me, then.”

      The orcish chieftain breached the cask, and two of his concubines emerged from the village, carrying trays of meat and cheese. The women poured cups of the mead, and Gareth smelled its oddly sweet odor.

      “Very fine,” said Malraab after taking his first drink. “Very fine, indeed. We must learn how to make this ourselves. For the glory of Qazalask, of course.”

      “I believe the secret has to do with fermenting honey,” said Mhralask. “I keep meaning to acquire the recipe. Perhaps on this visit to the Norvangir I shall acquire the recipe, build a brewery, and settle down from traveling.”

      Malraab snorted and took another drink. “You would get bored. Then you could not wander up and down the lands of the faithful of Qazalask, ferreting out news.”

      “There is something I should warn you against,” said Mhralask. The old shaman took a drink of his mead and sighed in contentment. “A spiderling priestess travels through our lands.”

      Malraab frowned. “One of the spawn of the urdmordar?”

      “Yes, but not of a sort we are familiar with,” said Mhralask. “One of the spiderling priestesses from across the sea, the ones who almost conquered Andomhaim ten years ago.”

      “That would have been no great loss,” said Malraab. “The humans are newcomers to these lands. They ought to go back to wherever they came from.” Gareth shifted beneath his pilgrim’s cloak but said nothing. Mhralask had said that it would be best if none of the chieftains knew that a group of humans traveled in his caravan, and Gareth could not dispute the wisdom of that suggestion.

      “Indeed,” said Mhralask, “but the spiderlings from across the sea are dangerous. Best that we have no dealings with them.”

      “I agree,” said Malraab. “The Lord of Bones rules his faithful and no one else. Come! Let us get out of this cold and speak some more. You men can camp outside my walls for this evening.”

      Gareth glanced at the sky. It was January of the Year of Our Lord 1500, and the winter days were harsh and cold. They were also short – the sky had darkened while the shaman and the chieftain had been talking, and the chill in the air had deepened. Gareth wore his orcish pilgrim’s cloak and a heavy coat and gambeson beneath his chain mail, and he still felt the cold digging into him. Going indoors and sitting close to a hearth was a good idea, but since that was unlikely, a campfire would make for a suitable alternative.

      “My friends,” said Mhralask, glancing at Gareth and Dietmar, “please tell my nephew that we shall camp outside of Malraab’s walls. Once the camp is pitched, he is to join me as the chieftain’s guest.” Gareth inclined his head, as did Dietmar, and they walked towards where the caravan had stopped. Mhralask and Malraab strode towards the gate of the village, still chatting amiably.

      The tension from Stormshield eased as the shaman disappeared into the village.

      “It seems that Mhralask does indeed have friends everywhere,” said Dietmar. The halfling’s voice was quiet but deep, puffs of steam rising from his cowl as he spoke.

      “If he gives gifts of mead, I can see why,” said Gareth. Stormshield’s anger dimmed somewhat, but it did not vanish entirely. There was simply too much lingering dark magic hanging over the Qazaluuskan Forest, to say nothing of the auras around Mhralask’s army of undead porters.

      “It is a sensible approach,” said Dietmar. “The more successful merchants of Cintarra employ it. Do you recall the parable of the shrewd seneschal from the scriptures?”

      Gareth did. “There was a rich man who had a steward, and his master grew angry with him. So the steward called in his master’s debtors and either reduced or canceled their bills. The rich man commended the steward for his shrewdness.” He had heard several different interpretations of that parable from various priests– that it was good to use worldly wealth to win friends or that it was better to use worldly goods to focus upon heavenly matters. Mostly, Gareth had noted that priests preferred to avoid that parable and focus on ones that lent themselves more readily to straightforward interpretation, such as the parable of the sheep and the goats.

      “Mhralask applies something of the same lesson, sir,” said Dietmar. “He has many friends, and he can call upon them in his hour of need. Among the bone orcs, who would dare to attack him, knowing that he has many friends among the chieftains?”

      “I suppose,” said Gareth. “That, and he is a shaman.”

      “The best defense has many walls,” said Dietmar.

      They returned to the rest of the caravan. Gareth spotted Vhalqask and headed towards him. Mhralask’s nephew (or great-nephew, or possibly great-great-nephew) was a hulking orcish warrior in chain mail and leather. He hadn’t applied fresh war paint for several days, and patterns of flaking black and white pain marked his face. Vhalqask grunted as they approached. He didn’t particularly like them, but he showed no overt animosity, and they were Mhralask’s guests.

      No one in the caravan would dare disobey the shaman’s orders.

      “The shaman said we should camp here,” said Gareth, “and then you should join him once we’re ready.”

      Vhalqask grunted again. “Thought as much. Best you lot stay with the animals, I think. Lord Malraab isn’t as broad-minded a man as my uncle is.”

      A few years ago, Gareth might have found that insulting. But here in the Qazaluuskan Forest, it was just good advice. The chieftain Khalor had been willing to make a deal with Gareth and his friends, and the shaman Rhalzak had been so disgusted by it that he had allied with Mharoslav and tried to kill him. Dietmar had realized the danger, and Gareth had just barely managed to keep the warpwolves from killing Khalor.

