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Description
 
The end of the quest is at hand.
RIDMARK ARBAN has sought to stop the return of the evil Frostborn. Now the malignant wizard Shadowbearer is ready to summon the Frostborn once more. Unless Ridmark stops him, Shadowbearer shall cover the world in killing ice.

SHADOWBEARER has spent a hundred thousand years preparing for the end of the world, and his victory is at hand.

No mere mortal shall stop him. 
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Chapter 1: Dead Empires
 
One hundred and sixteen days after it began, one hundred and sixteen days after the day in the Year of Our Lord 1478 when blue fire filled the sky from horizon to horizon, Ridmark Arban jogged through the trees, his black staff in his right hand.
Spider webs hung from the branches overhead like ragged veils. 
No mortal spider had woven those webs. 
The web-wrapped skeletons proved that. 
Ridmark made his way around the trunk of a towering tree, his eyes sweeping the uneven ground before him, his ears straining to detect any sign of foes. Bits of webbing clung to the worn leather of his boots in pale, sticky strands. Overhead a dozen mummified corpses hung from the web-wrapped branches like grotesque, misshapen fruits, swaying a little in the cold breeze coming down from the mountains of Vhaluusk. Ridmark spotted a dozen desiccated orcs wrapped in the strands, a pair of dvargir in their dark armor, three lizard-like kobolds, the hulk of a troll, and even the half-human, half-wolfish form of a lupivir, its crumbling hide clinging to its yellowed bones. 
The urdmordar did not discriminate in their appetites. 
The prospect of facing an urdmordar concerned Ridmark a great deal. There had been millennia, he knew, when the great spider-demons had ruled vast empires unchallenged, feeding upon whom they wished and doing as they pleased. Ridmark had faced urdmordar twice before and barely survived, and he had no wish to fight an urdmordar a third time.
Right now, he was more concerned about the servants of the urdmordar. 
Ridmark completed his circuit of the tree and stopped. The forest was silent around him, save for the whisper of the wind through the leaves and the dull creak of the mummified corpses swaying in their webbed cocoons. The forest might have looked deserted, save for the dead, but Ridmark had spent years wandering the forests and hills and mountains of the Wilderland, and he knew that dangers lurked in the trees. 
As if the desiccated corpses were not proof enough of that. 
The urdmordar were deadly and powerful, but they did not do their grisly work alone. The spider-devils attracted worshippers. A sword or a spear in the hands of a devoted cultist of the urdmordar could kill just as easily as the talons of one of the great spider-devils themselves. 
Ridmark paused for a moment, noting the recent footprints upon the ground. There had been five men, he thought, maybe six, and they had passed this way recently. Then they had come to a stop, standing as if in a debate, and scattered. Ridmark followed the tracks, one set of them heading towards a nearby tree…
The realization hit him. The men had known that he had been following them.
So they had set a trap for him. 
Ridmark dodged just as a dark shape appeared from around a nearby tree, a bow in hand. An arrow hissed past Ridmark and struck the tree behind him with a loud thud. The archer stepped closer, raising his bow for another shot. Ridmark’s foe was an orcish man, about six and a half feet tall, with skin the color of a summer forest and hard black eyes glimmering with the crimson light of orcish battle rage. The orc wore leather armor, a sword at his waist, and his short hunting bow turned towards Ridmark.  
An eight-pointed star had been cut into his forehead, and two of the lines stretched to cover each of his temples, while the others curled down his tusked jaw. The scars made it look as if a giant spider had been carved into his face. The orcish man was an arachar, a sworn warrior of an urdmordar, and had ingested the blood of an urdmordar to make himself stronger and faster than the already considerable strength of an orcish man. 
Fortunately, the blood of an urdmordar made him no less mortal. 
Ridmark charged as the arachar drew back his bowstring. The bow creaked, and Ridmark swung his staff, the end of the long weapon impacting the bow just as the arachar released. The arrow tumbled away with a twang, and the arachar roared in fury and swung his bow like a staff. Ridmark parried, twisted to the side, and turned, the black staff once carried by the high elven archmage Ardrhythain a dark blur in his hands. The staff slammed into the back of the arachar’s right knee with a loud crack, and the warrior stumbled forward. Ridmark whipped the staff around and drove its length against the back of the warrior’s skull, and the arachar went sprawling, his limbs twitching. 
A roar rang out from the nearby trees, and Ridmark whirled as four more arachar burst from concealment. Likely they had planned to let the archer shoot him, and then emerge from hiding to kill him. No – more likely they wanted to take him alive before whatever urdmordar they served. The urdmordar had uses for corpses, but living prey was more to their liking. 
Ridmark would just have to disappoint the urdmordar and her servants. 
He met the charging arachar warriors. The spearmen came first, while the two swordsmen fell back, preparing to circle Ridmark and flank him. The spearman on the right drew back his weapon to strike, but Ridmark moved first. His staff lashed out, catching the spear behind its head, and he drove the weapon to the ground. Before the spearman recovered, Ridmark raised his staff and thrust its butt into the arachar’s throat. The orc stumbled back, gagging, and Ridmark did not wait to see if he had landed a killing blow or not. He whirled, swinging the staff before him, and deflected the incoming strike from the spearman on his left. The arachar roared a furious curse in the orcish tongue and reversed his weapon, swinging the butt of the spear at Ridmark’s head. Ridmark ducked, jabbing the staff as he did, and drove the end of his weapon into the arachar’s knee. He did not land the hit with enough force to break bone, but the arachar stumbled, and as Ridmark straightened up he managed a glancing blow on the orc’s arm, unbalancing the warrior further. 
One of the swordsmen slashed at him, shouting a name that Ridmark did not catch, and Ridmark parried, deflected the edge of the blade upon his staff. 
“Human worm!” snarled the orc in the rough language of the Wilderland, and Ridmark retreated as the second swordsman drew closer and the surviving spearman regained his balance. “A staff? The weapon of a dog! A warrior carries steel into battle!” He brandished his sword as if to emphasize his point. “Your little stick is a child’s toy!” 
“So it is,” said Ridmark, looking back and forth. The spearman he had hit in the throat had stopped moving, leaving three arachar to face. “A toy, you say? Then let’s play.” 
As a boy Ridmark would have agreed with the arachar, but had made the mistake of boasting of his skill with a sword within earshot of his father. Leogrance Arban had promptly arranged for his sword-wielding youngest son to face a middle-aged man-at-arms armed with a staff. Ridmark’s amused contempt had turned to alarm and then a lot of pain as the man-at-arms gave him a thorough thrashing. Ridmark hadn’t broken any bones, but only because the man-at-arms had shown him mercy. 
It was a lesson he had taken to heart. He was a branded exile, no longer a Swordbearer, and could not carry a soulblade, could not even bring himself to carry a blade of normal steel. So he carried a staff instead, but as he had learned as a boy, a quarterstaff in the hands of a skilled wielder was equal to a sword. 
It was a lesson the arachar orcs were about to learn. 
“Then die!” screamed the arachar swordsman. “Die in the name of great…” The orc shouted a long name, likely the name of his urdmordar, though the orc spoke so quickly Ridmark could not catch it. He beat aside the orc’s thrust and retreated, using the uneven ground and his own speed to stay ahead of the orcs’ attacks. 
Something blurred before his eyes, and the arachar spearman went rigid with a gurgling cry. An arrow had sprouted from the side of his neck. Ridmark risked a glance to the side and saw a young woman standing some distance away, her bow extended. She wore worn clothes of wool and leather, and her cloak was a peculiar tattered mass of dark green and brown strips, a wooden staff slung over her back. Her black hair had been pulled away from her pale, severe face, and her eyes were black and hard as coal. 
The remaining two arachar looked at Morigna, and then at Ridmark. Shouts rang from the forest, and more orcish arachar emerged from the trees, some running towards Ridmark, others dashing at Morigna. 
He had no choice but to fight, hoping to force his way to Morigna’s side.
 
###
 
Morigna raised her bow and loosed another arrow. Her aim was true, and the shaft caught one of the charging orcs in the neck. Her lip twisted with contempt. The idiots had not bothered to wear helmets.
Ridmark sprang to the attack, his gray elven cloak flaring behind him, the staff of the archmage Ardrhythain in his hand, the armored cuirass of dark elven steel he wore glinting in the gloomy light that filtered through the web-choked branches. He moved like a lion through jackals, striking right and left with his staff and leaving corpses in his wake. The fools that ruled his High Kingdom of Andomhaim had branded him with the mark of a broken sword upon his left cheek, a coward’s brand, but that had been folly. If not for Ridmark Arban, Shadowbearer would have already triumphed. He would have murdered the Keeper of Andomhaim and opened the gate to the world of the Frostborn. The pompous lords of Andomhaim never dreamed of the danger that threatened them from without and did not even suspect the cancer that ate them from within. If not for Ridmark, Andomhaim would have been overrun by now. 
The fools would see the truth. And if not, Morigna would make them see the truth. 
But first, she and Ridmark had to survive.
Three of the spider-scarred orcs charged at Morigna, swords in hand. Ridmark had feared they might encounter such warriors. He called them arachar, and according to him, arachar orcs worshipped an urdmordar as a goddess and drank of her blood in a blasphemous mockery of the church’s communion rite. The blood of an urdmordar gave the arachar strength and speed and resiliency beyond that of a normal orc. 
Morigna was unimpressed. 
She had fought the Devout, the mutated orcish servants of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch. She had faced the Anathgrimm, the bone-armored orcish warriors of the late, unlamented Traveler. She had faced the Artificer and the Warden in the heart of their power, had seen the face of Shadowbearer himself in Khald Azalar.
Some idiot pagan orcs with a damned spider carved onto their ugly faces did not frighten her at all. 
Nevertheless, they could kill her, so Morigna loosed another arrow. She caught the nearest arachar in the knee, and the orcish warrior stumbled but kept coming. She dropped her bow and yanked her staff from its leather strap, pointing the weapon at them. One the arachar barked out a harsh laugh. She had heard the warrior taunt Ridmark, so no doubt the arachar thought that the only thing more ridiculous than a man with a staff was a human woman with a staff. No doubt Ridmark had inflicted enough broken bones by now to teach them otherwise. 
Morigna did not intend to hit them with her staff.
She focused her will and drew upon the power of the ground beneath her boots, the magic of earth and stone and rock. Purple fire flared over the length of her staff, and the strength of the earth rushed through Morigna, bending to her will. The magic felt hard and immutable, as strong and as unyielding as the mountains.
Something else stirred in her mind, a dark whisper like a serpent hissing in the shadows. Another kind of magic waited within her, magic laced with shadows and corruption. With that magic, she could have dominated the arachar and made them kneel before her, or twisted their flesh and made their blood turn to poison in their veins. 
The magic, if she used it, would twist her into a monster.
Morigna had spent all her life yearning after power, but she had never thought the power she wielded might warp her into a nightmarish creature like the ones she had faced with Ridmark.
So she ignored the dark magic and instead worked a spell of earth magic.
She gestured with her free hand, and the ground rippled and folded, looking almost like a banner snapping in a brisk wind. The wave surged beneath the boots of the charging arachar and sent them sprawling. Morigna worked another spell, calling upon the earth to rise and fill the air with poison. A ball of white mist shimmered into existence over the stunned arachar, roiling as if it contained a miniature storm. Morigna gestured, and the ball of mist rolled over the head of the nearest arachar. 
There was a hideous, sizzling hiss, and the arachar shrieked as the acidic mist chewed into his flesh, melting the skin and muscle from his head. Morigna gestured again, and the ball of mist soared from the dying arachar and towards his two companions. Both arachar snarled in fury and scrambled to their feet, getting away from the mist, and Morigna lost the spell, the mist unraveling. The orcish warriors caught their balance and charged at her again, swords drawn back to strike. 
Morigna swept her staff before her, focusing her will and her magic through the wood. The symbols she had carved into the staff’s length pulsed with purple fire, and her will reached into the ground beneath her boots, commanding the roots to obey. The roots uncoiled from the ground like the writhing tentacles of some great sea beast, and wrapped around the legs and arms of the remaining two arachar. The roots would not hold them for long, not with their enhanced strength, but they slowed the orcs long enough for Morigna to cast another spell. 
Again the white acidic mist rolled over the arachar warriors, the skin of their faces bubbling and hissing. The mist flowed into their nostrils, killing them. 
Their precious spider-scars had not saved them.
Morigna watched them die without the slightest flicker of pity. They would have killed her, if given the chance. Or they would have taken her for their urdmordar to devour. Or they might have killed Ridmark, and anyone who lifted their hands against her or Ridmark deserved whatever harm she could inflict upon them. 
Thinking of Ridmark snapped her head around, and she sought him as she summoned more magical power. A half-dozen dead arachar warriors littered the ground, and Ridmark fought two remaining arachar swordsmen, the black staff a blur in his hands. Morigna started to bend her will towards his opponents, but it was hardly necessary. The arachar were skilled and fierce, and the urdmordar poison in their veins made them stronger and faster than Ridmark.
He was just better than them. 
His staff snapped right and left, parrying the thrusts of the arachar swords, and he spun the weapon, the end catching the nearest arachar in the face. The orc’s head snapped back with an agonized roar, and Ridmark crushed his throat with a two-handed swing of the staff. The surviving arachar attacked, and Ridmark parried and shoved, knocking the arachar warrior off-balance. Before the orc recovered, the staff licked out, breaking his kneecap, and the arachar fell with a howl of pain. 
Ridmark brought the staff down on arachar’s head, ending the fight.
Morigna looked back and forth, casting another spell of earth magic. With the spell, she sensed the pressure of those standing upon the ground, allowing her to detect any enemies. She felt the corpses lying upon the earth, still and motionless as their blood seeped into the dirt. Yet save for Ridmark, she sensed no one else nearby. 
They had won the battle.
Ridmark took a deep breath as he lowered his staff with his right hand, wiping the sweat from his forehead with his left hand. 
Morigna retrieved her bow, slung her staff over her shoulder, and hurried to join him. 
 
###
 
It took a moment for Ridmark to pull his mind from the focus of battle, to turn his attention from the next few moments. In the heat of combat, his fears for the future faded away, replaced by the demands of survival… 
“Ridmark,” said a woman’s voice, low and quiet. 
Morigna stood a few paces away, staring at him with her deep black eyes. Ridmark rebuked himself for his moment of inattention. He had lost Aelia to Mhalek’s dark magic because he had failed to defend her. He had no wish to repeat that experience with Morigna. 
Of course, he had never gone into battle with Aelia at his side, either. 
That was an entirely different sort of fear. Ten years ago, as a new Knight of the Order of the Soulblade, the thought of going into battle alongside a woman had been so alien that it had never even occurred to him. Aelia had possessed a great strength of character, but in Andomhaim women did not fight save at the most desperate need. 
Ridmark pushed aside the musings. Now was not the time for them.
“You’re not hurt?” said Ridmark. 
“I am not,” said Morigna. She spoke Latin with a peculiar sort of archaic stateliness, a legacy of her malevolent teacher. “You were the one in the thick of the fighting.” Her eyes flicked over him. “Are you hurt?”
Ridmark shook his head. “No. I don’t think they expected to find us. Humans are rare in this part of the Wilderland.”
Morigna glanced at the mummified corpses hanging overhead. “One cannot imagine why.”
“They assumed us to be easy prey,” said Ridmark. 
“You taught them otherwise,” said Morigna, something flashing in her dark eyes. 
She reached up with her free hand, pulled his face close, and gave him a hard kiss upon the lips. A victorious battle always seemed to arouse her, and Ridmark felt himself responding in kind. Had they been anywhere else, he might have taken her then and there. But they were surrounded by the corpses of their slain foes, and the dead orcs’ surviving companions concerned him far more. Their living companions…and the creature they worshipped as a goddess. 
“We had best go,” said Ridmark when they broke apart. “We might encounter another band of arachar, and we must warn the others.”
“Practical as ever,” said Morigna. “Lead the way.”
Ridmark nodded, lifted his staff, and hurried into the web-mantled trees, Morigna keeping close pace after him.
 
###
 
Calliande of Tarlion, the Keeper of Andomhaim, stood at the edge of the ruined ring fort and gazed into the web-choked forest. Her left hand gripped the staff of the Keeper, the wood worn smooth by the grasp of hundreds of Keepers before her. Calliande had been parted from that staff for over two hundred years, yet it felt as if she had only let it go yesterday. 
She felt as if she had gone into the long sleep below the Tower of Vigilance only yesterday…but over two centuries had passed. 
Two centuries, but her purpose had not wavered. 
“What is it?” said a soft, quite voice. 
Calliande turned her head. A short woman stepped to her side, pale and thin with enormous green eyes and pale blond hair than hung loose around her sharp face. From time to time the cold wind coming down from the mountains stirred her hair, revealing the elven points of her ears. She wore armor of dark elven steel, and seemed delicate, almost fragile. Yet Calliande had seen Mara carve her way through the midst of a furious battle, the dark power in her blood allowing her to disappear and reappear a dozen yards away, her face calm and detached as she wielded her short sword with surgical precision. 
“Nothing,” said Calliande, looking back at the forest. “They haven’t returned yet. And to the Sight…”
“Dark magic,” said Mara. 
Calliande nodded. The Sight had returned to her into Dragonfall, the vision that beheld the flows of magic around her. To her Sight a faint cloud of dark magic saturated the web-choked forest like fumes rising from the furnace of a blacksmith. A thing of tremendous dark magic dwelled nearby, a creature of great power. 
Calliande had seen such an aura centuries ago.
“An urdmordar,” she said. “Old and strong and deadly, grown fat from the lives of countless victims.” 
“Then you have faced an urdmordar before?” said Mara. 
“Yes,” said Calliande. “Long ago, as Keeper, not far from where we are now standing. And more recently at Urd Arowyn, but I was not as strong back then.” 
“That is not what is troubling you,” said Mara.
Calliande looked at the shorter woman. “Given that we may soon face an urdmordar and her minions, any rational person would be troubled.” 
“But you’ve already faced an urdmordar and been victorious,” said Mara. “Ridmark has faced an urdmordar and triumphed, and he had neither a soulblade nor the power of the Keeper at the time.”
“Twice,” said Calliande. “He actually overcame an urdmordar twice. He was still a Swordbearer the first time.” 
“So between the two of you, you’ve defeated the three urdmordar,” said Mara. “Dangerous as they are, you’ve still faced them before. Something else troubles you.” 
Calliande sighed, shook her head, and laughed a little. “Are you always so perceptive?”
Mara said nothing, her expression placid. 
“I thought,” said Calliande at last, “that when I recovered my memory, when I learned who I really was, that I would know what to do.”
“You do,” said Mara. “We will find Shadowbearer, kill him, and stop him from opening the gate to the world of the Frostborn.”
“True,” said Calliande. “I did not think I would face…such doubts about my proper course. I know what I must do. I am uncertain how to do it. Or if I am even strong enough to do it.” 
Mara shrugged. “We all have doubts.” She shook her head. “If we live through this, I shall find myself the Queen of Nightmane Forest, with an army of orcs who think I am the heir of their dead god.” 
“Aye,” said Calliande. “A grave responsibility. Have you given any thought to what you shall do if we are victorious?”
“I have not,” said Mara. “I suppose I should ask them all to be baptized, so they no longer revere my dead father as their god. The Traveler kept armories of dark artifacts in Nightmane Forest, to say nothing of his creatures and his slaves. All that shall have to be undone.” She shook her head. “It would be the work of a lifetime.”
“Worthy work, though,” said Calliande. 
“I think so,” said Mara. She smiled at that. “I was an assassin and my husband was a thief. I do not think we knew what worthy work really was until we met you and the Gray Knight. Though your task is heavier than mine. Shadowbearer would destroy Nightmane Forest, and everything else alongside with it.”
“Aye,” said Calliande in a quiet voice. She reached for her Sight and cast it over the forest again, seeking for Ridmark. She could not find him, but that did not mean that he was dead. As the Keeper, she possessed the power of the Sight to far greater degree than either Mara or Antenora, but the Sight itself was wild and capricious. Sometimes she could reliably view far-off events, or see into the past or even the future.
Sometimes she could not. 
Likely the shroud of dark magic that hung over the forest had something to do with it. If she could have avoided it, Calliande would not have traveled through this part of the Wilderland. The urdmordar ruled here, worshipped by tribes of fanatical arachar and preying upon anyone who came within their grasp. Of course, it was not as if Calliande had been given any choice. Had they fled Khald Azalar through the Gate of the West, they would have run into Shadowbearer and his army of Mhorite orcs. 
So instead they had fled through the Gate of the East, and found themselves in the upper Wilderland, in the forests surrounding the northern River Moradel. Now it was a race to see whether they could reach the Black Mountain before Shadowbearer. So long as Shadowbearer held the empty soulstone, he could not travel through magic and had to make his way upon foot. Shadowbearer also had an army, and Calliande and Ridmark and the others could travel quickly. Though if the urdmordar ate them, their advantages in speed would not matter at all…
She laughed a little at herself. They could do nothing until Ridmark and Morigna returned from scouting.
“What is it?” said Mara.
“I am still fretting over things I cannot control,” said Calliande. “It seems to be a failing of mine, both in the past and in the present.”
Mara shrugged. “We have grave tasks, both of us, but we do not have to do them alone.”
As if in answer, the sound of swords clanging upon swords rang out from the ring fort, followed by a man’s voice shouting instructions. 
“No,” said Calliande. “We do not.”
She walked through the ruined gate, Mara following. Calliande had no idea who had built the half-ruined ring wall atop the hill, and neither did Ridmark. It had been abandoned for a long time. Likely a desperate band of orcish or dvargir raiders had constructed it as a refuge from the urdmordar, only for the spider-devils to overwhelm them. 
Hopefully they would not meet the same fate. 
Her friends stood in a loose ring within the crumbled wall, Gavin in the center. The boy held the soulblade Truthseeker in his right hand, and to Calliande’s Sight the weapon blazed with power. On his left arm he held a shield of dwarven steel he had found in Khald Azalar and taken from the ruined city. His brown eyes were hard and determined beneath his mop of curly brown hair, and the soulblade did not waver in his hand as he faced his opponent.
He looked less and less like a boy every day. 
He stood facing Kharlacht, a towering orcish warrior in blue dark elven armor, a greatsword of the same steel in his hands. Kharlacht’s face was stern and impassive behind his tusks, his head shaved save for a single warrior’s topknot. Jager leaned against the wall and watched the fight, wearing his usual boots and trousers and black leather vest over a crisp white shirt, his expression amused. Brother Caius stood next to him, solemn in his brown robes, a wooden cross hanging from his neck. Antenora watched the fight like a ragged shadow in her long black coat and vest, both gloved hands wrapped around her charred staff, her harsh yellow eyes fixed upon Gavin. Sir Arandar stood halfway between Kharlacht and Gavin, his beaked nose making him look like a fierce bird of prey, his black hair shot through with gray at the temples. 
“Again,” said Arandar. “You did well that time.” 
“Remember,” said Kharlacht in his rumbling voice. “When facing a foe with a two-handed sword, your advantage must be speed, not strength. To prepare a blow with a weapon the size of a greatsword takes time, and you must seize that time to strike. A clever foe will make sure he is out of your reach, but a sloppy one may deliver himself to your grasp.”
“Especially if you call upon your soulblade for speed,” said Arandar. “Many new Swordbearers rely upon their blades to provide them with strength while overlooking the advantages of speed. It looks impressive to chop through shields and helmets with a single blow, but a quick thrust to the throat or another vulnerable spot will end a fight far more quickly and just as effectively.” 
“What about defense?” said Gavin. “I could parry the blow.”
Kharlacht shook his head. “A sword like mine was forged to cleave through shields. I have done it myself.”
“Could it cut through dwarven steel?” said Gavin. 
“No,” said Arandar, “but the impact might be sufficient to throw you off balance, or to break your left arm entirely. Good to avoid the blow if at all possible, or better yet, to strike before your foe can attack.” 
“Excellent counsel, Sir Arandar,” said Jager. The halfling’s deep voice always seemed so incongruous coming from such a short man. “Though you overlook the most effective way of killing any man.”
“What’s that?” said Arandar. From any other halfling, Calliande knew, Arandar would not have accepted such impudence. The two men had formed a peculiar sort of bond over their shared loathing for Tarrabus Carhaine and his servants in the Enlightened of Incariel. 
“Stab them in the back before they can fight back,” said Jager.
“It is effective,” said Mara.
“It hardly seems…knightly,” said Gavin. 
“It is not,” said Arandar, “when fighting mortal foes of flesh and blood. But when facing creatures of dark magic like urvaalgs or ursaars, it is best to attack without hesitation. Mortal foes can sometimes be swayed by mercy or reason. Creatures like the urvaalgs cannot. If they are allowed to attack, they will kill and kill until they are slain. Normal steel cannot stop them. Only a soulblade can defeat them. Therefore it is our responsibility, as Knights of the Order of the Soulblade, to defend the realm of Andomhaim from the creatures of dark magic.” 
Gavin nodded. “I understand.”
Arandar smiled. “Normally I would say that a man so young could not, but after seeing you fight at Urd Morlemoch and Khald Azalar, I think you can.”
Jager snorted. “Then why make him practice?” 
“Because I need to be better,” said Gavin.
“Because the discipline of the sword is a lifelong journey, Master Thief, and one that does not end until death,” said Arandar. “A man may become older and slower, but with diligence, his skill will increase. I would rather face an untrained man at twenty at the height of his strength than a master of the sword at sixty.” 
“As for me,” said Jager. “I would rather do neither. But I suppose that is why you are the Swordbearers and I am not.” He looked at Mara and grinned, holding out his arm. “Well, my dear, since all the others seem intent upon watching sword practice, shall we keep watch? It would do no good for Sir Gavin to be eaten by a giant spider before he become a master swordsman.” 
Mara laughed. “It would be tragic.” She glanced at Calliande. “We shall keep watch until Ridmark and Morigna return.”
Calliande nodded, and Mara and Jager disappeared through the gate. Kharlacht lifted his greatsword, and he and Gavin resumed their practice. Arandar and Caius watched from the side, calling out advice as Gavin dodged and swung, keeping away from Kharlacht’s massive blade with short bursts of speed fueled by Truthseeker. Gavin’s sword work had improved considerably in the months that Calliande had known him, and had become better yet since taking up Truthseeker. He was by no means a master swordsman, but someday he would become one of the most formidable fighters Calliande had ever met.
If he survived what was to come. 
Antenora moved to Calliande’s side, her brittle black hair hanging lose around her gray, gaunt face. The woman looked as if she had been dead for some time, but she had been alive for a very long time, ever since she had betrayed Arthur Pendragon and the Keeper on Old Earth long, long ago, and she had sought for redemption and death ever since.  When the Warden had opened his gate, Antenora had been able to cross from the threshold of Old Earth, arriving at last at Andomhaim to seek out the Keeper. Calliande had not been able to lift Antenora’s curse, but she had been able to make the ancient sorceress a promise. When the Frostborn were defeated, if the Frostborn were defeated, that would break the dark magic that had bound Antenora so long ago, and she could die at last. So far, at least, Antenora had been true to her word. 
“Keeper,” said Antenora. Her voice had a peculiar rasp to it, making her words sound worn and faded. “What are your commands?”
“Be ready,” said Calliande, though she had nothing for Antenora to do at the moment. “We may come under attack at any moment.”
“These spider-devils and their cultists,” said Antenora. “The urdmordar and the arachar orcs, as you named them. Are they so fearsome?” 
“They are,” said Calliande. “I have faced urdmordar before and prevailed, but I have no wish to do so again. They are strong enough that they could turn aside your fire magic with ease.”
“Though the arachar would have no such protection,” said Antenora. 
“They would not,” said Calliande.
They stood in silence for a moment, watching the orcish warrior and the young Swordbearer train together. At last Kharlacht traded with Caius, and the dwarven friar began instructing Gavin on the finer points of defending from a mace, interposed with frequent references to the Gospels. 
“Is it not impressive?” said Antenora in a quiet voice. 
“What is?” said Calliande.
“The skill of Gavin Swordbearer,” said Antenora, watching him. 
Sometimes Antenora surprised Calliande. The woman had lived for fifteen centuries, and those years had taken their toll upon her mind. Fissures riddled her memory, and her mood was often grim, even nihilistic. She had seen the horrors of Old Earth’s history, and if the Warden’s visions had been true, those horrors had been numerous indeed. 
Yet at time there were flashes of the young woman that Antenora had been long ago, glimpses of a wild, willful young woman…and Calliande wondered if she saw one of those flashes now. Antenora addressed Calliande as the Keeper, but she called the others by a rotating variety of nicknames.
She always called Gavin by name. 
“What is impressive about him?” said Calliande. 
“Behold his soulblade,” said Antenora. “It blazes with power in my Sight, and it bestows its power upon him. He is but a young man, and young men do not handle power well. Again and again I have seen this.”
“As have I,” said Calliande, remembering some of the nobles she had dealt with in centuries past. 
“I was a little younger than him,” said Antenora, closing her yellow eyes, “when I first began wielding magic, and look at the path of ruin upon which the power led me.” She opened her eyes again. “But not Gavin Swordbearer. Look. He has not grown proud, nor does he seek dominion or lordship over other men. Instead he seeks to serve, and accepts the counsel of his elders.”
“He has seen where the path of power for its own sake leads,” said Calliande, thinking of Gavin’s father Cornelius. Or of Tarrabus Carhaine and the Enlightened. “And even a Swordbearer is mortal, and we face death every day.”
“This is so,” said Antenora, watching Gavin as he dodged and ducked around Caius’s mace. He deflected the blows with his shield, rather than parrying with his soulblade or trying to block them with main force. “I have seen many warriors, but he shall be among the greatest of them.” 
“If I did not know any better,” said Calliande, “I would think you were becoming infatuated with him.”
She had said it half in jest, but any trace of emotion drained from Antenora’s face. 
“The time for that,” said Antenora, “is long, long past. Long before even you were born, Keeper. Long before the survivors of Arthur Pendragon’s realm came here. Such things were lost to me.” She reached back and drew the cowl of her long coat over her head. “That is as it should be.” 
Calliande opened her mouth to answer, and then blue fire flashed next to Antenora. The blue flames hardened into Mara, who blinked and looked around. 
“Mara,” said Calliande. “Is someone coming? The arachar?” 
Gavin and the others stopped, turning to face the gate. 
“No,” said Mara. “I think Ridmark and Morigna are returning.”
Calliande nodded and headed towards the gate, the others following her. Arandar and Gavin fell in behind her, soulblades ready, the swords shining with power to her Sight. They had taken to guarding her lately, watching over her as the Keeper of Andomhaim. She found it touching…and given how many of Shadowbearer’s minions sought her death, she also found it reassuring. 
The ruined gate faced east towards the forest, and as Calliande approached, she saw two figures climbing up the slope of the hill. One was Morigna, her bow in hand, her tattered cloak streaming behind her. The other was Ridmark, and he hurried up the hill with speed and confidence. A peculiar shiver of emotion went through Calliande at the sight of him. He was the only man she had ever kissed, though she had not known it at the time. She had been in love as a girl, centuries ago, but that had come to nothing…and that had been a childish infatuation compared to what she felt when she looked at Ridmark.
Calliande shoved aside the thought. She was the Keeper of Andomhaim, and she had a duty. Her life was not her own, and she had to defeat Shadowbearer, stop the return of the Frostborn, and root out the Enlightened of Incariel from Andomhaim. How she felt about Ridmark Arban had nothing to do with any of her tasks.
Besides, he was in love with Morigna. 
Though Calliande would always, always regret that on the day they had kissed, that they had not been left uninterrupted, that they had not…
“What news, Gray Knight?” said Arandar. 
Again Calliande pushed aside the maudlin thoughts, this time with success. There was work to be done. 
“Mara was right,” said Ridmark, his voice grim. “Those were indeed arachar orcs moving through the trees.”
“Were you able to avoid them?” said Calliande. 
“No,” said Ridmark. “They proved craftier than I hoped.”
“Craftier, perhaps,” said Morigna with a sharp smile, “but not as battle-crafty. We left a dozen slain in our wake, and none escaped to warn their false goddess.”
“False goddess?” said Caius, his marble-like blue eyes twinkling. “Dare I hope that you have come to the Dominus Christus at last?”
Morigna scoffed. “The arachar pray to a giant spider-demon. Whatever our differences, Brother Caius, I am sure we can agree that an urdmordar is an unworthy object of worship.”
“You’re in agreement on…anything?” said Jager, feigning astonishment. “If I look skyward, shall I see rain falling upwards and winged pigs soaring aloft?”
“The world will truly end,” said Morigna, “when some crisis arises and you do not have a glib remark ready at hand.” 
“Enough,” said Ridmark before Jager could fire back. “None of the arachar escaped. We are maybe a half-day from the banks of the River Moradel, if my reckoning is correct. If we hasten, we can avoid the urdmordar’s demesne and make our way to the river without drawing her notice. From there we follow the river south to Dun Licinia and Black Mountain.”
“I fear,” said Calliande, “that may not be possible.”
“Why not?” said Ridmark.
“A shroud of dark magic hangs over the forest,” said Antenora. “I have never seen its like…”
“Nor have I,” said Calliande.
“Given that the three of you all have the Sight,” said Morigna, “one hopes that you could come to a quicker consensus.” 
“I think the dark magic is a kind of ward,” said Mara, unruffled as ever by Morigna’s barbs. “Think of a spider’s web. If a fly lands upon the strands of the web, the spider knows.”
“Then this shroud of dark magic is such a web?” said Caius.
“I think,” said Calliande, “that the dark magic detects any blood spilled within the forest.” 
“That,” said Ridmark, “could be a…”
A chorus of furious cries erupted from the trees, and Ridmark whirled, his staff coming up. Dark shapes burst from the forest at the base of the hill, steel glinting in the morning sun. There were orcish warriors, dozens of them, and Calliande’s Sight saw the faint taint of the urdmordar venom in their blood. 
The warriors were arachar, all of them.
A half-dozen black-robed women walked at their head, their ragged robes stirring around them. The women moved with ghostly silence, and potent dark magic burned before Calliande’s Sight. With a cold shock she realized that the six women were spiderlings, the half-human, half-urdmordar daughters of a female urdmordar and a male human. 
The band of arachar and spiderlings came straight for the ruined fort.
“Prepare,” said Ridmark, “to defend yourselves.”



Chapter 2: Beastmen
 
Ridmark waited, his staff in hand, and the others readied themselves for battle.
Arandar and Gavin lifted their soulblades, the weapons glimmering with white fire in reaction to the dark magic around the spiderlings. Kharlacht raised his greatsword and Caius his mace, while Mara and Jager both drew the shortswords of dark elven steel they had taken from the Warden’s armory in Urd Morlemoch. Morigna set an arrow to her bow’s string, her black eyes darting back and forth as she considered the advancing arachar. Antenora remained motionless, but the symbols upon her black staff burned with a harsh yellow-orange light, a harbinger of the terrible fire she summoned in battle. Calliande gripped the worn staff of the Keeper, her green cloak and blond hair stirring about her in the cold wind coming down from the mountains. 
“Wait a moment,” said Ridmark. “I want to talk to them. Perhaps I can persuade them to let us pass.”
“You won’t, you know,” said Calliande in a quiet voice. She wore the bronze diadem of the Keeper over her blond hair, and it glinted in the morning sun. “They would not have come in such numbers unless they had come for battle.”
“I know,” said Ridmark.
“A noble gesture nonetheless,” said Caius. “Better to offer mercy to a foe, I think.” 
“True,” said Ridmark. “It will also give Antenora time to summon additional power for a spell.” He looked at the ancient sorceress. “Gather your fire. If it comes to a fight, I will retreat back to the ring fort. Strike once I return, and we shall cut our way out while the foe is in disarray.” 
“A practical plan,” said Jager. “I like it.” 
“The spiderlings are treacherous,” said Calliande. “They will not hesitate to kill you.”
“If they’re anything like my stepmother, then they will certainly try to kill you,” said Gavin. 
“Agreed,” said Ridmark. Antenora had taken a few steps back, her left hand cupped over the end of her black staff. Already a fist-sized ball of fire spun and wobbled over the end of her staff, growing a little larger with every revolution. “But delay is to our advantage.” 
No one had any other objections, at least none that they voiced. Ridmark took a deep breath, gripped his staff, and strode down the grassy slope. As he walked, he counted between seventy or eighty arachar warriors awaiting, led by a half-dozen of the black-robed spiderlings. It was a formidable force, and one they might not be able to overcome in a straight fight.
But with Antenora’s fire, Mara’s power, and the magic of the two soulblades and the Keeper, Ridmark had no intention of facing the spiderlings and the arachar in anything like straight fight. 
“Hear me!” roared Ridmark at the top of his lungs, and as one all six of the spiderlings’ cowls turned to face him. “I would speak with the commander of this warband! Who leads here? Come forth and speak with me!”
One of the spiderlings lifted an arm, the ragged black sleeve falling back to reveal a thin white hand. The red-glazed black eyes of the arachar glared up at Ridmark, and the other five spiderlings stepped back. Ridmark strode a few more paces down the slope and stopped halfway between the ruined fort and the arachar warriors. The lone spiderling strode forward, black robes rippling around her, and stopped a dozen paces from Ridmark. She drew back her ragged cowl, revealing a pale, thin face with glittering green eyes and thick red hair. Like the other spiderlings Ridmark had met, she was beautiful, dangerously so, but she seemed too gaunt, her face pinched, her cheekbones as sharp as knife blades against the skin of her face. 
She said something in the dark elven tongue. 
“Do you speak Latin?” said Ridmark. The woman stared at him with her unblinking jade eyes. Likely she had never heard Latin before. “The orcish tongue, then?” 
“You speak the tongue of our mother’s slaves,” said the spiderling in a quiet voice. “All the well. It shall make it easier for you to submit to her.” 
“We have no quarrel with your mother,” said Ridmark. “We are traveling south. Let us pass, and this need not end in bloodshed.” 
The spiderling giggled. It was an unsteady, reedy sound, without a hint of sanity. “Truly? You are not an equal, to treat with my mother in a parley. You are her food, her cattle. This will end when you enter her herd and she devours you.” 
“Who are you?” said Ridmark. “And who is your mother?” 
“The daughters of the mother have no names,” said the spiderling, “but you may call me Quinta, for that was the name of my father.” Her smile widened. “He was the first man I slew, to prove my loyalty to Mother.” 
“Her loyalty demands a steep price,” said Ridmark, chilled. Chilled…but unsurprised. The urdmordar were pragmatic creatures, but they were capable of appalling cruelty when they thought it necessary.  
“If I am loyal,” murmured Quinta, “then one day Mother shall show me the secrets of ascension and rebirth, and I shall cast off my humanity and become a full urdmordar, a goddess myself. Already I have grown strong in dark magic. Soon I shall be stronger. Perhaps Mother shall permit me to feast upon you.” 
“And what is the name of your mother?” said Ridmark.
“The names of the urdmordar are beyond the comprehension of cattle,” said Quinta. 
“Are they?” said Ridmark, keeping his expression bland. “What about the names of Agrimnalazur or Gothalinzur?” 
Quinta’s jade eyes narrowed. “Those are true urdmordar names.”
“They are the names of urdmordar I have encountered,” said Ridmark, “and both of them are dead at my hand.” Granted, he had had a lot of help, but there was no reason to tell that to Quinta. 
“Lies,” hissed Quinta. “The cattle cannot overcome the urdmordar. You shall know the power of great Rhogrimnalazur before you die.”
“Rhogrimnalazur?” said Ridmark. That had been the name that the arachar had shouted during the fight in the web-choked forest. “So that is your mother’s name?”
“She shall destroy you,” said Quinta. “Perhaps you slew Gothalinzur and Agrimnalazur as you claim. But you shall not overcome Rhogrimnalazur. You do not even carry a soulblade.” Her eyes flicked to his waist. “But you…yes, I can sense it. You carry an item of power. You carry an empty soulstone!” 
Shadowbearer had stolen the empty soulstone he had tried to use on Calliande at Black Mountain, fleeing with it and the Mhorites through the Gate of the West of Khald Azalar. Yet Calliande had carried a second soulstone as well, a rougher and a weaker one from Urd Morlemoch. It had been part of the trap of dark magic the Warden had used against them. When Morigna and Mara had broken the trap, the dark magic within the soulstone had drained into Morigna, leaving the stone empty. It was not as powerful as the empty soulstone Shadowbearer had stolen from the caverns of Cathair Solas, but it was still a dangerous item, and powerful enough to block Mara’s ability to travel when she carried it. 
So Ridmark carried the damned thing. Someone had to do it.
“Yes,” whispered Quinta, her eyes blazing. “Give the soulstone to me, wanderer. Give it to me, and I can become a full urdmordar at last. Give it to me, and you shall be my consort, and I shall give you slaves of your own to rule.” 
“As temping as it is to take a half-spider into my bed,” said Ridmark, “I fear I must decline, alas.” 
“You must surrender, mortal man,” said Quinta. “Submit to me, and I shall give you power and pleasure beyond your imagination.” Her green eyes glittered as she spoke. “Or resist, and I shall lead you and your companions in chains to the seat of Rhogrimnalazur herself in Urd Cystaanl, and she shall devour your friends before your eyes before she at last grants you the mercy of death. Those are your only choices. Either shall bring me great pleasure.”
“You are wrong,” said Ridmark.
“Am I?” said Quinta. Rage flashed in her eyes, but a peculiar sort of delight accompanied it. Ridmark suspected that the favorite daughter of Rhogrimnalazur did not often face defiance. 
“You have a choice,” said Ridmark. 
“And what is my choice, my bold wanderer?” said Quinta. 
“Let us pass in peace,” said Ridmark. 
“I find that disagreeable,” said Quinta. “What is the other?”
“I kill you, and we fight our way past your pet arachar,” said Ridmark.
Quinta threw back her head and laughed, long and loud. “Will you, my daring brigand? Will you indeed? Oh, I have seen many like you over the centuries. So bold and sure and confident…and in the end they all died screaming on their knees, begging me for mercy as they kissed my feet.” 
“I am sure of that,” said Ridmark, “but did they have two Swordbearers in their company?” 
Quinta’s mirth vanished, her eyes narrowing as her ragged red hair stirred around her head. 
“You lie,” she said, voice flat and hard. “The knights with the burning swords have not journeyed this far north in centuries. Not since the days when the cold ones came from their frozen world and waged war upon the High King.” 
“I also have with me,” said Ridmark, “the Keeper of Andomhaim. Can you stand against her power, Quinta? Even with all the dark magic that Rhogrimnalazur has given you, could you stand against the Keeper of Andomhaim?”
Quinta let out a sneering laugh. “The Keeper perished many centuries ago. She passed through great Rhogrimnalazur’s realm on her way to death.”
“Did she?” said Ridmark. Calliande had said that she and Kalomarus, who had become the Dragon Knight, had avoided the urdmordar during their long journey to Cathair Solas to ask for the archmage Ardrhythain’s help against the Frostborn. The urdmordar were immortal, and it was possible that Rhogrimnalazur remembered Calliande. “Or is it possible she took a different route home and avoided your mother’s lands?” 
“Enough bluffing,” said Quinta, her amusement returning. “You have a silver tongue, and I might find a better use for it. Surrender yourself and your companions to me, or you shall watch as my mother consumes you.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “If you want a fight, you shall have it.”
Quinta shrugged. “Pity, then.” She glanced at the waiting arachar and the other black-robed spiderlings, as if preparing to shout a command…
Ridmark snapped his staff up to guard position. 
It was the only thing that saved his life. Quinta whirled back to face him, moving with inhuman speed, her gaunt body changing as she did. Her flesh rippled and flowed, and crimson claws, each as long and sharp as a dagger and strong as steel, sprouted from her fingers. Had he been unawares, she would have ripped out his throat. Instead the talons rebounded from Ardrhythain’s black staff. 
It did not slow down the spiderling. She lunged forward, and her face changed, jagged crimson pincers sprouting from the sides of her mouth. Six additional eyes appeared on her forehead and temples, crystalline and hard, their depths shining with eerie green fire. Her mouth yawned wide, and she spat a gobbet of sizzling venom at Ridmark. 
He had fought spiderlings before, and he knew what to expect. He ducked, and the gob of venom missed his face by a few inches. Quinta was fast, faster than a human, but even a spiderling needed a moment to recover her balance. Ridmark seized that moment and swung the staff with all his strength, the weapon slamming into her right leg. Something snapped, and Quinta stumbled with a shriek of pain. Ridmark struck again before she recovered, driving the end of his staff into her belly. The force of the blow doubled her over, and Ridmark could have killed her before she recovered. 
That would have given the other five spiderlings ample opportunity to rip him apart. Or for the arachar warriors to cut him down. He had done well enough against them in the tangled forest, but he did not want to fight them on the open hillside, where they could surround and overpower him with ease.
So instead of killing Quinta, he sprinted up the hillside towards the ruined ring fort. 
“Kill him!” said Quinta, her voice rising to a shriek. “Kill him, kill him, kill him!”
The arachar roared and charged, while the spiderlings glided forward in silence. 
 