      After two and a half weeks of traveling with Mhralask, Gareth realized that Khalor was rather more flexible in his beliefs than most of the chieftains. Practically every other chieftain of the Qazaluuskan Forest would have tried to kill humans, especially Swordbearers, on sight.

      “We shall,” said Gareth, and Vhalqask walked off and gave orders to the warriors escorting Mhralask’s animals and pack undead. While Gareth knew it was possible one of the mercenaries might betray them, he didn’t think it likely. They were loyal to Mhralask, who had decided to let the humans (and one halfling) travel with them.

      For all his mild speech, Mhralask’s vengeance upon those who betrayed him was apparently fearsome to behold.

      They passed a group of kobolds, the creatures croaking to each another in their native language. Gareth’s hand still itched to grasp his sword hilt whenever he was near them. They were about the size of a large human child, with spindly limbs, long waving tails, and elongated skulls filled with fangs. Gray scales covered their bodies, and elaborate crests of crimson scales crowned their heads. Despite the cold and the snow, the kobolds seemed to have no trouble functioning – their scales insulated them from the chill. No doubt that was why Mhralask had hired them.

      Gareth and Dietmar came to the rear of the caravan, where Crake, Philip, Jerome, Joachim, and Telemachus waited.

      Not surprisingly, the first thing Gareth heard was Crake’s voice.

      “They’d do better with wagons,” said Crake.

      The three Swordbearers, the Magistrius, and the Arcanius Knight stood near a string of mules. Gareth and the others had taken charge of some of Mhralask’s animals, partly for something to do and partly because standing too close to the shaman’s undead inspired the fury of their soulblades and Crake’s soulhammer. Like Gareth and Dietmar, the others wore the ragged black cloaks and cowls of Qazaluuskan pilgrims visiting the sacred places of the Lord of Bones. None of them were particularly happy with the disguise, but it was cold enough that the extra layer was welcome.

      “What?” said Jerome, his breath puffing in the air.

      “Mhralask would do better with wagons to carry his wares,” said Crake. His face was ruddier than usual from the cold. “Be easier than dealing with the mules. The only virtue they have is they don’t stink as bad as Mhralask’s undead.”

      “They do have a most impressive stench,” said Joachim. The face of Gareth’s younger brother was red from the cold. Given how much they resembled one another, Gareth supposed that he looked the same way.

      “You’d need roads before you could use wagons,” said Philip. He was always at ease in the forest, though his hands never strayed far from either his soulblade Sunstrike or his bow. “If you took a wagon more than two yards into these trees, you would have a cracked axle.”

      “They’d need to build roads first,” said Jerome. “Cut down some of these trees.”

      “Doubt the chieftains would cooperate long enough for that to happen,” said Crake. “Old Mhralask seems friendly with everyone, but the chieftains all hate each other.”

      “It was a problem in Owyllain in ancient days,” said Telemachus. Everyone looked at him in surprise. The grim Arcanius Knight spoke so infrequently that it was almost startling when he did. “Each of the nine kings of Owyllain built his own roads, some worse than the others, and would charge travelers. Finally, the danger from the Sovereign made moving soldiers in haste a necessity, so the High King in Aenesium forced the kings to finish their roads.”

      “I suppose it is different here,” said Philip. “The terrain itself offers as much defense as a castra wall.”

      “That’s God’s own truth,” said Crake. Gareth found himself in agreement. Mhralask’s caravan had difficulties moving through the forest, even though the old shaman seemed to know every tree, boulder, hill, and village. If he sometimes had difficulty finding a good route through the trees, an invader might find it an insurmountable task. Especially if an archer lurked behind every tree.

      “Well, we’re stopping here for the night,” said Gareth. “We should tend to the animals and get a fire going.”

      “Sound counsel, sir,” said Dietmar. “It promises to be another cold night.”

      Gareth glanced at the darkening sky. It had been gray and overcast all day, but no fresh snow had fallen from the skies. That was good – traveling through the forest was challenging enough without another foot of additional snow. But a bone-deep chill had settled over the Qazaluuskan Forest, so cold that every stream they saw had turned to ice, and they had to melt snow for the animals to drink. It was possible to stay warm during the day with a combination of constant movement and many thick layers, but without a fire at night, a man would swiftly freeze to death.

      Crake, Philip, and Dietmar tended to the mules, preparing them for the night, while Gareth, Joachim, Jerome, and Telemachus headed a short distance into the trees with axes. There was one advantage to traveling through the Qazaluuskan Forest – no shortage of firewood, and the trees grew thick and dense enough that Gareth could sometimes glean enough firewood simply from picking up fallen branches. He worked with the others quickly and in silence. Mhralask’s friendship with the local chieftain meant that they shouldn’t come under attack from Malraab’s warriors. But the Qazaluuskan Forest was a dangerous land, and creatures other than the bone orcs lived here.

      And entrances to the Deeps were very common.

      It took the better part of a half hour to gather enough wood, and Gareth, Telemachus, and Jerome hauled it back to the caravan in several trips, building two large fires. Crake got the fires going, and soon the flames pushed back the twilight gloom. Gareth let out a sigh of relief as he felt the heat radiating from the twin campfires. He could get used to the cold during the day, but as soon as the fires were lit, he suddenly remembered what it felt like to be warm, and the chill somehow became harsher.

      They ate a meal around the fire. Gareth was ravenous. That was something else he had learned during his time as a squire and a knight in the Northerland. Winter travel was fatiguing and demanding. The body had to fight harder to stay warm in addition to the demands of travel. Their food of bread and salted meat was tough and hard, but hunger made it taste far better than it would have otherwise, and they heated their wine in a kettle over the fire.

      “Malraab’s men have seen Mharoslav?” said Telemachus. His voice was calm, but his eyes reflected the fire with a harsh glint.

      “They have, sir,” said Dietmar.

      “Or at least the warpwolves,” said Gareth. “The same as the last three villages we visited. Malraab’s warriors saw the warpwolves moving through the trees, and thought they were a new kind of urvaalg or some beast from the Deeps. His warriors wanted to fight, but Mharoslav was gone.”

      “As expected,” said Telemachus. “The murderous dog flees.”

      That wasn’t quite right, Gareth knew. Mharoslav didn’t want to fight them. He would if the opportunity for a quick victory presented itself and he could kill them without risk. But what he really wanted was to follow Niara’s chain of Waystones and claim the Dragonskull before anyone else could seize the ancient relic’s power.

      Telemachus wanted to kill Mharoslav to avenge his family, and Gareth suspected the Arcanius Knight did not care if he lived or died in the process. He often worried that Telemachus would grow impatient with the slow pace of travel, that he would set off in pursuit of Mharoslav alone. Still, so far Telemachus had remained with the caravan. The Arcanius Knight had more experience of war than Gareth and all his friends, and he must have realized that the Qazaluuskan Forest could not be crossed swiftly in winter.

      Or maybe like Gareth, he had realized that the odds of a lone human surviving the forest were low at best.

      They finished their meal, and as always, they set watches for the night. Gareth slept without interruption until his turn at watch. A bone-deep fatigue always settled on him by the end of the day, which was just as well because then he could rarely recall his dreams. Sometimes flashes of them pulsed through his mind – Iseult’s pitying smile as her father explained their betrayal or the various horrors that had lurked in the barrow of Nhalavask. Sometimes he saw Niara in his dreams, but briefly, and Gareth wasn’t sure if it was his recollection of past dreams or more of the long-dead Magistria’s memories filtering into his mind thanks to his link to the Waystones.

      He always felt the presence of the next Waystone to the north, whether waking or sleeping.

      The next day they resumed traveling, and the caravan crossed the River of Coils.

      Gareth’s father had warned them about the river’s dangers. It took its name from the poisonous serpents that seethed in its waters, killing and devouring anyone foolish enough to enter the waters. But Gareth’s father had traveled through the Qazaluuskan Forest in spring and summer. Gareth and his companions had come in the heart of winter.

      Which meant that a foot of ice covered the surface of the river, and Mhralask’s mules and undead porters strolled right across.

      “Pity we are not here in summer,” said Vhalqask, gazing at the ice. The shaman’s nephew had applied a fresh coat of war paint for the day, giving his green face the appearance of a stylized skull.

      “Why not?” said Gareth. He had been helping the orcish warrior get the mule trains across the ice. It wasn’t difficult – between the snow and the ridges in the ice, the footing was actually quite secure. “Wouldn’t we need to build rafts to get across the river?”

      “We would,” said Vhalqask, “but the serpents are delicious. If you remove their poison glands and then cook them with a bit of oil and some salt…ah, a fine meal.” He chuckled. “Of course, if you’re too slow to catch them, the serpents bite you. And then my uncle raises your corpse as a new porter.”

      Gareth gave the ice coating the river a wary look, but it was as hard as granite.

      The caravan reached the far side of the River of Coils and continued another five miles. Tomorrow, Mhralask announced, they should reach another village. Until then, they would have to camp for the night in the forest. Gareth and his friends followed their usual routine of tending to the animals, gathering wood for the night’s fires, and setting a watch.

      As usual, Gareth sank into a deep sleep.

      This time, though, his dreams were vivid.

      Niara leaned against the stone wall, breathing hard, her face glittering with sweat and smudged with soot. The soot also marked her battered armor. Her cloak was gone – Gareth saw that it had been torn away at her shoulders. The bronze staff glowed with magic in her right hand, flames curling around the metal, and her blue-purple eyes were fierce with battle rage.

      “Niara?” he said.

      She looked at him, and confusion went over her face.