###
 
Gavin of Aranaeus gripped the soulblade Truthseeker, the soulblade born by Sir Judicaeus Carhaine before him. When Arandar took him to Tarlion, when he formally joined the Order of the Soulblade and swore allegiance to its Master, Gavin intended to learn the names of all the knights who had borne Truthseeker before him, to memorize their deeds and learn their histories. 
Perhaps he would be worthy of them. Perhaps he could use Truthseeker to protect those who could not protect themselves, as he had tried to do in Aranaeus. 
“Be ready,” said Calliande, her face tight as she watched Ridmark speak with the black-robed spiderling. From this distance, Gavin could not make out much detail, but the spiderling seemed to have the same blood-colored hair and green eyes that his stepmother Morwen had once possessed. Morwen had been a spiderling, a spawn of the urdmordar Agrimnalazur, and Agrimnalazur had kept the village of Aranaeus as her own personal larder in preparation for the coming of the Frostborn. 
Gavin shook off his musings. The moment before battle was not the time to reflect upon such things. Not when an instant’s hesitation could result in the difference between life and death. 
Heat pulsed against his face. A fireball rotated over Antenora’s head, the globe of flame swollen to three or four feet across. Standing next to the fireball made him nervous, but he had seen Antenora control her powers before. Antenora’s face was tight, her eyes darting back and forth behind closed lids. The harsh glare of the fireball stole some of the pallid grayness from her flesh, made her look younger, as if all the long centuries had faded from her face. 
He wondered what she had been like as a normal woman, long ago. She would have said that she was a traitor and a villain, that she deserved everything had happened to her…
Then Ridmark moved. The spiderling changed form, claws sprouting from her fingers, and Ridmark struck her twice with his staff. He turned and sprinted back up the hill as the spiderling shouted in rage. The arachar orcs roared their battle cries and charged after Ridmark. 
“Antenora!” said Calliande. “Now!”
Antenora’s eyes snapped open, harsh and yellow in her gaunt face, and she thrust her staff. The sigils along its length burst into flame, and the fireball leaped high into the air, arcing overhead like a stone hurled from a catapult. Ridmark sprinted up the hill and reached the ring fort’s gate, whirling to face the charging foes. 
The fireball landed into their midst. 
It exploded in a brilliant bloom of flame, a miniature inferno erupting along the hillside. A score of arachar died in the initial blast, their burning bodies flung tumbling into the air, and another dozen arachar fell screaming as the flames chewed into their flesh. Two of the spiderlings perished as well, consumed in Antenora’s firestorm, but the others cast spells of their own, blue fire flashing around their hands, and veils of shadows mantled their bodies. 
For a moment the arachar wavered, daunted by the fire. 
“Now!” said Ridmark. “Strike hard! Cut through them and make for the east and the River Moradel!”
The spiderling who had spoken with Ridmark had avoided the explosion, and she screamed a command of her own. The arachar rallied, roaring battle cries, and charged in a ragged mass towards the ring fort. 
Ridmark and the others rushed forward, and Gavin followed, Antenora running at his side. Calliande lifted the staff of the Keeper, white fire flaring against its length, and cast a spell. Pale white light jumped from her hands and wrapped Gavin and the others in its glow, armoring them against weapons and making them faster and stronger than they would have been otherwise. Combined with Truthseeker’s power, Gavin could move faster and striker harder than a normal man. 
He had been given that power for a purpose, and it was time to put it to use.
Gavin charged, Truthseeker shining with white fire in response to the dark magic the spiderlings of the spiderlings, and attacked. Before he could reach the arachar, Morigna cast a spell, and the earth at the feet of the orcish warriors folded and rippled. A dozen of the arachar went sprawling, and Ridmark and Caius and Kharlacht attacked, killing the prone arachar before they rose again. Gavin dashed past them and slammed into the next rank of warriors, striking with Truthseeker. The burning soulblade ripped through the throat of the nearest arachar, and the warrior collapsed. Another arachar lunged at Gavin, driving his sword forward, and Gavin wheeled and raised his shield. The blade deflected from the dwarven steel with a metallic screeh, and Gavin counterattacked, his enhanced strength driving Truthseeker through the orcish warrior’s leather cuirass. The arachar fell, his tainted blood sliding along Truthseeker’s blade, and Gavin stepped back, his shield raised. 
Three more arachar charged at him, howling a long word that was likely the name of their false goddess, Rhogrim-something. He blocked a wild slash upon his shield and fell back another step. The three arachar had clearly fought alongside each other before, and spread out around Gavin, timing their attacks so he could never quite recover his footing. 
But neither did Gavin fight alone.
Blue fire flashed behind the arachar on his left, and Mara appeared out of nothingness, her sword of dark elven steel gripped in both hands. She plunged the blade into the warrior’s back, and the arachar bellowed in fury, trying to face her as Mara retracted the blade and stepped back. In that moment of distraction Gavin attacked, slamming his shield into the face of the central arachar. The orc stumbled, his tusks scraping against the shield, and Gavin drove Truthseeker home. The arachar fell, dying, and the remaining warrior swung his sword at Gavin’s head. He caught the strike upon his shield, and then pressed forward. The arachar reeled back, and again Gavin landed a killing blow.
He turned to nod his thanks to Mara, but she had already traveled away. He saw a flash of blue fire further down the melee, saw Mara trip an arachar, allowing Kharlacht to behead the warrior with a massive blow of his greatsword. 
More arachar rushed at Gavin, and he went back on the attack, Truthseeker’s magic and Calliande’s spell thrumming through him.
 
###
 
Calliande gripped her staff with both hands, her mind focused upon half a dozen spells at once.
A few months ago, such a feat would have been far beyond her grasp. Now that she had her memory and the Keeper’s mantle once more, the task was routine. She had done it dozens of times during the fighting against the Frostborn. The magic of the Well at Tarlion’s heart filled her, letting her maintain the spells of strength and speed and protection around her companions as they drove back the arachar. The ancient, mighty magic of the Keeper’s staff burned within her, giving her the magical strength to achieve spells she could not have worked otherwise. 
The surviving four spiderlings worked in concert, combining their powers to unleash spells of dark magic. They flung a bolt of blue fire wreathed in shadow at Calliande, a wasting spell that would have withered her to mummified skin and crumbled bone.
She deflected the spell, casting a ward around herself, and the blue fire vanished against the power of the Well. Even with the staff, Calliande had reached the limits of her strength. She could have struck back against the spiderlings, unleashing the white fire of the Well or elemental magic or the raw power of the Keeper, but she could not maintain her wards or the augmentation spells around her companions at the same time. 
Fortunately, she had Antenora to strike back for her.
Once, Antenora wielded magic like the spells Calliande now used. Antenora’s betrayal had taken that power from her, along with most of the other abilities of a Keeper’s apprentice. All Antenora retained was the ability of the Sight and knowledge of the elemental magic of fire. 
But she had practiced wielding the fire for fifteen centuries…and she had gotten very good at it.
Antenora flung fireball after fireball. A ring of burned arachar corpses surrounded the spiderlings, the scent of charred flesh filling the air. The spiderlings tried to strike back at Antenora, but Calliande’s Sight gave her plenty of warning, and her wards protected Antenora from their dark magic. Together the Keeper and her apprentice worked in harmony, deflecting the spiderlings’ attacks and striking back with blasts of elemental flame. 
Antenora thrust her staff before her, her long black coat and ragged vest billowing around her in the hot wind of her spell. A shaft of fire blazed from her staff, tight and focused and so hot that the grass of the hill charred as it passed. The bar of flame hammered into one of the spiderlings, and the creature’s tattered ward collapsed beneath the raw power. Antenora’s spell cut through the spiderling, bisecting her from head to groin, and the two halves of the spiderling collapsed, the cut edges of her flesh charred black. 
One of the spiderlings stepped back, fear upon her face. She screamed out a command in the dark elven tongue, ordering the arachar to fall back and regroup at the base of the hill. The arachar warriors retreated, and Ridmark and the others pressed their advantage. Gavin and Arandar carved their way forward, leaving a trail of dead orcs in their wake. Ridmark, Kharlacht, Caius, and Jager fought in a knot, covering each other as they moved forward. Mara flickered in and out existence, harrying the arachar, and Morigna amused herself by causing the earth to ripple and fold, knocking the arachar from their feet. 
They were winning. Calliande felt a fierce surge of pride in her friends, followed by concern. If the arachar broke and ran, Ridmark wanted to push to the River Moradel. If they went into that web-choked forest, the arachar could summon reinforcements. Whatever urdmordar commanded the arachar might come forth as well. 
She started to draw breath, to shout for Ridmark…and a howl interrupted her.
Dozens of howls, long and loud and bone-chilling. 
A moment of shocked silence fell over the battle as both the arachar and Calliande’s friends looked to see the source of the howls. Antenora’s yellow eyes grew wide. The woman rarely displayed surprise at anything, but now she seemed stunned.
“Keeper,” she rasped, “what are those creatures?”
Dark shapes burst from the trees, racing up the slope towards the arachar. 
They looked like strange hybrids of men and wolves. Each creature stood eight or nine feet tall, and looked roughly like a naked man, pale and gaunt with ropy muscle. Yet strips of dark fur marked their limbs and torsos, and as the creatures charged, they became more wolf-like, their fur and muscles thickening, their claws and fangs growing longer, their faces twisting and growing more wolfish. 
Antenora leveled her staff, its symbols flaring brighter as she focused her will towards the beastmen.
“No!” said Calliande. “Do not strike! I do not think they mean us ill.”
“What are they?” said Antenora. 
“Beastmen,” said Calliande. “Half-wolf, half-man. They have rational intellects, but are dominated by their bestial instincts. They shun tools and civilization and live in the wilds. The men of Andomhaim call them the lupivirii, but they call themselves the True People.” 
Ridmark shouted something, and Kharlacht and Gavin and the others hung back as the lupivirii charged into the arachar. The arachar had faced Ridmark’s skill and the Swordbearers’ power, and the lupivirii were the final straw. The orcish warriors broke and fled back into the forest, the remaining three spiderlings following suit, and groups of the lupivirii pursued them. 
“What should we do now?” said Antenora. “These beastmen may turn upon us once they have dealt with the orcs.”
“No,” murmured Calliande, frowning as she watched the lupivirii. “No, I do not think so.”
“Why not?” said Antenora. 
“Because,” said Calliande. “I’ve met them before.” 
 
###
 
Ridmark watched as the arachar fled, hounded by the charging lupivirii. Even as he looked, two of the lupivirii leapt upon the backs of fleeing arachar orcs, driving them to the ground. 
“What are those things?” said Jager, his eyes wide. 
“Lupivirii,” said Ridmark.
“I thought they were a myth,” said Jager.
“They’re not,” said Ridmark.
“I’ve encountered them before,” said Mara in a quiet voice. Ridmark hadn’t noticed that she had come up next to them. “When I fled from Nightmane Forest.”
“As have I,” said Morigna, her fingers tight against her staff’s carved length. “They are very dangerous.”
“I see,” said Jager. “Will they try to…um, eat us?”
“No,” said Ridmark. “They don’t eat other mortal kindreds. They’re not particularly fond of us, and they view the use of tools and weapons as a corruption, a kind of weakness. But they won’t eat us.” 
He looked to where Calliande stood with Antenora, and then back to the lupivirii pack. 
An idea came to him. 
“Wait here,” said Ridmark. “I need to talk to the lupivirii.” 
“Is that a good idea?” said Arandar, Heartwarden shimmering in his hand. As ever, the presence of Heartwarden sent a wave of pain through Ridmark’s head, a legacy of his broken link with the soulblade. “The lupivirii are savage and dangerous.”
“Extremely,” said Ridmark. “But I’ve done this before.”
Gavin frowned. “Then you think…”
“I do,” said Ridmark.
“Then you are…acquainted with these particular beastmen?” said Jager. 
“I am,” said Ridmark. “Caius, tell him the story. Wait here, and do not join me until I say.”
“Will you need help?” said Gavin.
“If I do,” said Ridmark, “you’ll know it.” 
If he did need help, the lupivirii would likely tear him to pieces before Gavin or Morigna could lift a finger to help him. 
But Ridmark did not think that would happen. 
He strode forward, walking past the dead arachar, letting the end of his staff tap against the ground. A half-dozen lupivirii turned their heads to look at him, their unblinking golden eyes glaring. The sensation made his skin crawl, made him want to find shelter, but he did not look at them. The lupivirii were predators, and it was folly to show weakness to a predator. 
One of the lupivirii moved towards Ridmark. The creature stood nine feet tall, scars showing on his pale hide beneath the bristly black fur. His form rippled and changed as he looked at Ridmark, his features becoming less bestial and more human. 
Ridmark met the lupivir’s eyes without blinking and did not speak. The lupivirii lived in packs, governed by a dominant male, and the dominant male did not speak first.
The silence stretched on. 
The lupivir stepped forward and snarled, snapping his fangs. 
“Ridmark!” said Morigna. 
Ridmark did not look away, did not flinch, did not blink. He wanted to tell Morigna not to do anything rash, but he dared not look away from the hulking lupivir.
At last the beastman let out a rumbling growl that almost sounded like a sigh. 
“Ridmark son of Leogrance son of Rience,” said the lupivir in the orcish tongue, his fangs and rumbling voice making the words alien.
“Rakhaag son of Balhaag son of Talhaag,” said Ridmark. “We meet again.” 
“We are far from Urd Arowyn,” said Rakhaag, “far from where the urdmordar Agrimnalazur enslaved our children for her larder.” 
“We are,” said Ridmark. “I had not thought to see you again.”
“I did,” said Rakhaag. “The great memory foretold it.”
“The great memory?” said Ridmark. He did not fully understand how it worked, but the lupivirii seemed to share their minds, and could access the memories of lupivirii who had died. 
“The sign has come,” said Rakhaag. “The great memory recalls. The Staffbearer has found her staff once more.”
“She has,” said Ridmark. 
Rakhaag let out another rumbling snarl. “Then the hour has come. Shadowbearer will try to open the way to the world of the cold ones, and if the cold ones come forth, the True People shall die and the great memory shall die. All kindreds must come to aid the Staffbearer, for if we do not, the world shall perish in ice.”



Chapter 3: Old Spiders
 
Morigna and the others returned to the ring fort to decide upon a course of action.
Rakhaag came with them. 
Morigna was not sure that was a good idea. She had encountered the lupivirii before, years ago, as she wandered the hills near Moraime. So long as the lupivirii were left alone, they returned the favor. Yet they were feral and wild, ruled by natural instincts instead of their rational intellects. When challenged, when crossed, they acted on their bestial natures and killed for the slightest of reasons. Once Morigna had been hunting a deer, unawares that a pack of lupivirii pursued the same animal. She had barely gotten away alive from that encounter. 
And, she reflected sourly, she had lost the deer to the beastmen. 
Still, Morigna supposed, Rakhaag and his pack might make valuable allies. Evidently Rakhaag had aided Ridmark and Calliande against an urdmordar, and had some sort of debt or loyalty to the office of the Keeper of Andomhaim. Given Shadowbearer’s power, they needed all the help they could find. 
Though Morigna wondered what the Dux of the Northerland would think when Ridmark turned up at Dun Licinia accompanied by an army of Anathgrimm orcs and lupivirii beastmen. 
She wondered what the Dux of the Northerland would think when he learned that his former son-in-law had taken a sorceress of the Wilderland as his lover. 
Her lips thinned. If Gareth Licinius did not approve, he could take his disapproval and…
She felt Rakhaag’s golden gaze shift to her and rebuked herself for inattention. It was best to think of the lupivirii as feral, dangerous wolves that had somehow acquired the power of speech. 
“Rhogrimnalazur,” said Calliande. “Are you sure that is what this spiderling…”
“Quinta,” said Ridmark. 
“Peculiar name for a spiderling,” said Jager. 
“Evidently her father was named Quintus,” said Ridmark, “and as proof of her loyalty to her mother, Quinta killed him.” He hesitated. “And probably ate him.” 
“Well,” said Jager, grimacing. “I suppose, Brother Caius, we cannot claim that the spiderlings do not honor their fathers and mothers.”
Caius grunted. “I suspect that is not quite in keeping with the spirit of the commandment.”
“Then you have encountered this urdmordar before?” said Morigna before Caius and Jager could begin another one of their arguments. When Caius, Jager, and Kharlacht started arguing about theology, they would not shut up for hours. Even the normally taciturn Kharlacht would sometimes say more than two or three sentences in a row. 
“Yes,” said Calliande. “Long ago. Over two hundred and thirty years past.”
Rakhaag let out a doubting rumble. The lupivir sat on his haunches without any sign of discomfort. He had shifted to his more human-like form, which made him look a great deal like a large, naked man. “Human women do not live that long.”
“I am the Keeper,” said Calliande. “Does not the great memory recall my scent?” 
“The Staffbearer wields great power,” conceded Rakhaag. 
“What happened when you encountered Rhogrimnalazur?” said Ridmark. 
“It was near the end of the war,” said Calliande. Her blue eyes were distant as she gazed at the ashes of last night’s campfire. “The Frostborn and their armies advanced on all fronts, and the High Kingdom was in danger of collapse. Kalomarus and I and a few other companions traveled north to Cathair Solas, in hopes of asking the help of Ardrhythain of Cathair Solas.”
“Just as the Keeper did during the war against the urdmordar,” said Gavin, “which led to the creation of the Magistri and the Swordbearers.”
“I see you have been paying attention to Brother Caius’s lessons in history,” said Arandar with approval. 
“We traveled through the northern Wilderland, following the River Moradel to Cathair Solas,” said Calliande. “There was a dark elven ruin along the river, a place called Urd Cystaanl.” 
“Quinta claimed that Rhogrimnalazur resided there,” said Ridmark. “Apparently she still does.”
“Rhogrimnalazur sent out arachar and spiderlings to take us alive before her,” said Calliande. “We fought our way free, but barely. Two of our companions fell in the fighting. We eluded the arachar, crossed the River Moradel, and continued north. I think Rhogrimnalazur lost interest in us, and Kalomarus and I continued to Cathair Solas.”
“Where he became the Dragon Knight,” said Gavin. 
“Yes,” said Calliande, her eyes still distant. 
“Just what is the Dragon Knight?” said Mara. “I have heard the story all my life, but…well, no one seems to know what the title meant.”
“Before the elves split into the high elves and the dark elves,” said Calliande, “before the elven kindred even walked this world, there were dragons. You saw one of their skulls in Dragonfall. They died out long ago, but before they did, they took the last of their magic and placed it into a sword. The high elven champion who wielded that sword was called the Dragon Knight.”
“What happened to it?” said Mara.
“I don’t know,” said Calliande. “I…think I removed my memory of it for some reason.” 
Morigna let out a groan. “After all the effort we went to recovering your memory from Khald Azalar, you still have not reclaimed all of it? Perhaps in the ancient legends of the Greeks, this is how Tantalus felt in Hades when the boulder rolled back down the hill yet again.” Caius snickered at that.
Calliande showed no reaction to the barb. “I must have had a reason for it, but I did not bother to inform myself of it.”
Mara shrugged. “Perhaps you wanted to keep the power of the Dragon Knight’s sword out of Shadowbearer’s hands. And your stratagem did succeed.”
“At great cost,” said Calliande. “And thanks to you all.” 
She was right about that. Still, once Calliande had recovered her memory, Morigna had half-expected the Keeper to become arrogant and commanding, to start ordering them about like servants. Instead, she seemed…exactly the same. More confident, certainly. More humble. A bit haunted, as if she could now remember horrors she had forgotten before. Yet for all that, Calliande now seemed more…complete. As if Morigna had only known a piece of the woman, not the totality. 
To Morigna’s mild irritation, she found herself liking Calliande. Even though Calliande was in love with Ridmark. 
“The sword,” said Ridmark. “On the day you awakened, Calliande. Shadowbearer asked you about the location of a staff and a sword. The staff, obviously, was the staff of the Keeper. But the sword…”
“It must have been the sword of the Dragon Knight,” said Morigna. “If Shadowbearer could not find the staff of the Keeper, perhaps he could not find the sword as well.”
“He wasted his time,” said Calliande. “I don’t know where the sword is. Is it in Tarlion? Kalomarus was a loyal and determined man. He might have left it in the High King’s Citadel for safekeeping.” 
“He didn’t,” said Ridmark, looking at Arandar. “At least not that I know. Unless it was a secret the High Kings kept for themselves.” 
Arandar laughed. “I am a bastard, remember? If it was a secret known only to the High Kings, it would not be shared with me.”
“Kalomarus escorted me to Dragonfall where I hid my staff,” said Calliande, “and then to the Tower of Vigilance. I know not what happened to him after that.”
Ridmark shrugged. “He disappeared from the chronicles of the realm. No one knows what happened to him.”
“And I knew,” said Calliande, “but I removed the memory from myself.”
Morigna frowned. “Is it possible that you simply never knew?”
“No,” said Calliande. She smiled a little. “Because I can remember casting the spell to remove the memory.” 
“One observes,” said Morigna, “that you have a remarkable penchant for plans of excessive complexity.” 
“I don’t think I am in any position to argue,” said Calliande. 
“Enough!” said Rakhaag, his voice just shy of a snarl. “We speak of a man long dead while the end of the world draws near.”
“Rakhaag,” said Calliande. She regarded the hulking lupivir without fear. Morigna wasn’t sure if that was a mask, or if Calliande really was that calm. “Does the great memory speak of Kalomarus the Dragon Knight?” 
“A warrior with a sword of flame accompanied the Staffbearer in the war against the cold ones,” said Rakhaag. “After the defeat of the cold ones, he passed from the knowledge of the great memory. How shall we stop Shadowbearer? If he succeeds, the True People shall perish with all other kindreds.”
“We are pursuing him,” said Ridmark, “because we know where he is going.”
Rakhaag nodded with approval. “A sound hunter’s strategy. Where does he flee?”
“To the Black Mountain, on the northern borders of the High King’s realm,” said Ridmark. “He has an empty soulstone in his possession, stolen from the caverns of Cathair Solas. He can use that stone to open a gate to the world of the Frostborn on Black Mountain, and summon them back to our world once more.” 
“Then we must hunt him and tear out his throat,” said Rakhaag. 
“A splendid idea,” said Jager. Rakhaag fixed Jager with a baleful glare, but the arrogant little thief had the wit not to look away. “However, we have a particularly large spider-shaped problem blocking the way.” 
Rakhaag scowled. 
“The urdmordar?” said Jager. “Rhogrimnalazur? You know, have you been paying attention?”
“The halfling uses too many words,” said Rakhaag, looking back at Ridmark. “Words are useless. Long ago, when the urdmordar ruled, they bred halflings as cattle and feasted upon them. Did all the clever words save the halflings from their deaths?” 
“Well,” said Jager, “my clever words have gotten me out of trouble many times.”
“Or into it,” muttered Morigna. 
“He’s right,” said Mara.
Rakhaag growled, his fur flattening. “I can smell the taint of the dark elves upon her, Ridmark son of Leogrance son of Rience. She is a child of a dark elven lord. You travel with such a creature?” 
“Given that she slew her father,” said Ridmark, “it seems safe enough.”
“Mmm.” Rakhaag did not seem mollified, but the beastman looked away from Mara. Likely he thought the argument not worth the effort. “Then how shall we reach Shadowbearer? The great memory knew when the Staffbearer recovered her power. The True People have come to her aid, but we cannot aid you unless we reach Shadowbearer.” 
Kharlacht grunted. “How shall we proceed?”
 
###
 
Calliande looked at Ridmark. 
His face was hard, his blue eyes distant, the broken-sword brand upon his left cheek half-hidden beneath several days’ worth of stubble. He was thinking about something, but she knew he would not speak until he was ready. 
“It seems to me,” said Jager, “that our best approach is to avoid the urdmordar and her servants entirely.”
“They already know we are here,” Caius. “Enough of the arachar escaped to report back to Rhogrimnalazur.”
“The spiderlings escaped as well,” said Morigna. “Three of them, I think. It is beyond doubt that the urdmordar knows we are here. Likely she shall send her minions in force.” 
“The urdmordar are terrible enemies,” said Rakhaag. “Better to avoid them. They ruled most of this world for long millennia, and they slew many of the True People.” 
“You fought an urdmordar at Urd Arowyn, did you not?” said Morigna.
Rakhaag looked at her, his nostrils flaring. 
“This one,” said Rakhaag. “This one has the stink of dark magic about her. She should be put down before she turns rabid.”
Morigna’s eyes narrowed.
“No,” said Calliande. “She saved us from a trap of dark magic in Urd Morlemoch. That is why she smells of dark magic. Had she not broken the trap, we would have perished in Urd Morlemoch, and I never would have found my staff again.” 
Rakhaag still looked tense, though his fur bristled a little less. “We fought the urdmordar at Urd Arowyn, with the Gray Knight and the Staffbearer. But the urdmordar had taken our children. We had no choice but to fight.”
“But this time, we do have a choice, don’t we?” said Jager. He looked Rakhaag in the eye, but Calliande note that he was staying close to the Swordbearers. Probably a wise choice. “It’s not like Rhogrimnalazur has taken any of us captive. The webbed forest must be her domain. If we go around it, maybe we can elude the arachar and Rhogrimnalazur entirely.” 
“We could,” said Calliande. “But that will add several days to our journey.”
“It is hard to track through these forests,” said Kharlacht. “We must head south, and the River Moradel flows in a nearly straight line south to the Black Mountain and Dun Licinia. Following it is our best chance of reaching the Black Mountain before Shadowbearer and the Mhorites.” 
“That is true,” said Jager, “but Urd Cystaanl is right on the river’s bank, correct?”
“It is,” said Calliande. She remembered that much, a half-ruined fortress of pale white stone standing on a finger of land, its towers like white bones jutting from a grave. 
“We could go around it,” said Arandar, “but as the Keeper has said, it will add several days to our journey.”
“It would be no guarantee of our safety, either,” said Caius. He gripped his wooden cross for a moment, frowning. “If Rhogrimnalazur decides that we are too much of a threat, she might send her arachar after us. Or if she is annoyed that we slew her warriors, she might attack in revenge.” 
“Then it seems our best course is to go around Urd Cystaanl,” said Kharlacht. 
“We will lose several days,” said Arandar. “Shadowbearer might reach Black Mountain with his army before we do.” 
“It appears that is the risk we must take,” said Calliande, though the delay alarmed her. “Rakhaag. Can your pack scout a path for us?”
“We can,” said Rakhaag. “It would be well to keep my pack away from your companions anyway. We are…unused to the presence of other kindreds.”
“I noticed,” said Jager. 
“Morigna,” said Calliande. “Could you bind some ravens to scout as well? Rakhaag can scout the ground, but you can give us a view from overhead.”
“I can,” said Morigna. “It will be difficult.” She looked out the gate at the web-wreathed forest. “As one can imagine, one suspects that animals prefer to avoid this place.” 
Ridmark straightened up, the end of his staff rasping against the ground. 
“No,” he said. 
“I’m sorry?” said Calliande. She knew him well enough by now to recognize the look on his face. He had come to a decision.
“We won’t go around Urd Cystaanl and Rhogrimnalazur,” said Ridmark. 
Jager raised an eyebrow. “Then what are we going to do?”
“We’re going to go through her,” said Ridmark.
“Through her,” said Jager. He was silent for a moment. “Then…you want us to fight an urdmordar?”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. 
“Might I point out,” said Jager, “that is utter madness?”
“It is…something of a bold plan,” said Mara. 
“Is it?” said Ridmark. “Consider. The urdmordar once ruled most of this world. The dark elves summoned them, and they in turn enslaved the dark elves. The high elves of Cathair Solas fought against them, but could not overcome them. The urdmordar and their armies almost destroyed Andomhaim and laid siege to Tarlion, but they were stopped. What stopped them?”
“The power of the Keeper,” said Arandar, looking at Calliande. 
“And then the Keeper journeyed to Cathair Solas,” said Caius, “and Ardrhythain founded the Two Orders, the Magistri and the Swordbearers.” 
“The Magistri and the Swordbearers drove back the urdmordar and threw down their empire,” said Ridmark. He pointed at Calliande. “We have the Keeper.” He gestured at Arandar and Gavin. “We have not one but two Swordbearers. We have Antenora, who wields a kind of magic Rhogrimnalazur will never have seen before. We have Mara, who is something that neither the Warden of Urd Morlemoch nor the Traveler of Nightmane Forest had ever seen in all their long lives.”
Arandar shook his head. “A lone Swordbearer has only overcome an urdmordar maybe three or four times in Andomhaim’s history.”
“Ridmark did it,” said Morigna.
“Ridmark got lucky,” said Ridmark. “But we don’t have one Swordbearer. We have two. And Swordbearers who overcome urdmordar usually have the aid of a Magistrius. We don’t have a Magistrius. We have the Keeper of Andomhaim.”
“Then,” said Rakhaag, a strange mixture of disbelief and anger in his voice, “then you propose to…to hunt an urdmordar?” 
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “We will go to Urd Cystaanl and kill Rhogrimnalazur.” 
Morigna let out a shocked little laugh. “By your usual standards of recklessness, that is…”
“Madness?” said Jager.
“No,” said Calliande. “No, it’s not. Not for us, not any longer.” She looked at Ridmark. “It was madness when we fought Agrimnalazur at Urd Arowyn. It was madness when we went into Urd Morlemoch and walked into the Warden’s trap. Now, though…now I am the Keeper again, and we have two Swordbearers with us.”
“What are you saying?” said Caius. 
“I think Ridmark is right,” said Calliande. “I think we can fight Rhogrimnalazur and win.” 
“We face danger whatever choice we make,” said Ridmark. “Rhogrimnalazur might send her arachar to kill us. Or she might come in pursuit of us herself. But if we take the fight to her, we can offer battle on our own terms. If we defeat her or drive her from Urd Cystaanl, we can follow the bank of the River Moradel to the Black Mountain. We will gain several days on Shadowbearer, and if we hasten, we might even be there waiting when he arrives.” 
“He’s right,” said Calliande, her fingers tightening against the staff of the Keeper. It was as familiar to her as her own hand, and had been with her for so many miles, so many battles. So many centuries. “We can do this. We can defeat Rhogrimnalazur. What is more, we must do this. We have to stop Shadowbearer…and we cannot let Rhogrimnalazur delay us.”
For a moment no one said anything. 
At last Jager shook his head and laughed. “Well, we’ve followed you two into Urd Morlemoch and Khald Azalar. What’s another mad gamble?”
“I am a Knight of the Order of the Soulblade,” said Arandar. “It is my duty to defend the realm of Andomhaim from dark magic, and urdmordar are among the most powerful wielders of dark magic. If you will go into battle against Rhogrimnalazur, then I shall follow you.” 
“Where the Keeper goes, I follow,” said Antenora, though her yellow eyes flicked towards Gavin as she said it. 
“Your logic is sound,” said Caius.
“I agree,” said Kharlacht. “Better to take the battle to the foe than to wait for her to find us.” 
“Shadowbearer is our main foe,” said Mara. “The sooner we can come to grips with him, the better.” 
“How fine and splendid that we are all in agreement,” said Morigna. “It is one thing to say we shall kill an urdmordar, quite another to accomplish it. How shall we do so?” 
Calliande looked at Ridmark again.
“I have an idea,” said Ridmark. 