      “Sir Gareth?” Niara pushed away from the wall, staggered, and almost fell. Gareth moved without thinking and caught her arm, and for a few seconds, she stumbled against his grip, almost falling. Even through the thick sleeve of her gambeson, her arm felt fever-hot beneath his grasp. He thought she was going to collapse, but she rallied and got her feet beneath her.

      “This isn’t a dream, this is right now,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

      “No,” said Gareth. “I…”

      He looked at the stone wall. It was massive, the outer wall of a great city, one that had been larger than Tarlion and Cintarra put together. Strange, blocky reliefs adorned the wall, their style alien and unsettling to the eye. Despite that, Gareth had no trouble making out the scenes of lizardmen killing and eating orcs and halflings.

      Gareth had seen this stone wall before. This was the outer wall of Takaris, which had once been the capital of an empire ruled by lizardmen. In the visions of the Waystones, Gareth had seen the lizardmen dig a dragon’s skeleton from the earth and forge the Dragonskull, an artifact of immense magical power.

      So immense that they had failed to control it, and its magic had destroyed their empire and laid their city into ruin.

      “Takaris,” said Gareth. “This must be Takaris. And if I’m seeing you here…then you made it this far, at least.”

      “I won’t let Xothalaxiar find the Dragonskull,” said Niara. A grimace of pain went over her face, and she staggered a few steps, caught her balance, and leaned on her staff. “Not after everything she’s done. Not with everything she will do with the Dragonskull.” She coughed into her right hand, and Gareth saw droplets of blood on her fingers.

      “You need to rest,” said Gareth. “You’re hurt.”

      A savage grin went over Niara’s face, her teeth stained with her own blood. “So is Xothalaxiar. She won’t get away this time.”

      “But I think she did,” said Gareth.

      Niara blinked. “What are you talking about?”

      Gareth hesitated, uncertain of how to phrase the next question. Niara had been dead for nearly five hundred years. She had never returned to Andomhaim, but neither had Xothalaxiar. Most likely they had killed one another in battle, leaving the Dragonskull untouched in its resting place. If Xothalaxiar had found the thing, she would have returned in wrath and power to Andomhaim.

      But he was talking to Niara’s memories, the remnants of her mind left inside the Waystones.

      “Do you remember how the fight ended?” said Gareth. “Your last fight with Xothalaxiar?”

      Her frown deepened. “I don’t remember because it hasn’t happened yet.” She rubbed a hand over her face, leaving a smear of blood down her cheek. “I must have been hurt worse than I thought. You’ve only shown up in my dreams before. Now I’m seeing you in the waking world. That can’t be good. God and the saints, I hope I’m not having a stroke.”

      “I’m following the Waystones you left behind,” said Gareth. “But, Niara, I’m sorry, it was five hundred years ago. I think you’ve been dead for five centuries.”

      He feared she would explode into anger at the statement, but she only looked annoyed.

      “If I’m dead, then why are we having this conversation?” she said. “The spells must have damaged my mind. I’m hallucinating a handsome young knight who fell in love with the wrong girl and then became a Swordbearer.” Her lean face twisted in a frown. “Damned odd thing to dream about, though. I don’t even like songs and tales.”

      “I don’t know what happened,” said Gareth, “but you stopped Xothalaxiar from finding the Dragonskull. But others are trying to find it – the priestess Azalmora and the warlock Mharoslav.”

      “I’ve seen them,” said Niara. “In my dreams about you. Others following Xothalaxiar’s footsteps like scavengers dogging the footsteps of a lion, hoping to seize a few scraps for themselves.”

      Mharoslav, Gareth reflected, would likely take offense at that description. Azalmora simply would not care.

      “Yes,” said Gareth. “You warned me against them. You helped me push Azalmora out of my mind at Cintarra.”

      A look of terrible confusion went over Niara’s face.

      “But that’s not right,” murmured Niara. “Cintarra…there’s nothing at the mouth of the River Cintarra but ruins. The High King will let the Gwyrdragon bastard settle there, but…” Her eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”

      “Gareth Arban.”

      “No,” said Niara. “Who are you really?”

      “I’ve told you before,” said Gareth. “You’ve seen inside my head. You’ve seen some of the foolish things I’ve done. You probably know me as well as anyone. I’m Gareth Arban…and I’m sorry, my lady, I’m so sorry, but you died five hundred years before I was born.”

      She stared at him and then shook her head.

      “Impossible,” said Niara. “Because that hasn’t happened yet…”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she stepped forward, magical fire blazing to life along the length of her staff as she pointed the weapon…

      Gareth jerked awake.

      For a panicked instant, he could not remember where he was or what he had been doing. But he felt the familiar cold, lumpy ground beneath him, the heat radiating from the fire. He was still in the Qazaluuskan Forest, somewhere north of the River of Coils but still a good way south of the next Waystone. His heart thudded against his ribs, and steam rose from his mouth with the rapid draw of his breath. A few yards away, the fire glowed with sullen yellow-orange light, the forest dark around him.

      He sat up, shaking a little from the dream, and saw something alarming.