Chapter 4: Starving Shadows
 
After Ridmark explained his plan to the others, he left the ring fort, making his way east to the web-choked forest and towards the ruins of Urd Cystaanl. Calliande and Antenora would be busy with their preparations for a few hours, and if the others would protect the Keeper and her apprentice as they worked. For that matter, nearly two hundred lupivirii circled the base of the hill, come to aid the Staffbearer as she prepared for war against Shadowbearer. The beastmen had senses far sharper than those of humans or dwarves or orcs, and they would smell the arachar warriors long before they approached. 
Evidently the tainted blood of the arachar stank. Rakhaag had complained of it at some length. 
Morigna insisted upon accompanying him. Ridmark would have preferred that she remain safe with the others at the ruined fort, but he knew he could not dissuade her. For that matter, she did have a point. Ridmark had better chances with help than he did alone. Of all his companions, she knew the most about the wilderness, about moving silently through a forest.
He just didn’t want to risk her life. 
Of course, a ruined fort at the edge of an urdmordar’s demesne was hardly safe, so she might as well come with him.
They paused at the edge of the forest, Morigna’s eyes fluttering as she cast a spell, purple fire playing about her left hand, her bow in her right hand. 
“There,” she said, opening her black eyes and straightening up. “I have located some ravens. They will fly overhead and keep watch. Though it will be difficult to keep control of them. One suspects that wild animals avoid this forest.” 
Ridmark looked at the webbed branches. Here and there dead birds were stuck within the stands like flies in the web of a normal spider. 
“It’s not surprising,” said Ridmark. 
Morigna nodded. “Kiss me.”
Ridmark blinked and looked away from the forest. “What?”
“For luck,” said Morigna. “Is that not the tradition?”
“You don’t believe in luck,” said Ridmark. 
She smiled. She did not do that very often, but when she did, it made her look much less severe. It made Ridmark wonder what she would have been like if Coriolus had not murdered her parents and tried to twist her into a vessel for his corrupted soul. “Then kiss me anyway.” 
He did. They had a bad habit of doing this at the edge of danger, and it had almost gotten them killed in the Torn Hills. Of course, the only time they were ever alone was when they went scouting together. Ridmark wondered what it would be like to live with her in peace, to find somewhere quiet where they could dwell without rushing off to risk their lives.
Then he didn’t think about anything else. Her kisses had that effect on him. 
At last Ridmark made himself pull away. Morigna looked up at him, her eyes smoldering. 
“What,” she whispered, “are you thinking?” 
“That the edge of an urdmordar’s forest is not the place for this,” said Ridmark. 
Morigna looked back at the trees. “Alas. You are likely right.” 
“Let’s go,” said Ridmark. “Have your ravens keep watch from any groups of arachar. I suspect the branches will obscure their sight, but a large band of arachar warriors should be visible.”
“They will be,” said Morigna. “Many of the trees are dead and have lost all their leaves.”
“All the better,” said Ridmark, and they headed back into the forest. 
There were no roads, but there were trails, paths the arachar and the spiderlings used when Rhogrimnalazur sent them forth to carry out her bidding. Ridmark spotted one such trail and followed it east, his eyes sweeping the trees and his ears straining for any signs of enemies. He suspected the failed attack at the hill had thrown the arachar in disarray, that Rhogrimnalazur would take a few hours to decide what to do next. 
So far, at least, his suspicion had proven correct. 
“Here,” murmured Ridmark, beckoning to Morigna as he stepped off the path. A dead tree stood there, wreathed in crumbling webbing, five withered corpses bound to its trunk. Ridmark pulled on one of the smaller branches and it came off in his hand. He looked around, spotted a stretch of ground free of plants and anything flammable, and dropped the branch in the center. 
“What are you doing?” said Morigna.
“Making sure that I’m right,” said Ridmark, going to one knee next to the branch. 
“One suspects you are about to do something dramatic,” said Morigna. “I am reminded of the marsh gas you burned to deal with Rotherius and the assassins of the Red Family. Or the pine forest you burned when we tried to steal the soulstone back from Sir Paul Tallmane. ”
“That,” said Ridmark, “was the best I could come up with at the time.” They had spent a lot of time trying to get that damned soulstone back, first from Paul Tallmane and then from Shadowbearer. Ridmark put his staff on the ground and drew his dagger and a piece of flint from his belt. “I’m hoping this will be a little more effective.”
He struck a spark over the branch.
The old webbing caught fire at once, wreathing the branch in flame, and the dried wood began to burn. Ridmark jumped back as the branch blazed with hot fire and then went dark, crumbling to ashes and hot coals. 
“That burned faster than it should have,” said Morigna.
“The webbing,” said Ridmark. “Whatever substance that makes urdmordar webbing so sticky is also quite flammable.” He scratched his jaw. He really needed a shave, but there had not been time for such luxuries after they had left Khald Azalar in haste. “Probably it’s to keep the victims of the urdmordar from burning their way free from the webs. Light a web on fire and you’ll kill anyone entangled within it. We almost found that out the hard way at Urd Arowyn, when we freed Agrimnalazur’s captives from the central tower. The villagers from Aranaeus suggested that we burn the webs down, but Calliande remembered that urdmordar webbing burned so quickly. We might have killed most of the captives by accident otherwise.” 
“So what happens when Antenora begins flinging fire around the forest?” said Morigna. 
“If Antenora starts throwing fire around the forest,” said Ridmark, “it may be to our advantage. I need to see if the terrain will work for what I have in mind. Come on.” 
He retrieved his staff, returning the flint and dagger to his belt, and led the way to the east. Ridmark kept away from the path. If anyone came by, he and Morigna would have ample opportunity to hide. Twice he saw small groups of arachar warriors hurrying along, and he and Morigna vanished into the trees, taking cover until the orcs passed. The arachar seemed in some distress. Likely they were going to see if Ridmark and his companions still occupied the ruined hill fort. 
Knowing the lupivirii, the scouts would not return to report.
The ground sloped downward, and the smell of the air started to change. The dying forest stank of musty webbing and rotting flesh, but now the wet smell of a living river came to Ridmark’s nostrils. He saw a small hill near the trail, and scrambled up to its top, looking above the treetops.
The River Moradel stretched away to the east, Urd Cystaanl rising from its edge like the wreckage of a half-drowned ship. This far north, the river was not as wide as it would be when it reached Tarlion, but it was still a half-mile from bank to bank. A peninsula jutted into the water, and the ruined white walls and pale towers of Urd Cystaanl rose from the rocky land. The dark elves’ sense of aesthetics was alien to human minds, and to Ridmark’s eyes the ruin looked both beautiful and distorted, almost like a fever dream. Even ruined, the fortress possessed a terrible beauty and strange grandeur. Once the dark elves had believed themselves the masters of the world, but now the urdmordar ruled in the ruins of their grand empires. 
Ridmark considered the fortress. It was not large, at least compared to the other dark elven ruins he had seen, and a tall keep rose from the center of the fortress, small towers jutting from the crumbling curtain wall. Great breaches marked the wall, and the gates lay in broken wreckage. Entering Urd Cystaanl would not be a challenge.
Getting out again would be harder. 
To the north of the ruins, along the river’s bank, Ridmark saw a large village. Most of the buildings were round houses of stone with conical thatched roofs, the preferred style of houses built by the orcs of the Wilderland. The trees around the village had been cleared, creating fields of crops, though the webbed trees surrounded the farmland. Ridmark wondered what it would be like for the orcish children to grow up in such a place, surrounded by the mummified corpses of Rhogrimnalazur’s victims, knowing that their urdmordar goddess might choose to consume them at any time. 
Perhaps he could free the arachar of that.
Assuming they didn’t kill him first. 
“I do not think we should come any closer,” said Morigna, her voice a faint whisper, her breath hot against his ear. “Note the watchtowers at the edge of the fields. My ravens see guards within the towers. Any closer, and the arachar might see us.”
“Or the spiderlings in Urd Cystaanl,” murmured Ridmark. He looked for a while longer, noting the terrain and fixing it in his mind. His plan would probably work, he decided. If Antenora and Calliande worked their spells at the right time, they could isolate Rhogrimnalazur from her servants and attack the urdmordar and the spiderlings without any interference. 
Of course, a plan often fell apart when confronted with an actual battle. 
“Good enough,” said Ridmark. “Let’s get back to the others.”
Morigna nodded, and Ridmark led the way down the hill. Together they made their way through the web-choked forest, keeping away from the paths. Ridmark walked in silence, and Morigna followed suit, moving as quietly as a ghost over the uneven ground.
She let out a little laugh as they approached the edge of the forest. 
“What is it?” said Ridmark, looking around.
“It occurs to me,” said Morigna, “that whenever we are alone together, we always seem to be heading into some deadly danger.” 
Ridmark grunted. “We’ve been walking into deadly danger together from the moment we met. Coriolus’s pet undead were trying to kill you that first day.” 
“That was foolish of him,” murmured Morigna. “He spent years preparing me to serve as a vessel of his spirit. He could have lost all that work if one of his undead ripped off my head.” 
“That was my fault,” said Ridmark. “Mine and Calliande’s. Shadowbearer wanted us dead and the soulstone recaptured. So he handed that task off to Coriolus. I suppose Coriolus’s fear of him was greater than his desire for immortality.” 
“He did not wish to fail Shadowbearer, it would seem,” said Morigna. 
“Failing Shadowbearer,” said Ridmark, “seems to be an excellent way to experience mortality. Or the terminal aspects of it.”
Morigna snorted. “Such an elegant way of putting it. You have been listening to Caius far too much.” 
“As you like to tell Caius, this is neither the time nor the place for a theological debate,” said Ridmark. “Perhaps you should follow your own counsel.” 
Morigna laughed again. “So commanding, my love. So lordly. Little wonder we all listen to you.” 
“I have found,” said Ridmark, “that most people want someone to tell them what to do in a crisis. Why not me?”
“Why not, indeed,” said Morigna. “I think you underestimate yourself, Ridmark.”
“Considering this began as a discussion how we are always in danger when we are alone,” said Ridmark, “our talk has turned remarkably philosophical.”
“Our discussions often do that,” said Morigna.
“What I would like,” said Ridmark, “is to be alone together without having to worry about urvaalgs or Mhorites or malophages ripping us apart.”
“So would I,” said Morigna, “but it is not as if we can rent a room at the inn. The accommodations of the Wilderland are not terribly comfortable, alas.”
“A rented room,” said Ridmark. “Or a cabin of our own someplace.” He glanced back at her. “Once this is all over.”
Morigna blinked. “Once what is over?”
“What we are doing,” said Ridmark. “Our task, this quest. Once Shadowbearer is defeated and we keep the Frostborn from ever returning. Once Calliande is restored and acknowledged as the Keeper of Andomhaim. Our work will be done.”
“If we live through this,” said Morigna.
“If we live through this,” repeated Ridmark. 
“Then you are thinking about the future,” said Morigna, a peculiar hesitation in her voice. “About us.”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. He glanced back at her. He wondered if that thought frightened her. She had lived alone in the Wilderland for years. Perhaps she wanted to do that again. “Don’t you?” 
“I have not given it any thought,” said Morigna. 
Ridmark took a deep breath. “If you want to return to the Wilderland, if you want to live alone in…”
“What?” said Morigna. “Is that what you think? No, no. I want to stay with you. I want to go where you go.” She hesitated. “Is…that what you want?”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “Of course.”
“Oh,” said Morigna. “Good. Not that I doubted it, of course. It is just…”
“We’ve spent so much time running and fighting for our lives that we’ve never talked about it,” said Ridmark. 
“Aye,” said Morigna. “So. That leads to the logical question. What…do you want, Ridmark Arban? What do you want to do if we live through this, if we are victorious?”
“I would like,” said Ridmark, “to live someplace quiet. A cabin someplace on the edge of the Wilderland, a place where we can trap and hunt, perhaps trade with some of the quieter towns and villages. Maybe the outer reaches of the Northerland or Durandis, perhaps. Or Caertigris…there are many empty lands there.”
Morigna hesitated. “Is that truly what you want? It seems…less than I would have expected.” 
Ridmark shrugged. “What else could I do? I am an exile. It is not as if I could return to Andomhaim.” 
“I think,” said Morigna, “that Andomhaim needs you.”
Ridmark shook his head. “I was banished. I cannot return.”
“Ridmark,” said Morigna, “Tarrabus Carhaine pushed for your banishment…and Tarrabus Carhaine is the chief of the Enlightened of Incariel.”
Ridmark opened his mouth to argue…and then fell silent.
“That…had never occurred me,” he said. 
“You thought you deserved your banishment,” said Morigna. “Since you blamed yourself for Aelia’s death.”
“Deservedly,” said Ridmark. 
“Do not start that again,” said Morigna. “Maybe you would blame yourself regardless. I know how that feels. But the crux of the matter is you did not deserve the banishment. Do you not see? Perhaps Tarrabus banished you in vengeance for Aelia, because she chose you over him. But he also banished you because you would have opposed him. He banished you because it gave him a freer hand to do as he wished.” 
None of that had ever occurred to Ridmark. First he had been too focused on blaming himself for Aelia’s death, seeking his own death in retribution. Then he had turned all his attention to helping Calliande, to discovering the secret of the Frostborn. Yet Morigna’s words rang true. Ridmark did not doubt that Tarrabus blamed him for Aelia’s death. He also did not doubt that Tarrabus had forced Ridmark’s banishment to rid the Enlightened of Incariel of a potential foe. 
He sighed. “What would you have me do?”
“Return to Andomhaim,” said Morigna, “and take your rightful place among the lords of the realm.”
Ridmark snorted. “I thought you detested the nobles of Andomhaim.” 
“Well, if they are all like Sir Arandar I could do without them,” said Morigna. “But that is why they need you. They have allowed the corruption of the Enlightened to fester in their ranks. Brother Caius, for once, was right.”
“Really?” said Ridmark. He had never thought to hear those words come from her lips. “About what?” 
“Caius said that before you met, he preached a sermon in Tarlion chastising the nobles for pursuing wealth and power in lieu of their responsibilities,” said Morigna. Ridmark had forgotten that. “For once, he was more right than he knew. I merely thought the nobles of Andomhaim were greedy and stupid…”
“Because Coriolus said so?” said Ridmark. 
“He did,” said Morigna, “but in this, was he wrong?”
Ridmark said nothing for a while, picking his way over the root-tangled ground.
“Not entirely,” said Ridmark. “There are good men among the nobles. My father and brothers – I would believe the sun rose in the west before they turned to the Enlightened. Dux Gareth of the Northerland and his son Constantine. Corbanic and Cortin Lamorus in Coldinium.” 
“But there are villains among them as well,” said Morigna. “Tarrabus Carhaine. Sir Paul Tallmane. The men holding Arandar’s son on a false murder charge. You heard Jager tell the tale of what Sir Paul’s father did. The Red Family has festered in Cintarra for centuries. Someone has to pay for their services, and the nobles of Andomhaim are wealthy. Shadowbearer himself said he founded the Enlightened to corrupt and poison the realm of Andomhaim. If we manage to kill him, we shall have cut the head off the snake, but the poison the snake’s fangs pumped into Andomhaim will still remain.” 
“So what do you suggest?” said Ridmark.
“That you return to Andomhaim and take your rightful place,” said Morigna. “You said you wanted to help Calliande in her task. One imagines that Calliande shall need a great deal of help to root out of the Enlightened of Incariel.”
“Is that the kind of life you wish?” said Ridmark.
Morigna shrugged. “What I wish is to remain at your side. Do not forget I have a stake in this as well. Coriolus was a scion of the Enlightened and their teachings, and he murdered both my parents and Sir Nathan. I would seem them avenged and the Enlightened of Incariel broken.” 
“By having me become a powerful lord of Andomhaim?” said Ridmark. “With you at my side?” He frowned. “Is this about power?”
Morigna shrugged again. “Of course it is. But you do not desire power for its own sake. Yet someone in Andomhaim must wield power, Ridmark, whether you will it or not. Such is the nature of men. Someone must always wield power. It could be someone like you, or even someone like Arandar. Or it can be someone like Tarrabus and Paul Tallmane.”
Ridmark said nothing. He had never wanted to become a lord, only a knight in service to a worthy Comes or Dux. As the youngest son of Dux Leogrance, he had never thought to inherit Taliand. Yet if he had become the vassal of some Comes or Dux or powerful knight, he would have become a landed lord with benefices and villages of his own. Did Morigna want to become the wife of a powerful lord, whispering in his ear as he gathered allies against Tarrabus Carhaine and his supporters? He supposed it was a healthier craving than a longing for magical power. 
“Suppose I do not agree with you,” said Ridmark, “and I go back to the Wilderland once this is done. What then?”
“Then I will go with you,” said Morigna, and for a moment there was a hint of a quaver in her voice. “You will not be rid of me so easily, Ridmark Arban.”
He looked back at her. “Who says I want to be rid of you?”
She blinked, and then smiled at him. 
“Ah,” said Ridmark. “Two smiles in a single day. Truly this is a day for bold deeds.” 
“One should not be so glib,” said Morigna. “And to restate my answer to your question, if you go back to the Wilderland, then I will go with you. But…I think that would be a waste of your abilities. I think that you know it would be a waste of your abilities. I think that you have finished your mourning for Aelia, and that you are ready to go back. And I finally think you would not leave Calliande and your father and your friends to face the Enlightened alone.” 
They walked in silence for a little while, the trees thinning around them. In the distance he saw the hill with the ruined ring fort. 
“All this is moot, of course,” said Ridmark, “if Rhogrimnalazur eats us, or if Shadowbearer kills us all.”
“Simplicity itself,” said Morigna. “We shall just have to kill them first.” 
The branches rustled, and three lupivirii came into sight, moving forward on all fours. They wore their wolfish forms, their distended snouts filled with fangs, and their golden eyes drilled into Ridmark. Morigna flinched, but Ridmark did not stop, striding towards them as they approached. He stopped a few paces away and waited.
One did not show weakness before the beastmen.
“Well, Gray Knight?” snarled the lupivir in the center. “What news?”
“Prepare yourselves,” said Ridmark. “We hunt.”
 
###
 
Morigna followed Ridmark into the ring fort, the lupivirii still circling outside the walls. She would never be comfortable around them, but she admired how Ridmark could make even the feral beastmen bend to his will. 
“Any news?” said Ridmark. The others stood on guard at various places along the crumbling wall, weapons in hand. Calliande and Antenora stood close together, both of them casting spells. They were casting spells at each other, and at first Morigna thought they were practicing magical battle, but then she realized that Calliande was feeding power into Antenora, making the older sorceress’s spells stronger and more potent. 
Suddenly Ridmark’s plan came into sharp focus.
“Nothing of interest,” said Kharlacht. “No sign of the arachar.”
“I did not see any spiderlings moving in the forest,” said Mara. The spiderlings might have had the power to make themselves vanish, but they could not hide from Mara’s Sight. 
Rakhaag squatted on his haunches near the wall. “My hunters did not see the arachar stirring in the trees.” 
Ridmark nodded. “Good. It seems their bloody nose threw them off balance.” He turned towards Calliande. “Are you ready?”
“We are,” said Calliande. “Will it work?” 
“We’re about to find out,” said Ridmark. “The terrain seems favorable. We’re going to attack.”
“Now?” said Jager, blinking. 
“Right now,” said Ridmark. “We’re going to the Black Mountain, and if Rhogrimnalazur tries to stop us, then we’re going right through her.” 



Chapter 5: Urd Cystaanl
 
Calliande followed the others from the ruined fort. 
Ridmark, Kharlacht, Caius, Gavin, and Arandar took the front, weapons in hand. Calliande and Antenora walked behind them, Morigna on her left, and Mara and Jager upon her right. The soulblades in the hands of Gavin and Arandar flickered and shimmered with white fire, reacting to the shroud of dark magic hanging over the dying forest. Calliande held her magic ready to strike, preparing to unleash blasts of white fire if the spiderlings or Rhogrimnalazur herself made an appearance.
Mostly, she concentrated on maintaining her link to Antenora.
In ancient days, the high elven wizards had created links of magical power between themselves, feeding all of their strength towards a single caster. Younger wizards used this to channel power towards a skilled older wizard, allowing the older high elf to wield tremendous amounts of magical power. When Ardrhythain had founded the Magistri, he had taught them that ability. The Magistri could link to wield greater magic together than they could otherwise. Calliande was the Keeper, but she had been trained as a Magistria, and she knew the spell. 
Antenora hadn’t, but proved a quick study. The symbols upon her charred black staff crackled with leashed power, and to Calliande’s Sight ribbons of elemental power danced and flickered within the black-clad woman. 
“She’s not going to explode, is she?” said Jager. “That would be unfortunate. And messy.” Jager did not have the Sight, but the halfling kindred possessed a sensitivity to magical forces. Jager had said that he had felt something uncanny around Tarrabus, likely a result of the Dux’s worship of Incariel. 
“Fear not, master thief,” said Antenora. “The power is well-controlled by the Keeper’s skill. You are in no danger.” She considered the matter for a moment. “At least not from me. The spider-devil and her spawn are another matter entirely.”
“That is less than reassuring,” said Jager.
Antenora shook her head, her yellow eyes glinting in the depth of her hood. “Stirring speeches are the province of the Gray Knight. I merely call the fire.” 
“Quiet,” Ridmark said. “From this point, do not speak unless necessary. Rakhaag. Your hunters know what to do?”
Rakhaag let out a long, snarling growl. “The True People hunted the face of this world for thousands of turns of the sun before your kindred ever set foot upon its soil.”
“Good,” said Ridmark, unfazed as ever by the lupivir’s bristling hostility. “Put that wisdom to use, then. You know what to do.” 
Rakhaag raised his head and howled, and answering cries rose from the surrounding lupivirii packs. The sound sent an icy chill down Calliande’s back, and she had visions of the beastmen chasing her through the forest. Even knowing that the lupivirii were on her side, it was hard not to turn her spells against them. Yet the lupivirii dispersed, breaking into small groups and vanishing into the web-choked trees. According to Ridmark’s plan, they would sweep the forest, killing any arachar scouts they found. 
With luck, no warning of the attack would come to Rhogrimnalazur until it was too late. 
Calliande followed Ridmark and others into the forest. It smelled vile, a mixture of rotting meat, the musty smell of an urdmordar’s webs, and decaying vegetation. Webs wreathed most of the trees, and from their branches hung dark, oval-shaped lumps. As they passed beneath the branches, Calliande realized that the lumps were in fact mummified corpses, desiccated and withered. She saw orcs and kobolds and trolls and lupivirii and even a few humans, all crumbling and withered. It was as if Rhogrimnalazur had created a garden of the dead for her own amusement. 
Or, more likely, that she was like a drunkard squatting in her yard, throwing empty jars of wine into the alley. The web-choked forest was her alley, the murdered victims her empty jars of wine.
Calliande’s fingers tightened against the staff of the Keeper. 
“Yes,” murmured Antenora. “You understand. Some evils cry out to the heavens for vengeance.”
“Quiet,” said Ridmark, and Antenora fell silent. But Calliande understood exactly what Antenora had meant.
Ridmark led them on a meandering path through the forest of webs and corpses. The forest was eerily silent around them, save for the creak of the dying branches and the rustling of the webbing. Calliande supposed natural animals avoided this grim place. 
The ground sloped toward the River Moradel, and then rose in a small hill. Ridmark led them up the slope of the hill and stopped at its crown. To the east Calliande glimpsed the broad steely expanse of the River Moradel, the waters flashing with the light of the late afternoon sun. To the northeast she saw a village of round orcish houses surrounded by cleared fields, watchtowers standing here and there. She guessed that maybe eight or nine hundred orcs lived in the shadow of Urd Cystaanl’s towers. Calliande wondered what it was like for those orcs to grow up in the iron grasp of Rhogrimnalazur’s hunger, to revere her as a goddess even as they feared her. If they killed Rhogrimnalazur, perhaps they would free the orcs of the village. 
Until then, she would have to treat the arachar as enemies. They would fight to the death to defend their goddess, and would not hesitate to bring her alive before Rhogrimnalazur. Since awakening, Calliande had been helpless once, powerless before Shadowbearer and his minions. If not for Ridmark’s timely arrival, she would have died.
She had no intention of ever being that helpless again. 
Ridmark stared at the village for a moment, and then nodded to himself.
“Calliande,” he said in a low voice. “Now.” 
“Antenora,” said Calliande, focusing her will upon the older woman. “The trees.”
Antenora stepped forward, lifting her staff, the sigils erupting into flame. Calliande concentrated, calling all the power of the Keeper’s staff and directing the magic into Antenora. The magic poured into Antenora like a torrent, and Antenora’s will transformed that power into an inferno. The Sight showed the power blazing around her, hotter and brighter, and the grass began to smolder between Antenora’s boots, the air around her rippling with intense heat. 
“God and his saints,” said Jager. “I wish I thought to bring some sausages. We could have cooked supper.” Kharlacht gave him an incredulous look, but Mara lifted a hand to cover her laugh. 
Antenora took a quick step forward, raised her staff, and slammed it down again. There was a thunderclap, fiery light shining around her, and she thrust her free hand. A ball of flame erupted from her palm, and then another, and then another, hurtling in straight lines towards the trees at the edge of the orcs’ fields. Calliande knew how to wield the magic of elemental fire herself, a legacy of the lessons that the Keeper Ruth had taught her, but Antenora had the greater skill with flame, and had compressed tremendous amounts of magical force within those spheres.
The results were explosive.
The first sphere struck the edge of the forest, and an instant later a huge bloom of flame rose, turning a half-dozen trees into blazing torches. The webs covering the trees ignited at once, burning-white hot, and the fire spread around the fields in a blazing arc. 
The other two spheres erupted a heartbeat later. The blazing arc exploded into a firestorm, and suddenly a sea of flame covered the forest between the fields and the hill. Even from a distance, the heat washed over Calliande as if she stood in front of a blacksmith’s forge, and she heard the clamor of the village as the arachar watchmen sounded the alarm. Gangs of orcish men rushed towards the fire with shovels and buckets. Arachar or not, worshippers of an urdmordar or not, the arachar still had to eat, and they would defend their crops from Antenora’s firestorm. 
The fire also blocked them from coming to Rhogrimnalazur’s aid. 
“That should keep them occupied for a few hours,” said Ridmark. “Come on.”
Calliande nodded, withdrawing her power from Antenora.
In a few hours, they would either be victorious, or they would be dead.
 
###
 
Ridmark stepped towards the ruined gate of Urd Cystaanl, the air heavy with the smoke from the roaring forest fire. The wind blew the black plume of smoke over the river, stark against the crumbling white towers of Urd Cystaanl. The gate itself had collapsed, the courtyard beyond paved with white flagstones. Ridmark went first, picking his way over the rubble, his staff ready in his hand. The Swordbearers came after, white fire dancing up and down their soulblades, and then Kharlacht, Jager, Caius, and Mara, screening Morigna, Calliande, and Antenora. Ridmark wanted them to guard the Keeper and the two sorceresses. The Swordbearers could defend themselves from any magical attack, but Ridmark knew the Keeper’s power was the biggest threat to Rhogrimnalazur. If the urdmordar realized that, she might try to attack Calliande and kill her before the battle could begin. 
They moved into the courtyard, the massive white bulk of the central tower rising overhead. The flagstones had survived the millennia with little damage, and the ground remained smooth and level, though here and there piles of rubble had fallen from the curtain wall. The doors to the inner tower stood open, and within Ridmark glimpsed a heap of rubble from the collapsed roof. 
The courtyard seemed utterly deserted. 
Yet Calliande, Mara, and Antenora all flinched at once. 
All three of them possessed the Sight.
“What is it?” said Ridmark, looking back and forth as Truthseeker and Heartwarden burned white-hot in the hands of Gavin and Arandar. He saw no sign of any movement within the tower or upon the walls…
“There,” said Mara in a quiet voice. “At the base of the tower. I think…I think she’s there, watching us.” 
“A great locus of dark magic is there,” said Antenora. “At least as strong as the Traveler, but far more alien. I have never seen its like.”
“I have,” said Calliande, gripping her staff. “An urdmordar is there. Several spiderlings as well. I can dispel the magic they are using to remain unseen.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “Save your strength. I think you shall need it soon enough.”
Ridmark strode forward several paces, raised his staff, and struck the end of it against the ground several times, the crack of the impact rolling through the courtyard. 
“Rhogrimnalazur!” he shouted. “Come forth and show yourself. Come forth and treat with me!” 
The echoes of his shout faded away, and nothing happened. Ridmark wondered if Rhogrimnalazur would refuse to show herself. He considered asking Calliande and Antenora to strike first, and then the air at the base of the tower rippled. 
Four women appeared out of nothingness.
The first was Quinta, still in her black robe, her green eyes glittering with hatred as she stared at Ridmark. The other two were spiderlings as well, wearing identical black robes. The fourth woman…
The fourth woman stood over seven feet tall, her face inhumanly beautiful and serene. She wore a brilliant red gown that clung to her body, cut low to reveal a large expanse of her pale breasts. Over her blood-colored hair she wore a spiked crown of a substance that looked like red gold, and her bright green eyes regarded Ridmark without blinking. 
Gothalinzur and Agrimnalazur had both taken the forms of harmless old women, overlooked and ignored. They had preferred to rule their subjects from the shadows, invisible and unnoticed as they shaped the lives of generations. It seemed that Rhogrimnalazur preferred to rule her arachar openly, hence the form of a queen or an empress of some kind.
It didn’t matter. Ridmark knew that Rhogrimnalazur’s true form would look nothing like this. 
“You were correct, daughter,” said Rhogrimnalazur, her voice melodious. “He is a bold one. He shall make a fine servant or a fine meal.”
“You are Rhogrimnalazur?” said Ridmark.
“Do not waste time stating the obvious,” said Rhogrimnalazur. The shining green eyes looked over them one by one, and then settled upon Calliande. “Ah. You have brought the Keeper of Andomhaim into my reach once more. That was foolish of you.”
“Rhogrimnalazur,” said Calliande, stepping forward. A stern expression had come over her face, aloof and remote, one that Ridmark had rarely seen before she had recovered her memory. Likely it was the expression she had worn when conducting her duties as Keeper. “For too long you have fed upon the weak and terrorized the helpless. That ends today.”
The words amused the urdmordar. “Is that why you have come back? To revenge yourself upon me for deaths two and a half centuries past? Tell me, how have you endured this long? It is rare to see a mortal who lives for a century, and nearly two and a half have passed since we last met.”
“You know why I am here, Rhogrimnalazur,” said Calliande, lifting her chin. The bronze diadem against her hair glinted. “I have come to stop Shadowbearer, just as I came to stop him when last we met. Again you have hindered me. I eluded you the last time, but now we shall clear you from our path unless you step aside.”  
“The bearer of shadow,” mused Rhogrimnalazur, shaking her head. “Tell me. Do you know your true enemy?”
“It’s not the Frostborn,” said Calliande. “It’s Shadowbearer himself.” 
“Himself?” said Rhogrimnalazur. “The bearer of shadow? Are you sure that he is your enemy? Or is the shadow that he bears your true foe?” 
“Both,” said Calliande. “The shadow of Incariel drives him, but when he is slain, the threat shall end.”
Rhogrimnalazur let out a musical laugh that seemed to jangle and clash inside of Ridmark’s ears, adding to the headache he already had from Heartwarden’s presence. “You are like a pretty songbird mimicking words it does not understand, or a precocious child reciting history she does not truly know!”
“Then enlighten us,” said Ridmark. 
“I was there for it, Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Rhogrimnalazur. “I was there when the dark elves opened the gate to our world and summoned us. They thought to make us their servants, the poor dear fools.” She smiled as if at a fond memory. “I remember the speech their king made, commanding us to grovel before him and serve him as our master. How sweetly he and his nobles screamed as we tore him from limb to limb! They didn’t realize the truth, but my sisters and I did.”
“And what truth is that?” said Ridmark. 
“The dark elves were puppets,” said Rhogrimnalazur, “fools dancing upon invisible strings. They thought themselves the masters of this world, but the bearer of shadow walked among them, and the shadow twisted them to its will. Perhaps some of them learned the truth in the end, but it is too late, and their proud kingdoms,” she gestured at the white ruins rising over them, “are ashes and rubble.” 
“What does that make you?” said Morigna. “A scavenger digging through the wreckage?”
Rhogrimnalazur only laughed. “We are goddesses, mortal child, my sisters and I. The dark elves thought that they would be as gods. They were wrong. They had pretensions of empires and kingdoms. We did not. We simply feed upon the lesser kindreds as is proper. The dark elves did not see that they were merely the tools of the shadow.”
“And what shadow is that?” said Calliande.
“Are you so blind, child?” said Rhogrimnalazur. “The shadow of Incariel itself. A greater predator than even my sisters and I. The Frostborn, who shall soon return, are not your ultimate enemy. The bearer of shadow himself is not your ultimate enemy. The shadow of Incariel is your foe, and it shall devour you and all the rest of this world.” 
“Why are you telling us this?” said Ridmark.
“I wish to make you an offer, my bold warrior,” said Rhogrimnalazur, those blazing green eyes focusing upon Ridmark. “I see you bear an item of power. A crude soulstone.”
“I do,” said Ridmark. There was no point in denying it. 
“A crude thing, to be sure, manufactured rather than grown as the soulstones of the high elves are,” said Rhogrimnalazur. “Nevertheless, I want it. Give it to me and I shall let you go.” 
“Why do you want it?” said Ridmark. “The urdmordar I have met in the past had no interest in trinkets, only in food.”
“Because this world is doomed,” said Rhogrimnalazur. “You do not yet see it, but you shall. The shadow of Incariel is rising, and it shall consume this world as a wolf devours a sheep.”
“Will you not fight it?” said Ridmark.
Rhogrimnalazur laughed. “Why? Your fate is of no consequence to me. The rough soulstone you carry is powerful enough to create a small, weak world gate. One of my dark elven slaves taught me the spell before I consumed him. Through that gate I shall depart this world before the shadow of Incariel devours it.” She stepped forward, serene and inhumanly beautiful, and extended a hand. “Give me the soulstone, and you may depart with your lives.” 
“Or?” said Ridmark.
Rhogrimnalazur smiled. “Or I shall kill you all and take the soulstone anyway.” 
“Very well,” said Ridmark. “I will make you a counteroffer. Let us depart, and command your arachar and your spiderlings to leave us in peace.” Quinta hissed, her face and hands rippling from those of a gaunt human woman to the eight-eyed gaze of an enraged spiderling. “Otherwise we will kill you.”
“Are you so certain that you can?” said Rhogrimnalazur. 
“Are you certain?” Ridmark countered. “We have the Keeper of Andomhaim with us.”
“Who fled from me before,” said Rhogrimnalazur.
“Because my errand was urgent, and I dared not tarry,” said Calliande in a quiet voice, white fire beginning to flicker around the length of her staff. “I have not yet tested my strength against you, Rhogrimnalazur.”
“We have two Swordbearers as well,” said Ridmark, gesturing at Gavin and Arandar, “and magic you have never seen before. I urge you to let us go in peace. Otherwise we will fight, and we will kill you.”
“Ah,” murmured Rhogrimnalazur. “What a pity you could not seduce him, daughter. He would have made a worthy servant.” Green fire crackled around her fingers, her eyes shining with the same light. “In a way, I am doing you a mercy, Keeper, you and all your pet warriors. You will not live to see your final failure. You will not see Incariel’s shadow consume the world. I will have devoured you long before that. Behold! Look upon me, and behold your death!”
Rhogrimnalazur took one step forward, lifting her hands, and changed form. 
“God and the saints and the apostles!” spat Jager, and even Mara looked surprised. “Is that…”
Rhogrimnalazur took her true form before their eyes.
Ridmark had seen the true forms of Gothalinzur and Agrimnalazur, so he knew what to expect, yet the sight still struck him like a physical blow. Rhogrimnalazur’s body swelled to immensity, becoming an armored spider the size of two oxen covered in crimson chitin like armor plating. Eight knobbed legs arched from her flanks, each one as thick as Kharlacht and tipped with a claw the length of a sword, the edges gleaming with poison. The torso, arms, and head of a human woman of unearthly beauty rose from the front of the spider’s abdomen, covered in more plates of red chitin. Foot-long claws tipped the long, distended fingers, gleaming with more venom. Rhogrimnalazur’s true form was larger than either of the urdmordar that Ridmark had faced before. Perhaps she was older, or maybe stronger. 
Calliande and Antenora both struck at once. The Keeper unleashed a blazing shaft of white fire that sliced across the courtyard, while Antenora flung a ball of fire. The urdmordar spun with inhuman quickness despite her bulk, her right hand moving as she summoned magical power. She dodged Calliande’s fire, the spell splashing against the ruined tower behind her, and cast a spell just as Antenora’s fireball reached her. Shadows whirled around Rhogrimnalazur, and Antenora’s fireball sputtered and went out.
Rhogrimnalazur thrust her hands out, and a wave of green fire erupted from her talons, rolling across the flagstones. Calliande cast another spell, and a dome of translucent white haze appeared around Ridmark and the others, a warding spell to shield them from Rhogrimnalazur’s dark magic. The ghostly green fire washed over the dome like a wave striking a boulder, but the fire spread over the entire courtyard, sinking into the white flagstones. 
The ground gave a jolt beneath Ridmark’s boots, and a dozen patches of the courtyard exploded in sprays of dirt and broken white stone. Through the haze of dust he saw a dozen small chambers had been blasted open in the floor, like trapdoors or perhaps…
Green fire flared in their depths.
Or perhaps like small tombs. 
Undead rose from the opened tombs, clad in gleaming armor and crowned helms of blue dark elven steel. Their flesh had withered to leather over yellowed bone, yet Ridmark could still make out the pointed ears and sharp features of dark elves. At least a score of the undead rose from the courtyard, Rhogrimnalazur’s ghostly fire dancing in their empty eyes and up their limbs, and more stirred in the pits. 
Quinta looked at Ridmark and laughed, her eight eyes gleaming with anticipation of the bloodshed to come. 
“Do you like my servitors?” said Rhogrimnalazur. Her voice boomed like thunder, and Ridmark felt the pressure of her words inside his skull, as if she were speaking directly into his thoughts. “Once they ruled Urd Cystaanl, and when I came here they demanded that I bow to them. Instead I bound them in my webs, and feasted upon them one by one for decades, forcing them to watch. They went quite mad. Now they serve me in death for all time. Soon you shall join them, Keeper of Andomhaim! Kill them! Kill them all!”
The undead dark elves charged in silence, while the spiderlings and Rhogrimnalazur began casting spells. 
 
###
 
Truthseeker thrummed in Gavin’s hand, the sword shining with white fire. The soulblade seemed eager for battle, like a hunting hound straining at the leash at the scent of deer. 
As the undead dark elves charged them, Gavin realized the soulblade might soon have its fill of battle. 
“At the urdmordar!” shouted Ridmark, pointing his staff. Gavin understood Ridmark’s strategy. The Order of the Soulblade had originally been founded to fight the urdmordar and their armies, and the Swordbearers had led the battles that had broken the urdmordar siege of Tarlion. Perhaps the very soulblade in his fist had slain an urdmordar in the distant past.
Perhaps it would slay another urdmordar before this day was done. Calliande might wield the Keeper’s power, but the soulblades were still the most potent weapon against creatures of dark magic, able to tear through wards and deflect spells of killing power. Gavin and Arandar raced towards Rhogrimnalazur as the urdmordar and her daughters began casting spells, Ridmark and Kharlacht running alongside them as Caius, Jager, and Mara fell back to guard Calliande, Morigna, and Antenora. Gavin drew upon Truthseeker for speed, filling himself with the soulblade’s power. One good burst, and he would be close enough to strike at the urdmordar herself…
The undead dark elves intercepted them. Gavin shifted to meet them, raising his shield to block their thrusts.
It was almost the last action of his life. 
One of the undead dark elves thrust its sword, and Gavin caught the blow on his shield. He started to strike back, but two other dark elves fanned out around the first warrior, swords gripped in their skeletal hands. The undead Gavin had fought before had been mindless things, but the undead dark elves moved with cold skill. One sword of blue steel stabbed towards his throat, and another towards his leg. The thrusts were perfectly timed, and they should have killed Gavin. Only Truthseeker’s power let him dodge, and Gavin lost his balance, stumbling as the trio of dark elves pursued him. 
Fire flashed before his eyes, and a thumb-sized sphere of flame slammed into the undead on the left. The withered creature erupted into flames as Antenora’s magic chewed into it, and Gavin had his opening. He swung his shield into the dark elven undead in front of him, the dwarven steel rebounding from the blue metal of the corpse’s armor with a loud clang. Gavin pivoted and slashed Truthseeker, taking the head from the undead upon the right with a flash of white fire. The creature collapsed in a spray of bones and dust and blue steel, and the undead in the center attacked again. This time the creature was alone, and Gavin caught the strike upon his shield with ease, swinging Truthseeker with all the soulblade’s power driving his arm. The soulblade ripped through the undead creature’s torso, the sword’s power shredding the dark magic binding the rotting flesh. Bones and armor clattered away, and Gavin glanced over his shoulder. Antenora stood next to Calliande and Morigna, all three women casting spells. He wanted to thank her, but this was not the time.
If he lived through this, he could thank her then. 
White fire flared around him as Calliande finished her spells, her magic making Gavin faster and stronger and better armored against attack. He wondered if she would have any power left to strike at Rhogrimnalazur. Then he understood that she would not, that it was up to Gavin and Arandar to land killing blows upon the mighty urdmordar. 
He remembered the desperate fight against Agrimnalazur in the ruins of Urd Arowyn, how Agrimnalazur had slaughtered her way through the lupivirii and had nearly overpowered Calliande. 
How his father, his poor, cowardly father, had found his nerve at last and sacrificed himself to save Gavin from Agrimnalazur’s wrath. 
Perhaps if Gavin had carried Truthseeker then, he could have saved his father
Perhaps he could keep Rhogrimnalazur and her servants from killing his friends. 
Gavin fought his way to the side of Arandar and Ridmark, Truthseeker trailing white fire. 
 
###
 
Calliande held her wards in place, maintaining the augmentation spells. Rhogrimnalazur turned, green fire and writhing shadow twisting around her talons, and pushed her left hand towards Calliande. A lance of snarling shadow and crackling green fire stabbed from the urdmordar’s clawed fingers, and Calliande’s wards shuddered beneath the impact, wavering like a banner caught in the storm. Had the spell ripped through her wards, it would have killed her and both Morigna and Antenora in a single heartbeat.
But her wards held. Even with all the furious power of an urdmordar behind the spell, her wards held intact against the attack. 
For that was the secret of the Keeper, the secret that had allowed the past Keepers of Andomhaim to defend the realm from orcish warlocks and dark elven wizards and the wrath of the urdmordar before Ardrhythain had founded the Two Orders. The Keepers wielded the magic of Old Earth, mighty and ancient and resolute, and no power found in Andomhaim could resist it.
Conversely, no ward could stand against the Keeper’s power. Calliande had neither Shadowbearer’s skill nor his strength, but with the power of the Keeper, she had fought him to a standstill in the heart of Khald Azalar. Rhogrimnalazur was stronger than Calliande, but neither could Rhogrimnalazur stand against the power of the Keeper. Most of Calliande’s strength went into the warding and the augmentation spells, but she had enough left to strike. 
A bolt of white fire shot from her staff and hit Rhogrimnalazur’s side. The urdmordar reared back with a furious snarl, the white fire carving a smoking line across her crimson-armored carapace. Had Calliande more power to spare, she could have done more damage to the urdmordar, but she had nothing left after holding the warding and augmentation spells.
Already the charred gash upon Rhogrimnalazur’s flank started to shrink. 
The spiderlings cast another spell, combining their power to unleash a withering lance of shadow at Calliande. Again she poured power into her wards, deflecting the strike. Ridmark and Kharlacht and the Swordbearers drove towards Rhogrimnalazur and the spiderlings, carving their way through the undead dark elves. The soulblades shone like shards of the sun, while the staff of Ardrhythain was a dark blur in Ridmark’s hands, its length flickering with symbols of white fire, an echo of the mighty magic Ardrhythain had wielded with that staff. For all their prowess, the dark elven undead were starting to surround them. Some of the undead broke free of the melee and charged towards Calliande. Caius and Jager and Mara had held off the undead so far, aided by Morigna’s earth magic, but they could not hold out forever.
Even as the thought crossed Calliande’s mind, Morigna waved her staff. The white flagstones folded and twisted, knocking the undead from their armored feet. Caius dashed forward, hammering with his mace as he crushed the skull of an undead warrior. Together Jager and Mara sawed through the neck of another, severing the skull from the spine and breaking the spell upon the creature.
Yet five more undead warriors charged at them, more than they could hold back. Ridmark and the Swordbearers and Kharlacht were too far ahead, and could not fall back to aid them. Besides, Ridmark and Kharlacht had to get the Swordbearers to Rhogrimnalazur. Their soulblades were the best hope of victory.
“Antenora!” shouted Calliande.
Antenora spun, black coat billowing around her, and shouted. A wave of flame boiled up from the ground and rushed forward, engulfing the charging undead. Two of them collapsed at once, Antenora’s fire turning them into piles of smoking coals. Two more staggered forward, and Caius smashed one with his mace, burning bones scattering across the ground. Mara disappeared in a flash of blue flame and reappeared behind another, taking its head with a wild two-handed swing of her short sword. The final undead lunged at Calliande, and she spared just enough power to spear the creature with a blast of white fire, the force throwing bones and armor back a dozen yards. 
Dark magic surged before her Sight as Rhogrimnalazur summoned more power for another spell.
Calliande turned her attention back toward the urdmordar, preparing her wards.
 
###
 
Ridmark whipped his staff in a circle, knocking one of the dark elven undead from its feet. The creature landed with a clatter of armor, and Arandar brought Heartwarden down in a swift stab. The soulblade split the undead dark elf’s skull in twain, white fire flashing down its withered limbs as the dark magic unraveled. 
The undead defenders rushed at Ridmark, but he kept ahead of them, using his staff as both weapon and shield. The symbols upon the staff’s length began to glow with white light as he struck. The staff was not magical, but Ardrhythain had carried it for so long that his vast power had altered the nature of the weapon, allowing it to wound creatures of dark magic. 
Ridmark might not have been able to call fire and lightning into battle as Ardrhythain could, but he could employ the staff in other ways. He knocked down another undead warrior, crushing its skull with a sharp blow from the end of the staff, and then deflected a swing. Kharlacht stepped forward, his blue greatsword gleaming with the light of Calliande’s magic, and split the undead warrior in twain. The massive blow left him open for a moment, but Gavin stepped into the gap, shielding the orcish warrior and cutting down another dark elven undead. Step by step, Ridmark and the others forced their way closer to Rhogrimnalazur. If Ridmark could get them close enough for Gavin and Arandar to strike…
A furious screech split the air, and Quinta and the other two spiderlings charged, abandoning their magical attacks to attack Ridmark. 
“Arandar! Gavin!” he shouted. The spiderlings would prove more formidable than the undead, and they might stop the Swordbearers from reaching the urdmordar. 
Gavin and Arandar went on the attack, Gavin heading towards the spiderling on the left, Arandar attacking the one on the right. Quinta came right at Ridmark, all eight of her eyes glittering with furious hatred. Likely she wanted to revenge herself upon Ridmark for the defeat at the ring fort. 
He attacked first, swinging his staff in an overhead loop for her head. Quinta danced aside, reared back, and spat a gobbet of yellow-green venom at him. Ridmark dodged, and the venom spattered against the flagstones with a hiss, a small plume of white smoke rising from the ground. She started a spell, shadow and green fire crackling around her crimson talons, but Ridmark jabbed his staff at her face, forcing her to dodge. Quinta retreated, dodging around the blows of the staff or parrying them upon her long crimson talons, which seemed as strong and as resilient as steel. Worse, she was tremendously strong, and took hits that would have shattered the bones of a normal man. Ridmark hit her once, twice, three times, every blow landing on her arms or ribs, but they only seemed to make her angrier. 
He swung the staff again, and Quinta’s right hand darted out, catching the end of the weapon. She yanked, and Ridmark started to lose his balance. He could either let Quinta pull him forward onto her talons, or he could release the staff.
So he let the staff go.
Quinta threw it aside with a howl of glee, the weapon bouncing away. “Let us see how you can defend yourself without your little stick! Let us…” 
While she gloated, Ridmark yanked the axe from his belt and attacked. It was a dwarven war axe, a gift from the Taalkaz of Coldinium’s Dwarven Enclave, and the stonescribes had enspelled its edge with potent glyphs. At the last minute Quinta realized her danger and raised her right arm to block the axe, which proved to be a mistake. The axe blade severed her arm at the elbow, and Quinta reeled back with a scream, greenish-black ichor spurting from the stump of her arm. Ridmark swung again, and the spiderling jerked back at the last moment, staring in horror at the ruins of her arm. The axe sank into her right hip, and Ridmark wrenched the blade free as she stumbled to one knee, her wounded leg buckling. 
His next swing buried the axe into the back of her neck, ending the fight. 
Ridmark pulled the weapon loose, the blade glistening with spiderling ichor, and saw that Gavin and Arandar had killed the other two spiderlings. The remaining dark elven undead were withdrawing across the courtyard, moving to form a guard around Rhogrimnalazur. Antenora loosed controlled bursts of fire, incinerating the undead warriors one by one, while Calliande and Rhogrimnalazur continued their duel of spells.
Ridmark raised his axe and hurried to join the Swordbearers as they charged at the wall of the undead. 
 
###
 
Blood leaked from a cut over Gavin’s left eye, and another on his left shoulder where an undead warrior’s blade had slipped through. Yet Truthseeker’s power still filled him, driving him on with strength and speed. He fought back to back with Arandar and Kharlacht, covering both of the older men with his shield and landing hits of his own when the opportunity presented itself. Ridmark had retrieved his staff from where the dead spiderling had thrown it, and swung and thrust and jabbed, disrupting the attacks of the undead long enough for Arandar and Gavin to land hits of their own. Even without a soulblade, Ridmark Arban was still the best fighter that Gavin had ever seen, and as his own skill grew he could see Ridmark’s ability, could discern the touches that separated a capable fighter from a master. 
Blue fire swirled in the midst of the melee, and Mara appeared behind one of the undead dark elves, sending the warrior stumbling with a sharp shove to the lower back. The warrior staggered towards Gavin, and he took off its head with a swing of Truthseeker, the soulblade turning the bones of its neck to splintered shards. Gavin looked back to see Caius and Jager running into the battle. He wondered why they had abandoned their guard over Calliande and Antenora and Morigna, and then realized that there was no need. Most of the dark elven undead had been destroyed, and the remainder fell back to shield Rhogrimnalazur. 
The urdmordar was no more than a dozen yards from Gavin, jerking back and forth as she dodged Calliande’s bursts of white fire. Rhogrimnalazur seemed able to block both Antenora’s and Morigna’s spells, but like Shadowbearer in Khald Azalar, she could not ward herself against the Keeper’s attacks, and had instead to dodge them. The effort held most of the urdmordar’s attention, and if Gavin could get close enough to strike, he might be able to take Rhogrimnalazur unawares. He struck down another undead warrior, looking for a line of attack.
Suddenly he felt slower. Truthseeker’s power still filled him, but Calliande had withdrawn her augmentation and protection spells. Had Rhogrimnalazur dispelled them? Or, worse, had the urdmordar overpowered Calliande? Gavin risked a glance back, but saw Calliande standing unharmed, wreathed in a blaze of white fire. 
She shouted and pointed her staff, and a brilliant spear of white fire burst from her as the Keeper flung all of her strength at Rhogrimnalazur. The urdmordar started to dodge, but the white fire moved even faster than Rhogrimnalazur’s uncanny speed, and the blast struck her across the right side of her thorax. The urdmordar staggered to the side with a ringing scream of fury and pain, the crimson armor of her hide charred black.
It was Gavin’s chance to strike.
He raced forward, Truthseeker’s power filling him with strength and speed, and leaped into the air, the soulblade raised over his head. He intended to aim for Rhogrimnalazur’s human-like torso, but the urdmordar twisted at the last instant, and instead Truthseeker sank deep into her abdomen. The soulstone in the blade flared like the sun, the sword’s power pumping into the wound, and Rhogrimnalazur screamed, her eyes flickering with green light. One of her legs slammed into Gavin’s chest with the force of a falling tree, and he flew backwards, still gripping Truthseeker. The breath exploded from his lungs as he struck the ground, and for a moment he could not move, could not breathe.
He was sure that Rhogrimnalazur would rear up and kill him. 
Yet the urdmordar wobbled back and forth, her armored sides heaving. Perhaps Gavin’s blow had done more damage than he had thought. White light flickered upon Rhogrimnalazur’s back, and Arandar jumped atop her abdomen, balanced there as Heartwarden burned in his hands. 
Rhogrimnalazur started to twist to face him, but it was too late. Arandar drove Heartwarden between Rhogrimnalazur’s shoulders, the blade erupting from her chest perhaps a foot below her neck. The urdmordar screamed, her head thrown back, her clawed legs lashing at the courtyard. The upheaval threw Arandar from her back, and he fell hard, scrabbling to get away from the lashing legs. 
Rhogrimnalazur staggered to a halt, the ghastly wound in her chest leaking green-black slime, and her flickering eyes fell upon Ridmark. 
“You should have listened to me,” she hissed. “You could have escaped the coming darkness. Now you shall perish with the rest…with the rest of…”
The green fire in her eyes went dark, and Rhogrimnalazur went limp, her legs collapsing into a tangled heap beneath her. Her body sagged to the side, and a shiver went through the air, the awful presence of her voice vanishing from Gavin’s mind. The remaining undead dark elves went motionless, and then collapsed into pieces as Rhogrimnalazur’s magic faded away.
The urdmordar was dead.
 
###
 
Ridmark lowered his staff, breathing hard. 
“She’s dead,” said Gavin, his voice shocked. “We…we actually killed her.” 
“It was a hard battle,” said Arandar, getting to his feet, “but you fought valiantly. Few Swordbearers at your age have faced an urdmordar and lived, even with help.” Heartwarden’s fire dimmed as Rhogrimnalazur’s magic faded, easing Ridmark’s headache. 
Gavin didn’t seem to hear him. “It was…it was easier than I thought. Easier than Urd Arowyn and Agrimnalazur.” 
“We didn’t have any soulblades with us at Urd Arowyn,” said Ridmark. “There is a reason the Order of the Soulblade broke the siege of Tarlion and drove the urdmordar into the Wilderland all those centuries ago.” 
“Clearly,” said Jager, walking over with Mara. The halfling and the half-elf had come through the battle unscathed. “If that was the easy fight, then God knows I am glad I missed the hard one! Sir Gavin, the number of drinks I have to buy you when we return to civilized lands just keeps going up and up.” 
“Are any of you injured?” called Calliande, Morigna and Antenora hurrying after her. Morigna’s eyes flicked over Ridmark, seeking for injury. He had come through the fight without any wounds, though he wanted to lie down and sleep for a day. 
That would have to wait.
“Gavin Swordbearer is wounded,” said Antenora. 
“What?” said Gavin. He blinked a few times and touched his forehead. “I suppose I am. I can use Truthseeker to heal myself. There’s no…”
“Oh, hush,” said Calliande. She walked over and a cast a spell, white light flaring from her hands and sinking into Gavin as she healed his wounds. Calliande had to take the pain of the wounds into herself to heal them, but Gavin was not hurt badly. 
None of them were, in fact. 
“The Lord granted us victory this day,” said Caius. 
“Truly,” said Ridmark.
“One rather suspects our own courage and ability had rather more to do with it,” said Morigna.
Caius smiled. “What instruments do you think God uses to work his will?”
“You can debate theology in the road,” said Ridmark. “We’re leaving.”
Mara frowned. “We will not rest first?”
“No,” said Ridmark. “There is a village of annoyed arachar to the north, and I would rather be gone before they realize we slew their false goddess. And we are in a race with Shadowbearer. We can afford no delay. We’ll tell Rakhaag to depart, and continue to Black Mountain.”
None of the others disagreed, and they left at once.
They managed to cover another nine miles before dark, following the banks of the River Moradel.



Chapter 6: Messengers
 
Four days after the death of Rhogrimnalazur, Calliande sat cross-legged before the campfire, her staff laid across her knees. The sun was rising to the east, throwing its rays over the torpid waters of the River Moradel. Their camp was in a small clearing perhaps a hundred yards from the river atop a bluff overlooking the waters. Calliande was alone, save for Mara, who sat on the other side of the campfire, humming to herself as she cooked biscuits and sausages over the fire, and Antenora, who stood like a statue a few feet away. All the others had left the camp. Caius had said his morning prayers and left with Kharlacht, Jager, Arandar, and Gavin to have a look around, to make sure no enemies were nearby. Ridmark and Morigna had gone scouting to the south. 
At least they said they had gone scouting. 
Calliande had her suspicions of what they were really doing…but that was not her business. She didn’t even feel jealous any longer. Well, not very jealous, not that much…
She put that thought of her mind and focused upon the Sight, sending her magical vision southward. The aura of fiery magic around Antenora brushed her mind, as did the strange aura of power around Mara. Calliande closed her eyes and concentrated, seeing with senses other than those of the flesh. For a moment she saw herself through the Sight, sitting cross-legged before the fire, a regal-looking woman with pleasant features and long blond hair, a green cloak draped over her shoulders, the worn staff of the Keeper laid across her lap. 
Vanity was not something she often indulged, but she did look pretty healthy for a woman of over two and a half centuries.
Calliande tightened her focus, sending her Sight to the west, towards the mountains of Vhaluusk. 
Towards where Shadowbearer marched with the Mhorite host to the Black Mountain and Dun Licinia. Unless she missed her guess, Shadowbearer would have left the Vale of Stone Death by now, marching south through the thick forests of Vhaluusk. That would slow him and his Mhorite followers, and any other allies he gathered. Vhaluusk was a patchwork of petty fiefdoms ruled by orcish warlords, interspersed with long stretches of wilderness. It was not good terrain for an army, and the Vhaluuskan tribes would amuse themselves by attacking Mournacht’s supply trains and scouts. It would take Shadowbearer weeks to cross Vhaluusk. 
By contrast, Ridmark and Calliande and the others had been making good time. She thought they had covered at least twenty miles yesterday, maybe more. Her legs certainly ached as if they had covered more, but she did not begrudge the pain. The more ground they covered, the better chance they had of reaching Black Mountain before Shadowbearer. 
They had only been attacked twice since leaving Urd Cystaanl, once by a pack of trolls, and once by a band of kobolds from the Deeps seeking for captives and loot. The lupivirii avoided the trolls, since they had no way of harming them, but Morigna’s acidic mist and Antenora’s fire made short work of the creatures. Ridmark and the others broke the attack of the kobolds, and Rakhaag and the lupivirii amused themselves by hunting down the survivors. No arachar pursued them from Urd Cystaanl. Evidently the followers of the late Rhogrimnalazur had no further wish for conflict. 
Calliande cleared those concerns from her mind, focusing upon Shadowbearer. She bent her Sight towards the corrupted high elven archmage, seeking him. After she had awakened, she had eluded him. Now she wanted to find him before he could open the gate on Black Mountain. 
Yet she could not.
The Sight was capricious and wild, and no Keeper had ever truly bound it to her will. Some of the Keepers had thought that the Sight was an innately intuitive, wild magic, one that could not be controlled by the logical mind. Other Keepers believed that the nature of time was so chaotic that the Sight merely reflected the unpredictable nature of the future.
Or Shadowbearer was skilled enough to cloak himself from Calliande’s Sight. That seemed the most logical option.
She sighed and opened her eyes.
“No luck?” said Mara, turning over the biscuits. 
“None,” said Calliande, standing with a grimace. “Either I cannot find Shadowbearer with my Sight, or he is powerful enough to shield himself from observation.” 
“My father was,” said Mara, squinting at the sausages. She nodded in satisfaction and started to scoop them out of the fire with a spatula. “Zhorlacht told me before we left the Gate of the East. One of his duties was to help maintain the wards around the edges of Nightmane Forest.” 
“If the Traveler was strong enough to do it, Shadowbearer would be as well,” said Calliande. 
“This place we are traveling to reach,” said Antenora. “The Black Mountain. Why does Shadowbearer travel to this mountain?”
“There’s a standing circle upon its slopes,” said Calliande. “A place of power. The dark elves made such circles in ancient times during their wars against the high elves, before the urdmordar came. They could use the circles to enhance their magic to mighty effect. Shadowbearer can open the gate far more easily there than he could anywhere else.”
“Why that particular circle?” said Mara. “There must be dozens of standing circles between Khald Azalar and Dun Licinia. We passed one two days ago, on that hill overlooking the river. Why doesn’t Shadowbearer use one of those and save himself the long walk to Dun Licinia?”
“That circle is the most powerful one in Andomhaim,” said Calliande. “Any spell of dark magic cast there will be magnified to an exponential degree.” 
“Why?” said Antenora.
“I don’t know,” said Calliande. “I don’t think any of the other Keepers knew, either. It’s something about the Black Mountain. It has a mighty aura of dark magic about it.”
Mara began plucking the biscuits from the fire. “I always heard it was…cursed. Nothing specific. When I lived in Cintarra, I heard the rumors. All the merchants thought the men of the Northerland were mad to live in the shadow of the Black Mountain, so close to the pagan orcs of the Wilderland.”
“It was sacred to the dark elves,” said Calliande. 
“Sacred?” said Mara. “My father never worshipped anything but himself.” 
“He was a bit…disillusioned, I think,” said Calliande. “Like the Warden.”
“But crazier,” said Mara.
“Quite,” said Calliande. “Most of the other dark elves worshipped Incariel. Shadowbearer was sort of a…prophet to them, I think. Ardrhythain told me about the history. That was how the split between the high elves and the dark elves began. Once there were just the high elves. Then some of them chose to worship the shadow of Incariel, and the shadow changed them. I suppose that was when this all began.” 
“But what does Shadowbearer want?” said Antenora. “He is a high elf, is he not? Why do all this? Why summon the Frostborn?” 
Calliande shrugged. “I do not know. Perhaps we can ask him before we defeat him.”
If they could defeat him.
“If you turn your Sight towards this Black Mountain,” said Antenora, “perhaps it shall reveal useful knowledge to you.”
Calliande shook her head. “I tried. All I see is…battle, chaos. Not now, but in the future, the near future. Soon there will be fighting at Black Mountain.” 
“And we didn’t need the Sight to tell us that,” said Mara, arranging the sausages and the biscuits upon a platter. 
“I fear not,” said Calliande. 
“Well,” said Mara, gazing into the forest for a moment, “if we can’t save the world today, we might as well have breakfast.” 
“I do not require physical sustenance,” said Antenora.
“Shouldn’t we wait for the others?” said Calliande. 
Mara shrugged. “I suspect the Gray Knight will want to leave as soon as he returns with the others. It would be nice not to eat a breakfast upon our feet for once.”
“An excellent point,” said Calliande. She claimed a sausage from the platter. “Though we’ve been carrying around these sausages since we stole them from that Mhorite camp in the Vale of Fallen Stars. I doubt they’ll last much longer.”
She took a bite and blinked in surprise at the taste.
“That…is really good,” she said. “How did you do that?”
“Some of the plants we passed in the forest yesterday,” said Mara, smiling. “They go well with meat.”
“How did you learn to cook so well?” said Calliande, taking another bite and savoring the taste. She hadn’t eaten anything that tasted so good since they had left the wreckage of the Iron Tower. 
“From the Red Family,” said Mara. “Some of the poisons the Family employed were quite bitter, so we learned to cook to disguise the taste…”
Calliande blinked and looked at the half-eaten sausage.
“Ah,” said Mara, wincing. “Don’t worry. It’s poison-free. I probably shouldn’t share that anecdote with the others.”
“The expression on Jager’s face might be amusing, though,” said Calliande. She hesitated and then finished the sausage. 
Mara smiled at that. “Oh, he already knows about it.” Her smile faded. “I wonder what Zhorlacht and the Anathgrimm would say.” 
“Likely they would approve,” said Calliande. 
“I don’t know what I’m going to do about them,” said Mara. “I have a responsibility. I cannot turn away from them. And yet…I would not weep if I never saw them again. They remind me too much of Nightmane Forest, of my childhood. Yet…”
She blinked and looked into the trees. For a moment Calliande thought Mara had been moved to tears, but then the shorter woman smiled. Calliande’s Sight caught several magical auras moving towards them. 
“The others return,” said Antenora. 
Caius, Kharlacht, Arandar, Gavin, and Jager came first. Jager saw the sausages, smiled, kissed his wife, and then helped himself to some biscuits. Ridmark and Morigna came next, Morigna carrying a trio of dead rabbits. Apparently the two of them really had gone scouting. 
“Did you find anything interesting?” said Mara. 
“Not really,” said Jager. “Some more ruins. I think it was an orcish village, but it’s been abandoned for a long time. Burned, most likely. Other than that, we saw not a single living soul.” He brushed some dust from his vest and looked at Morigna. “Though it seems the Witch of the Wilderland found some most unfortunate rabbits.” 
Morigna sniffed. “That is the difference between us, Master Thief. One of us can survive in the wilderness, and the other would starve to death within a week.” 
Jager beamed at her. “Yes, but what would you do?” 
“Watch you go without fresh rabbit,” said Morigna, shaking them in his direction. 
Calliande looked at Ridmark. “Can we spare the time to cook them?”
“Perhaps,” said Ridmark. He seemed distracted, as if an idea had come to him. “We’ve been running hard for nearly four days. We need some rest, and some fresh food would do us good. After we’ve eaten Mara’s excellent breakfast, of course.” 
“You have an idea,” said Calliande. 
Ridmark nodded. “The Magistri can send messages to each other across long distances.” 
“They can,” said Calliande. “We can.” She might have become the Keeper, but she still had all the knowledge and skills of a Magistria. 
“Are we close enough that you could contact one of the Magistri in Dun Licinia?” said Ridmark. “Or maybe even Castra Marcaine itself?”
“Maybe,” said Calliande. She hadn’t given it any thought. “Why?”
“Because we have been making good time,” said Ridmark, “but I fear it still might not be enough.”
“Surely we are moving faster than the Mhorites,” said Caius.
“Undoubtedly,” said Ridmark, “but Shadowbearer might be able to call upon other allies, ones that can reach the Black Mountain and hold it until his arrival. Even if we kill Shadowbearer, Mournacht will still have an army, and he has enough warriors to turn all of the Northerland to ash and lay siege to Castra Marcaine. What of the people of the Northerland? We cannot protect them all.” 
“No,” murmured Calliande. “We cannot.” She had seen such things before. The Frostborn had overrun the Northerland, destroying its castras and laying waste to its towns and villages. She had seen endless lines of desperate, terrified people trying to flee, making their way south in hopes of safety. 
“If you can send a message to Sir Joram Agramore at Dun Licinia,” said Ridmark, “or even Dux Gareth at Castra Marcaine, they can prepare. They can summon their knights and men-at-arms, and have an army ready to meet the Mhorites.” 
“Or they may not,” said Morigna. “If a Magistrius receives a message from a woman claiming to be the long-lost Keeper of Andomhaim, he might think it a trick or a trap of some kind.”
“Or that he has drunk too much wine,” said Jager. 
“It is possible there are no Magistri in Dun Licinia,” said Caius.
Ridmark shook his head. “Dux Gareth and the Order would have sent another after Alamur’s death.”
“Alamur?” said Morigna. “The name is not known to me.”
“He was a Magistrius,” said Calliande. “He tried to betray me to Shadowbearer.” She looked at Ridmark. “I suppose in hindsight he must have been one of the Enlightened of Incariel.” 
“It seems so,” said Ridmark, his voice grim. “There is not telling how far that cancer has spread through the realm.” 
“It is also possible,” said Arandar, “that any Magistri that the Keeper contacts might be one of the Enlightened.” He scowled. “Once, I never would have dreamed the Magistri could be corrupted, but that was before what my son saw in Tarlion.”
“Then if we send a message to any Magistri in Dun Licinia or the Northerland,” said Jager, “the Enlightened will know that we are coming.”
“The Enlightened probably know that we are coming anyway,” said Ridmark. “Shadowbearer can communicate with his servants across long distances.”
“He can,” said Morigna. “I heard him speak to Coriolus, right before the end.”  
“So we take a risk, regardless of what we do,” said Ridmark. “But I think this is the best course. The people of the Northerland deserve some warning of what is about to fall upon them. And if the Dux and his vassals are roused before the Mhorites arrive, that means we shall have more allies when it comes time to confront Shadowbearer.” 
“You’re right,” said Calliande. “The effort must be made. It costs us nothing, risks nothing we do not already risk, and might reap an advantage.”
“It does cost us something,” said Ridmark in a quiet voice. “Your effort.”
Calliande shrugged. “I have been trying to stop the return of the Frostborn for centuries. What are a few more moments?”
“One feels compelled to point out,” said Morigna, “that you were asleep for several of those centuries.”
Calliande laughed. “Then I am all the more rested for the task. Keep watch over me, please. This should only take a few moments.”
She sat cross-legged before the fire again, laying the staff across her legs. Morigna went to work skinning the dead rabbits, while Mara began to cook their meat. Calliande closed her eyes, taking long, deep breaths as she prepared her mind for the spell. She never liked working spells to look into the mind of another. Just as the magic of the Well permitted her to heal the body, so it permitted her to reach into the thoughts of another, though it was a draining ordeal. 
The material world drifted away like smoke, and Calliande cast the spell. She drew on the magic of the Well, and then funneled the spell through the Keeper’s mantle of power, making the spell much stronger than it would have been otherwise. Most Magistri could not send their thoughts over such a distance, but Calliande was the Keeper.
She projected her thoughts south, towards Dun Licinia. She had visited both Castra Marcaine and Dun Licinia, but she had not visited Castra Marcaine since the Frostborn had destroyed it two and a half centuries ago, and likely it had changed a great deal since then. Instead she focused upon Dun Licinia, the first town she had visited since awakening beneath the Tower of Vigilance. She remembered the strong stone wall with octagonal towers that had surrounded the gate, remembered the houses of brick with their roof of clay tiles, remembered the keep where she had stayed as Sir Joram’s guest. She also remembered the fierce siege as Qazarl and his band of Mhalekites tried to capture her and claim the empty soulstone, remembered flinging all her power at Qazarl to break his magical strength. 
It had been a desperate battle, but they had won in the end. Perhaps that should give her hope.
An image of Dun Licinia flickered and wavered in her mind. Calliande focused her will, seeking for the thoughts of another Magistrius or Magistria. Suddenly she saw something like a flicker of light near Dun Licinia’s northern gate. She focused upon the light, and realized that it was the mind of a Magistrius. If she remembered right, that building was a tavern that catered to the trappers and freeholders who traded in Dun Licinia. 
What was a Magistrius doing in a tavern? Well, she supposed even the Magistri might enjoy a cup of cheap wine in the morning.
“Hear me!” said Calliande. “Hear me! I have urgent news!”
The mind turned towards her, and Calliande felt something, a sense of…surprise. Also a good deal of discomfort. For a moment she thought the Magistrius was injured or ill. 
Then she realized that he was simply hung over. 
A flicker of disgust went through her. She had seen the Magistri at their best during the Frostborn war, men like Julian Taborius, who had labored ceaselessly among the wounded, or her teacher Marius, who had spent centuries watching over her. Then again, perhaps the Order did not send its best Magistri to a remote town like Dun Licinia. 
“Hear me!” said Calliande again. 
“Dear God in heaven,” said a man’s voice, deep and rusty but with the clipped tone of a veteran man-at-arms. “Drink has snapped my mind. I’m hearing voices. I suppose this means I can retire at last. I…”
“I am real,” said Calliande. “Who are you?”
There was a pause. “Suppose if you were a voice in my head, you would know that already.”
Calliande sighed. “What is your name? Are you a Magistrius?” 
“My name is Camorak,” said the voice. “And, yes, I am a Magistrius. Wasn’t by choice. I…”
“There isn’t time,” said Calliande. Already she felt the strain of holding the connection of the spell. The Magistri generally limited themselves to short messages about urgent matters. 
“Who are you?” said Camorak. “You don’t seem like a Magistria. I’ve received messages before. Bad as a hangover, without the fun of acquiring one. You…”
“I am Calliande of Tarlion, Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Calliande.
There was a pause, and then Camorak erupted with laughter.
“Apparently I’m not the only one of the Order who drinks too much,” said Camorak. “Sure, you’re the Keeper of Andomhaim, and I’m High King Uthanaric Pendragon and…”
“Be silent and listen to me,” said Calliande, her patience evaporating. “I’m traveling with Ridmark Arban and Brother Caius. Ask Sir Joram about them if you don’t believe me. A Mhorite host led by a powerful wizard called Shadowbearer is marching south from Vhaluusk, and they’re heading right for Dun Licinia. You must warn Sir Joram, and he must warn Dux Gareth. The Northerland is about to face its most powerful foe since Mhalek.” 
There was a long pause. 
“You’re serious,” said Camorak. This time, he sounded thoughtful. “Something is stirred up in the Wilderland. More kobold sightings than usual, and some of the freeholders have sworn they have seen dvargir warriors…”
“They could have,” said Calliande. Her head was starting to hurt. “Shadowbearer might have called additional allies to his side. You have to warn Sir Joram and the Dux. The Gray Knight and I are making for Dun Licinia as fast as we can, but we are still at least two weeks away. We will explain everything when we arrive. But for now, you must warn Sir Joram and the Dux. Promise me you will warn Sir Joram and the Dux.”
“Very well,” said Camorak. “I will speak to Sir Joram. I cannot promise that he will do anything. The nobles keep their own counsel.” 
“Thank you,” said Calliande. “If you do not believe me, look to the north. Soon you will see a host of Mhorite orcs descend upon Black Mountain.” 
She broke the connection, starting to withdraw her Sight towards herself.
Something else reached for her.
Another mind, another mortal mind. It was another Magistrius. No, a Magistria. A Magistria who felt familiar. Camorak’s mind and voice had seemed hazy, likely because of his hangover. This mind felt sharp and clear and yet somehow…jagged, with edges that could cut.
“You,” hissed a woman’s voice. “I remember you. Do you remember me?”
Calliande felt her body tense, her fingers sinking into her knees.
“Imaria Licinius,” said Calliande. 
Imaria was a Magistria, the daughter of Dux Gareth Licinius, the lover of Tarrabus Carhaine…and the sister of Ridmark’s dead wife. Calliande had faced her in Coldinium. Imaria had arranged for Ridmark to be arrested, and had tried to have him put to death. Instead, Calliande had faced Imaria in a Challenge of Magistri, and defeated the younger woman. She had glimpsed into Imaria’s mind, and saw the grief for Aelia in there. But that grief had festered into rage and hatred and into something like insanity.
“You do remember me,” said Imaria, her voice a purr. “I am surprised. You’ve changed a lot since our last meeting. But, then, so have I.”
“You have,” said Calliande. Imaria had changed. Her mind felt…
Calliande felt herself frown.
Imaria’s mind felt like there was something wrong with it. 
Calliande could not quite describe the sensation. One moment it seemed as if Imaria’s mind had broken into fragments, like a spider-webbed crack through a pane of glass. The next it felt as if her mind was a mask over something else, like Imaria was an empty vessel filling up with…
Shadow.
The shadow of Incariel. 
“You’re one of them,” said Calliande. “You’re one of the Enlightened of Incariel.”
Imaria’s laughter rang out. “They are fools. I have surpassed them. I see the truth.”
“And what truth is that?” said Calliande. “What have you done to yourself?” 
“I am pregnant,” said Imaria.
“With Tarrabus’s child?” said Calliande.
“No, not quite,” said Imaria. Her mind pressed closer against Calliande, sharp and jagged and filled with shadows. “Rather, something is pregnant with me.”
“That makes no sense,” said Calliande. “To paraphrase the gospel of John, a woman cannot return to her mother’s womb to be born again.” 
“I am the larva of something greater,” said Imaria. “I am the seed. I am the harbinger. I am the shadow of what is coming.”
“And what is coming?” said Calliande.
Imaria’s laughter rang through Calliande’s mind. “You do not see? Fool, fool, thrice a fool! You are Ridmark’s beloved little pet, and you seek the secret of the Frostborn?” Venom filled her voice when she spoke Ridmark’s name. “You seek to know the future, but you do not see it. The Magistri cannot see it. Even Tarrabus cannot see it. Only I see the future laid out before us like words upon a page.”
“Then,” said Calliande, “why don’t you tell me what that future is?” 
“Me,” said Imaria. “Give Ridmark a message, Calliande. Tell him that I am coming for him. Tell him that I am shall repay him for taking my sister from me, that he is going to know pain that few mortals have ever been cursed enough to experience!” 
The last word crashed like thunder, and the spell shattered around Calliande. She seemed to hurtle backwards, as if flung by a great force, the forests of the Wilderland blurring around her. She heard a voice shouting. 
“Keeper!” said Antenora. “Keeper! Keeper!”
Calliande’s eyes opened and she looked around, a wave of dizziness going through her. 
Ridmark and Antenora were kneeling on either side of her. Ridmark looked concerned. Antenora seemed gripped with dread, her face more pallid than usual. Perhaps she feared having spent fifteen centuries searching for the Keeper only to see Calliande die before her eyes. A wave of sympathy went through Calliande…followed by a tremendous headache. 
“Are you all right?” said Ridmark. 
“Yes,” said Calliande, rubbing her throbbing temples. “Oh, that hurts. I remember why the Magistri don’t do that very often.”
“Arandar,” said Ridmark. 
Arandar stooped over Calliande, one hand on his soulblade. He placed his callused palm upon her forehead, and the healing power of Heartwarden flowed into Calliande. Soulblades were not as effective with healing as the spells of a Magistri, but then Arandar didn’t have to take the pain of the injury into himself. Calliande’s headache faded from something thunderous to merely tolerable. She had been in far worse pain.
“Thank you,” said Calliande. Antenora held out a hand, and Calliande gripped it and got to her feet, leaning a bit on the staff of the Keeper for balance.
“Did it work?” said Ridmark. 
Calliande hesitated. “I…think so. I spoke with a Magistrius named Camorak. He agreed to speak to Sir Joram and warn him.”
“Camorak?” said Caius, and glanced at Arandar.
“You know him?” said Calliande. 
“I met him briefly when I passed through Castra Marcaine,” said Caius. “He was a Magistrius in the Dux’s court.”
“What did you think of him?” said Calliande. 
Caius hesitated. “I only met him briefly. He seemed…quite drunk.”
“I know the name,” said Arandar. “I met him when I was in service to Dux Kors Durius of Durandis. He was a man-at-arms in the Dux’s service. He manifested magical ability and was taken by the Magistri for training. From what I heard, he was a reliable man before he became a Magistrius.” 
“Do you think he would be one of the Enlightened?” said Gavin.
Arandar shook his head. “I do not think so. From what I have seen, the Enlightened are an affliction of the noble and the wealthy and the learned, lords and merchants and Magistri. A common soldier would be wise enough to resist their blandishments, or so I would hope.”
“And yet,” said Morigna, “there is no man so virtuous that he cannot be corrupted."
“I wish I could argue with you,” said Arandar with a sigh, “but I fear you are correct. Nevertheless, I suspect that Camorak will do his duty and report to Sir Joram. A man who fought against the Mhorites in Durandis would not abandon his comrades.”
“He would also know the danger of a Mhorite army,” said Kharlacht. 
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. “There was something else.”
“Bad news, I suspect,” said Ridmark.
She took a deep breath and plunged into her next sentence. “Imaria Licinius is in Dun Licinia.”
Ridmark frowned. “Why? She was in Coldinium. I assumed she would have gone back to Tarlion with Tarrabus Carhaine.” 
“I don’t know,” said Calliande, shaking her head. The memory of Imaria’s mind made her skin crawl, as if she had touched something dead and rotting. “There’s something wrong with her. I think she may have gone insane.” 
Ridmark’s frown deepened. She was not entirely sure what he thought about Imaria Licinius. He had spent a long, long time blaming himself for Aelia’s death, and Imaria had been in full agreement with him.
“Perhaps you broke her mind in Coldinium,” said Morigna.
“That’s not it,” said Calliande. “She might be one of the Enlightened.”
“No,” said Ridmark at once. “She’s Aelia’s sister, Dux Gareth’s daughter. She is arrogant and…high-strung, but she would not throw her lot in with the Enlightened.” 
“I felt the shadow in her,” said Calliande. “The same sort of shadow that was in Paul Tallmane, in Shadowbearer himself. The shadow of Incariel.”
“I cannot believe that,” said Ridmark.
Morigna snorted. “You cannot believe that of a woman who is the lover of the head of the Enlightened of Incariel? That is optimistic even for you.”
“What?” said Arandar. “Imaria Licinius is Tarrabus Carhaine’s mistress?”
“Beyond question,” said Morigna. “When we met them in Coldinium, she looked at Tarrabus like a dog in heat.” Her eyes turned back to Ridmark. “And you once thought Tarrabus arrogant and high-strung, but an honorable servant of your realm of Andomhaim. Then you found out he was the chief of the Enlightened of Incariel.” 
“The Initiated of the Seventh Circle,” said Jager, shuddering a little. His experience with Tarrabus Carhaine had not been pleasant. “Imaria was the woman with him. Olive skin, green eyes, black hair? Looked like she just took a big bite out of a lemon.” 
“That would be her,” said Ridmark. 
“She felt…uncanny,” said Jager. “The same way Tarrabus and Paul did. If that’s Imaria Licinius, I would wager my last golden coin that she was one of the Enlightened…and I’ve got quite a lot of gold coins.” 
“Truly?” said Antenora.
“Oh, yes, I’m quite wealthy,” said Jager, brushing some dust from his sleeve. “I was a very good thief, and it turns out I’m quite a good merchant, as well.”
“He is,” said Mara.
“I just needed some starting funds, and…”
“We can discuss that later,” said Ridmark. 
“Right,” said Jager. “But I’m sure that Imaria Licinius is part of the Enlightened. Gray Knight, you are a bold and valiant warrior, but your blind spot about your late wife and her family is the size of all thirteen of the moons put together at once.”
“Oh, it is, is it?” said Ridmark, his voice quiet. 
“Yes,” said Kharlacht.
“Unquestionably,” said Caius. 
“I fear so,” said Mara.
“As do I,” said Calliande.
“As unlikely as it is for me to agree with everyone,” said Morigna, “one must…”
“God and the apostles!” said Ridmark. “Fine. You’ve made your point. It seems wisest to assume that Imaria is part of the Enlightened, and that Shadowbearer will have agents in Dun Licinia. We shall have to be on our guard when we arrive.”
“That means,” said Morigna, “if Imaria accuses you of causing Aelia’s death, you will not simply…lie down and refuse to fight.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “I didn’t handle her well in Coldinium. I shall not make the same mistake twice. Too much is at stake.” He looked at the others. “Let’s finish breakfast, and then we can be on our way. It seems Shadowbearer and his servants are waiting for us.” 
Calliande gazed at the fire. She hoped that Camorak was as good as his word, that he would alert Sir Joram and the Dux.
She hoped that she had not just sent him to his death. If Shadowbearer’s servants were already in Dun Licinia, they might try to kill Camorak to prevent any word of warning from reaching Dux Gareth. 
It made for all the more reason to hurry. 