      It was Crake’s turn on guard. He stood at the edge of their little camp, one hand resting on Valorforge’s haft. He had a broad, genial smile on his ruddy face, one that he often had right before things became violent.

      The shaman Mhralask stood just at the edge of the firelight, looking at Gareth.

      “Ah,” said Mhralask. “The young Swordbearer is awake.”

      “You didn’t wake him up, did you?” said Crake.

      “Not at all,” said Mhralask. His deep voice sounded thick and wet in the gloom. “You saw for yourself.” He glanced at something cupped in his right hand. The shaman held the peculiar bone dice he seemed to take with him everywhere. “I merely wish a word with young Sir Gareth.”

      Crake frowned at that and then looked at Gareth. “Southron?”

      “All right,” said Gareth, getting to his feet. The fire had kept him from freezing to death, but the chill seemed to linger over him.

      “Better take Stormshield with you,” said Crake. He smiled at Mhralask. “Forest gets dangerous at night, aye?”

      “That is correct, Sir Crake,” said Mhralask as Gareth picked up his sword belt and wrapped it around his waist, Stormshield tapping against his leg in its scabbard. “Though the forest is dangerous at any hour of the day or night.”

      Gareth’s hand brushed against Stormshield’s hilt, and he felt the sword’s anger stir within him. If he drew the soulblade right now, the weapon would burst into white flames as it reacted to the dark magic around Mhralask. The sword wanted him to draw it and strike down the old shaman.

      “Come,” said Mhralask, beckoning with his free hand. “We shall take a brief walk to get the blood moving.”

      Gareth hesitated, nodded, and walked alongside Mhralask as the shaman strolled along the edge of the camp. The caravan was big enough and Mhralask had enough followers that it was actually more like a half-dozen small camps, with the shaman’s undead minions standing guard at the perimeter. Gareth found his hand drifting to Stormshield’s hilt as he gazed at the creatures.

      “It is difficult to travel with us, is it not?” said Mhralask. To Gareth’s surprise, he spoke Latin instead of orcish.

      “Winter travel is never easy,” said Gareth.

      Mhralask let out a chuckle that sounded a bit like a stopped drain. “Indeed not. But the soulblade’s anger makes it harder. That is a weapon of high elven magic. It reacts to the power around my minions, to the ancient dark magic that hangs over the forest. For this is a very old land, and dark magic has been practiced here for a long time.” He glanced at Gareth behind his yellowed tusks. “I am right, am I not?”

      “You have been true to your word,” said Gareth. “My companions and I will do the same.”

      “Of that, I have no doubt,” said Mhralask. “But I imagine the constant spikes of rage inside your skull are growing wearisome.”

      “Hardship is to be endured,” said Gareth. He remembered his father saying that many times.

      “Indeed,” said Mhralask. The old shaman sounded almost amused. He wore a leather satchel, and he reached into it and drew out a metal flask. “But perhaps it can be made easier.”

      Gareth gave the flask a wary look. “What is that?”

      “Whiskey.” Mhralask raised an eyebrow. “Fear not. It is not poisoned. If I were to poison you, I would fear that one day your father would show up and cut off my head, or your mother would blast me to ashes where I stood.”

      “That’s very unlikely,” said Gareth. “We’re a thousand miles from Tarlion. You could kill us all, and no one would ever know.”

      “If I did, that would be the most probable outcome,” said Mhralask. “But stranger things have happened, no? The wise man must always be mindful of consequences. If I killed you, it is possible, but not likely, that your father would strike me down in wrath. It is both probable and far more likely that young Sir Crake would bash my skull in that with that impressive hammer of his.”

      “That is a good argument, sir,” said Gareth, and he took the offered flask, opened the stopper, and took a drink of the whiskey. The liquid was icy cold in the metal flask, but it burned like fire down his throat and into his stomach. Given how cold Gareth was, it was a welcome sensation. He didn’t cough, but he did feel warmth flood into his cheeks and forehead. “A strong drink.”

      “Indeed.” Mhralask took the flask back, sipped, and returned it to his satchel. “A tribe of orcs living outside the Qazaluuskan Forest makes it. Far stronger than anything the faithful of Qazalask know how to brew. They are willing to trade it for furs and honey. Do you know something strange, young warrior?”

      “I imagine, sir, you know many more strange things than I do,” said Gareth.

      A brief smile flashed over Mhralask’s withered features. “Perhaps. Here is one. I have spoken with many different kindreds and nations, and every single one of them had the knowledge of brewing alcohol, whether wine, whiskey, beer, mead, or other spirits. Even the dark elves in their madness made wines and spirits of great potency. I once heard an Arbiter of the manetaurs claim that wine is the gods’ apology to the mortal kindreds for giving us the gift and the curse of intelligence.”

      Gareth thought of the time he had gotten drunk with his friends in that brothel in Tarlion. “If one is cursed with intelligence, I daresay enough whiskey will remove that curse soon enough.”

      “Quite right,” said Mhralask. “Tell me, young warrior. Do you often have prophetic dreams?”