Chapter 7: The Destiny of Mhor
 
Two weeks after Calliande contacted Camorak, eighteen days after the death of Rhogrimnalazur, Ridmark stopped and pointed south. 
“There,” he said. “You can see it there.”
The pine trees of the Northerland thinned a little, and in the distance Ridmark glimpsed a dark shadow against the southern sky.
The Black Mountain. 
The terrain had been growing rockier and rougher, the thick forests of the Wilderland giving way to the hills and pine trees of the Northerland. A few days ago the River Moradel had turned to the southwest, and Ridmark and the others had forded it, using the half-crumbled ruins of a dark elven bridge. Then they had headed straight south. 
“Spooky thing, isn’t it?” said Jager. “I can see why the dark elves thought it sacred to Incariel.”
Ridmark said nothing, a welter of memories burning through his mind. He had commanded the army that had broken the Mhalekites at Black Mountain. After he had been exiled, he had departed the realm to seek the secret of the Frostborn, passing the Black Mountain once more as he did so. When he had returned to the realm, Calliande had awaked in the ruined Tower of Vigilance in the shadow of the Black Mountain. Again and again, it seemed as if the significant events of his life took place upon the slopes of that dark mountain. 
A wave of foreboding went through him. He knew violence and battle awaited at Black Mountain…but he did not know the outcome. 
Someone squeezed his free hand, and he turned his head in surprise. Morigna had joined him in silence. She must have guessed his thoughts. Though he supposed his thoughts were predictable enough by now. 
“The dark elves were clearly not as wise as they thought themselves,” said Morigna, “if they chose to pray to an impressive-looking mountain. One wonders if they also offered prayers to clouds of unusual shape.” 
“That mountain is wrong,” said Antenora.
“It is a locus of dark magic,” said Calliande. “Likely that was why the dark elves built a standing circle there. Any spell cast within the circle will be augmented to stupendous proportions. That was why Shadowbearer first summoned the Frostborn there, and why he will attempt it again at that mountain. It is also why I founded the Order of the Vigilant and raised a fortress there, to keep watch over that mountain.” She shook her head, her expression distant. 
“I mean that the mountain’s color is wrong,” said Antenora. “Is it a volcano?”
“Volcano?” said Jager. “What’s a volcano?”
“A mountain of fire,” said Caius. “One that sometimes erupts with flows of molten stone and plumes of ash.”
“What a singularly appalling thought,” said Jager. “Mountains that burn? As if we didn’t have enough problems already.” 
“There aren’t any in Andomhaim,” said Ridmark. “Some in Kothluusk. I’ve heard there are more in the eastern reaches of the manetaurs’ Range, but I’ve never seen them with my own eyes.” 
“It looks like a volcano,” said Antenora, “or it would, had it a crater.”
“I don’t think it is,” said Calliande. “At least, it has not erupted in the history of Andomhaim.” 
“The color is wrong,” insisted Antenora. She gestured at the exposed rocks of a nearby hill. “Behold the stone. None of it matches the color of the mountain, and it should. Are such things common upon this world?”
“No,” said Caius, his tone thoughtful. “She’s right. I had never given it any thought before. A lone mountain like that ought to be a volcano, or if it’s not, the surrounding stone should match it. The Black Mountain is a large mass of black granite sitting in hills of sandstone and limestone. That does not make sense.”
“Perhaps the dark elves altered it for some reason of their own,” said Mara with a shrug. “The Warden’s sorcery could have wrought such a feat, given time.”  
“Why change the color of the mountain?” said Morigna. “It seems a monumental waste of time.” 
“Perhaps it is not a mountain,” said Antenora. “Perhaps it is something else.”
Calliande looked at her, startled. “Like what?”
“I do not know,” murmured Antenora. She closed her yellow eyes for a moment, walking in silence. “It reminds me of something I saw once, long ago. Alas, I cannot remember what it was.” 
“That sounds frustrating,” said Jager. 
She looked at the halfling and smiled. “It is, master thief. Yet in some ways it is a mercy. No one was meant to live as long as I have, and I have seen many terrible things. Some of them have fallen out of my mind. I have forgotten things I wished to remember…but I am sure I have forgotten many more things I never wished to see.” 
“I’m sorry,” said Gavin in a quiet voice. 
Antenora shrugged. “It is my own doing, Gavin Swordbearer. I…” Her voice trailed off. “Gray Knight. The beastmen approach.” 
Ridmark nodded. “Stay back.” The others knew the routine by now and came to a stop. Ridmark kept walking, the staff of Ardrhythain ready in his hand in case he needed to beat some sense into one of the lupivirii. Rakhaag was the dominant male of this group of lupivirii, but the other beastmen saw how he deferred to Ridmark, and sometimes had the idea of seizing control of the pack by challenging Ridmark. He had beaten two of the beastmen who had tried it.
The fact that Calliande had healed their broken bones baffled them to no end. Likely they presumed that the Staffbearer was entitled to incomprehensibility. 
Rakhaag and two other lupivirii emerged from the pine trees, loping along on all fours in their wolfish forms. Ridmark stopped and waited, and the beastmen came to a halt a few paces away, breathing hard. Rakhaag came forward, shifting back into his more human-like form until his snout shrank enough to allow him to form words.
“Gray Knight,” rasped Rakhaag. “The foe comes.”
“Who have you seen?” said Ridmark.
“Orcs, bands of them,” said Rakhaag. “They move around the base of that mountain to the south.”
“What did they look like?” said Ridmark.
“They smelled of blood,” growled Rakhaag, his claws getting a little longer. “Though that means little to the feeble noses of your kindred. Their faces were scarred and tattooed. Like a skull that had been bathed in blood.” 
“Mhorites,” said Ridmark. “Worshippers of Mhor, the blood god of murder and death.”
Rakhaag let out an indifferent growl. “Let the orcs pray to whatever fool god they wish. It is no concern of the True People.”
“How many Mhorites did you see?” said Ridmark. He didn’t know how many warriors Mournacht had brought with him to the Vale of Stone Death. At least ten thousand, if he had to guess, though the Mhorites would have taken heavy causalities in the Vale of Stone Death and Khald Azalar. It was possible anywhere from five thousand to nine thousand Mhorites were about to descend upon Black Mountain and Dun Licinia. Maybe even more, if Mournacht had summoned reinforcements from Kothluusk, or if Shadowbearer had recruited additional allies.
“Perhaps three or four hunting packs,” said Rakhaag. 
“Just how many would that be?” said Ridmark. 
“Eighty,” said Rakhaag. 
“Scouts, then,” said Ridmark. “Mournacht must have sent them ahead to find the path.” He thought for a moment. “Have any of your hunters seen a larger group of orcs? An army? Or any signs of one?” 
Rakhaag showed his fangs. “We know the business of the hunt, Gray Knight. We have not seen an army. Though it seems these orcs are the forerunners of a larger hunt. They carry the smells of many others with them.”
“Good,” said Ridmark. They still had time. He thought they could make their way to Dun Licinia in two days, maybe a day and a half if they pushed. Or would it be better to proceed straight to the Tower of Vigilance and make their way to the standing circle in the foothills? 
“There is something else,” said Rakhaag. “Many of your kindred have been moving through the hills.”
“My kindred?” said Ridmark. “Humans, you mean? How did you know?”
“The smell,” said Rakhaag. “The tracks. Your kindred rides horses into battle, which is puzzling. Horses are animals of prey.”
“The tracks of the horses,” said Ridmark. “Were they steel-shod?”
“They were,” said Rakhaag.
“War horses, then,” said Ridmark. If the Mhorites had sent scouting parties near the Black Mountain, they would have been spotted. There were many scattered freeholds near Dun Licinia, and just as many hunters and trappers. Sir Joram would have then sent out men to investigate. Of course, if Camorak had kept his word and warned Joram and the Dux, then Dun Licinia was preparing for attack…
Ridmark needed to know more.
“Keep your hunters on watch,” said Ridmark. “We need to find the Mhorites, and we need to find my kindred. It is a foolish hunter who rushes after a deer, not knowing if the trees conceal a cliff.”
“Truly,” said Rakhaag. “Very well. We shall return with news.”
“Avoid both the Mhorites and my kindred,” said Ridmark. “The Mhorites will kill you on sight, and my kindred will regard you with fear.”
Rakhaag showed his teeth. “Do not presume to teach the True People how to hunt, Gray Knight.”
He turned and raced back into the pine trees, vanishing into the forest. Ridmark returned to the others, keeping watch on the hills. If there were Mhorite warbands loose in the hills, he did not want to be taken unawares. 
“Well,” said Morigna, “what news from our loyal wolves?”
“They’ve seen Mhorite scouts,” said Ridmark. “No sign of the main host yet, but if there are scouts near the Black Mountains, then Mournacht’s army cannot be more than two or three days behind.”
Calliande’s expression tightened. “We are at least two days from Dun Licinia yet.”
“But a day and a half to the Tower of Vigilance, if I remember rightly,” said Caius. “Perhaps it would be better to head there and meet Shadowbearer when he arrives.”
“And do what, precisely?” said Morigna. “When we last fought Shadowbearer, the Anathgrimm distracted the Mhorites. I doubt Mara’s new subjects,” Mara winced a little at that, “will arrive in time to turn the tide. If we go to the Tower of Vigilance alone, we shall all be slaughtered, most likely along with the people of Dun Licinia.” 
“As loath as I am to agree, the sorceress is correct,” said Arandar. “Better that we head straight for Dun Licinia. We can find allies there, and increase our chances of victory.”
“We do not have to decide quite yet,” said Caius. “Both Dun Licinia and the Black Mountain are in the same direction for at least another day.” 
“If we encounter a Mhorite warband,” said Kharlacht, watching the trees, “that might force our decision.”
He was right.
“Let us see what the day has in store for us,” said Ridmark, and he beckoned the others forward.
 
###
 
An hour later they moved through a narrow valley between the rocky hills, the air heavy with the smell of pine trees. A small brook bubbled through the center of the valley, the sound of splashing water brushing at Ridmark’s ears. He did not have the senses of the lupivirii, true, but he did not need them to see the tracks upon the ground. 
“A Mhorite warband, one suspects,” announced Morigna, scowling at the ground. “Sixty or seventy strong.” 
“Probably,” said Ridmark.
“Mournacht always believed in scouting in strength,” said Arandar. “Even when he was a petty warlord in Kothluusk, he always sent his scouts in warbands.”
“To try and force a battle on his own terms, I imagine,” said Ridmark, and Arandar nodded. 
“What does that mean?” said Gavin. “If I am to be a Swordbearer, I shall need to know these things.”
“Armies are large, but the world is larger,” said Ridmark. “Sometimes they have a hard time finding each other. So each army sends out scouts. If their scouts get into a fight, they can draw the other scouts into the fighting, and it might trigger a full battle when neither commander planned one. The Mhorites are used to fighting in small bands, so if they can draw the other force into battle piecemeal, they have the advantage.” 
Gavin nodded. “Like what happened at the dwarven watchtower in the Vale of Stone Death. The Traveler and Mournacht both sort of blundered into each other.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “I think that might be what Mournacht is trying here. Perhaps Calliande’s message got through, and Camorak warned the Dux.” 
“We shall find out soon enough,” said Calliande. 
“Perhaps sooner than we think,” said Mara, shading her green eyes as she squinted. “Rakhaag returns.” 
“I cannot shake the feeling,” said Jager, “that he looks at us the way a starving man looks at a particularly plump pig.”
“The lupivirii do not eat other kindreds,” said Ridmark. 
“Besides,” said Morigna, “you are far too short to make more than a few mouthfuls. If they eat you, it shall be over with merciful speed.” 
Jager smiled at her. “And you would be far too bitter to make a palpable meal.”
Rakhaag appeared before Jager and Morigna could start arguing in earnest. He stopped a few paces away, shifting to his more human-like form, his golden eyes burning with battle lust. 
“Gray Knight,” said Rakhaag. “A battle is underway two miles to the south. Perhaps forty of your kindred battle against eighty of the Mhorite orcs.” 
“Then we must aid them,” said Ridmark.
“You must aid them,” said Rakhaag. “The True People will avoid them, as you said. Whoever triumphed would turn upon us and attack. We shall keep watch, and bring you word when the Mhorite host arrives. And when Shadowbearer comes to destroy the world, we shall join the Staffbearer when she faces him.”
“Thank you,” said Calliande. 
The beastman dipped his head in something like a nod, turned, and raced into the trees. 
“Come,” said Ridmark. “If these are Joram’s men-at-arms, we cannot let them face the Mhorites alone, and this is our chance to learn some news.”
He jogged forward, the others following, and headed south along the line of the little brook. Soon he heard the sound of fighting, the clang of steel upon steel, the shouts of men, and the whinnying of frightened horses. Through the trees came a flash of white light, followed by a pulse of bloody fire. Did the Mhorites have a shaman with them? Did the men-at-arms have the aid of a Swordbearer or a Magistrius?
The valley widened, and the battle came into sight. 
Either Rakhaag had been wrong, or the Mhorites had called for reinforcements. Ridmark counted at least a hundred and twenty Mhorite warriors gathered at the base of the hill, pushing against a group of thirty or forty men-at-arms. The men-at-arms wore the colors of Gareth Licinius, Dux of the Northerland, green tabards adorned with the sigil of a white hart. In their midst a knight in full plate sat atop a stamping war horse, a green surcoat over his armor and a flashing soulblade in his armored fist. Next to him stood a man in the white robe of a Magistrius, and even as Ridmark watched, the Magistrius cast a spell. White light pulsed before the struggling men-at-arms, deflecting a blast of blood-colored flame wreathed in shadow. Two gaunt Mhorite shamans stood behind the warriors, their bodies covered in ritual scars and tattoos, bloody flames dancing around their hands as they worked spells. 
The men-at-arms were losing. 
“More shamans?” muttered Jager. “Just how many of them does Mournacht have? You’d think we would have killed most of them by now.” 
“Kharlacht, Caius, Arandar, Gavin, with me,” said Ridmark. “We’ll aid the men-at-arms. Calliande, you can deal with the shamans?” She nodded, the staff of the Keeper beginning to glimmer with white fire. “Jager, Mara, Morigna, Antenora. Guard Calliande if the Mhorites try to go after her. Don’t use your magical abilities unless necessary.” All magic was banned in Andomhaim, save for the powers of the Magistri. If anyone displayed elemental magic like Antenora’s fire or Morigna’s earth powers, they were enrolled in the Magistri or killed. There was no telling how the Swordbearer and the Magistrius might react to Antenora’s or Morigna’s magic, or to Mara’s abilities. 
Calliande must have guessed his thoughts. “They will be under my protection. The Magistri oversee magic in Andomhaim, but the Keeper’s authority exceeds theirs.” 
“Let us hope that Swordbearer and Magistrius deign to agree with you,” said Morigna.
Calliande gave Morigna a hard smile. “I can be very persuasive when I wish.” 
“Then let us persuade the Mhorites to be elsewhere,” said Ridmark.
He started forward at a run, Gavin, Arandar, Caius, and Kharlacht following him. Truthseeker and Heartwarden began to glimmer with white fire as they responded to the dark magic wielded by the Mhorite shamans. Neither the men-at-arms nor the Mhorites noticed their approach.
Then Ridmark and the others struck the outer edge of the Mhorite warriors.
A warrior whirled to face Ridmark, armored in chain mail, a shield upon his left arm and a broadsword in his right hand. His face had been tattooed and scarred with the stylized skull of Mhor, making his features fierce and grim. The Mhorite started to attack, bellowing out the name of Mhor, and Ridmark struck first. His staff struck a glancing blow against the Mhorite’s right knee. The warrior stumbled, and Ridmark had his opening. He drove the side of the staff into the Mhorite’s neck with crushing force, and the warrior collapsed with the sound of cracking bone. A dozen more Mhorites turned to face him, raising their weapons.
By then, the others had caught up to him.
Gavin and Arandar crashed into the warriors, their soulblades flashing with white fire. One of the Mhorites made the mistake of charging Gavin with his shield lowered, hoping to strike down the young Swordbearer. Gavin reacted faster than the Mhorite expected, and Truthseeker plunged into the orc’s chest. Gavin ripped the blade free, catching the blow of an axe upon his dwarven shield. Arandar slammed his shield into a Mhorite’s face, staggering the warrior, and finished him off with a chop from Heartwarden. Caius broke a Mhorite’s knee with a heavy swing of his mace, and Kharlacht took off the stunned Mhorite’s head without missing a beat. 
Another Mhorite came at Ridmark, wielding an axe with broad strokes. He dodged the first swing, jumped away from the second, and brought his staff around in an overhead strike. He caught the axe just behind the head, driving the weapon towards the ground, and the Mhorite stumbled. Ridmark spun the staff, catching the Mhorite in the face, and then swung it again, breaking the warrior’s neck. 
He drove on, attacking and blocking and striking, his companions following. A ripple went through the Mhorite warriors, and the men-at-arms shouted, heartened by the arrival of allies. 
“The Gray Knight!” roared one of the Mhorites. “It is him! Kill him! Kill him and we shall have the favor of the Chosen of Mhor. Kill him now!” 
More warriors rushed towards him, and the shamans began casting new spells. 
 
###
 
The blood sorcery of the Mhorite shamans blazed before Calliande’s Sight, tainted and dark and corrupted. The shamans’ spells drew their power from blood, augmented and fueled with dark magical force. Such magic could kill and reave, could rip the life from innocent victims and use that death to make itself stronger. 
But she had magic to oppose it.
Both Mhorite shamans cast spells at Ridmark, spells of fire and blood to tear his life away. Calliande cast her own spell, working a ward around him. White light shone around Ridmark and the others, and the spells of the shamans shattered against the light.
That got their attention. 
Both Mhorite shamans looked at her, and even across the battlefield she felt the weight of their gaze. The shamans began casting spells, calling more bloody fire into existence around their hands.
“I can strike at them, Keeper,” said Antenora. “They are warded, but their wards would not last long against my fire.”
“No,” said Calliande. “Not yet. I can deal with them.”
The Mhorite shamans struck again, sending bursts of bloody fire at her. Calliande swept her staff before her, white fire blazing up its length. The Mhorites’ spells struck her and rebounded, quenched by the fury of the Keeper’s mantle. The power of the Keeper had withstood the wrath of Rhogrimnalazur and the spells of Shadowbearer. 
The attacks of the Mhorite shamans, by contrast, were pinpricks. 
Calliande pointed the staff of the Keeper at the shamans and worked a spell. She knew elemental magic of her own, learned from the previous Keeper. She called fire as Antenora would have done, but sent it through the mantle of the Keeper. Golden-white fire slashed from the staff in a tight shaft, striking both of the shamans. The fire ripped through their wards and into their flesh, killing them both in an instant. Calliande disliked killing with magic, but if it saved innocent lives, she could do it.
A shout went up from the men-at-arms, and they pushed into the Mhorites, driving them back.
The battle was over a few moments later.
 
###
 
“Hold!” shouted the Swordbearer atop the horse, his voice ringing over the battlefield. “Hold, and do not pursue! They will ambush us otherwise.”
Ridmark looked up at the Swordbearer. The knight had removed his helm, revealing an olive-skinned face, green eyes, and curly black hair. He was about twenty-five years old, and held his soulblade Brightherald with the loose grip of the experienced swordsman. Ridmark had known him for years. His name was Sir Constantine Licinius, the son of Dux Gareth Licinius of the Northerland.
He was also Aelia’s brother. 
“Hold!” said Constantine again, and his men obeyed, abandoning their pursuit of the fleeing Mhorites to return to the Swordbearer’s side. Ridmark lowered his staff, looking around as his companions joined them. 
“Anyone wounded?” said Ridmark.
“No one,” said Kharlacht. “The Mhorites lost their appetite for fighting once their shamans fell.” 
“There are other wounded, though,” said Calliande. “The men-at-arms. I will look to them.”
Before Ridmark could say anything, she hurried off to aid the wounded men. Antenora followed after her, her cowl pulled low. 
“Sir Constantine!” called Ridmark, walking closer to the horse.
Constantine turned, frowning, and then his eyes widened in surprise. 
“Ridmark Arban?” he said, swinging down from his saddle. “God and the apostles. It seems that Camorak was right.”
“Then he did give you Calliande’s message?” said Ridmark.
“He did,” said Constantine. “Camorak!” 
One of the most ragged looking Magistri that Ridmark had ever seen stepped around the men-at-arms. His white robe was threadbare and dirty, and he wore it like a long coat over his trousers, heavy boots, and chain mail armor. The Magistri were forbidden from spilling blood with the sword, so the Magistrius wore a heavy wooden cudgel tucked in his belt. He looked about thirty-five, and his face was gaunt, his cheeks unshaven, and he had the bloodshot gray eyes and red nose of a frequent drinker. 
“Suppose we’ve got wounds to heal,” said the Magistrius, his voice rusty and tired. He looked at Ridmark. “Who the hell is this?” 
“Ridmark Arban,” said Ridmark. 
The Magistrius grunted. “So you’re the one who’s been causing all the trouble? Name’s Camorak.” He made a vague gesture. “I’ve got work to do. Sir Constantine will tell you what to do. He’s good at that.” 
Camorak strode off, muttering to himself. 
“A peculiar man,” said Constantine, “but reliable in a fight, and one of the best healers I have seen. A bit overly fond of drink, though.” He looked over Ridmark’s companions. “I see that Mhalekite kept faith with you.”
“I am no Mhalekite,” said Kharlacht. “Bonds of blood and obligation compelled me to follow Qazarl, not bonds of faith.” 
“Brother Caius,” said Constantine, “I hope to hear one of your sermons again.” 
“It would be my privilege, sir knight,” said Caius. 
“Sir Arandar,” said Constantine. “It is good to see you again, though I did not expect to see you with Ridmark Arban. I had heard of your son’s…difficultly…”
“The lies of Tarrabus Carhaine,” said Arandar. 
Constantine frowned. “I once would have thought these stories of the so-called ‘Enlightened’ to be ridiculous, but Corbanic Lamorus has been telling them to anyone who would listen.”
“Has he?” said Ridmark. He was not surprised that the doughty Comes of Coldinium would keep his word. “Good man.” 
“You have found other companions since you left Dun Licinia,” said Constantine. “Two Swordbearers? You are not known to me, sir.” 
“This is Gavin of Aranaeus,” said Ridmark. “We found the soulblade of Sir Judicaeus Carhaine in Urd Morlemoch, and in an hour of desperate need Arandar gave the blade to him.” 
“It is always good to welcome another brother to the Order,” said Constantine, and Gavin offered him a bow. “Then you truly went to Urd Morlemoch again and survived, Ridmark? Camorak said that a woman claiming to be the Keeper spoke to him.”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “Is your father at Dun Licinia?” 
“With Sir Joram,” said Constantine.
“Once your men are ready to travel, we must head there at once,” said Ridmark. “We have much to tell you, and only a little time to prepare.” 
 
###
 
Calliande knelt next to the wounded man, Antenora standing behind her like a guardian shadow.
“Hold still,” said Calliande. 
The man-at-arms tried to smile. “I don’t think I could move just now, my lady.” He bit back a scream, sweat pouring down his face. His wounds were bad. He had been hit in the right leg with an axe, and then in the belly. The links of his chain mail had been driven into his flesh. Calliande worked in haste, plucking out the damaged chain links and doing her best to ignore the man’s cries of pain.
“What are you doing?” demanded a harsh voice.
Calliande looked up as a tall, gaunt man stepped towards her. He had the white robe of the Magistri, but it was tattered and dirty, and he wore it like a long coat over his other clothes. His eyes were bloodshot and tired, and the lines of a deep frown marked his face. 
She recognized his voice.
“You must be Camorak,” said Calliande. 
“Get out of the way,” said Camorak. “I will heal him as best I can…but his wounds may be too severe.”
“No,” said Calliande. “I shall heal him.” 
Camorak snorted. “Oh, you will? Are you a Magistria, then?”
“Yes,” said Calliande. “Among other things.” 
Camorak offered a thin smile. “Then you know that to heal a wound, you will have to take the pain into yourself. Over and over and over again, you have to take the pain into yourself.” He gestured at the ruined leg and the mangled stomach. “I don’t think a little girl like you has the strength to do it. The new Magistri always think they do, but not many people can endure pain like that.” 
Calliande suspected she knew what had driven the man to drink. 
“You’re absolutely right,” she said. “Watch.” 
She summoned power, put her hand on the wounded man’s forehead, and cast the healing spell. Her will poured the power of the Well into him, and at once she felt the agony of his wounds. Calliande gritted her teeth, shuddering a little. She felt the gash in his right leg and stomach as if the steel had parted her own flesh. The pain grew worse, and she wanted to scream, to pull her hand away and release her power.
But she did neither. She had done this before and knew what to expect.
The man’s wounds shrank and vanished, the power of the Well repairing his injuries, and the pain faded from Calliande. She let out a shuddering breath and released her hand. 
“Well?” she said. 
Camorak stared at her, his mouth hanging open.
“If you do not close your mouth,” rasped Antenora, “something will fly inside.” 
“You’re her, aren’t you?” said Camorak. “The woman who sent me the message, who claimed to be the Keeper.” 
Calliande nodded, stood, and helped the healed man-at-arms regain his feet. “I am.”
“You really are the Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Camorak. “God and the saints. Legends and fables walk among us. We’ll come back to Dun Licinia and see Malahan Pendragon walking arm-in-arm with Julius Caesar and Kalomarus the Dragon Knight.” He gave the man-at-arms a gentle slap on the back of the head. “You were just healed by the Keeper of Andomhaim, Marcus. Go and do something useful.” 
The man-at-arms staggered off to obey. 
“You passed on my message, didn’t you?” said Calliande. “Thank you.”
Camorak shrugged. “Seemed like the thing to do. Not every day you hear a voice in your head claiming to be the long-lost Keeper of Andomhaim.” He gestured to the side. “We’ve got more wounded men. Care to lend a hand?”
“Gladly,” said Calliande. 
 
###
 
“Then we crossed the River Moradel and made our way here,” said Ridmark, concluding the condensed version of what had happened since Qazarl’s defeat. 
“Then Lady Calliande was the Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Constantine. “Most remarkable. I had thought her an admirable woman, but to sleep for centuries in the name of duty is a great sacrifice.”
“The danger she warned against is about to come to pass,” said Arandar. “If we do not act quickly, the Frostborn will return.”
“Then we had best make haste and return to Dun Licinia,” said Constantine. “My father is there with the gathered strength of the Northerland. If we strike quickly, perhaps we can block the passages to the standing circle before the Mhorites arrive.” 
Ridmark nodded, looking at the dark shape of the Black Mountain to the south. 
The fate of Andomhaim would be decided there, one way or another.



Chapter 8: The Weaver
 
They reached Dun Licinia by noon on the next day. 
Several of the men-at-arms had been killed during the skirmish with the Mhorites, beyond the reach of even Calliande’s healing magic. The horses of the dead men, combined with the remounts, provided enough steeds for Ridmark and his companions. With the horses, they made good time, passing swiftly through the hills. Twice they spotted small groups of Mhorite scouts at a distance, but the Kothluuskan orcs withdrew rather than risk battle with a larger mounted force. Constantine did not pursue, fearing a trap. Ridmark hoped Rakhaag and his lupivirii were hunting down the Mhorite scouts. The more confusion they could sow among the Mhorite warriors, the harder it would be for Mournacht and Shadowbearer to reach the Black Mountain. 
They passed freeholds and farms, all of them empty. The freeholders and their families had withdrawn back to the safety of Dun Licinia and its stone walls, the men taking up arms to serve in Joram’s militia. Only four and a half months ago the people of Dun Licinia had come under attack from the Mhalekite orcs, and now the Mhorites were coming as well. 
If Ridmark and Calliande failed here, far more people than the population of Dun Licinia would perish. 
Dun Licinia came into sight shortly before noon, a stone-walled town siting in the center of a large valley, the River Marcaine flowing past on its way to the River Moradel. Even from a distance, Ridmark saw that the town was on a war footing. Men patrolled the ramparts of the walls, and siege engines rested atop the octagonal watch towers. The banner of Dux Gareth flew from the keep in the center of the town.
A surge of memory went through Ridmark. He had been here on the day it had all began, the day he met Calliande and Caius and Kharlacht, the day the omen of blue fire marked the conjunction of the thirteen moons. He had fought on those walls, beating back the Mhalekite warriors as they tried to storm the ramparts. He had dueled Kharlacht before the gate, and then had charged towards the old orcish burial mounds north of the town, trying to stop Qazarl’s spell. 
And in this valley, when Dun Licinia had been only a keep, he had led the army that had defeated Mhalek’s horde, the fighting ranging through the valley and all the way to the foothills of the Black Mountain itself. Mhalek had escaped the fighting and fled southeast to Castra Marcaine, determined to take vengeance upon Ridmark. He had killed Aelia, causing Ridmark to leave the realm in search of both the Frostborn and his own death…and now here he was again, back at Dun Licinia for a third time. 
Was history repeating itself? 
He pushed aside the thoughts. Such gloomy musings were common on the eve of battle, but they could become a dangerous distraction. And if history repeated itself, it did so a new way every time. This was Ridmark’s chance to stop Shadowbearer, to prevent the Frostborn from ever returning to Andomhaim. 
He glanced at Calliande riding with the staff of the Keeper across her saddle and felt a bit foolish. Ridmark had been seeking answers about the Frostborn for ten years, ever since he had killed Gothalinzur in the village of Victrix. Calliande had been preparing to stop their return for over two centuries, had sacrificed her entire life to prevent their return. 
Calliande saw him looking and smiled a little. “What is it?”
“A long journey,” said Ridmark, “to come back where we started.” 
“It was, wasn’t it?” she said. “Coldinium and the Iron Tower and Urd Morlemoch and Khald Azalar, only to return to Dun Licinia again.” Her expression hardened. “Maybe this time we can end it.” 
They rode through the northern gate and into the town’s northern forum. Constantine’s men broke away, riding towards their barracks, while Ridmark and his companions followed the Swordbearer down the town’s central street. Dun Licinia was full to bursting, and it took time to push their way through the press. Everywhere Ridmark looked he saw men-at-arms in the colors of the House of the Licinii or Dux Gareth’s various vassals, knights in plate armor, and militiamen in leather or chain mail. Dux Gareth had decided to billet his men inside the town, and consequently there was little room left. Ridmark approved of the plan. Dun Licinia was well-fortified, and if Shadowbearer brought overwhelming force, then the army of the Northerland could retreat behind stone walls. 
Though if they were trapped here, they could not stop Shadowbearer from reaching the Black Mountain. Ridmark hoped Shadowbearer did not have enough Mhorites to bottle up the men of Andomhaim. 
They reached the town’s central forum. The keep rose on one side, a tall square tower encircled by a stone curtain wall, and a large stone church on the other. Tents and wagons laden with supplies filled most of the forum. It looked as if Dux Gareth and Sir Joram were preparing for a siege. The Dux of the Northerland had always been a thorough commander, careful to prepare for every contingency. 
Constantine reined up in the center of the forum and dropped out of his saddle, and Ridmark and the others followed suit. A small army of squires hurried forward to secure the horses, and Ridmark followed Constantine to the gate of the keep’s courtyard. A raised wooden platform stood there, supporting a table covered with maps. 
Sir Joram Agramore and Dux Gareth Licinius waited there. 
Joram was a heavyset man about Ridmark’s age, with curly red hair and bright green eyes. He wore mail and a surcoat, a sword waiting at his belt. Dux Gareth Licinius put Ridmark in mind of an old oak tree, weathered and battered but strong enough to withstand a storm. Wrinkles creased his olive-colored skin, and his hair had turned an iron-gray, but he wore his plate armor without the slightest trace of weariness. He looked older than Ridmark remembered, more tired. Ridmark had last seen the Dux five years ago, when the Master of the Order had expelled Ridmark from the Swordbearers and banished him. 
Gareth’s green eyes met Ridmark’s, and a flicker of expression went over the Dux’s face. Was the old man glad to see him? Angry? 
“Father,” said Constantine, bowing before the dais. “I have returned from patrol. We encountered a Mhorite warband north of the Black Mountain and defeated them.”
“I am glad you returned victorious, my son,” said Gareth. His voice was deep and resonant and hoarse, the voice of a man accustomed to shouting commands in battle. “And I see you have brought us visitors.” 
“I have, Father,” said Constantine. 
“Ridmark Arban,” said Gareth.
Ridmark bowed. “My lord Dux.”
“It seems you bring strife wherever you go,” said the Dux. 
Ridmark frowned. “I do not understand.” 
“Dux Tarrabus of Caerdracon leveled charges against you,” said Gareth, “claiming you led an army of bandits against the Iron Tower and murdered his vassal Paul Tallmane. The orcish headman Crowlacht and the King of Rhaluusk dispute those charges, and claim that Sir Paul was a servant of dark powers. Comes Corbanic Lamorus of Coldinium in turn has leveled charges against Tarrabus, claiming he hired the Red Family of Mhor to murder you, and that Tarrabus has turned against the Dominus Christus to worship the shadow of the dark elves. Your father has offered his support to Corbanic and the King of Rhaluusk.”
“My father?” said Ridmark, surprised. He had not spoken to the man since before the first battle of Dun Licinia. 
“Yes,” said Gareth. “Dux Leogrance has been suspicious of Tarrabus, and this has given him an opportunity. Both men are gathering followers and allies, and if the High King does not resolve the matter soon it may lead to civil war within the realm.”
“I see,” said Ridmark. “That was…not my intent.”
“Ridmark.” The Dux sighed. “I wished you had stayed in the Northerland.”
Ridmark blinked. “Truly, my lord? After…Aelia’s death?”
He had never spoken of Aelia’s death to her father. 
Gareth’s eyes were cold, his voice hard. “Aelia’s death was upon Mhalek’s head, not yours, and you did all you could to save her. So did I, for that matter. Perhaps we both failed. The last few years have been turbulent, and your help would have been welcome, especially now. Tarrabus Carhaine might have arranged for your banishment, but so long as I am Dux that decree will not be enforced in the Northerland.”
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. A wave of emotion went through him. Relief? Gratitude? He could not have said. 
“Perhaps it is just as well that he did, my lord Dux,” said Calliande. “For if Ridmark had not left the realm, I would be dead, along with many others.” 
“Lady Calliande,” said Sir Joram. “It is good to see you again. When Qazarl brought siege against Dun Licinia, many would have died from their wounds if not for your healing spells.” 
“And you, Sir Joram,” said Calliande. “I fear we have brought the storm to your doorstep yet again.” 
“Many of your companions, Ridmark,” said Gareth, “are not known to me.”
“This is Kharlacht of Vhaluusk, my lord,” said Ridmark. “An honorable warrior. Bonds of blood compelled him to follow Qazarl, but Qazarl betrayed him, and he has been a loyal ally ever since.” 
“We shall need every sword in the days to come,” said Gareth. 
“You remember Brother Caius, I trust?” said Ridmark. 
“Of course,” said Gareth. “I see your mission to bring the word of the Dominus Christus to the tribes of Vhaluusk took something of an unexpected turn.”
“So it did, my lord Dux,” said Caius, “but a man cannot always see what the Lord has in store for him.”
“Truly,” said Gareth. “You I know, Sir Arandar. Another foe of Tarrabus Carhaine, I see.”
“All the evil that you have heard of Tarrabus Carhaine is true, my lord,” said Arandar. 
“What of the task he gave you?” said Gareth. “To retrieve the soulblade of his distant kinsman from Urd Morlemoch?”
“I am pleased to say that I succeeded with the aid of the Gray Knight and the others,” said Arandar, “and found a worthy bearer of the soulblade.”
“This is Sir Gavin of Aranaeus, a village in the southern Wilderland,” said Ridmark. Gavin offered an awkward bow to the Dux. “When we met him, he helped us defeat an urdmordar that had taken the people of his village captive. After he took up Truthseeker, he single-handedly slew an urvuul, fought Mhorites and Anathgrimm in the mountains of Vhaluusk, faced a basilisk in the darkness of Khald Azalar, fought against Shadowbearer himself, and helped slay another urdmordar in the northern Wilderland.”
“Truly?” said Gareth, raising his eyebrows. “That is an impressive string of deeds for such a young man.”
“The Gray Knight speaks the truth,” said Arandar. “I was there for much of it, and witnessed many of his actions with my own eyes.” 
Gavin shrugged. “It sounds much more impressive than it really was, my lord. Mostly I was terrified out of my mind and trying not to make a fool of myself.” 
“I have been in more battles than I can recall and am at least four times your age,” said Gareth, “and I still feel that way. Be welcome, Swordbearer.”
“This is Morigna of Moraime, another village in the Wilderland,” said Ridmark. 
He half-expected Morigna to say something unpleasant. She had made her attitudes about the nobles of Andomhaim clear, despite the fact that she had never met one and had inherited those attitudes from Coriolus, a man who had lied to her for nearly her entire life. 
Yet she only bowed. Perhaps she was learning some tact. Perhaps she was doing him a favor. Or perhaps her sense of self-preservation kept her quiet, given the High King’s laws against magic in Andomhaim. 
“Lord Gareth,” said Morigna. Gareth nodded in turn. 
“This is Jager of Cintarra and Mara of Cintarra, husband and wife,” said Ridmark, “and they have given invaluable help. Jager is a man of many skills…”
“What skills are those?” said Gareth.
“I buy very low and sell high,” said Jager.
Morigna snorted. 
“And you, madam?” said Gareth.
Mara hesitated. 
“She is the daughter of the Traveler of Nightmane Forest,” said Ridmark. There was no use hiding Mara’s parentage. If Zhorlacht was as good as his word, sooner or later several thousand Anathgrimm would descend upon Dun Licinia, ready to obey Mara’s commands. Best to prepare the Dux sooner rather than later. “When we were in Khald Azalar, she slew her father for his crimes and took his place as the Queen of Nightmane Forest.” 
For the first time, Gareth looked astonished. 
“Truly?” said the Dux at last.
“I fear so, my lord,” said Mara in a quiet voice.
“I saw it with my own eyes,” said Arandar.
“As did I,” said Gavin. “If that counts for anything.”
“The Traveler of Nightmane Forest has been an enemy of Andomhaim since Malahan Pendragon founded the realm,” said Gareth. “A dozen different High Kings have waged campaigns against him, and we have never been able to pass the wards of Nightmane Forest to reach his stronghold. Forgive me, but…you are one small woman, and you slew him?” 
“Yes,” said Mara. “In the name of my mother, who died so I could escape Nightmane Forest as a child.” 
“The Anathgrimm have sworn loyalty to her,” said Ridmark, “and an army of them now march to Dun Licinia to aid us against the Mhorites.” 
“That also is true,” said Arandar. “I swear it upon my honor as a Swordbearer.”
Gareth considered this for a moment, and then offered Mara a deep bow, Joram following suit. 
“Then we bid you welcome, Queen of the Nightmane Forest,” said Gareth. “I would look forward to hearing your tale as leisure later.” 
“Thank you,” said Mara, blinking. “If we live through the days to come, I shall be happy to tell it.”
“And this is the sorceress Antenora,” said Ridmark, as Antenora bowed, “the apprentice of the Keeper of Andomhaim.”
“Then the Magistrius Camorak spoke the truth,” said Gareth. “You found the Keeper of Andomhaim?” 
“I did,” said Ridmark, gesturing at Calliande. “My lord Dux, this is Calliande of Tarlion, the Keeper of Andomhaim.”
Joram let out a laugh. “Of course. That was who you were the entire time. That explains…quite a lot, actually.”
“The last Keeper of Andomhaim disappeared two hundred and thirty years ago, after the Frostborn were defeated,” said Gareth. 
“She disappeared,” said Calliande, “because I put myself into a magical sleep beneath the Tower of Vigilance, waiting for the omen of blue fire on the day of the conjunction of thirteen moons.”
“Why did you do this?” said Gareth.
“Ridmark was right, my lord Dux,” said Calliande. “Ridmark was always right. The Frostborn are returning.” She looked at Joram. “I know that you and many others thought that he had been driven mad with grief, that he had gone a fool’s errand. But the Frostborn are returning. They will return, unless we act at once.”
“How?” said Gareth.
“Shadowbearer,” said Calliande. 
“A legend of the dark elves, I understand,” said Gareth. 
“For a legend,” said Jager, “he is distressingly corporeal.”
“He is real,” said Calliande, “and he is coming here with an army of Mhorite orcs. He has fooled them into thinking that he is the incarnation of Mhor, and they will follow his every command. Using the standing stones upon the slopes of the Black Mountain, he will open a gate to the world of the Frostborn and summon them here. For the Frostborn are a kindred from another world, just as humanity was, my lord Dux.” 
“Then what do you suggest?” said Gareth. “Your message to Camorak said an army was coming. With God’s help and the blessing of the Dominus Christus, the men of the Northerland can face and defeat an army. How can we defeat a wizard out of legend?”
“He is powerful, but he is not invincible,” said Calliande. “A soulblade will kill him, if a Swordbearer can get close enough. He also has no defense against the power of the Keeper. If I have assistance, I can defeat him. For he is the reason I went into the long sleep below the Tower of Vigilance.”
“Why?” said Gareth. “Could not your successor have stood guard against Shadowbearer?”
“Perhaps,” said Calliande, “but any man or woman can be corrupted. For that is how Shadowbearer waged war against Andomhaim since the defeat of the Frostborn. He tried to corrupt the High Kingdom. He engineered the war of the five Pendragon princes that weakened the realm. He created the Eternalists, and he founded the Enlightened of Incariel to do his work in secret. I fear Shadowbearer might have agents among the people of Dun Licinia even now.”
Gareth frowned. “That is a very grave charge.”
“It is no different than what Comes Corbanic has said,” said Arandar, “and we have eyewitnesses…”
“Murderer!” 
The woman’s voice rang over the forum, cutting through the hubbub of voices and background noise. 
Ridmark turned, as did the others. Two figures clad in white robes cut through the press, making their way towards the dais. He did not recognize the white-robed man, but he recognized the white-robed woman at once.
She looked so much like Aelia Licinius Arban that it sent a little stab of pain through him. 
The woman was about twenty-five, with long, curly black hair and bright green eyes in a lovely face. Like her father and brother and late sister, she had olive-colored skin, and shared the sharp jaw and prominent nose of the Licinii family. 
She was Imaria Licinius, a Magistria of the Order, Aelia’s sister, and the mistress of Tarrabus Carhaine.
And, unless Ridmark missed his guess, a member of the Enlightened of Incariel.
 
###
 
Morigna watched as Imaria approached, her right hand opening and closing into a fist. She wanted to take up her staff and cast a spell, to kill the Magistria before she could come any closer. Yet that would be a tremendously bad idea. For one, the kind of earth magic that Morigna used was banned in Andomhaim, and she had no wish to be forcibly enrolled in the Magistri. For another, Ridmark seemed to respect the old Dux, and murdering the man’s daughter in front of him would be unwise. 
To Morigna’s surprise, she felt a flicker of respect for Gareth Licinius, partly because the old man reminded her of Ridmark. He had the same aura of command, of authority. Though Morigna supposed she had it backwards. Ridmark had been a squire under the Dux, and he had likely learned those qualities from the old man. For that matter, she saw how Dun Licinia had prepared itself for war. The Dux took his responsibility to defend his people seriously, and Morigna could respect that. 
At least he seemed nothing like Tarrabus Carhaine. 
Imaria stopped a few yards from the dais, glaring at Ridmark. A man in a white robe waited behind her, his arms folded behind his back. He looked old, at least twenty or thirty years older than the Dux. His white hair was close-cropped, and his eyes were a pale shade of blue. There was a dreamy, unfocused expression upon his face, and Morigna wondered if the old man was lucid. At first she thought he was a Magistrius, but his white robe had no black sash, and was a different design than those of the Magistri she had met. For that matter, the old man was barefoot, and she was entirely certain the proud Magistri would not deign to stride about unshod. 
Given the amount of horse droppings she had seen upon the cobblestones, she could at least agree with the Magistri on that. 
“Ridmark Arban,” said Imaria. She had not changed much since Morigna had last seen her in the castra of Coldinium, and yet something seemed different. The woman appeared stronger, more confident. “You dare to show your face here again?”
“Daughter,” said Gareth. There was a mixture of exasperation and concern on his expression. “This is not the time for such a discussion.”
“Is that so, Father?” said Imaria. “The man who murdered your daughter and my sister stands before you, and you have nothing for him but platitudes?”
“Constantine,” said Gareth, and the young Swordbearer stepped forward. “Please escort your sister to her rooms.”
“I will go where I please,” said Imaria. “I am a Magistria, and neither a Swordbearer nor a secular lord can command me.”
The conversation degenerated into something that had the air of an oft-repeated family argument. Calliande, Antenora, and Mara all looked at Imaria, and Morigna wondered if their Sight detected any hint of dark magic about her. 
Morigna moved closer to Mara. “Do you see dark magic within her?”
“No,” murmured Mara in a quiet voice. “But I don’t think I would unless she actively drew upon the shadow of Incariel.”
“You would not,” said Calliande. “The shadow of Incariel isn’t magic. It’s something else, something darker, something from a place mortals were never meant to visit. We can only sense it with the Sight if she uses it in front of us.”
“She one of them,” said Jager. Morigna started a little. The halfling had moved to Mara’s side in utter silence. “I’m absolutely sure of it. My skin crawls when I look at her. Same way it did with Tarrabus.” 
Morigna started to remark that the state of Jager’s nerves was hardly a reliable guide, but stopped herself. Now was not the time. 
Besides, the little thief was likely right. 
“The old man’s worse, though,” said Jager.
“The old man?” said Morigna, looking at the gaunt, white-robed figure. “What about him?”
“I don’t know,” said Jager. “He’s one of the Enlightened too, I think, but he seems…different.” He let out an exasperated sound. “I hate to be so vague, but it is difficult to put the sensation to words. If I had to guess, I would say that he is a more powerful Enlightened than Imaria.”
“They did have levels of authority,” said Morigna. “Jonas and Paul Tallmane both claimed to be Initiated of various circles within the Enlightened. Perhaps that was a signifier of rank.” 
“We had best put a stop to this,” said Calliande. 
Morigna was in complete agreement. For his part, Ridmark was denying everything Imaria flung in his face. Yet if Imaria continued her accusations, she could distract the Dux at a critical moment. It would be an appalling end if they had come all this way only for Shadowbearer to triumph because Imaria’s embittered whining kept them away from the Black Mountain. 
“We should kill her,” said Morigna.
Mara blinked. “That’s a little…drastic.”
“She is one of the Enlightened,” said Morigna in a low voice, watching Imaria. The woman’s green eyes were fixed on Ridmark, but the old man was watching Morigna. He seemed…amused, somehow, as if privy to a secret joke. She did not like the expression. “If we do not stop her now, there is no telling the harm she could wreak.” 
“Perhaps I can provoke her,” said Calliande. 
“How are you going to do that?” said Morigna.
To her surprise, Calliande grinned. “You always found me annoying. I should have had some practice, no?”
Before Morigna could reply, Calliande strode forward and struck the end of her staff against the edge of the dais. There was a loud crack, and Imaria stopped talking, startled.
“Imaria of the Licinii, Magistria of the Order,” said Calliande, pointing the staff of the Keeper at the Magistria. Morigna had to admit Calliande looked impressive, even commanding. “You leveled these accusations at Ridmark Arban before the Comes of Coldinium. To prove their veracity, you accepted a Challenge of Magistri, a challenge that you lost.” 
Imaria’s eyes narrowed. “You are not a Magistria. You are the Keeper. Therefore…”
“Therefore she has authority over all Magistri,” said Arandar. He offered Imaria a thin smile. “Including you, my lady Magistria.” 
“There is no proof this…woman is the Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Imaria. “For all we know she is a prostitute Ridmark collected during his travels.”
“I can promise you that I’m not,” said Calliande. 
“You’re not?” said Imaria. For a moment she seemed confused, and then she looked at Morigna. “Ah. Then she is the one. Behold the virtue of the Gray Knight, Father. After he got Aelia killed, he has taken up with some barbarian wench from the Wilderland.” 
“Come closer and say that,” said Morigna. 
“I have a better idea,” said Calliande. “If you wish to push these accusations, Imaria, then let us submit to another Challenge of Magistri. If your accusations are true, no doubt God will give you the victory.” Her cold smile appeared again. “And since I am not really a Magistria, no doubt you will defeat me easily.” 
Imaria said nothing. Whatever powers the Enlightened had given her, it seemed Imaria knew that she could not overcome the Keeper in a direct confrontation. 
“Enough, Imaria,” said Gareth, his voice tired. “I’ve indulged these…fits of yours, but it stops now. The Northerland is in deadly danger. We cannot waste time upon this hysteria.”
“Hysteria?” said Imaria, her voice soft. “This man took your daughter from you. I tell you the truth, and…”
“I did not,” said Ridmark. His voice was just as quiet as Imaria’s, but unyielding. “I did everything I could to save her. I failed. If I had been better, if I had been smarter, perhaps I could have saved her. But I was not. I failed to save her…but I did not kill her. And I know the truth about you now.”
“And what truth is that, murderer?” said Imaria. 
“Tarrabus Carhaine wanted me gone,” said Ridmark, “because he was the chief of the Enlightened of Incariel, the leader of their cult. He knew I might oppose him. He used Aelia’s death to banish me, and he used your grief to his ends. It is time someone told you the truth.”
“The truth, Ridmark Arban?” said Imaria. “I know the truth. I know far more of the truth than you ever will…”
“And what truth is this?” said Ridmark. 
She hesitated, her frame trembling with fury. For a moment Morigna was sure that Ridmark and Calliande had pushed Imaria too far, that she was about to explode with rage. Then her face twitched, and cold arrogance fell over her features once more. 
“So be it,” said Imaria. “You will learn the truth in time,” She looked at Morigna and smirked. “She will learn the truth in time.”
Morigna wondered what that meant.
Imaria stalked away towards the inn overlooking the forum. 
“Do forgive my student, honored sirs,” said the old man in the white robe in a voice as thin as his face. “She is prone to…such fits of emotion.” He looked at Calliande. “Especially when meeting a personage as honored as the Keeper of Andomhaim herself.”
Calliande said nothing, her face blank as she considered the old man. 
“Just who are you, anyway?” said Ridmark.
The old man smiled. “I am called the Weaver.” 
“The Weaver?” said Jager. “What, are you here to sell cloth?”
“I like to think of myself as a priest,” said the Weaver.
“There are no orders of priests in Andomhaim,” said Caius, “that wear robes of that cut.” 
“Perhaps more precisely,” said the Weaver, “I think of myself as a weaver of souls. For are not all priests weavers of souls?” 
“Enough,” said Gareth. “I have given you too much indulgence, priest, for the sake of my daughter. Unless you have something useful to say, be gone.”
The Weaver bowed and then left in silence, following Imaria to the inn.
“You should banish that man, my lord,” said Joram. “I fear he has poisoned your daughter’s mind.”
“Her mind has been poisoned for a long time,” said Gareth, scowling. “I have failed her. Well, there will be time to deal with her later. Ridmark, my lady Keeper, accompany me, please. We have a battle to plan, and your knowledge shall be useful.”



Chapter 9: Reunions
 
Calliande walked into the courtyard of the keep. 
Most of the courtyard had been transformed into a makeshift stable, with rows of horses tethered before wooden troughs of water, the air heavy with the smell of manure and sweat. Squires and pages tended to the horses, and halfling servants in the colors of Dux Gareth went back and forth on their duties. A few of them cast odd looks at Jager as they passed. Likely they were surprised to see a halfling not wearing servant’s livery. Jager, for his part, all but swaggered into the courtyard. Calliande was impressed that he had not mouthed off to the Dux, but Gareth Licinius had an aura of command that even Morigna had not challenged. 
“Take a moment to refresh yourselves,” said Gareth, pausing at the doors to the keep. “You’ve had a long journey, and hard fighting besides. Constantine, have the pages summon my vassals and chief knights to the great hall. We must discuss our strategy. Joram, find rooms for Ridmark and his followers.” 
“Of course, my lord,” said Joram. Gareth nodded and disappeared into the keep’s great hall, while Constantine strode to recruit some of the pages as messengers. Joram turned to Ridmark and raised an eyebrow. “The last time you turned up on my doorstep you brought an army of Mhalekites down upon my head, you know.”
Ridmark snorted. “As I recall, you asked me to find Brother Caius. The Dux would have been upset if he had been killed. It was not my fault the Mhalekites decided to follow us back to Dun Licinia.”  Ridmark’s tone was light, but his eyes were hard and cold. The confrontation with Imaria had upset him more than he wanted to let on.
“Actually,” said Calliande, “I suppose it was mine. Shadowbearer wanted me alive, and he wanted that empty soulstone.” 
“Given that you were the Keeper of Andomhaim, my lady,” said Joram, “it only makes sense Shadowbearer wished to kill you before you regained your full strength. Better to face an enemy when he is weak than when he is strong.” 
“Truly,” said Ridmark, gazing at the forum. 
“Well, we have some rooms left atop the keep, so I assume my seneschal will wish to settle you there,” said Joram. He caught one of the pages. “Go find Dagma and tell her to prepare the last of the guest rooms. The Keeper of Andomhaim will be staying with us.”
“My lord,” said the boy. He bowed and sprinted away.
“Wait,” said Jager, blinking. “What did you say? What was your seneschal’s name?”
Joram frowned. Calliande suspected he was not used to having halflings address him so frankly. Then he looked at Ridmark, shrugged, and looked back at Jager. “Dagma. A halfling woman. Very diligent in her work.”
Mara lifted a hand to her mouth. “Jager…”
“Where did she come from?” said Jager. 
Joram shrugged. “I do not know. She was a cook in Castra Marcaine when I served the Dux. Her work was diligent, and when the Dux sent me to serve as Comes in Dun Licinia, the Dux’s seneschal recommended her to become the seneschal here. Her husband is a carpenter, and believe she has…three children? Yes, three children. Beyond that I could not say. You know her, Master Jager?” 
“My sister had that name,” said Jager.
Ridmark frowned. “Your sister? You never mentioned a sister.”
“Well, not to you,” said Jager. “My father left us quite a bit of money after Sir Alan murdered him. I gave it all to Dagma and told her to go to Westhold, to start over there. I thought she would go to Cintarra or Tarlion. I looked for her there. I never thought…I never dreamed she would go to the Northerland. Why would she go here? The Northerland is a howling wilderness.”
“Perhaps she does not share your taste for luxury,” said Morigna. 
Jager didn’t answer. He didn’t even seem to notice that she had spoken. The news had indeed shaken him.
“Dagma is a common enough name for halfling women,” said Calliande. 
“You will know soon enough, Master Jager,” said Joram. “Perhaps…I will withdraw and let you speak with her. Lady Calliande, Ridmark, we can await the others in the great hall.”
“A moment,” said Mara, and she hurried to join Calliande. “I need to ask you something.” Her voice was low, urgent, and she led Calliande and Morigna a few paces away, far enough that the sound of the horses would drown out their words.
“Of course,” said Calliande, wondering what was wrong.
“How does my hair look?” said Mara.
“What?” said Morigna, incredulous.
“Fine,” said Calliande, blinking. “Your hair looks fine. It could use a wash, but we’ve spent the last two months in the Wilderland.”
“Why do you care about your hair?” said Morigna. 
“I’m about to meet my husband’s sister,” said Mara. 
Morigna blinked. “You were an assassin of the Red Family. You defied the Artificer and the Warden of Urd Morlemoch. You killed the Traveler, and you are the Queen of Nightmane Forest…and you care what some halfling serving woman thinks of your hair?” 
“She’s Jager’s sister!” said Mara. “Of course I care what she thinks of me. No lectures upon the matter, please. You have a sharp word for everyone…but when you saw that Ridmark respected the old Dux, you were nothing but polite to him.”
Morigna opened her mouth to argue, closed it, opened it again, and settled upon a scowl. Her expression looked so absurd that it took all of Calliande’s self-control not to laugh aloud.
“You look fine,” said Calliande. “If Jager’s sister has any sense, she’ll be proud to have you as a sister-in-law. Think about how she must feel. She sees her brother again after ten years, and he’s married to this strange and beautiful woman. She’ll probably be more nervous than you are.” 
“Oh,” said Mara. “I hadn’t thought of that. I…well, I’ve never done this before.” 
“If it makes you feel better,” said Calliande, “neither have I.” She supposed that was one consolation of the burden of the Keeper’s mantle. She might never have a husband, but then she would never have to put up with her husband’s relatives.
Actually, that thought wasn’t nearly as consoling as she would have liked. 
“That does,” said Mara, looking to where Jager stood staring at the keep. “I suppose Brother Caius can smooth things over if matters become heated.”
“He is not that good at it,” said Morigna. 
Mara smiled. “You and Arandar haven’t killed each other yet, have you?” 
“Speaking of that,” said Calliande, turning her mind from Jager’s sister, “Ridmark and I should take Arandar and Gavin with us. Their testimony will be useful.” 
“One doubts that Gavin can put together more than four words in front of that many pompous lords,” said Morigna.
“Perhaps, but even four words will be useful,” said Calliande. “Young or not, eloquent or not, Gavin is a Swordbearer, and those lords will put greater trust in the words of a Swordbearer.” 
“My lady Keeper?” called Joram from the steps. “The other lords have arrived. They wish to hear your counsel.” 
“Of course, Sir Joram,” said Calliande. She smiled at Mara. “Introduce Dagma to me when I get back, will you? If she really is Jager’s sister, then I am frankly curious to discover what Jager was like as a child.” 
Mara blinked in surprise, and then laughed. “Truly, so I am.” 
Calliande wove her way through the crowded courtyard, joining Ridmark and Sir Joram upon the steps.
 
###
 
The keep’s great hall had changed little since Ridmark’s last visit. 
A dais sat against the far wall, holding the curule chair where Joram sat and issued formal judgments as the Comes of Dun Licinia. Tapestries on the wall displayed scenes from the court of the first High King on Old Earth, of Lancelot and Galahad questing for the cup that had held the Dominus Christus’s blood. Others showed more recent wars, the High King fighting against the urdmordar, or the Dragon Knight leading the armies of the High King against the Frostborn.
Odd to think that Calliande had known Kalomarus the Dragon Knight personally. But Ridmark supposed she was a figure of legend herself. 
The chief vassals of Gareth Licinius had assembled in the hall, Comites and knights both. Ridmark knew them all, had in fact commanded some of them during the battle against Mhalek five years past. Some seemed glad to see him, some hostile, and some indifferent. 
For now, that didn’t matter. The Keeper of Andomhaim held their full attention.
Calliande addressed them in a ringing voice, lapsing into the archaic Latin she had used more and more since recovering her memory from Dragonfall. She told the tale from beginning to end, starting with her discovery of the incipient rise of the Eternalists and the Enlightened, her long sleep beneath the Tower of Vigilance, the quest to Urd Morlemoch and Khald Azalar, and their race back to the Northerland once they realized what Shadowbearer planned. Arandar, Gavin, and Antenora stood with Ridmark, watching the Keeper. Calliande, Ridmark realized, was an excellent orator. Likely she had rallied and convinced the nobles many times before as the Keeper during the war of the Frostborn.
“So we stand before you now,” said Calliande. “We have come through many dangers, but there is still time left. My lord Dux, my lords of the Northerland, we must act at once.”
Silence answered her. 
“A fantastical tale, truly,” said Gareth at last, “but the proof stands before us in the flesh.” 
“I would not believe it otherwise,” said a bald keg of a man with a perpetual scowl. Sir Tagrimn Volarus was the lord of Mourning Keep, a benefice lying along the northern shore of the Lake of Mourning. He was sour, unpleasant, and generally disliked. He had also ridden in every campaign of the Dux and the High King for the last forty years, and was respected for his unyielding ferocity in battle. Even at his advanced age, Sir Tagrimn still wielded his massive war hammer as if it were a light willow branch. “Yet all our Magistri swear that you are the Keeper. Magistrius Kolband just about wet his britches when he looked at you. Magistrius Camorak is a drunk, but he knows his business when it comes to magic.” 
“There is also the matter of the Mhorites skulking around Black Mountain,” said Joram.
“Mhorites!” spat Tagrimn. “Never thought to see those dogs in the Northerland. The Mhalekites were bad enough.” He glared at Ridmark, as if holding him responsible for Mhalek’s rampage. “Fought the Mhorites as a boy with old Dux Kors, before my father went to the Dominus Christus and I inherited Mourning Keep. I was glad that I would never see Mhorites in the Northerland. Suppose I spoke too soon.” 
“That should be proof enough of my claims, my lord knight,” said Calliande, regarding the old warrior. “Why else would the Mhorites travel so far from their homeland of Kothluusk, especially when there are richer targets closer to their homes? Shadowbearer has deluded them, and they will follow him to the death.” 
“I remind my lords that we received letters from Dux Kors in Durandis,” said Joram. “He warned that a large number of warriors had left Kothluusk and headed into the Wilderland for reasons unknown. Even if you doubt it, my lords, the presence of Mhorite warbands at the base of the Black Mountain is proof enough.” 
“As astonishing as this tale is,” said Gareth, “I believe it. The Keeper returned from the distant past to contest against Shadowbearer? The Traveler of Nightmane Forest overthrown? As fantastical as it seems, the things have happened before our eyes. As Dux of the Northerland, I intend to heed the Keeper’s counsel in the days to come. Does anyone dissent?”
No one did. A few of the southern lords of the Northerland, especially those whose lands bordered upon those held by Tarrabus Carhaine, looked displeased, but none voiced opposite to Calliande. 
“Very well,” said Gareth. “How shall we proceed? The fate of the realm, once again, has fallen to the men of the Northerland, my friends. The outcome shall rest upon our courage and our steel.” 
“The answer is plain,” said Tagrimn. “We ride out, find the Mhorites, and give them a sound thrashing. We teach this cringing dog Mournacht that he should have stayed in Kothluusk, and we show Shadowbearer that he should have stayed hidden in his precious shadows.”
“A valiant plan,” said Calliande without a trace of condescension. “But Shadowbearer has worked towards this moment for two hundred years, my lords. He will not be overcome easily. In his place, I would send a small force to pin your men in Dun Licinia, while I slipped past to claim the Black Mountain.” She looked at each of the lords of the Northerland in turn. “Mhalek thought to make himself a god-king over Andomhaim. The other foes you have fought sought riches or slaves or lands for themselves. Shadowbearer’s goal is different, and we must therefore fight him differently. He desires to seize the standing circle upon the slopes of the Black Mountain, and to hold it long enough to open the gate to the world of the Frostborn. If he has to slaughter every fighting man in Andomhaim and sacrifice every orcish warrior in Kothluusk to do it, he will do so gladly.” 
“Then what,” said Gareth, “do you suggest?”
“Ridmark?” said Calliande.
Ridmark stepped forward. “I advise the Dux to take the bulk of his forces and make for the ruins of the Tower of Vigilance at once. The Tower guards the only path to the circle of standing stones. To reach it, Shadowbearer will have to pass through the Tower. If the ruin is held against him, he will have to offer battle, and the men of the Northerland can fight from a position of strength.” 
“What of Dun Licinia?” said Gareth. “The town will be vulnerable.” 
“The town can hold against a larger force,” said Ridmark. “The walls proved that during Qazarl’s attack. I suggest that a garrison remain behind to hold the town while the bulk of the host of the Northerland marches to the Tower of Vigilance. Shadowbearer might try to attack Dun Licinia to lure us away from the Tower, and a garrison here can hold the town long enough for help to arrive.”
“And where shall this help arrive from?” said Tagrimn, his skepticism plain. 
Ridmark looked to the Dux. “You have written for aid, my lord Dux?”
Gareth grunted. “Messengers have been sent to the High King and the Kings of Khaluusk and Rhaluusk, along with the Comes of Coldinium and the Duxi of Calvus, Arduran, and Taliand. Yet it will take time for aid to arrive.”
“Caerdracon is closer,” said Tagrimn. “We could ask Dux Tarrabus for aid.”
Gareth shook his head. “Aid would not come. I believe Tarrabus is in league with this Shadowbearer creature.”
“He is,” said Calliande.
Tagrimn snorted. “A bold accusation.”
“And one I shall prove utterly,” said Calliande, “when I met Dux Tarrabus Carhaine once more.”
For a moment the Keeper and the old knight gazed at each other. Tagrimn Volarus looked away first. 
“There is another possibility,” said Ridmark. “The Anathgrimm. They followed us from Khald Azalar, and might arrive in time to aid in the battle.”
“The Anathgrimm!” said Tagrimn. “Of everything the Keeper has said to us, I find that the hardest to accept. My lord Dux, we are baptized sons of the church! Shall we accept aid from pagan orcs? What is more, shall we accept aid from pagan orcs bound as slaves to a dark elven prince? The Traveler has been a foe of the High King from the earliest days of Andomhaim.” 
“I agree with Sir Tagrimn,” said Joram. “Many of you rode in the last campaign against the Anathgrimm raiders from Nightmane Forest. The Anathgrimm were savage and brutal foes. I suspect they would prefer to side with Shadowbearer and the Mhorites against us.”
“They hate the Mhorites,” said Ridmark. “They fought several battles against the Mhorites in the Vale of Stone Death and the ruins of Khald Azalar. The Anathgrimm view each other as brothers, it would seem, and they are eager to avenge their fallen kin with Mhorite blood.” 
“They have no cause to love us, either,” said Joram. “Why will they not turn against us?”
“Because Mara will not turn against us,” said Calliande. 
“That little blond slip of a girl I saw in the courtyard?” rumbled Tagrimn, his disapproval plain. “Another few inches and she would be shorter than a halfling. Such a woman cannot lead a host of savage orcs into battle.” 
“She can,” said Ridmark, “if she is the daughter of the Traveler, whom those orcs revered as a god.”
Gareth’s frown deepened. “I had no wish to offer rudeness, but if she is truly of dark elven blood, sooner or later it will corrupt her. The ancient histories all agree on this matter.”
“Mara of the Nightmane Forest is something new,” said Calliande. “Something the Keepers have never seen before. Not even the Warden of Urd Morlemoch, for all his millennia of malicious wisdom, had never seen anything like her before, and he made a grievous error in underestimating her. I do not fully understand what she is myself, but she is on our side, my lords. I will swear upon whatever oaths you wish me to take.” 
“As will I,” said Arandar.
“And I,” said Gavin, swallowing as he looked at the stern lords of the Northerland. 
“Brother Caius will vouch for her as well,” said Ridmark.
“Mmm,” said Tagrimn. “That is different. If Brother Caius speaks for her, that is good enough for me. I heard his sermons at Castra Marcaine. It is good for a man to be reminded of his mortality.” He nodded with approval. “Had he lived in the kingdom of Judea upon Old Earth in the days of the prophets, he would have be stoned for speaking the truth to the wicked kings.” 
Ridmark could only imagine what Morigna would have said to that.
“Very well,” said Gareth. “We need allies, and if the Anathgrimm are willing to attack the Mhorites, I will not turn away their help. The stakes are too high for us to be overly squeamish about our allies, and in ancient times the High King sometimes allied with one tribe of pagan orcs against another. I suppose this is no different.” He pointed at Ridmark. “Your strategy overlooks one threat.”
“What is it, my lord?” said Ridmark. For a moment he felt like a young squire at the Dux’s court again, chastised for overlooking some aspect of his duties.
“Shadowbearer himself,” said Gareth. “If his power is as terrible as the legends say, all our Magistri may not be able to overcome him.”
“No,” said Calliande. “They would not.” 
“So how shall we challenge him?” said Gareth.
“I shall face him,” said Calliande.
“You are sure you can defeat him?” said Gareth.
“No,” said Calliande. “I am not.”
Silence answered that pronouncement.
“Then you risk our lives upon a gamble,” growled Tagrimn. 
“All battle is a gamble, my lord,” said Calliande, “no matter how well you are prepared. But this is our best chance to kill Shadowbearer. Not merely to defeat him, but to kill him and put an end to his evil for all time. He has worked from the shadows from millennia, corrupting the dark elves and leading them down the path of ruin, and doing the same to Andomhaim through the Eternalists and the Enlightened of Incariel. He has been defeated before, yes, but he always vanished into the shadows again to spin his plots anew. Now he cannot. So long as he holds the empty soulstone, he cannot escape through the use of his magic. To open the gate to the world of the Frostborn, he has to come out of the shadows and stand in the open. That makes him vulnerable, and we can kill him once and for all, to free Andomhaim from his evil. For he is your enemy, my lords, even if you know it not. When Andomhaim stood fast against the urdmordar, Shadowbearer summoned the Frostborn to destroy the realm. When we defeated the Frostborn, he went into the shadows, creating the Eternalists and the Enlightened to weaken Andomhaim from within, and he has prepared to summon the Frostborn once more. For centuries he waged war against us, but now, my lords, you are the shield of the realm of the Andomhaim, and it is your sword that has the chance to defeat him forever.” 
He voice did not rise, her inflections did not change, but the lords leaned forward to hear her. She was indeed a skilled orator. Perhaps Caius could even learn a thing or two from her. 
“So be it,” said Gareth. “My lady Keeper, Ridmark Arban, your counsel seems good to me. The host of the lords of the Northerland shall march for the Tower of Vigilance at dawn.”
 
###
 
Gavin followed Ridmark and Calliande and Arandar and Antenora from the great hall, his mind whirling. The lords and knights of the Northerland had been grim and stern men, full of authority, and even after all the wonders and horrors that Gavin had seen he still found that room full of old warriors unsettling. He felt a surge of admiration for Calliande’s poise and cool under the questioning. Of course, she was the Keeper of Andomhaim and over two hundred years old, even if she looked like a pretty woman in her twenties. 
He shook his head and laughed a little at himself. 
“Is something funny, Gavin Swordbearer?” said Antenora.
“Yes,” said Gavin.
“What is it?”
“When I left Aranaeus for the first time, before I even met Ridmark and the others,” said Gavin, “I had the idea that I would go to Castra Marcaine and ask for help from Dux Gareth. To protect the people of the village from the beastmen.”
“Why is that funny?” said Antenora, her yellow eyes regarding him. “I have seen many lords and princes and rulers of men, and this Gareth of the Licinii seems more fair-minded than most.” 
“Because he would have listened to me,” said Gavin. “He would have heard me out. Except…I would have been asking for his aid. Begging for it, really, since I had nothing to offer him. Now…now he asked what I thought. Several times. It is a strange feeling.”
“You are a Swordbearer,” said Antenora. “It seems to be an office that is not given lightly, and one that is accorded some respect.”
“I hardly deserve it,” said Gavin. “Arandar only gave me Truthseeker because…well, someone had to carry it, and I was the only one available.”
“The bastard knight is many things,” said Antenora, “but he would not have given the blade to an unworthy man.”
“I hope you are right,” said Gavin.
They paused at the doors to the keep, looking over the crowded courtyard and the town beyond.
The dark shadow of the Black Mountain rose to the north.
“Soon we shall all have a chance to prove our worthiness,” said Antenora.
“About that,” said Gavin, looking at the mountain, “I know you are right.”



Chapter 10: What Comes Next
 
Ridmark threaded his way through the crowded courtyard, his mind crafting plans. 
When Constantine emerged from the keep, Ridmark needed to speak with him. The young Swordbearer was in charge of the scouts, and Ridmark wanted Constantine to keep his men away from any sign of the lupivirii. Rakhaag and his pack might prove helpful, but neither the beastmen nor the men-at-arms of the Northerland would mix well together. Ridmark would have to make sure Gavin and Arandar stayed close to Calliande. Shadowbearer might well try to kill her, and it occurred to Ridmark that one of the Enlightened might try to earn Shadowbearer’s favor by slipping a poisoned dagger between Calliande’s ribs. One of the Enlightened might have had that idea as well, so Ridmark would have to be on his guard. 
For that matter…perhaps he could persuade Constantine and Joram to have a guard put on Imaria and this “Weaver” fellow. The Dux would not even consider such a thing. Imaria was his daughter, no matter how outrageous her behavior. Constantine and Joram might view the matter with greater clarity. Still, Ridmark did not think Imaria would do anything violent, and the Weaver was too old to be much of a threat. On the other hand, Paul Tallmane and Jonas Vorinus had displayed strange powers of shadow, and if the Weaver was one of the Enlightened, he might have similar abilities. If Imaria and the Weaver acted a critical moment of the battle, it might be devastating. 
“Ridmark, look,” said Calliande, her voice cutting into his thoughts.
“What?” said Ridmark, tightening his grip on his staff. He half-expected to see enemies attacking, whether Mhorite orcs or Enlightened cultists, or maybe even a wyvern dropping from the sky. 
“It seems that she really is his sister,” said Calliande. 
Kharlacht, Caius, and Morigna stood watching as Jager hugged a halfling woman. Mara hovered behind them, looking more nervous than Ridmark could ever recall. The halfling woman was about three or four years older than Jager, wearing the dark dress of a servant woman. Most halflings had curly brown or black hair, but this woman’s was long and blond. Behind her stood a sturdy-looking halfling man in a leather vest and apron, muscled from hard work, his expression dubious as he looked at Jager. 
“I thought you were dead,” said the halfling woman. “I was sure you were dead. After you burned the domus of Caudea, Sir Alan and Sir Paul both swore that you had done it.”
“Well,” said Jager, “I had.” The halfling man in the vest looked shocked at this. 
“I knew you would have to run,” said the woman, “and I thought Sir Alan and Sir Paul would hunt you down. Sir Alan died of old age…”
“Sir Paul is dead, too,” said Jager. “I was there when he died at the Iron Tower. He had abandoned the Dominus Christus to pray to the shadow of Incariel.”
“You tell such strange stories,” said the woman. “Then…you really have been traveling with this man that has Sir Joram and all the other lords so concerned? This Gray Knight?”
“Aye,” said Jager. “We have.” He caught Ridmark’s eye. “And you can meet him yourself.” He stepped forward and offered a flourishing bow. “Ridmark of the Arbanii and Calliande, Keeper of Andomhaim, may I present my sister Dagma of Caudea and her husband Dieter of Westhold.” 
Dagma gripped her skirts and did a deep bow, and Dieter bowed as well. “My lord, my lady, it is an honor to meet you.”
“I’m not a lord,” said Ridmark, “but I am pleased to meet you. Jager has been a valuable companion on many dangers.”
“Though to be fair,” said Morigna, “you only met us because you had been hired to steal from us.”
“Coerced,” said Jager without missing a beat. “I was coerced to steal from you.”
“There is a difference, you know,” said Dagma. 
“Thank you,” said Jager. 
“And then,” said Dagma, “because he was coerced, he caused your group to draw together in greater unity, thereby offering you a greater chance of victory.”
Arandar offered a bemused shake of his head. “For a halfling servant, you have a remarkably smart mouth.”
“Why, Sir Arandar,” said Jager, “it clearly runs in the blood.” 
“Well, you are Jager’s friends,” said Dagma. “I would not be so forward with you otherwise. I certainly never would talk to Sir Joram that way.” 
“Wife,” said Dieter. He a deep, thick voice. “We have work. We should not trouble these lordly folk so.” 
“I have not seen my brother in ten years, husband,” said Dagma. “Surely a few moments would do no harm.”
Ridmark wondered if Jager had gotten his glib tongue from Dagma or the other way around. Maybe they had inherited it from their father. Jager had said his father Hilder had been the perfect halfling servant, but perhaps he had kept his rougher side hidden from his lord. 
“But I suppose you are correct, husband,” said Dagma. “Lord Ridmark, we can give you and your companions rooms at the top of the keep. Lady Imaria and her priest refused them, though we still have to feed them, and…”
“Wait,” said Ridmark. “You have to feed them?”
“Yes, my lord,” said Dagma. “Lady Imaria and that priest are staying at the Guesthouse…ah, that’s Dun Licinia’s inn. Just across the forum from the church. Yet Lady Imaria informed us that the Guesthouse’s kitchen was fit for neither a Magistria nor a high noble. So Sir Joram has us prepare meals for Lady Imaria and the priest and bring them over.”
“Dagma,” said Ridmark. “Have you noticed anything strange about Lady Imaria and her priest?”
Dagma hesitated. “It is not our place to criticize the nobles, my lord.” 
“I think Imaria might have betrayed the High King, Dagma,” said Ridmark. “Forgive my bluntness…”
Dagma smiled. “No one ever asks my forgiveness, my lord. Truly this is a remarkable day.”
“Forgive my bluntness,” said Ridmark, “but Sir Paul Tallmane murdered your father.” Dagma’s expression went still. “Sir Paul was part of a cult called the Enlightened of Incariel, one that seeks to overthrow the High King and seize Andomhaim. I think Imaria may be part of them, along with this priest that calls himself the Weaver. There is an army coming to assail Dun Licinia, and I fear Imaria might betray us to the enemy. Anything you can tell me about Imaria and her priest would be helpful.”
Dagma said nothing for a moment.
“I do not like either of them,” she said at last. “They are…uncanny.”
“Wife,” said Dieter, frowning. 
“You’ve said the same to me,” said Dagma.
“Not in front of lordly folk,” said Dieter, giving Ridmark a dubious look.
“Fear not, Master Dieter,” said Morigna. “We have said much worse about them.”
Dieter did not look mollified. 
“I don’t know what it is,” said Dagma. “When I look at them, my skin crawls. Lady Imaria is cruel and arrogant, and the Weaver is…”
“Cold,” said Dieter in a quiet voice. “He is not rude. Not as Lady Imaria is. He is very polite, but very, very cold. The butcher looks at the meat the same way he looks at us. I do not like either of them, and I wish Sir Joram had not commanded my wife to feed them.” 
Dagma looked at her husband in surprise. Ridmark suspected that Dieter was not prone to lengthy speeches. 
“She also receives many letters,” said Dagma, “most of them from Tarrabus Carhaine.” 
“Why, sister!” said Jager. “You’ve been reading her correspondence?”
“Not at all, brother,” said Dagma, and she sounded so much like Jager that Ridmark wanted to laugh. “But she curses a lot when she reads the letters, and she mentions the Dux Tarrabus quite often.” 
“Very well,” said Ridmark, thinking. “I want to have a look at these letters.”
Calliande frowned. “You’re going to break into her rooms?”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “Jager, Mara, Morigna, come with me. You’ve had the most experience at this kind of thing.”
“Mara?” said Dagma, blinking.
“Yes,” said Jager. He took a deep breath. “Dagma, this…is my wife, Mara.”
Mara offered Dagma a tentative smile. “It is good to meet you. Jager has told me a great deal about you.” 
For a moment Dagma looked utterly astonished. 
Dieter frowned. “She is human. Not halfling.”
Mara shrugged. “Well.” She pushed back her hair to reveal her pointed ears. “Not entirely.” 
“It is…it is good to meet you, madam,” said Dagma. “I would not have expected my brother to get married, to be honest. Not after what happened in Caudea. I would have thought him the sort to carry on inappropriately with any number of women.”
“Well,” said Jager, “that was before I met Mara. She would have objected rather strenuously after that.”
“Truly,” said Mara. 
“How did you meet?” said Dagma. 
Mara and Jager shared a look. 
“She was hired to kill him,” said Morigna, who looked like she was enjoying this more than Ridmark thought was appropriate, “but apparently found his charms irresistible, so she married him instead. One thinks that a rather peculiar form of courtship, but…”
“Ah,” said Dagma, “what do you do now?”
Mara opened her mouth. 
“She is the Queen of Nightmane Forest,” said Morigna, “after having slain the Traveler in single combat.” 
“You, mistress,” grumbled Dieter, “are an appalling liar. Such outlandish stories!”
Morigna favored him with a cold smile. “I never lie, Master Dieter. It is far too much work to keep my story straight, so I simply tell the truth. Much less effort.”
“Enough,” said Ridmark. “Jager, you can tell your sister what you’ve been doing the last ten years later. Right now I need your help. You know as well as I do that Imaria is part of the Enlightened. If she’s left unguarded in the town during the battle God only knows what kind of mischief she could work. If I find proof I can bring to the Dux, perhaps he will have her imprisoned or at least guarded.”
“He’s right, husband,” said Mara. 
“Go,” said Dagma. She smiled. “Come for the servants’ dinner after the feast tonight. I’ll bring Dieter and the children, and we can…we can trade stories.” She seized her brother in a hug. “I never thought to see you again, Jager. Look at you! Fancy armor and everything.” She gave him a gentle punch in the ribs, her hand bouncing off the plates of dark elven steel. 
“I’ll look forward to it,” said Jager. 
Dagma smiled once more, and then left with her husband. Dieter gave Jager one more doubtful look, and then followed Dagma to the keep. 
“God and the saints,” said Jager. “My sister. I never thought I’d see her again.” He shrugged to himself, and Mara took his hand. “Though I never thought we’d come out of Urd Morlemoch or Khald Azalar alive, either, so what do I know?” 
“Come,” said Ridmark. “Let us see if we can learn more.” He looked at Calliande. “Will you be all right here?”
“Yes,” she said with a faint smile. “A few moments of rest would be welcome.” She glanced to the north, to the dark shadow of the Black Mountain against the sky. “It is likely the last rest any of us will have for quite some time.”
Calliande headed for the keep, Caius, Kharlacht, and the Swordbearers following her. Ridmark left the courtyard, Morigna at his side, Jager and Mara following after him. The inn stood on the far side of the forum, facing the church, and Ridmark headed for it. 
“Are you going to tell her the truth?” said Mara.
“About what?” said Jager.
“About us,” said Mara. “About what we’ve done.”
Jager snorted. “Well, you already showed them your ears. That surprised me.”
“I’ve declared myself to be the Queen of the Nightmane Forest before Dux Gareth,” said Mara. “It’s not as if I can hide myself any longer. But what about you? Will you tell Dagma that you were the Master Thief of Cintarra?”
“I don’t know,” said Jager. “I…my father would not have approved of the life I have led since Caudea. Not at all. My sister seems to have become an honest servant. My father would be more proud of her than of me.”
“Your father was the perfect halfling servant,” said Mara, “and he was murdered for it. Perhaps he would be more proud of you than you think.”
“I had not considered it in that light,” said Jager.
“You may also wish to consider,” said Morigna, “that you have the personal enmity of Tarrabus Carhaine, as well.”
“Obviously,” said Jager. “What does that have to do with Dagma?” 
“You escaped from Tarrabus in Coldinium, and you helped wreck the Iron Tower and recover the empty soulstone,” said Morigna. “One supposes a man like Tarrabus Carhaine takes his grudges personally.” That was a considerable understatement. “If he realizes that Dagma is related to you, he might try to harm her or her children to take vengeance upon you. Consider what he did to Sir Arandar and his son.” 
Jager frowned. “Then I have put her in danger simply by coming here?” 
“The town was already in danger,” said Mara. “Shadowbearer and the Mhorites would see to that.” 
“Then let us reduce the danger,” said Ridmark, “and prove to the Dux that Imaria is one of the Enlightened.” He stopped at the door to the Guesthouse. “If she opens one of the town gates during the battle, or poisons the water supplies, that could be disastrous.”
“You think she is capable of that?” said Mara. 
“I think she is one of the Enlightened,” said Ridmark, “and that the Enlightened are capable of anything.”
“Then lead on,” said Jager. He grinned. “We followed you into Urd Morlemoch. What is the inn of a backwater town by comparison?”
Morigna rolled her eyes at that, and Ridmark pushed the door open. The common room was spacious and deserted, with rows of tables and benches and a pair of hearths. Ridmark supposed the local men gathered here to eat and drink at the end of the day. He took the stairs against the far wall, the others following, and climbed to the top floor. 
The stairs ended at a wooden door. Ridmark listened at it for a moment, but heard nothing. He started to ask Jager to open the lock, but realized that the door was already open.
Odd, that. 
A search of the top floor turned up nothing. There was a sitting room, a dining room, a private lavatory, and six bedrooms. Ridmark and the others found no documents, no weapons, nothing incriminating. Only two of the rooms looked to have been used, and both looked as if they had been abandoned in haste. 
It was if…
“They fled,” said Jager, turning over a pillow. “Look. Everything is in disarray. All the wardrobe doors are open, and all the desk drawers, too. I’ve seen this kind of thing before, and whoever was in these rooms has fled.”
Ridmark tapped his fingers against his staff with frustration, thinking. If Imaria and the Weaver had fled, did that mean they intended mischief in the town right now? Or had they left to join Shadowbearer and the Mhorite host descending from the north?
Ridmark walked a circle of the town, speaking with the men-at-arms at the gate and Sir Constantine himself. Some of the militiamen had seen Imaria Licinius and her white-robed priest leaving the inn, but none of the men-at-arms at the gates had seen her depart.
Imaria and the Weaver had simply vanished…and Ridmark did not know what she intended. 
 