      Gareth frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “That is your quest, is it not?” said Mhralask. “To follow the magic of the Waystones and the prophetic visions of the Magistria Niara?”

      For a long moment, Gareth said nothing, his mind racing. How the devil had Mhralask learned of the Waystones? Dietmar had counseled them all to say nothing of the true reason for the journey, and they had guarded their tongues. But perhaps they had let something slip within earshot of Mhralask’s men.

      And if Mhralask had decided to claim the Dragonskull for himself…

      The old shaman let out a dry chuckle. “I see many questions racing through your mind. Which shall I answer first? The most urgent? Very well. I am not foolish enough to claim the Dragonskull for myself. It destroyed its creators, as it has destroyed everyone who sought to find it.”

      Gareth found his voice. “How do you know about the Dragonskull?”

      “Because I am very old, wise, and learned,” said Mhralask. “A long time ago, a kindred called the xortami founded an empire far to the north of here.”

      “The…zor…” started Gareth, trying to pronounce the strange word.

      “The xortami,” said Mhralask. “That is what they called themselves. Most of their foes called them the lizardmen.”

      Lizardmen. Gareth had seen them in the visions of the Waystones, an empire of lizardmen who dug the Dragonskull from its resting place only to be consumed by it.

      “The dark elves, as you know, summoned many kindreds here to act as their slaves and soldiers,” said Mhralask. “This did not always end well for them. The xortami were too powerful to be dominated, either by the dark elves or the urdmordar, and so founded their empire. They were powerful, but they dreamed of greater dominion and so created the Dragonskull to conquer all before them. Its power consumed them, and their empire burned to ashes in a day. Now all that remains of the proud xortami empire are a few tribes wandering the wastes north of the lands of the Norvangir. Quite savage and dangerous, to be sure, but only a shadow of their old strength.” He gazed into the gloom of the winter night. “I see some of this is already known to you.”

      “Some,” said Gareth. “I didn’t know what the lizardmen called themselves.”

      Mhralask nodded to himself. “Dreams are often an inefficient way of conveying information.”

      “How did you know I was dreaming?” said Gareth.

      “I could sense the aura of power around you,” said Mhralask. “As I have frequently since we left Qhazurhosk. It is power alien to the faithful of Qazalask but one I have felt before. Both around the Waystone near Qhazurhosk and around Niara herself as she crossed this land.”

      “Niara,” said Gareth. “She died five hundred years ago. How could you have known her? Orcs don’t live that long.” But even as he spoke, the answer came to him.

      Orcs did not live that long…but most orcs were not necromancers with Mhralask’s power.

      “Healthful living,” said Mhralask. “A flask of whiskey a day helps preserve the innards from disease. And Qazalask offers many gifts to his faithful servants.”

      Gareth said nothing, uneasy, his hand itching to grasp Stormshield’s hilt once more. There were ways, he knew, for wielders of necromantic magic to extend their lives far beyond the bounds of nature. All of them were evil, and none of them were particularly pleasant.

      “Ah,” said Mhralask. “I see that unsettles you. I have done you no wrong, Sir Gareth, though no doubt I have done many things that would horrify you. But tell me. What would be the consequences if you were to strike me down?”

      Gareth shrugged. “Most likely, your men would turn on us. My friends and I would have to fight our way free. We might succeed, or we might not. Even if we did, we would be in the middle of the Qazaluuskan Forest. All the chieftains would be hostile to a group of humans and a halfling. We might not escape, and even if we did, we would have no one to introduce us to the Norvangir and explain their customs.” He let out a breath. “The consequences would be dire. Besides, betraying you would be dishonorable.”

      “You show the foundations of wisdom,” said Mhralask. “Some men speak of good and evil or of honor and dishonor. Those with power realize that such things only exist in the minds of men.”

      “No,” said Gareth. “Good and evil do exist. Are you about to say that you are above such things? Those who walk such a path come to a bad end.”

      “You did not let me finish,” said Mhralask, voice mild. “The powerful realize that good and evil do not exist, that they are only points of view. But the powerful and the wise realize that while good and evil do not exist, something similar most certainly does.”

      “And what is that?” said Gareth, wondering if Mhralask simply wanted to discuss philosophy.

      “Action and reaction,” said Mhralask. “Every action has consequences, both those you anticipate and several more that you do not.” He gestured at some of the undead porters. “Do you see my minions? I could kidnap young men and women from the villages I pass, slay them, and raise them as undead…”

      “Which would earn you the enmity of their chieftains,” said Gareth. “And you would not be able to stop to sell your wares.”

      “Just so,” said Mhralask. “Instead, I offer their families payment when they die. I gain both new friends…and new minions to carry my wares. All from the consideration of consequences.” He glanced at Gareth. “Something I have said amuses you?”

      “When I was a boy,” said Gareth, “one of my tutors was a priest, and he said that men follow the law for different reasons. Some men follow the law out of conscience, but others follow it for fear of punishment. I think you have just told me you avoid doing evil because it’s inefficient, and the risk of punishment is too great.”