###
 
That night Ridmark and his friends dined with the Dux and his chief nobles in the great hall. Morigna sat next to Ridmark, keeping her silence as the nobles discussed the coming campaign. She did not entirely know what to make of the lords of the Northerland. Coriolus had told her that the nobles of Andomhaim were corrupt and lazy, fools more devoted to their comfort and power than the welfare of their people. These men, these lords of the Northerland, did not seem corrupt. They were about to risk themselves in battle against a powerful foe. 
Of course, if they knew what she really was, if they knew what she could do, they would demand that she join the Magistri or die. 
As the night wore on, Mara and Jager slipped away, no doubt to talk with Dagma and Dieter and meet their children. Jager seemed exactly the sort of uncle who would corrupt his nephews and nieces with tales of adventure and riches, so Morigna wished Dagma and Dieter luck. Antenora and Gavin sat together, talking quietly. 
Caius began telling tales of their adventures, and soon he had the rapt attention of the room. Morigna had to admit that Caius was an excellent orator. He told the story of the fight against the basilisks in Khald Azalar, how Ridmark lured the creature into a blast furnace. 
Eventually, Morigna retired for the night. 
Dagma had given her a room with Calliande. There were only so many rooms on the top level of the keep, so Caius, Kharlacht, and the Swordbearers had been housed together. Jager and Mara were husband and wife, so they got their own room. Ridmark had his own room. But since the Keeper of Andomhaim and the wild huntress from the Wilderland were both unmarried, they would share a room. 
That was not what Morigna had in mind. 
“Well,” said Calliande, “this is cozy.”
The room was small, with a large double bed and a window overlooking the courtyard below. Morigna set her staff in the corner and stretched. 
“Yes,” she said. “Comfortable.” 
Calliande smiled. “It’s not quite what you had planned, is it?”
“I am not sure what you mean,” said Morigna.
Calliande laughed. “You’re entirely certain of what I mean.” She stepped towards the door. “The keep has a bathhouse, and I intend to avail myself of it. And if I return and this room happens to be occupied, I shall simply use Ridmark’s room. I am entirely sure Ridmark's room will be empty when I return, after all.”
Morigna blinked. “Are you saying that you want me to…”
“I am saying,” said Calliande, “that we are marching to battle tomorrow. I don’t know what will happen. I don’t know whether we will prevail or not. So…it might be the last chance to do some things.” Her smile was a little sad. “You shouldn’t let the opportunity pass you by.” 
She reached for the door. 
“Calliande,” said Morigna. 
The Keeper paused. 
“Thank you,” said Morigna.
“You make him happy,” said Calliande. “Or as happy as a man like Ridmark can be.” She sighed. “Now, if you shall excuse me, I’ve been looking forward to a proper bath since we left Khorduk.” 
She departed without another word. 
Morigna put her pack in the corner, next to her staff, and set her bow and dwarven dagger with them. She wondered if she had time for a bath herself. It had been a long journey, and…
The door swung open. Ridmark stepped into the room and closed the door behind him, and all thoughts of a bath fled from her mind. 
“Ridmark,” said Morigna. “I…”
He crossed the room and kissed her long and hard upon the lips. 
A short time later he had her out of her clothing, and she was pulling at his belt and shirt. A moment later his clothes lay mingled with hers on the floor, and she grabbed his hands and drew him down to the bed after her. It had been a long journey, but it had not drained his stamina, and she enjoyed every minute of what came next. 
Later she lay curled against him, her eyes heavy with sleep.
Calliande was right. Morigna did not know what would happen tomorrow. Her plans and hopes for the future seemed like idle daydreams, fantasies to consider if she lived. 
She fully intended to live…but Morigna could not guarantee it.
But for now, all was right with the world.



Chapter 11: Treachery
 
Ridmark’s eyes opened. 
Disorientation swept over him. He lay naked in a soft bed, the eerie green light from six of the thirteen moons leaking through a window and playing across the beams of the ceiling. Bit by bit Ridmark’s brain caught up to his confusion, and he realized that he was in the keep of Dun Licinia, in a guest chamber at the top level. 
He must have been more tired than he had thought. 
Ridmark turned his head. Morigna lay curled on her side next to him, eyes closed, her black hair a tangled pool around her head. The light of the moons gave her pale skin a strange greenish cast, and for a moment he had the alarming idea that she had been drowned. Yet her chest shifted as she drew breath, and realized that the fear was unfounded. 
Yet was it?
The strange sense of dread did not leave him.
Ridmark sat up. As far as he could tell, their room was undisturbed. His clothes and armor and weapons lay scattered across the floor with Morigna’s. The rough soulstone rested in its pouch at his discarded belt. Ridmark felt a flicker of guilt. He ought not to be so careless with the thing. Shadowbearer migh not be able open a gate with it, yet Ridmark had no doubt that a wizard of sufficient power could use the thing to work mischief. Else Rhogrimnalazur would not have wanted the thing. 
He ought to lie down and go back to sleep. God only knew when he might next have the chance. 
The gnawing feeling that something was wrong refused to leave. 
Ridmark stood, the floor cold against his bare feet, and crossed the window. It was little more than an arrow slit, but it gave him a view of the courtyard and the forum below. Here and there he saw bonfires burning, illuminating the tents and bedrolls of the men camped throughout the town. Beyond he saw the lights of the watchmen upon the ramparts, and the stars and the six moons of differing colors scattered across the night sky. A vast expanse of the sky to the north was utterly dark where the Black Mountain blotted out the stars and the moons alike.
The town was sleeping. Nothing was wrong. 
He turned and saw Morigna staring at him.
“What is it?” she said. 
“I don’t know,” said Ridmark. “I think something is wrong.” He looked out the arrow slit again. “The town sleeps. There is no sign of alarm. Yet my mind is not at rest.” 
“Of course it is not,” said Morigna. “Is it ever the night before battle?”
“Perhaps not,” said Ridmark. She was right, he knew, but the feeling of alarm did not leave him. 
“Ridmark,” murmured Morigna, her voice low and soft. She rolled onto her back, her weight resting upon her elbows. She arched her back a little, as if presenting herself to him. “Come here and I will make you so tired you will sleep till dawn.”
That was a compelling thought. That was a very compelling thought. Ridmark almost headed towards the bed, intent on taking her in his arms. When they lay together, he forgot about everything else, forgot all his worries and fears and regrets. 
Yet it felt…it felt almost as if someone was watching him, right here and now. 
“I’m going to have a look around,” said Ridmark. Morigna gave him a disappointed look. “Something feels wrong, the way it did when I traveled alone in the Wilderland and some predator watched my camp. I have not lived that long by ignoring that feeling.” 
“Very well,” said Morigna. She rolled over and got to her feet in a single bound, which Ridmark had to admit he enjoyed watching. “I shall come with you.” 
“You should rest,” said Ridmark.
“So should you,” countered Morigna, locating her clothing. Ridmark pulled on his trousers, and then his boots. “But if one insists upon wandering about in the dark, one should not go alone. Perhaps we should take someone with the Sight as well. Just in case your feeling of dread comes from some magical source.”
“Calliande, then,” said Ridmark.
“Antenora,” said Morigna, pulling her shirt over her head. “The woman has not slept in fifteen centuries, so one restless night will do her no harm. Or at least no additional ill.” 
“Very well,” said Ridmark, reaching for his belt. “I…”
He stopped. The feeling of unease had come to him many times over the years, usually right before a fight. It had also come to him in the ruins of Thainkul Dural when the invisible dvargir had stalked them through the terraces. The dvargir could cloak themselves in shadow, making themselves invisible to human eyes. Some of the Enlightened had possessed a similar ability as well. 
Did that mean someone cloaked in shadows was watching them right now?
Was someone invisible with them in this very room?
“Morigna,” said Ridmark, keeping his voice calm. The nearest weapon was his dwarven axe, still hooked to his belt. “Remember the spell you cast in Thainkul Dural?”
“Of course,” said Morigna with some asperity, her shirt hanging around her hips as she reached for her trousers. “I…”
He saw her understand. 
She straightened up and cast the spell, purple fire flickering around her fingers, and her black eyes went wide.
“Ridmark!” she shouted, pointing. “In the corner! There…”
Shadows writhed and flickered in the corner of the room. When they cleared, Imaria Licinius stood there, her white smile shining in her face in marked contrast to the shadow twisting around her fingers. Ridmark lunged for his axe. He had never, ever thought that he could lift a weapon against a member of Aelia’s family, against Aelia’s own sister, but he was utterly certain that Imaria had come here to kill them. 
He would not let her hurt Morigna.
Before Ridmark could move, Imaria thrust her hands, and a veil of shadows exploded from her, filling the room with gloomy haze. The shadows wrapped around Morigna in a gauzy shell, and she went rigid, every muscle locking in place. The same shadows coiled around Ridmark, filling him with a terrible chill, and he found himself unable to move, unable even to speak. Shadowbearer had done something similar in Khald Azalar, using the shadow of Incariel to hold them motionless. There, Ardrhythain’s staff had protected Ridmark, allowing him to move.
But now Ardrhythain’s staff stood propped in the corner behind Imaria. 
“Oh,” murmured Imaria, her eyes bright and feverish. “Oh, I’ve been waiting for this. Truly, the shadow of Incariel is a mightier god than the Dominus Christus. I prayed to the Lord for vengeance, and received nothing. I pledged myself to Incariel…and my greatest enemy and his rutting bitch are mine to do with as I please.” 
Ridmark struggled against the freezing shadows, but he could not move. He could not even turn his head to look at Morigna. 
“You know,” said Imaria in a soft voice, “I hated you for a long time. From the moment you first turned your greedy, lustful eyes toward my sister. She was too good for you, Ridmark Arban.” Her lips thinned, the green eyes seeming to blaze with hatred. “Of course both you and Tarrabus loved her. She was perfect. She was perfect, and you killed her.”
But Aelia hadn’t been perfect. Ridmark had loved his wife with all his heart, and she had been a kindly and generous woman, but she had not been perfect. Her self-confidence had bordered on arrogance, and her generous nature had gone hand-in-hand with a desire to control the recipients of her generosity, to dictate every aspect of their lives, and she had expected Imaria to obey her without question. Ridmark hadn’t been perfect, either, but he and Aelia had overlooked each other’s flaws because they loved each other, and both of them had worked to overcome those flaws. He realized that Imaria had some perfect image of Aelia in her head, a perfect image that she desired to revenge. 
“Then you killed her,” hissed Imaria. “She was my sister, my best friend, and you killed her. You were too weak to save her from Mhalek, too weak and too stupid.” She shook her head. “I despaired after that. I prayed for God to avenge Aelia, but he did nothing.” Her face twisted with fury. “The priests said that Aelia had gone to glory with the Dominus Christus, that she would dwell in paradise forevermore among the blessed. Useless lies! How did they repay her blood? How did they take vengeance? That was why I took Tarrabus Carhaine into my bed, you know. He saw me as a poor copy of Aelia, but I hoped he would kill you. He failed at that, too. But then Tarrabus introduced me to the Enlightened…and then I understood the truth at last.”
She stepped closer to Ridmark, so close that he felt her hot breath upon her face. Her green eyes glittered with manic intensity. He had seen that same glittering gleam in the eyes of the Mhorite orcs as they charged into battle, as they called out to Mhor, as they killed in his name. 
Mhalek had looked the same way in his final moments, and Ridmark wondered if Imaria had gone mad. 
“All other gods are false,” whispered Imaria, “for I prayed to Incariel, and its shadow answered me. It filled me! It poured into my mind like water into a desert. I understood. I understood at last! Do you not see? The material shall be consumed in fire. All that remains is the spirit, immortal and eternal. The Enlightened do not understand. Tarrabus does not understand. Not even Shadowbearer understands. But the shadow of Incariel whispers in my mind. I see the truth.” 
She seized Ridmark’s chin, pulled his face down, and kissed him hard. He tried to pull away, but he could not. The shadows bound him fast. 
“I see the truth,” said Imaria, licking her lips as she stepped away from him, still gripping his chin. Her fingers felt feverish and hot. “I see the truth, but you will not. This is only the beginning, Ridmark. Your death. I see the truth, but you will not live to see it.”
She turned his head, forcing him to look at Morigna. The shadows held Morigna motionless, frozen halfway through the act of casting a spell. He met Morigna’s eyes and saw the fear there, the struggle as she tried to break free from the shadow’s power. 
“Look at her,” murmured Imaria. “I want you to look at her. Your Wilderland bitch. My sister has been in her grave only five years, Ridmark Arban, and already you have replaced her. How I wish Aelia could have seen this. How I wish she could have come through that door and seen you mounted atop that woman, so Aelia could at last understand what kind of man you are.” She smiled, reached into her black sash, and drew a dagger. “I think I’ve finally figured out how to repay you for Aelia’s death. You’ll get to watch what I’m going to do next.” 
Fear surged through Ridmark, and he strained with all his strength, but he still could not move. 
“And no one’s coming to rescue you, either,” said Imaria, stepping towards Morigna as she hefted the dagger. “The Weaver has killed your precious Keeper by now. Did you sleep with her, too? Did you betray my sister in the Keeper’s bed as well?” She grinned. “I suppose it doesn’t matter now.” The dagger glinted in her hand, the blade reflecting the ghostly lights of the moons. “Watch closely. She won’t be able to scream, but you’ll see the pain in her eyes.”
Imaria stepped towards Morigna, raising the dagger.
Ridmark struggled, but his muscles refused to obey him. 
 
###
 
A deathly chill washed through Calliande, and her eyes shot open. For a moment she thought the shutters to her small room had blown open, but that was absurd. It was still late summer, and the nights were hot and muggy. She started to sit up, wondering where the chill had originated.
But she could not move. 
Thousands upon thousands of shadowy black threads wound around her bare arms and legs, seeming to sink into her flesh without touching her skin. Calliande tried to move again, but the terrible chill leeched away her strength. She summoned magic, but the black threads drained away the power. Fear surged through her, and she blinked, trying to follow the maze of threads to their source.
A man in a white robe stood at the foot of her bed, his face gentle, his blue eyes kindly. He held his arms over the bed, and his hands had…vanished, replaced by thousands upon thousands of delicate black threads erupting from his sleeves. 
Suddenly Calliande knew why Imaria had called him the Weaver. 
“Ah, Calliande,” said the Weaver. “You’re awake. How very excellent.” His voice was soft, and would not carry through the thick wood of the door. “I’m going to kill you, both because the master commanded it, and because you are an obstacle to the great vision. But before you die, I wanted to remind you who I was.”
She had never seen this man before in her life. She drew breath to scream, but the shadowy threads wrapping her head tightened, draining away her breath. 
“Of course, I know you don’t remember me,” he said in that same calm, gentle voice. “I look a little different now. The shadow of Incariel taught me many things. But let us see if I can remember what I looked like when you knew me.”
His head exploded.
Calliande would have flinched, had she been able to move. Instead of blood and brains and bone, his head exploded into a spray of a thousand lashing black threads, every one of them whipping about of their own volition. The threads reknit themselves, weaving into a new shape, the head of a middle-aged man with graying black hair and bloodshot gray eyes, his face lined, but a sardonic smile on his lips.
And that face Calliande did know.
“Ah,” murmured the Weaver. “So you do remember, even after all those centuries.”
She had known him, centuries ago, though he had not been called the Weaver back then. She had known him as Toridan, a Magistrius of the Order, one of the new generation of Magistri that had come of age in the final phases of the long war against the Frostborn. He had also been friends with Talvinius and Coriolus, the Magistri had been the forerunners of the Eternalists and the Enlightened of Incariel, the Magistri who had corrupted Calliande’s apprentice and listened to the deceptions of Shadowbearer…the Magistri who had set Calliande upon the path that had led her to the Tower of Vigilance. 
And like Talvinius and Coriolus, Toridan had survived the centuries to threaten Calliande once more.
“Pity,” said the Weaver, and his head exploded again, reforming itself into the shape of the kind-eyed old man. “Pity indeed, Calliande. All those centuries, all that work and danger, and you die here because you neglected to set a ward upon your door.” The shadow of Incariel shimmered before her Sight, obvious as the Weaver drew upon the dark power within him. “But your death is necessary. The Shadowbearer has foreseen it. I…”
The door burst open. 
Antenora stood in the hallway outside, her gaunt face tight with rage, her staff smoldering with harsh fire. The Weaver turned to look at her, his expression amused. 
“What’s this?” he said. “Some freak of dark magic you found in the Wilderland?”
“You will release the Keeper, shadowed one,” said Antenora. 
“It can talk!” said the Weaver, laughing. “But not for long.”
He waved his right arm, and half the threads holding Calliande leapt from her skin and flew at Antenora. Some of Calliande’s strength returned, and she tried to summon magic, tried to draw enough power for a spell, but the remaining threads wrapped around her were more than enough to disrupt it. 
The threads from the Weaver’s right arm leaped towards Antenora, starting to curl around her. The sigils upon Antenora’s staff blazed brighter, and the threads recoiled, vanishing as they touched the fiery light. For the first time a hint of annoyance went over the Weaver’s expression, and he waved his right arm again, more threads leaping across the small room to coil around Antenora.
The ancient sorceress snarled and struck the end of her staff against the floor.
Fire blasted from her, the black threads shriveling and vanishing in the flame, and yellow-orange light swallowed the room.
 
###
 
Morigna struggled against the shadows binding her. 
It was useless. That madwoman Imaria might not have the raw power of Shadowbearer, but Morigna could still not move. If she could have reached Ridmark’s staff, the high elven weapon would have protected her from the shadows. 
She considered reaching for the dark magic trapped within her. Even as the thought crossed her mind, the cold shadows seemed to sharpen. They were feeding on the dark magic within her, yet making the dark magic stronger at the same time. Morigna knew the dark magic could slice through the shadows, at least long enough for her to work a spell. Imaria moved closer, the dagger shining in her hand. 
Morigna had no choice left. She started to reach for the dark magic…
The door exploded. 
There was a roar and a wash of heat, and the door ripped off its hinges, tumbled through the air, and smashed against the wall. Imaria whirled, her mouth hanging open in surprise.  A fire blazed in the hallway outside, Antenora standing in its midst, her staff shining as the fires crackled around her. 
As Imaria stared at the Keeper’s apprentice, the shadows wavered. 
Morigna launched herself at Imaria, slamming into the Magistria. Imaria let out a furious screech, trying to raise the dagger for a blow, but Morigna was stronger. Her weight overbalanced Imaria, driving her to the ground, and she landed atop the Magistria. Morigna slammed Imaria’s wrist against the ground, knocking the dagger away. She snatched the weapon up, intending to drive it into Imaria’s throat.
Shadow swirled beneath Morigna, and Imaria vanished. Morigna’s bare legs slapped against the stone floor. Imaria had traveled away, using the shadow of Incariel to disappear as Shadowbearer had within Khald Azalar. 
“Are you all right?” said Ridmark. The staff of Ardrhythain was in his hand, the symbols in the black wood giving off a pale white glow. There was a deadly fear in his eyes, coupled with terrible rage. Morigna had thought Ridmark might be relucant to attack his dead wife’s sister, but she was now certain that if Imaria had still been in the room, Ridmark would have killed her without hesitation. 
“Yes,” said Morigna. “I…”
“Gray Knight!” screamed Antenora. “Aid me! The Keeper’s life is in danger. Aid me!” 



Chapter 12: Threads
 
Ridmark burst through the ruined door, the stone floor hot against his bare feet. 
Antenora stood in the corridor, her staff thrust before her. Flames blazed around the staff, forming a shimmering dome of yellow-orange light. Antenora’s face was tight, her yellow eyes wide, her lips peeled back from her teeth in a snarl of rage. The woman usually seemed emotionless, even apathetic, and Ridmark could only think of one thing that would rouse her to such fury.
Someone had threatened Calliande’s life. 
The door to Calliande’s room stood open, and inside Ridmark saw…
Threads?
Thousands upon thousands of shadowy black threads poured forth from the room, trying to wrap around Antenora like a living spider’s web. The threads recoiled from the fiery light of Antenora’s staff. Yet the threads were inching closer and closer to her, and Antenora’s arms were staring to shake with fatigue. 
Ridmark ran to her side, holding out his staff. The symbols cut into the length of black wood had already started glowing in Imaria’s presence, and now they shone brighter, so bright they were almost painful to look at. A pool of white light seemed to fall around Ridmark's feet, and the shadowy threads recoiled, withdrawing back into Calliande’s room. 
Morigna staggered out of the bedroom, her staff in hand. 
“Stay close behind me,” said Ridmark, and he stepped forward, lifting the glowing staff. As he did, the shadows recoiled, drawing back through the door.
He took three sharp steps into Calliande’s room. Calliande lay upon the bed, wearing only a shift, countless shadowy threads wrapped around her. Facing the door stood the white-robed priest that Imaria had called the Weaver, his pale blue eyes narrowed with annoyance. 
Thousands of the shadowy strands poured from his sleeves, wrapping around Calliande and pouring towards Ridmark. 
“How,” said the Weaver, annoyance in his gentle voice, “are you doing that?” 
“Let her go,” said Ridmark.
“Or what?” said the Weaver, raising his white eyebrows. “You’ll beat me to death with your glowing stick? I can assure you that is very unlikely.”
“He is one of the Enlightened, Gray Knight,” said Antenora. “A powerful one.”
“Obviously,” said the Weaver. “I see Imaria has failed. I suspect she paused to indulge in a monologue. A childish mistake.” He smiled. “Though I am guilty of the same thing, I fear. It will make no difference the end. The outcome has already been determined.”
“And what outcome is that?” said Ridmark, gauging the distance to the Weaver. He did not think the strange Enlightened could stop him before he struck, not if Ardrhythain’s staff kept the dark threads from touching him. 
“Why, the shadow of Incariel shall devour all things and free us from the crude world of matter,” said the Weaver. “My boy, do you still think this is really about the Frostborn? How very provincial of you.”
“I don’t know about that,” said Ridmark, and he surged forward, whipping the glowing staff toward the Weaver’s head. The threads rippled away, and his staff impacted the side of the Weaver’s skull with bone-crushing force. The blow would have killed a young, strong man. It should have turned the skull of a man the Weaver’s age into jelly.
Instead, the Weaver’s head exploded in a spray of black threads. 
Ridmark stumbled as his staff passed through the threads, and the Weaver leaped backwards, landing in the corner of the room. The threads withdrew, spinning and flowing as the Weaver started to change shape. Ridmark caught his balance, and the threads merged and pushed together, taking a new form.
The Weaver had turned himself into an urhaalgar. 
Or, at least, a creature that looked something like an urhaalgar. Most of the urhaalgars Ridmark had fought were short, spindly creatures, shorter than even Jager, their thin limbs covered with spines. The thing that the Weaver had become stood seven feet tall, his limbs heavy and thick with muscle, spines jutting from his limbs as long as daggers, their edges serrated, his flesh covered with glistening black scales. A scorpion’s tail rose over the Weaver’s spiked shoulders, the stinger dripping with venom. 
It was exactly the kind of creature Ridmark would not have wanted to fight in an enclosed space. 
Calliande tried to sit up and slumped back against the pillow, breathing hard, her blue eyes fixed on the nightmarish creature.
The Weaver lunged, claws reaching for Ridmark’s midsection, the scorpion tail shooting over his shoulder towards Ridmark’s face. Ridmark dodged, deflecting the tail with a sweep of his staff, and brought the weapon down upon the Weaver’s outstretched arms. The staff flashed as bone cracked, and the Weaver stepped back with a hiss of pain. His arms exploded into black threads, and when they reformed into their clawed shape all trace of the broken bones had vanished. 
“You know, when I was a Magistrius I found this sort of melee fighting quite distasteful,” said Weaver. His voice was still calm, the voice of a kindly old monk instructing children in arithmetic or Latin grammar. “But over the last century I’ve found it most pleasurable. I’m going to enjoy ripping off your head and drinking your blood.”
Ridmark shot a glance to the side. Morigna and Antenora stood in the doorway, their magic ready. They didn’t have a clear shot at the Weaver as long as he was in the way. He looked back at the Weaver, his mind racing, his pulse thundering in his ears.
“Imaria will be upset,” said Ridmark, “if you kill me.”
The Weaver made a chiding noise. “If Imaria wanted to kill you herself, she should have done so already.” Ridmark took a step to the left. “Certainly she has had every opportunity, but delayed to indulge her hatred of you. Ah! There I go again. I talk entirely too much.”
He shot forward in a blur, again raking with his claws, the scorpion tail shooting forward. Ridmark dodged, but not fast enough, and one of the claws slashed across the right side of his chest, pain exploding through his torso. Yet the scorpion tail missed him, and the stinger struck the wardrobe behind him, getting stuck in the thick wood. Ridmark sidestepped and swept his staff in a low swing, striking the Weaver across the legs. The Weaver lost his balance and fell, and Ridmark threw himself towards the bed. 
“Morigna!” he shouted. “Now!”
Morigna cast her spell, a veil of acidic mist rolling over the prone form of the Weaver. The Weaver snarled in fury, ripping his tail free from the wardrobe as his scales started to char and smolder beneath the acid. 
Antenora leveled her hand and unleashed her own power. A burst of white-hot flame stabbed from her palm and slashed into the Weaver, ripping down his flank and leaving a charred trench in his flesh. The heat of it bloomed through the room, and Ridmark felt sweat drip down his face to join the blood flowing against his chest. The Weaver’s growl of fury became a scream of pain, and his form exploded into a spray of whirling black threads. The threads leaped away from Ridmark and moved to the corner, solidifying back into the form of the urhaalgar. 
The wounds from Antenora’s spell had vanished. 
“Now,” said the Weaver, “we…”
A burst of white fire leaped from the bed and slammed into the Weaver. The creature bounced against the wall with an outraged scream, the white fire washing around it. Calliande staggered to her feet, leaning on the staff of the Keeper, her free hand extended. The fire winked out, and Calliande swayed on her feet, looking as if she was about to faint. The Weaver shook himself, trying to recover his balance. Black threads snapped and wavered around him, as if his body was trying to pull itself back together. 
“Go!” shouted Ridmark. He grabbed Calliande’s arm. The skin felt cold beneath his hand. Perhaps the Weaver had been draining her strength. “Run!” If they withdrew, they could find the Swordbearers. Whatever strange powers the Weaver possessed, whatever ghastly forms he could take, Ridmark was certain that he could not stand against a soulblade’s wrath. 
Calliande staggered after him as they raced from the room. 
“Foes!” roared Ridmark at the top of his lungs. “Foes! Foes are loose in the keep. To arms! To arms!” 
Morigna and Antenora both took up the cry, and Ridmark headed for the stairs, Calliande half-leaning against him. Ridmark’s side burned with pain, every breath, every beat of his heart sending another wave of sharp agony through him, and he wondered how deeply the Weaver’s claws had cut. 
The door to one of the rooms opened, and Kharlacht started to stick his head out.
The Weaver burst from Calliande’s room, wearing the form of an ursaar, a hideous, bear-like creature. He ignored Kharlacht and raced after Ridmark, red-glowing eyes fixed upon Calliande. 
 
###
 
Morigna hurried after Ridmark and Calliande, trying to keep her balance on the slick stone steps. 
“Antenora,” said Ridmark. 
Antenora slammed the end of her staff against the floor. A wall of flame rose up, sealing off the stairs. With a sick feeling, Morigna realized that the flames had sealed the Weaver with Kharlacht and Caius and the others. 
The sick feeling intensified when the Weaver ploughed through the wall of flames without stopping. Morigna cursed and kept running, stumbling down the stairs after Ridmark and Calliande and Antenora. Antenora whirled, her black coat flying around her, and threw a blast of flame up the stairs. It struck the stone step at the Weaver’s clawed feet and exploded, the force of the blast knocking the creature against the wall. The heat roared past Morigna, so hot it made her eyes water, so hot against her bare legs that it felt as if she had been sunburned. It took a moment for the Weaver to regain his balance, and Morigna and the others kept running.
They stumbled into the great hall, moving across the dais near the curule chair. Dagma and her servants had been efficient, and the plates and chairs and tables had been cleared away. At the moment the great hall was deserted. 
“Ridmark,” croaked Calliande. She turned toward the stairs, gripping her staff in both hands. She wavered, and Ridmark grabbed her shoulder. “Don’t let me fall over.”
The Weaver sprang to the bottom of the stairs a moment later, moving with fluid agility despite the great bulk of his ursaar form, and Calliande struck. In the enclosed space of the stairs, the Weaver didn’t have time to dodge, and the white fire of Calliande’s spell hammered into him. The creature’s bellow filled the air like a physical thing, and the creature half-fell, half-rolled into the great hall. The Weaver regained his balance, and Morigna cast a spell of her own. She hadn’t dared to use it in the upper floors of the keep for fears of collapsing the ceiling, but she could use it here. The stone floor rippled and folded beneath the Weaver’s paws, and the creature fell again. Calliande struck with a blazing shaft of white flame, elemental magic and the power of the Well and the strength of the Keeper wrapped together in a single lance of force that howled against Morigna’s magical senses like a storm wind. The spell flung the Weaver against the wall with enough force that the entire keep shook, and the ursaar exploded in a tangled spray of writhing black threads. 
For a moment Morigna was sure that that the battle was over, that the Keeper had overcome the Weaver. Yet the maze of black threads reknit themselves, taking on the form of the old man in the white robe once more, though he had a leathery black cloak wrapped around him. 
“Better than I expected,” murmured the Weaver. “The centuries have not weakened you, Calliande of Tarlion. I almost regret that we are on opposite sides…”
The doors to the courtyard burst open, and the white flare of a soulblade caught Morigna’s eye. Arandar and Gavin rushed into the great hall, Heartwarden and Truthseeker burning with wrath. Dux Gareth stalked next to them, accompanied by Sir Joram and Sir Constantine and a half-dozen Swordbearers, and the Dux’s stern face turned cold and terrible as he looked at the Weaver. 
Perhaps he had hoped to think the best of his daughter to the very end. 
“It’s over, Toridan,” said Calliande. “Tell us what you know about the Enlightened and I will let you live.”
“Are you so sure?” said the Weaver, smiling as he flexed his hands. 
“You cannot overcome me, not when I am awake,” said Calliande, “and whatever dark powers the Enlightened have given you, they cannot overcome the fury of a soulblade.” 
“Mmm,” said the Weaver. “It would have been simpler if you had died now, but no matter. The outcome has been already decided.” He spread his hands. “Farewell, Keeper of Andomhaim. We shall see each other again very soon.”
“Take him,” said Gareth. 
The Swordbearers started forward, and the Weaver leaped into the air. His black cape unfolded around him, and Morigna realized that it wasn’t actually a cape.
It was a set of enormous leathery black wings. 
The Weaver seized one of the windows and jumped through it, taking to the air. Gavin and Arandar and Constantine sprinted to the window, and Calliande threw another shaft of white fire, but it was too late. Morigna glimpsed a flash of light reflecting off the leathery wings, and then the Weaver was gone.
Silence fell over the great hall. 
 
###
 
A short time later Ridmark stood in the great hall, fully dressed and armored, while Dux Gareth paced back and forth before the dais.
“I was a fool,” the Dux growled. “A blind fool.” 
“Treachery cuts the deepest,” said Calliande, leaning upon her staff, “when it comes from those closest to us.” She had donned her clothes as well, but dark circles still ringed her eyes, and she hadn’t recovered from the Weaver’s chilling touch. “I know that well.”
“The only mercy,” said Gareth, “is that her mother did not live to see this. She was a pious woman, and it would have broken her heart.” He looked at Ridmark. “Though it is a small mercy.”
“It is, my lord,” said Ridmark, thinking of Aelia, thinking of the snarling, mad hatred that had filled Imaria’s voice. He looked at Morigna. He had come within a hair’s breadth of seeing her die in front of him, just as Aelia had been. 
“Sir Joram,” said Gareth. “Issue a decree. Both my daughter Imaria and the cultist known as the ‘Weaver’ are hereby accused of attempted murder, treason, blasphemy, and the practice of dark magic. They are to be arrested on sight, to be arraigned before the High King’s court for these crimes.” His face and voice hardened. “If they resist…then they are to be killed.” 
“If they can,” said Calliande. “My lord Dux, they are both extremely dangerous. Anyone other than a Swordbearer or a Magistrius should not attempt to fight them. I suspect Imaria and the Weaver could deal with a common man-at-arms with ease, despite his courage and valor.” 
“It will not be hard to find them,” said Morigna. She had retrieved her clothes and her tattered cloak. “They will flee to join Shadowbearer and assist him at the Black Mountain.”
“Then we may have to face my sister when we march on the morrow,” said Constantine. 
“Antenora,” said Ridmark. The sorceress stood silent by the charred stairs, near Kharlacht and Caius and the others. 
“Gray Knight?” said Antenora.
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. “The Weaver and Imaria would have killed us all if you had not intervened.”
“I failed,” said Antenora. “Had I been more attentive, they never would have approached. They have power to cloak themselves even from the Sight. I should have been more attentive.” 
“Nevertheless, your friends are still alive,” said Gareth. “Your fierce loyalty is most commendable.”
Antenora bowed her head. “The Dux is too kind.”
“I suggest you get some sleep, if you still can,” said Gareth. “Tomorrow we shall…” 
The distant sound of a trumpet rang out from the north. 
“What is that?” said Calliande.
“The northern gate towers,” said Joram. “They’ve…”
More trumpets rang out, dozens of them, accompanied by the deep moan of war horns. 
War horns, if Ridmark gauged the distance correctly, that were coming from outside the walls. 
“The enemy is here,” said Gareth.



Chapter 13: The Host of Shadow
 
Gavin ran through the street, following Ridmark and the Dux and the others. 
Around him Dun Licinia erupted with activity. Men burst from houses or rose from their bedrolls upon the street, donning armor and lifting weapons in haste. Companies of archers ran for the walls, short bows in hand, quivers belted to their waists and slung over their shoulders. Again and again the trumpet blasts rang out, calling the men of Dun Licinia to arms. Gavin heard the deep moan of Mhorite war horns from outside the wall, accompanied by the rattling boom of marching drums.
There were a lot of horns.
Just how many Mhorites were outside the walls? Gavin’s first thought was that the watchmen had spotted a Mhorite scouting band. But the watchmen would not have roused the town to fight off a single band of scouts, would they? 
The streets were packed, but they made good time. Men saw the Dux and bowed, making way for the lord of the Northerland. Sometimes the men bowed twice, even after Gareth and Joram had passed. Gavin wondered why, and then with a flicker of alarm he realized that the men were bowing to him. He was a Swordbearer, a Knight of the Order of the Soulblade, and it seemed such men were respected in Andomhaim. 
He was never going to get used to that. Perhaps that was just as well. Someone like Tarrabus Carhaine was probably used to having people bow to him. 
Antenora gazed to the north, her yellow eyes glimmering.
“What do you see?” said Gavin. “Something with the Sight?” 
“Dark magic,” murmured Antenora. “I see dark magic, Gavin Swordbearer. Similar to the powers we saw unleashed in the Vale of Stone Death.” 
Mara had killed the Traveler, so that meant…
“Mournacht?” said Gavin. “Mournacht himself is here?” 
“The Mhorite warlord,” said Antenora. “I believe so.”
“We should tell Calliande,” said Gavin. 
“No need,” said Antenora. “I expect the Keeper already knows.” 
They reached the forum below the gate and climbed to the ramparts. Around them men moved to their assigned places. It reminded Gavin a little of Vulmhosk, of when Smiling Otto’s men had hastened to guard the wooden ramparts to defend against the Mhorite raiders. Of course, Vulmhosk’s walls had been of wood, and Dun Licinia’s were wrought of stone. Smiling Otto had employed a ragged band of mercenaries, while Dux Gareth commanded knights, men-at-arms, and seasoned militiamen. Though at Vulmhosk, there had been only a few hundred Mhorite warriors.
There were far more Mhorites outside the walls of Dun Licinia. 
Thousands more. 
Gavin looked over the ramparts at the enemy army.
 “How did they come upon us so quickly?” said Gareth. “The scouts should have given us ample warning. It is impossible to hide such a large number.”
“The scouts have been arriving piecemeal over the last few moments,” said the knight in command of the northern gate. “Those who survived, anyway. The Mhorites concentrated their forces at the base of the Black Mountain, and then forced a march to Dun Licinia. Our scouts were swept before them like a storm, and only just arrived.”
“I suspect many of them might not have made it,” said Jager. His voice was grim, and he looked a little hung over. Likely Jager and his sister had renewed their acquaintance over a considerable amount of wine. But it was not the hangover that made his voice grim. “The scouts were hunted. Look, my lord.” 
He pointed. Gavin peered into the gloom. Jager’s eyes were better than his, and for a long moment he saw nothing. Yet there were dark gaps between the columns of Mhorite warriors, and Gavin saw shapes moving in the gaps, dark shapes. 
Then his brain made sense of the image, and his hand jerked towards Truthseeker’s hilt. 
There were dvargir warriors with the Mhorites. 
Thousands upon thousands of dvargir warriors. Gavin had fought dvargir twice before, once in the ruins of Thainkul Dural near Moraime, and once again in the foundry chambers of Khald Azalar. He had no wish to face them again. The Mhorites fought with savage, bloodthirsty ferocity. The dvargir fought with the same intensity, but disciplined and ordered. Gavin would rather face ten disorganized foes than three dvargir warriors operating in harmony.
“The dvargir,” said Ridmark. 
“The dvargir of Khaldurmar regard Shadowbearer as a prophet of the great void,” said Calliande. “He must have summoned them to his side.” 
“How many?” said Gareth.
“I cannot say, lord Dux,” said Jager, peering into the gloom. “Five thousand, certainly. Likely more.” 
“I don’t think it was the dvargir that hunted down the scouts,” said Ridmark. “Look.” 
Small gray shapes darted back and forth between the Mhorite orcs and the dvargir warriors. Gavin could not quite make them out, but they looked like some sort of cross between man and lizard. They had spindly limbs, waving tails, and crests of crimson scales that rose from their heads and necks. 
“These creatures are unknown to me,” said Antenora. “They look like the trolls we faced in the Vale of Stone Death, but smaller and weaker.”
“Kobolds,” said Ridmark and Calliande in unison. They looked at each other, and Ridmark gestured for Calliande to continue. “They are kin to trolls, but quicker and better organized. They live in villages in the Deeps. Sometimes the dark elves and the dvargir enslave them, and sometimes they live in independent tribes. They only come to the surface to raid for captives, which they use as slaves and for food as the mood strikes them.” 
“Are these kobolds slaves or allies?” said Antenora.
“It hardly matters,” said Gareth. “Either way, the dvargir and the Mhorites will employ them as fodder. Send them to die against our walls to wear down our strength, and then bring their main force to bear against us.” He turned to Calliande. “Keeper, we must reconsider our strategy.”
“Clearly,” said Calliande. “Lord Dux, I have erred. I thought Shadowbearer would make for the Black Mountain with his full strength. I did not think he would turn the entirety of his army against us before we had a chance to leave the town.” 
“Nothing is certain in war,” said the Dux.
“It is also possible,” said Kharlacht, “that this is not the entirety of Shadowbearer’s force. Perhaps he sent the bulk of it against us, and proceeded with a smaller force to fortify the Tower of Vigilance.”
Ridmark turned to Calliande again. “How long will it take Shadowbearer to open the gate to the world of the Frostborn?”
“I don’t know,” said Calliande. “The spell requires such tremendous power that he will not be able to work it quickly. A minimum of three days, certainly. Perhaps even as long as a week.” 
“Then we must break out and make our way to the Tower of Vigilance,” said Ridmark.
“That will be difficult,” said Joram. “We have seven thousand men here. Unless I miss my guess, I count around twelve thousand of the Mhorites, dvargir, and kobolds outside the wall.”
“It is likely more,” said Caius. “The night will make it easy to conceal them from our sight.” 
“This was the foe’s plan all along,” said Gareth. “Shadowbearer knows you are a threat to him, Keeper. So he dispatched my daughter,” his face tightened, “to assassinate you. Then he will throw his army against Dun Licinia while he opens the gate to the Frostborn. In the chaos he shall have ample time to open his gate without interference from us.”
“I fear you are correct,” said Calliande. “I should have anticipated this.” 
“If you had not sent your warning to Camorak, Lady Calliande,” said Joram, “we would not have called to the Dux and his vassals for aid. The host outside of our walls would have razed the town, and Shadowbearer would have taken the Black Mountain unopposed. By the time any aid arrived, it would be too late.” 
“Very well,” said Calliande. “How should we proceed, then?” 
“We can do nothing now,” said Gareth. “Not until dawn. We have a thousand horsemen here, and the foe has no cavalry. Perhaps we can ride through the southern gate, loop around the town, and make for the Black Mountain. Or if the enemy surrounds the town, they will spread their lines thinly, and we can send the horsemen to punch through while the infantry remains to hold the town.” 
“I concur, my lord,” said Joram. “We…”
“Something is happening,” said Antenora. 
“She is right,” said Mara, gazing into the darkness. “Dark magic. I’m not…I’m not sure what it is. It’s familiar, but…”
“It’s Mournacht,” said Calliande.
“Mournacht?” said Antenora. “Forgive me, Keeper, but it is too strong. Mournacht was powerful, but not that powerful.”
“If Shadowbearer has been using Mournacht as his puppet,” said Ridmark, “then perhaps he has been feeding some of his power to Mournacht. That explains how Mournacht grew so much stronger since we faced him at Coldinium. He was able to fight the Traveler to a standstill, and an orcish shaman should not have been able to do that.” 
“If Mournacht had displayed the kind of power we saw him wield in Khald Azalar,” said Arandar, “he would have unified the tribes of Kothluusk, razed Durandis, and led an army towards Tarlion itself. The Gray Knight is right. Shadowbearer has been granting him power.”
“He might have power enough,” said Mara, “to break the gates of Dun Licinia.”
“He tried that in Vulmhosk,” said Gavin. “Morigna blocked him.”
“Would you be able to block his magical attacks, Keeper?” said Gareth.
“Yes,” said Calliande, her voice hard. 
“Then we shall see what happens next,” said Gareth. “The enemy must come to us. Let him do so. Joram. Have the Magistri summoned to the wall. Tell them to be ready to defend against magical attack. Have the Swordbearers dispersed among the northern wall as well. We may have to gather them turn aside any enemy elite troops.”
“Mournacht has a personal guard,” said Caius. “Troops armored in red steel plate, augmented with blood spells. If he comes for us himself, we will face them.” 
“They come now,” said Kharlacht, pointing over the wall. 
A group of Mhorites moved towards the wall, stepping from the sea of shadows and torches. Several of the Mhorites carried torches, and in their light Gavin saw red-armored warriors, their cuirasses and pauldrons adorned with skulls, sigils of crimson fire burning upon their armor. 
Mournacht himself walked in his midst.
The huge orc disdained armor, wearing only trousers, heavy boots, and a broad leather belt. A cord holding red-dyed human and orcish skulls hung from his waist, the skulls bouncing against his massive leg as he walked. Symbols of bloody fire blazed upon his chest and arms, shining like pyres in the gloom. Gavin was a Swordbearer, not a Magistrius or a sorcerer, and he did not have the Sight as Antenora and Calliande and Mara did. Yet even he felt the mighty aura of dark magic around Mournacht, and a fierce eagerness filled him, a desire to draw his sword and charge into battle. Truthseeker sensed the dark power around the Mhorite shaman as well, and the soulblade to blaze in reponse, yearning to battle against dark magic. 
He suspected the soulblade would get its chance soon enough.
Mournacht and his guard stopped just out of bowshot. 
“Can you strike him from here, Keeper?” said Gareth.
“Yes,” said Calliande. “Not yet, though. There are several shamans with him. If I strike now…I might start the battle before we are ready.”
“Delay only advantages Shadowbearer,” said Arandar. 
“I counsel that we wait to see what Mournacht does,” said Ridmark. “We are the defenders, and the advantage is ours for the moment. Once we see what Mournacht intends, we can counter it.”
“Very well,” said Gareth. 
The words had no sooner left his mouth than Mournacht’s familiar voice thundered out of the sky, augmented to titanic volume by magic. 
“Men of Dun Licinia, hear me!” roared Mournacht in Latin with the thick accents of Kothluusk. “I am Mournacht, Warlord of Kothluusk and the Chosen of Mhor! Despair, men of Andomhaim, for your doom has come! Mhor has been made manifest and walks the world of mortals in flesh, and his faithful shall gather all the world as a sacrifice upon his altars!” 
“Why is he parleying?” said Gareth in a low voice. “He has nothing to gain from it.”
“Nor would he accept a surrender,” said Ridmark. 
“The hour has come at last,” said Mournacht. “Soon the final victory of Mhor shall be at hand! I speak to tell you of your doom, men of Andomhaim! I will not accept surrender! I will not accept bargaining! Beg your impotent Dominus Christus for salvation, for you shall see none! I shall butcher your men, and make slaves of your women and children!”
An angry murmur went up from the ramparts. 
“My lord Dux,” said Ridmark. “Can I address him?”
Gareth frowned. “What would you say to him?”
“I would say nothing to Mournacht but the blade of my axe,” said Ridmark. “It is not for his ears, but for theirs.” He waved his staff at the ramparts. “Mournacht has tried to kill me several times before this, yet I am still here. It would be a good for the men to know that.”
“Keeper?” said Gareth.
Calliande cast a spell Gavin had seen her use before, a spell to amplify a speaker’s voice. White light flickered around Ridmark, and the Gray Knight climbed onto one of the ramparts. 
“Despair!” thundered Mournacht. “Your blood shall be poured out as an offering to Mhor! Your children shall die screaming upon his altars! You…”
“Shut up!” shouted Ridmark. 
Calliande’s magic drove his voice over the field like a thunderclap, and Mournacht fell silent, his scarred face turning towards Ridmark. 
“Remember me, Mournacht?” said Ridmark.
“Gray Knight,” snarled Mournacht, hate filling his words. 
“You vow to kill the men of Dun Licinia?” said Ridmark. “Such bold words! You promised to kill me, Mournacht of Kothluusk. You vowed to kill me at Vulmhosk. You tried to kill me at Coldinium. You tried to kill me in the Vale of Stone Death, and we dueled in the depths of Khald Azalar! All these times you tried to kill me, yet I am still here!” 
“You will die this day,” said Mournacht. “Mhor has come to the world…” 
“Mhor!” said Ridmark. “I call you a deluded fool! Mhor is a lie!”
“I have seen him,” said Mournacht. “I have seen his power! I have…”
“You have seen Shadowbearer!” said Ridmark. “He has appeared to you as Mhor, deluding you into following his plans! You are his dupes, his tools! Of course, only the worshippers of Mhor would be dumb enough to follow the lies of Shadowbearer! Had Shadowbearer tried such a deception among the trolls, they would have laughed themselves sick!”
“You will not blaspheme the name for Mhor,” said Mournacht.
“Mhor is a lie, a phantom believed by deluded fools,” said Ridmark. “And if Mhor is real, he is an impotent and feeble god. What other god would have chosen you as his champion? All those times you have promised to kill me, Mournacht of Kothluusk! All those challenges, all those threats, all those duels…and I am still here! Now you have threatened Dun Licinia. Should they fear? Perhaps they should unlock their gates and go to their beds when you attack, and sleep confident that your feeble attacks shall not harm…”
Mournacht’s scream of rage threatened to split Gavin’s ears. 
“Enough!” thundered Mournacht. “Kill them! Kill them! Let the attack begin! Kill them all!” 
A thunderous roar rose from the Mhorite warriors. The dvargir stood in silence, but slammed their swords against their shields again and again. The kobolds lifted their fanged heads and loosed their peculiar chittering war cries, their tails lashing back and forth, their crimson crests pulsing. 
Ridmark jumped down from the battlements. 
“I think they’re going to attack now,” said Joram. 
“Just as well,” said Ridmark. “Delay is on Shadowbearer’s side. The sooner we can break free of Dun Licinia, the sooner we can make for the Black Mountain.” 
“I must say, Gray Knight,” said Jager. “That was impressively insulting.”
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. 
“Clearly you have learned a thing or two from me,” said Jager.
“Yes,” said Morigna. “If one wished to learn to be offensive, one could do worse than to watch you.” 
The drums boomed again, louder this time, and Gavin saw movement in the ranks of enemy warriors. 
“The enemy comes,” said Gareth, turning to face Joram. “Summon all the men to arms. We shall have to fight.”
Joram turned and began giving commands to the knights and men-at-arms around him, and messengers ran to carry his orders to the decurions along the wall.
A sudden noise came to Gavin’s ears, a familiar tearing, metallic scream. 
He had heard it twice before when facing the dvargir, and the scream sent a chill down his nerves.
The dvargir had brought a mzrokar with them.
 