      “A simplistic way of looking at it,” said Mhralask, “but you may believe it if you like. An incomplete understanding is better than none. So, I wonder…what are the consequences of you awakening the Waystones?”

      “You said you met Niara,” said Gareth.

      “I did,” said Mhralask. “Your same tutors told you of the great war between the men of Andomhaim and the urdmordar, I assume?”

      “Some of it,” said Gareth. “If you were there, I suspect you know more of it than I do.” It was strange to speak with a man who might have witnessed events five hundred years past. Ardrhythain was far older than that, and speaking to him had been like talking with a force of nature.

      Though the last archmage of the high elves had more rules than a shaman of Qazalask.

      “The urdmordar tried to conquer the Qazaluuskan Forest, as you might expect,” said Mhralask. “We repelled them by raising every single Old One from their barrows at a great cost in blood and sacrifices. Rather than face the Old Ones, the urdmordar turned south towards your kingdom of Andomhaim, which led to the creation of the Swordbearers…one of whom stands before me now.” He rolled his hand, the dice rattling in his grasp. “Do you see, Sir Gareth? Unanticipated consequences. But we were speaking of Niara. Soon after the urdmordar were driven from Tarlion, one of them entered the Qazaluuskan Forest, heading north.”

      “Xothalaxiar. She was heading towards the land of the Norvangir,” said Gareth.

      “It wasn’t the land of the Norvangir quite yet,” said Mhralask. “Their ships came from across the northern sea later. We readied ourselves for war against Xothalaxiar, but she ignored us, intent on her journey north. Easier and wiser to simply let her pass rather than fighting so powerful a creature in battle. Niara came in pursuit of her – a young human sorceress, bright with the power of both elemental magic and the Well of Tarlion.” His mouth twisted behind his tusks. “Some of the younger warriors thought she would make an easier target than Xothalaxiar.”

      “She didn’t,” said Gareth.

      “No.” Mhralask rattled the dice in his hand again. “At the time, I had a problem with an ursaar. I met Niara and proposed a deal. I would ferry her across the River of Coils, and in exchange, she would destroy the ursaar. She agreed far sooner than I expected – apparently, she enjoyed a good fight.”

      “She was willing to bargain with you,” said Gareth. “The bone orcs did not serve the urdmordar.”

      “Indeed,” said Mhralask. “She was, in many ways, an admirable woman. Hard and fearless, with a heart that burned for battle as fiercely as the most indomitable orcish warrior. But she spoke of honor, as you did, and warned me against Xothalaxiar and the Dragonskull.”

      “What did you tell her?” said Gareth.

      “I tried to dissuade her from the quest,” said Mhralask. “I told her to go home, find a man worthy of her, and breed children. That would not heal her hatred, of course, but it would give her something else to occupy her heart.”

      “I thought a shaman of Qazalask would understand the need for vengeance,” said Gareth.

      Mhralask shrugged. “I do. I am an old man and have seen many take their revenge. So often vengeance is like drinking seawater. Drink your fill, and you shall thirst all the more. But she would not be turned. She left her Waystones behind for a worthy warrior to follow her if she failed, and she went into the xortami wastes and vanished.”

      “Do you know what happened to her?” said Gareth. The question filled him with more unease than he would have expected. He knew beyond all doubt that Niara had died long ago, killed in battle with Xothalaxiar, or fallen to some other danger of the wild lands beyond Andomhaim.

      But hearing the grim details of how she had died...

      She had been a hero of Andomhaim. That the realm lived free of the urdmordar was partly her work. Niara had deserved more than what she had received.

      “I do not know,” said Mhralask. “I believe that she and Xothalaxiar slew one another in battle. Or that Xothalaxiar killed her, found the Dragonskull, and was destroyed by its power. Neither Niara nor Xothalaxiar ever returned to our lands. And if Xothalaxiar had found the Dragonskull, we would know.”

      “I see,” said Gareth. The logic was no different than what he had told himself or what his mother and Lady Antenora had said when he had discussed it with them.

      “You should turn back as well while you still can,” said Mhralask. “Only death awaits in the wastes of the xortami.”

      “I cannot,” said Gareth. “Duty and honor compel me.”

      “The Dragonskull will destroy any who seek it,” said Mhralask. “You hunt both the spiderling priestess and the chaos warlock. Neither will have the power to claim the Dragonskull. It shall destroy them both, as it destroyed the xortami tyrants and most likely destroyed Xothalaxiar.”

      “It might destroy Mharoslav,” said Gareth. He hesitated, gathering his thoughts. “Among the men of Andomhaim, it is considered disrespectful to speak bluntly to an elder…”

      “But I would rather have honest words than honeyed lies.”

      “You’ve never encountered someone like Azalmora,” said Gareth. “The priestesses of the Heptarchy are far beyond the spiderlings you encountered. They almost destroyed Andomhaim in a day. Azalmora was strong enough to bind an Old One and set it against us. If she gets the Dragonskull, she will found a new Heptarchy in the ashes of the old xortami empire. Maybe your people will become her first slaves.” A thought occurred to him. “And if you convince me to turn back, such a fate might be an unexpected consequence.”

      Mhralask let out a dry chuckle. “Very good, Sir Gareth. Very good, indeed. You have impressed me, young one. Ask what you will, and I shall answer.”

      There were a lot of things Gareth wanted to know – more about the xortami and the Norvangir. Yet he didn’t know if Mhralask knew if the Dragonskull was in the ruins of Takaris. If the shaman didn’t know, best not to risk it. All Mhralask’s fine words about consequences might evaporate like morning mist if he had a chance to take the Dragonskull for himself. And most likely Mhralask would tell them more about Norvangir as they drew closer to the town of Stadhur. The old shaman, Gareth had noted, liked to talk, and it often only took a little prompting to get him to talk about nearly any subject at length.

      One urgent question occurred to him.

      “Do you know of a high elven woman named Myotharia?” said Gareth.

      “She dwells in the heart of the Norvangir lands. In a stronghold called the Tower of Mourning or the Mourning Tower that overlooks the river the Norvangir have named the Jormundgar,” said Mhralask. “Which is quite strange. The high elves are bound by their threefold law and live apart from other kindreds, lest their great power inadvertently inflict harm upon others.” He rattled the dice. “They, too, understand the danger of unintended consequences.”

      “Have you ever spoken with her?” said Gareth.

      “No,” said Mhralask. “I avoid the Tower of Mourning. Myotharia…I am not quite certain that Myotharia is entirely sane. She claims to protect the Norvangir from a great evil. The lands that the Norvangir have claimed for their own are quite dangerous. They are riddled with entrances to the Deeps, to say nothing of the savage xortami tribes to the north. Just as well for their sake that the Norvangir are almost as warlike as we orcs. But strange creatures haunt the lands near the River Jormundgar. Sometimes they descend in fire and sword upon a settlement, slay many, and vanish once more.” He turned his head to look at Gareth, his eyes like dark shadows upon his lined face. “But I know the memories Niara left in her Waystones speak in your dreams. She must have encountered Myotharia. What do the Magistria’s memories say?”

      “She…asked Myotharia for aid,” said Gareth. “I don’t know what happened next. But another one of her memories cautioned me against trusting Myotharia.”

      “Interesting,” said Mhralask. “What do you intend to do?”

      “I hope to avoid Myotharia entirely,” said Gareth. “Leave her undisturbed and in peace.”

      But if Niara had placed the second Waystone anywhere near the Tower of Mourning, Gareth might not have much choice. He doubted that Myotharia would attack them. Gareth and his friends carried weapons forged by Ardrhythain himself. But if Myotharia possessed even a fraction of the power that Lord Ardrhythain wielded, there was no telling what she might do.

      “That is likely wise,” said Mhralask. “I…”

      The shaman went motionless, nostrils flaring behind his tusks.

      Gareth felt a surge of anger and realized that it had come from Stormshield.

      Mhralask had just drawn a considerable amount of dark magic to himself.

      “What’s wrong?” said Gareth, wondering if he had misread the situation entirely, if Mhralask was about to attack him.

      But the shaman’s eyes were fixed on the darkened forest. Gareth shot a quick look around. The caravan had camped for the night in a large, vaguely oval-shaped clearing. It had probably been formed long ago from a lightning strike or a windstorm that had knocked down several of the trees. Gareth and Mhralask had been walking around the boundary of the camp, at the edge of the firelight cast by the campfires.

      “Do you smell that?” said Mhralask.

      Gareth drew breath to say that he smelled nothing but woodsmoke and the chemical stench of the undead porters.

      But that wasn’t right.

      A new smell tugged at his nostrils, a greasy, musky odor that brought to mind unwashed fur.

      The memory blazed through his skull in a flash.

      The last time he had encountered that odor had been when he had been a child. Joachim had been little more than a baby, and Rhoanna hadn’t been born yet. Gareth, his brother, and his mother had been alone in the wilderness north of Aenesium, the chief city of Owyllain. A muridach warrior had confronted them, seeing only a lone human woman and two children. The muridach had demanded that they come with him, threatening to bite off Joachim’s fingers if they did not comply.

      The warrior had been dead before he hit the ground.

      Gareth’s mother did not respond calmly to threats against her family, but she did respond quickly.

      Even as the memory crossed Gareth’s mind, the first muridach warrior stepped from the trees.

      The ratman stood about five feet tall. Its body was human-shaped, but covered with greasy brownish-black fur, and its head was that of a giant rat. Red-glazed black eyes stared at Gareth, and the chisel-like yellow teeth jutting from the creature’s upper jaw looked as if they could punch through a plate of steel. The muridach warrior wore leather and chain mail and carried a short sword in its clawed right hand.

      “Bother,” said Mhralask with exasperation.

      The muridach let out a chittering laugh and rushed forward, sword drawn back to strike.

      Behind it, a half-dozen more muridachs boiled out of the trees, snow crunching beneath their boots.
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