###
 
Ridmark watched as the mzrokars charged towards Dun Licinia’s northern wall. 
There were four of the huge beasts. They looked like enormous centipedes, their thin legs lashing at the ground, their antennae waving back and forth. Ridmark had fought mzrokars before, but these were the biggest ones he had ever seen, as thick as four strong men and nearly forty feet long. Plates of black dvargir steel covered their bodies, and the plates had been reinforced with thick spines. Behind the mzrokars charged kobold warriors, hundreds of them, spears in hand and oval-shaped shaped shields upon their spindly arms. 
“Archers!” shouted Joram, and arrows began hissing from the wall. Some of the archers targeted the kobolds, the gray-scaled bodies falling motionless to the ground. Others aimed at the mzrokar, but the arrows rebounded from the black steel armoring the massive creatures. “Focus upon the kobolds!”
“What are they doing?” said Gareth, looking at Caius. The dwarven friar had more experience fighting the dvargir than any of them. “Are those creatures strong enough to break down the wall?” 
“They are not, lord Dux,” said Caius, frowning. “They could tunnel under the wall, given enough time, but that would be obvious.”
Ridmark watched as the great beasts lumbered forward with alarming speed. Two of them headed for the western side of the northern gate, while two of them headed for the eastern side. The mobs of kobolds split into four groups, following each of the mzrokars. Why do that? For that matter, why follow the mzrokars at all? The kobolds would just mill below the wall and get shot down by the archers.
Unless the mzrokars would allow them over the wall somehow.
Ridmark looked at the mzrokars, at the spikes jutting from their black armor.
At the spikes, he realized in a flash, that could serve as rungs on a ladder. 
“My lord!” he said. “The mzrokar! The kobolds will use them as siege ladders.”
Joram looked at the mzrokars, at Ridmark, and then back at the mzrokars with a curse. 
“Joram!” said Gareth. “Sound the alarm. Ladders at the wall! Prepare for fighting on the ramparts.” The trumpeters blew a sequence of blasts, and the men-at-arms drew their swords, while the militiamen raised their spears and shields. The archers continued loosing arrows at the kobolds, landing hit after hit, but Ridmark realized the kobolds could swarm up the mzrokars’ broad backs with ease. If the kobolds established a foothold upon the wall, the more formidable dvargir and Mhorite warriors could ascend as well. Or, even worse, the kobolds would seize the gatehouse and open the northern gate to the Mhorite army.
Dun Licinia might fall tonight. 
“Antenora,” said Calliande, and Antenora nodded, lifting her staff. A sphere of glowing fire spun into existence over the end of her staff, growing a little bigger with every revolution. In Khald Azalar, Antenora had killed a mzrokar with a single spell, cooking the creature alive inside its armor, but it had taken her time to summon that much magical power. 
“Come on,” said Ridmark to the others. “We’ll take them one by one.” He headed down the ramparts, Kharlacht, Arandar, and Gavin following him. Morigna remained behind with Antenora and Calliande, while Caius, Jager, and Mara stayed to guard the sorceresses. Ridmark considered telling Morigna to hold her magic in reserve. There was no telling how the other Swordbearers and Magistri might react if she started using earth magic in front of them. Yet the battle hung in the balance, and the smallest thing might make the difference…
Then the mzrokars reached the wall, and Ridmark had no more time for thought. 
The mzrokars scrambled straight up the wall, climbing it with ease. Their massive, armored heads burst over the ramparts, their pincers yawning wide. The nearest militiamen attacked, stabbing with their spears, and the mzrokar loosed a metallic scream. It bit a spearman in half with its pincers, and its legs stabbed down like blades. The militiamen reeled back even as Ridmark ran towards the mzrokar. He had his dwarven axe on his belt, and he knew where to find gaps in the mzrokar’s armor. If he could kill the mzrokar, perhaps they could knock the creature loose from the wall before the kobolds reached the ramparts…
The kobolds leaped over the battlements, shrieking their battle cries, and Ridmark charged into the fray. He caught the nearest kobold across the neck with a blow of his staff. The kobolds were smaller and weaker than humans, but faster, and he was certain they had poisoned their spears. He killed another kobold and then another, Gavin and Arandar attacking around him, and a sweep of Kharlacht’s greatsword split a kobold’s head in two. 
A shaft of white fire struck the side of the mzrokar as Calliande unleashed her power. The huge beast twitched, the motion knocking several kobolds from its back, but it kept clinging to the wall. Two more spearmen lunged at the mzrokar, but its pincers lashed out, ripping one of them open from throat to groin, and its legs speared the second man. For a moment the dead man was stuck upon the legs, and the mzrokar twitched, trying to knock the corpse free. 
“Kharlacht!” shouted Ridmark. “Now!” 
He went right, dropping Ardrhythain’s staff and snatching the dwarven axe from his belt. 
Kharlacht went left, raising his greatsword high over his head. One of the mzrokar’s free legs stabbed out, catching Ridmark in the chest, but his dark elven armor deflected the clawed limb. He brought his axe hammering down, severing the left side of the mzrokar’s pincer. In the same instant Kharlacht’s swept his greatsword before him, the dark elven steel slicking through the other side of the pincers. The mzrokar screamed again, the stump of its severed pincer spurting black slime across the corpses. 
In that moment of distraction, Arandar and Gavin struck, driving Heartwarden and Truthseeker forward with all the strength of the soulblades’ magic. The blades slipped through the gaps in the black steel armoring the mzrokar’s head, sinking to the hilts in the soft flesh. The mzrokar reared back with a dying scream, its limbs lashing at the air, kobolds falling from its back. One of the kobolds fell towards the ramparts, howling its war cry, and Gavin caught the creature in midair with a powerful swing, the two halves of its body tumbling away. The mzrokar collapsed and hit the ground with a tremendous thud, its body curling up just like its smaller cousins. 
Ridmark let out a long breath, snatched up his staff, and looked for the next mzrokar. It clung to the northern wall a short distance away, kobolds swarming up its back. The kobolds had cleared a space upon the ramparts, and he saw a troop of Mhorites rushing to the mzrokar, intending to scale its back and join the melee upon the wall. 
They had to clear the mzrokar from the ramparts now.
Yellow-orange light flashed over the ramparts, almost as if a miniature sun had risen, and a sphere of fire about the size of an ox shot along the battlements. The heat of it made Ridmark take a step back, raising a hand to shield his eyes, and the huge ball of flame impacted the mzrokar’s midsection. 
The resultant explosion was impressive. 
The bloom of fire washed along the base of the wall, killing dozens of kobolds. The mzrokar itself reared back, its own armor channeling the flame into its flesh, as if it was clad in a giant cylindrical oven. For a moment the mzrokar became a towering pillar of flame, and then it toppled backwards, crushing kobolds in its wake. 
“God and his saints,” muttered Arandar. “When that woman sets her mind to it, there is little she cannot destroy.”
“Let us put that to the test,” said Ridmark, and he led them towards the remaining two mzrokars. 
 
###
 
Morigna gripped her staff, watching the army outside the walls and preparing another spell.
Calliande had told her to use her earth magic, and Morigna had complied, throwing clouds of acidic mist into the kobolds clustering around the base of the mzrokars, or folding the ground beneath their feet to make them easy targets for the archers. If anyone asked, Calliande said, Morigna ought to claim that she was the Keeper’s second apprentice. The ruse galled Morigna, but she had to admit it was necessary. They were fighting for their lives, and Morigna’s spells were needed. She dared not hold back, and if Calliande’s ruse kept the Swordbearers and the Magistri from arresting her, then she would play along.
Especially if it saved Ridmark’s life.
He had been in the thick of the fighting against the mzrokars and the kobold raiders, leading the counterattack from the front. The Swordbearers had dispatched the third mzrokar, cutting its head to pieces with their soulblades, and Antenora had incinerated the fourth mzrokar once she had summoned enough power to conjure another fireball. Hundreds of kobolds had still been upon the walls, and the men-at-arms and militiamen had driven them back. 
At last the attack had been repulsed, but at the cost of dozens dead and dozens more wounded. They had exacted a higher cost upon the kobolds, though there were thousands more foes outside the town’s walls. 
“It is just as well you and your apprentices joined us, my lady Keeper,” said Gareth. “If those mzrokars had come against us without your help, we should have been overrun quickly.”
“Clever, though,” said Sir Joram, his green surcoat spattered with kobold blood. “Mobile siege ladders that can move upon their own power. I can think of a few times those would have been useful.” He looked at Caius. “Brother Caius. Can we expect more of them?”
“I doubt it,” said Caius. “Had they possessed more of the beasts, there would have been no reason to hold them back. Likely the dvargir could only bring four with them. The mzrokars have a stupendous appetite for carrion. The dvargir would have brought slaves to feed their mzrokars…”
“And there are only so many slaves a dvargir army can take along while still maintaining a forced march,” said Gareth. Caius nodded. “Mistress Antenora, your facility with flame is…most remarkable.”
“I have had a long time to practice, lord Dux,” said Antenora in a quiet voice. 
“Such magic is usually forbidden to the Magistri,” said Gareth, looking at Morigna. 
“They are my apprentices,” said Calliande before Morigna could answer. “That was my mistake, two centuries ago. I should have taken another apprentice. A different apprentice.” She looked at Antenora, and then at Morigna. “A worthy apprentice.” 
To Morigna’s surprise, the compliment warmed her a bit. She must be getting soft. Or the exertions of the night had worn her out. 
“How should we proceed?” said Joram. 
Gareth scowled over the ramparts for a moment. “We will wait until morning. Have the men keep watch, but I doubt the enemy will mount another assault until daylight. Clearly their plan was to assassinate the Keeper, and then to storm the walls with the mzrokar.”
“Undoubtedly they have other plans,” said Ridmark.
“Undoubtedly,” agreed Gareth, “but those plans will take time to ready. That will give us time of our own to prepare.”
“Then we shall ride to Black Mountain tomorrow?” said Calliande. 
“That remains the plan,” said Gareth. “Sir Joram, have the squires and the pages gather the horses. All knights, Swordbearers, and mounted men-at-arms will ride forth at dawn.”
Arandar frowned. “Will not the foe see our movements and prepare for them?”
“Most certainly,” said Gareth. 
“Which is why,” said Ridmark, “you will have the horsemen ride out from the southern gate, circle around the town, and charge into the Mhorites from the southeast?”
For the first time a glimmer of humor appeared on the old Dux’s craggy face. “Clever as before, I see.”
“Constantine did the same thing during Qazarl’s siege of Dun Licinia,” said Ridmark. “Rode around the town to take the Mhalekites while they assailed the walls.”
“My hope,” said Gareth, “is that we can break through their lines and make for the Black Mountain before they pursue us. You will accompany me, Keeper, and your companions, along with all our Swordbearers. With God’s help, we can ride for Black Mountain and put an end to this.” 
“A solid plan, my lord,” said Calliande. In truth, Morigna could think of any number of things that might go wrong. But neither could she think of a better plan. 
“Good,” said Gareth. “I suggest we get some rest. Tomorrow will be hard fighting.”
Mara stepped past them. She had stayed mostly out of the fighting, using her power to reappear and disappear when the kobolds had drawn near to threaten the Dux and the Keeper. The men-at-arms looked at her askance, but none of them troubled her. Perhaps they assumed the Queen of the Nightmane Forest would possess uncanny powers. Or perhaps they took her for another one of the Keeper’s apprentices. 
“Jager,” said Mara. “Husband. Come look at this.”
Jager strolled to his wife’s side. Both Gareth and Joram gave him bemused looks. Morigna suspected they did not quite know what to make of him. All the halflings they would have encountered in their lives would have been servants. She also wondered what they made of Mara. Gareth had treated her with every respect, but Morigna doubted Gareth entirely believed that Mara had killed the Traveler, that the Anathgrimm were coming as allies. 
If Morigna had not seen those events with her own eyes, she might not have believed them herself. She was still not sure she believed the Anathgrimm were coming to aid them. 
Though looking at the enemies over the wall, she really hoped the Anathgrimm were coming to aid them. 
“What is it?” said Jager, looking into the gloom. 
“What does that look like to you?” said Mara, pointing towards the woods north of Dun Licinia. “There, just south of the forest?”
Jager frowned. “It looks like they’re…building something? Yes, that’s it. They’re building something.”
“A siege engine?” said Kharlacht.
“I think so,” said Jager. “It looks like a siege engine. A…a…what’s the one with the arm, that throws big rocks? Makes sort of a clanging noise?” 
“A catapult?” said Joram, blinking.
“Yes, exactly, a catapult,” said Jager. “Just like Smiling Otto had.”
“You really do not know what a catapult is?” said Morigna.
“I’m a…” Jager started to name himself a thief, looked at Gareth, and changed words mid-sentence. “I’m a very successful merchant with a number of enterprises. Alas, assembling war engines is not one of them.” 
“They’re building the catapult too far from the town,” said Kharlacht. “It doesn’t have the range to reach the walls from here.” 
“Perhaps they will drag it closer to the walls for their next assault,” said Arandar. 
“No,” said Ridmark. His voice was hard, and Morigna gave him a sharp look. 
“The dvargir are the sundered kindred of the khaldari,” said Caius. “They have all our engineering skill. Including the ability…”
There was a distant clang, and a flash of green light from the distant catapult. 
“Including the ability,” said Caius, “to construct an engine that can reach the walls from such a distance.”
There was a blur of motion from the catapult, and a ball of blue-green fire shot from it, soaring high overhead like a falling meteor. It passed only a few dozen yards overhead, and slammed into one of the houses a few blocks away. The house exploded in a spray of blue-green fire and shattered brick, and Morigna heard the screams of the wounded and the dying within the burning house. 
“What is that?” said Gareth. “That fire, Brother Caius! What is it?” 
“An elixir made of poisonous gases harvested from the lower caverns of the Deeps,” said Caius. “Both my kindred and the dvargir use it as a weapon of war in our battles.”
“Joram, send men to stop the fire,” said Gareth. “If we’re not careful, we’ll lose…”
Another clang rang out, and another ball of green-blue fire rose over the fields, sinking towards the town. It struck another house, and again the house exploded in a snarling fireball, bricks scattering in all directions. 
“My lord, if their shots grow more accurate, they will blast down the walls,” said Joram.
“Worse, they’ll burn us all like rats locked in a barn,” said Ridmark. “If a dozen more of those missiles land within the town, we could all burn to death. My lord, we have no choice. We have to ride out and destroy that catapult now.” 
Gareth looked at the distant shape of the catapult, and then back at Ridmark. “So be it.”



Chapter 14: War Engines
 
Gavin ran through the streets, following Ridmark and the others to Dun Licinia’s southern forum. 
Screams rang in the night, accompanied by the crackle of the flames. The enemy had not launched another attack upon the walls so far, but they didn’t need to bother. They just had to sit back and fire missile after missile into the town, the strange fire of the dvargir spreading from house to house. Once the town was in flames, then Mournacht could launch a massive assault upon the walls. The uncanny fire of the dvargir seemed immune to water, and could only be put out by smothering it with earth. Gavin was grateful that he had not seen the weapon when he had fought the dvargir before. In the narrow tunnels of Thainkul Dural or Khald Azalar, the fire would have been deadly.
Though seeing the fire thrown upon innocent women and children within Dun Licinia was far worse. 
Horses packed the southern forum, whinnying and stamping their hooves with excitement. The knights and some of the lords of the Northerland hurried to their mounts, squires holding the reins of the horses. He saw old Sir Tagrimn haul himself into his saddle with a curse, lifting a massive steel war hammer. Dux Gareth climbed atop his horse, and a squire handed him and a shield and a helmet. 
“Sir Arandar,” said Gavin as a squire led over a pair of horses. The squire looked at him with a mixture of wonder and resentment. Gavin did not blame the boy. He had become a Swordbearer, but he had done so by seeing some things he would rather have forgotten.
“Aye?” said Arandar, taking the reins of his own horse.
“I don’t know how to fight from horseback,” said Gavin.
Arandar blinked. “You know how to ride?” 
“I do,” said Gavin. “I’ve just never fought from the saddle before.”
“The Dux has lent us some of his horses,” said Arandar, climbing up. More blue-green fire flashed to the north, glinting off Arandar’s armor. “A mount like this has been battle-trained, and knows his business. Better for a knight to have a mount who knows him well, but this will serve. If you give him his head, he will trample the enemy and bite. You can steer him with your knees, and then strike from his back.”
Gavin gave the horse a dubious look.
“Or,” said Arandar. “You could dismount and fight from foot. Some Swordbearers do. You cannot extend your soulblade’s power to your mount, alas.” 
Gavin nodded and pulled himself into the saddle. The horse stirred beneath him, blowing out a breath. He knew how to ride. His father had been the praefectus of Aranaeus, but even the praefectus needed to feed himself, and Gavin had worked in his father’s fields. He had also helped the neighbors with their ploughing and planting. Though the difference between his father’s plow horse and the destrier beneath him was like the difference between a butter knife and Truthseeker. 
Dux Gareth shouted orders. Sir Joram remained behind to command the defense, while Sir Constantine was put in charge of the men fighting the fires. It seemed Morigna’s sleeping mist had the ability to smother the fires, so the Dux deputized Morigna on the spot and sent her with Constantine. Under less dire circumstances, the thought of the sober Constantine working with the acerbic Morigna would have made Gavin laugh, but right now he was just glad they had the chance to save more lives from the flames. Calliande and Antenora waited near the Dux atop their horses, while Ridmark steered his mount towards them with a skill Gavin envied. Kharlacht likewise claimed a horse, while Mara and Jager shared one. Jager gripped the reins, his expression grim, while Mara sat behind him.
“My lady Mara,” said Gareth. “There is no need for you to come.” 
“I would rather stay within the walls,” said Mara, “but my abilities may be useful.”  
“As you will, then,” said Gareth. “We ride!” 
The southern gate of Dun Licinia groaned open, and the Dux led the horsemen forth. Gavin moved his horse closer to Calliande, determined to protect the Keeper and her apprentice. 
 
###
 
Another blue-green fireball arced across the sky, and Ridmark kept his mount at a walk. 
His instincts screamed for him to charge, to urge the Dux to call for a charge. People burned in Dun Licinia as the dvargir catapult continued its bombardment, and the longer they delayed, the more people would die. Yet Ridmark’s knew that the Dux’s strategy was correct. If the horsemen charged around the wall, they would exhaust their horses and lose their momentum by the time they reached the catapult. The dvargir and the Mhorites would have time to rally around the catapult, and the advantage would be lost. 
So they continued walking around the town’s eastern side, forming up on the northeastern corner of the wall. Torchlight blazed in the ranks of the Mhorites and the dvargir, and kobold bands moved back and forth before their larger allies. Hundreds of dead kobolds carpeted the ground below the walls, and the stench from the burned mzrokars filled the air. 
The horsemen drew themselves up in formation, the knights and men-at-arms unlimbering lances and drawing swords. Ridmark’s staff hung from a leather strap across his chest, and his dwarven axe rested in his right hand, the shield of a slain militiaman strapped to his left arm. He moved closer to Calliande and Antenora. Both women would be the obvious target of the enemy, and Ridmark intended to see them through this battle alive. 
He was grateful Morigna remained behind the walls. 
Antenora lifted her staff, a ball of fire starting to dance over its end. 
“Sir Tagrimn,” said Gareth. “Now.”
The old knight lifted a trumpet to his lips and blew a series of blasts. The horsemen shouted and raised their weapons, and in one smooth motion surged forward, kicking their mounts to a gallop. The thunder of the hooves filled Ridmark’s ears, and the horsemen charged across the field of slain kobolds towards the besieging army, spreading out in a broad line as they did so. 
A commotion went up from the Mhorite lines, and the orcish warriors scrambled to get themselves in place to absorb a charge of horsemen, but they were too late. The knights and men-at-arms crashed into the Mhorites, hewing and stabbing. Infantry could repulse a charge of horsemen, but only if the infantry stood in proper formation, equipped with spears and shields. The Mhorites had been focused upon the walls of Dun Licinia, and so had not been able to prepare in time.
They would pay the price now. 
Ridmark’s horse trampled one Mhorite warrior, the orc’s screams coming to an end as a steel-shod hoof crushed the warrior’s skull. He swung his axe with a blur of speed, the blade crunching through a Mhorite’s neck. Ridmark wrenched the weapon free, adjusting his balance as a Mhorite lunged at him with a spear. He got his shield up, deflecting the thrust. The Mhorite started to strike again, but Sir Tagrimn brought his hammer down with a massive bellow. The steel head impacted the back of the Mhorite’s skull, and the resultant mess proved that age had not robbed the old knight of his strength. 
The horsemen broke through the Mhorites, the surviving orcs retreating to either side.
The dvargir awaited them. The black-armored warriors hastened forward with disciplined precision, forming themselves into a shield wall even as Ridmark watched. Beyond the dvargir rose the woods surrounding the old orcish burial mounds that Qazarl had used to create his undead, and before the woods stood the massive form of the catapult, looking like some monstrous mechanical insect. A haze of shadows glimmered around it, seeming to mantle the great engine in darkness even as it flung fiery death at Dun Licinia. The shadowscribes of the dvargir must have accompanied the army from Khaldurmar, raising wards to protect the catapult from magical attack. 
They would have to cut through the dvargir to reach the catapult.
“Forward!” said Dux Gareth.
“For God and the High King!” roared Tagrimn, his hoarse voice like a thunderclap. “At them! Chase them back to the Deeps!” 
The horsemen charged with a shout, crashing into the ranks of the armored dvargir. 
 
###
 
Gavin fought in the midst of the melee, Truthseeker blazing with fury in his right fist, the ground wet with blood beneath his boots. He had ridden his horse through the charge, managing to strike two Mhorites with Truthseeker, though he was unsure if he had killed the orcs or not. When the horsemen crashed into the dvargir, he had lost his saddle and fallen, and so had been forced to fight on foot. 
Just as well. He was more comfortable this way, and Truthseeker filled him with strength and power.
Around him the orderly dvargir line had dissolved into chaos, with wedges of knights hammering through them. Men screamed and shouted and cursed, while the dvargir fought in stoic silence. A dvargir warrior came at Gavin, his gray-skinned face grim and hard beneath his black helm. He hammered at Gavin once, twice, three times with his sword, and Gavin caught the blows upon his shield. The dvargir warrior was strong, but Truthseeker’s power filled Gavin, giving him the strength to hold his shield against those blows. At last the dvargir warrior’s momentum played out, and Gavin struck, whipping Truthseeker at the dvargir’s head. The soulblade rebounded from the black dvargirish steel, but the blow staggered the warrior, and before he recovered Gavin killed him with a quick thrust. 
He flung himself into the fray. Arandar and Kharlacht had kept their seats, and methodically hewed their way through the dvargir warriors. Gavin killed a dvargir that tried to stab at Kharlacht’s legs and shot a quick look around. He heard the shouts coming from the Mhorites, the kobolds, and the other groups of dvargir scattered across the field. All of them were rushing to the defense of the catapult. 
He hoped Antenora and Calliande destroyed it soon. Else they would be overwhelmed and surrounded.
 
###
 
Calliande tested her will against the dvargir shadowscribes. 
There were a dozen of them gathered near the catapult, and they had written warding tablets, shields carved with dvargir glyphs and then planted in a ring around the base of the catapult. The shadowscribes had charged those glyphs with dark magic, and together they created an interlocking shell of wards around the massive catapult. Antenora had summoned enough fire to destroy the catapult, a fireball six yards across that spun over her head, but so long as the shadowscribes’ wards remained intact, that fire would not reach the catapult. 
Not unless Calliande broke the wards first.
She drew upon the power of the Well and the fury of the Keeper’s mantle, sending bolts of white fire at the shell of shadows. Combined, the shadowscribes’ power exceeded her own, but they could not resist the power of the Keeper. Her spell shattered three of the warding shields, blasting them to molten shards. The shadowscribes hastened forward, clad in cowled robes of armored black, and Calliande drew upon the magic of the elements, weaving together fire and earth and charging the spell with the Keeper’s mantle. 
The ground at the base of the catapult exploded, killing three of the shadowscribes and knocking the rest from their feet. Before they recovered, Calliande summoned more power, working spells of breaking and dispelling. Four more warding shields shattered into molten splinters, and as they did, the shell of wards around the catapult collapsed, the shadowy haze vanishing into nothingness. 
“Antenora!” said Calliande. “Now! Cast it now! Cast…”
The older woman nodded and spurred her horse forward. 
Three metallic clangs rang over the sound of the battle. 
Behind the catapult Calliande saw three smaller war engines the dvargir had maneuvered into position. Ballistae, she thought, to judge from their size and shape. 
Ballistae that they had pointed right at her.
The realization saved her life.
Calliande swept the staff of the Keeper before her as the first bolt struck the ground in front of her horse. A dome of white light shimmered to life around her as the bolt exploded in a spray of blue-green fire. Her ward stopped the fire and the heat, but it did not stop the explosion from startling her mount. The horse screamed in fear and reared up, its front hooves lashing at the air. Calliande fought to keep her saddle, but the effort of doing so caused her concentration to waver, and the ward flickered for a split second.
The force of the next explosion knocked her from the saddle and threw her horse over. Calliande went tumbling and hit the ground hard, rolling across the torn earth, clutching her staff. She came to a stop against a dead dvargir warrior, her head bouncing hard off his black cuirass. A wave of dizziness went through her. She saw her horse fleeing, the poor beast’s mane wreathed in blue-green fire. Calliande turned her head, trying to stand. 
Dark shapes rushed towards her. 
Dvargir warriors. She retained enough presence of mind to realize that was very bad.
Calliande thrust her staff. Earth magic flowed through her, augmented by the mantle of the Keeper, and the ground snapped and rippled like a banner caught in a storm. The dvargir warriors went tumbling, but they did not stay down. They surged back to their feet, swords drawn as they charged at her, their bottomless black eyes digging into her. 
She scrambled for a defense, and Calliande managed to cast a ward around herself, a flickering sphere of white light shimmering into existence around her. A half-dozen dvargir surrounded her, hammering at the sphere with their swords, and Calliande felt her will starting to crumple. She could barely hold the spell through the haze in her mind, and when the ward failed, the dvargir were going to kill her. 
A roar of fury cut into her confused thoughts, and dark shapes sprang upon the dvargir.
Lupivirii charged into the dvargir warriors, shifting to their full wolf forms. Calliande spotted Rakhaag in their midst, bellowing in fury as he attacked a dvargir. 
“Fight!” he shouted. “If the Staffbearer falls, the True People shall perish. Fight!”
He pinned a dvargir warrior beneath his gaunt bulk, his jaws closing around the dvargir’s head as his claws rasped against the warrior’s cuirass. The beastmen snarled as the dvargir fought back, stabbing with their swords. The lupivirii had sharp claws and fangs, but dvargirish steel was stronger by far. One by one the dvargir regained their feet, killing the lupivirii that had pinned them. Calliande saw Rakhaag take a sword to the belly, saw the lupivir alpha stumble several steps.
“Rakhaag!” shouted Calliande. “Run! Run! Go…”
A dvargir axe split Rakhaag’s skull, and he collapsed motionless to the ground. The remaining lupivirii fled in all directions, broken by the death of their alpha. Calliande screamed in rage, trying to summon power for a spell, and the dvargir turned back towards her.
 
###
 
Ridmark kicked his horse to a gallop and slammed into one of the dvargir advancing on Calliande.
Their surprise was total. The dvargir had been focused on Calliande, upon killing the Keeper, and between her and the lupivirii they had not seen him coming. The dvargir warrior went down beneath the horse’s hooves, and not even the black armor protected him from the weight of the horse. Ridmark jumped from the saddle, casting aside his shield and axe, and drew his staff from over his shoulder. He rushed into the fray, swinging right and left, and drove the dvargir away from Calliande, even as she tried to sit up. Taken off guard by his mad rush, the dvargir started to fall back, but then their training and experience reasserted themselves. They moved in a half-circle around Ridmark, and he retreated, snapping his staff back and forth to deflect their blows. A sword scraped off his armor, and another opened a cut on his right leg. Ridmark stumbled, and barely avoided a thrust that would have opened his throat. 
The dvargir closed around him for the kill.
Blue fire swirled behind one of the warriors on his left, and Mara stepped out of nothingness, driving her short sword forward. The dvargir warrior in front of her went down with a surprised scream, his void-filled eyes wide, and Mara disappeared again before the dvargir could strike back. Ridmark charged into the gap, striking down another dvargir.
“Gavin Swordbearer!” shouted Antenora. She sat atop her horse, trembling as she gripped her staff with both hands, its symbols blazing with harsh light. A huge ball of fire rotated over her head, and even from a distance Ridmark felt the heat from it. Antenora could not aid Calliande, not while she held that fireball in place, and Ridmark wondered how much longer Antenora could control it. 
White fire flashed, and Gavin charged into the dvargir, Truthseeker blazing in his fist, the bronze sheen of his dwarven shield reflecting the harsh glow of Antenora’s fireball. The dvargir stepped back, daunted by Gavin’s fury, and the young Swordbearer killed one of the warriors with a quick slash of his soulblade. Ridmark attacked as well, tripping one of the dvargir and driving his staff into the warrior’s temple. There was a crack of bone, and the dvargir warriors retreated. 
For a moment they were in a clear spot in the battle, but that would not last long. The dvargir were rallying, and the Mhorites and kobolds were rushing into the fray. Before long the horsemen would have to retreat or be overwhelmed. 
“Gavin, heal her as much as you can, quickly,” said Ridmark. Gavin nodded and dropped to Calliande’s side, placing his free hand on her forehead as Truthseeker flickered. “Antenora! Now!” 
Antenora threw back her head and screamed, thrusting her staff before her. 
The huge fireball rolled through the air. It didn’t seem to be moving fast, but that was only an illusion brought on by its vast size. It soared over the battling horsemen, over the ranks of dvargir warriors, and landed directly on the catapult as the cowled shadowscribes ran for cover. 
Ridmark had seen Antenora unleash magical fire several times before, and he knew enough to turn his head and cover his eyes, flinging an arm over his face. 
Even through his closed eyelids he saw the brilliant flash, like the sun erupting through the clouds on a summer day. 
An instant later he heard the deafening thump of the explosion, followed by a gale of hot air that struck him like a giant hammer. The impact knocked him onto his back, his eyes falling open. A huge plume of furious, roiling flame rose from where the catapult had stood a moment earlier, and Ridmark saw the catapult’s arm tumbling end over end like a straw caught in a storm. 
“Ah,” croaked Antenora, weaving a bit in her saddle as she tried to stay upright. She shoved the end of her staff toward the ground and leaned upon it like a cane, jamming her boots into the stirrups. “That was more than I expected.” 
Another explosion came as the catapult’s store of missiles detonated in rapid succession, blooms of blue-green flame rising to join Antenora’s blaze. 
A trumpet blast rang over the battlefield, sounding the recall back to the walls of Dun Licinia. Now was the perfect moment to retreat. The dvargir had been stunned by the explosion, and the catapult had been destroyed. Even the charging Mhorites and kobolds had stopped to gape at the fireball. That would not last. Once Mournacht and the dvargir captains got their men back in order, they would mount a furious counterassault.
Any horsemen left upon the field would be slaughtered.
“More than you expected, but enough for the task,” said Ridmark. “Gavin! Can she walk?” 
“I…I think so,” said Calliande, leaning upon the staff of the Keeper as Gavin helped her to stand. Blue fire flickered, and Mara appeared besides her. Hooves rapped against the ground, and Jager rode closer, steering his truculent war horse with a scowl. A nasty bruise marked the side of Calliande’s face, but she seemed otherwise unharmed. “I recovered my power, and still you and the others must save my life, Ridmark.” 
“We haven’t saved it yet,” said Ridmark, looking around. His horse was still a short distance away, turning in a circle as the beast looked for foes. 
“Rakhaag,” muttered Calliande, looking at the dead lupivirii. “I told him to run.”
“Calliande!” said Ridmark. She blinked at him. “Where is your horse?” 
“I…I don’t know,” she said. “It ran off.” 
“You can go with Jager,” said Mara.
Jager’s frown deepened. “How will you get back?”
She smiled up at her husband. “I’ll get to the walls before you do.” 
Again the trumpet blast rang out, the horsemen turning toward the northern gate of Dun Licinia. A faint grinding sound came to Ridmark’s ears at the gate began to swing open. Sir Joram would hold it open long enough for the horsemen to retreat, but not a moment longer. 
“She’ll ride with Jager,” said Ridmark. “Gavin, give me a hand. Hurry.”
Calliande limped to the horse, and Ridmark and Jager helped her to the saddle. A pair of dvargir warriors edged closer, lifting their weapons, but Antenora leveled her staff and loosed a fireball in their direction. That persuaded them to withdraw to a safe distance. 
They would recover their nerve before long.
“Come on,” said Ridmark to Gavin as Mara disappeared in a flash of blue fire and Jager turned his mount towards the town. “You’ll ride with me.”
 
###
 
Calliande stood on the rampart, leaning upon her staff next to the Dux as the last of the horsemen reached the gate. Antenora waited next to her, occasionally flinging spheres of fire at any kobolds that attempted to pursue the retreating horsemen. For the most part, the enemy army was in disarray. The explosion of the catapult had demoralized them, and they had not yet reformed in good order. 
“Pity we cannot ride out now,” said Joram, wiping sweat from his brow, his curly red hair plastered to his head. “With the foe in disarray, we could ride right through them.”
For a moment Calliande hesitated. Perhaps now was the time. Perhaps if they acted now, they could break through the besiegers and force their way to Black Mountain. 
Or perhaps Mournacht would rally his warriors and kill them all.
“No,” said Gareth. “No, we shall issue forth on the morrow. We must reorganize and rearm ourselves, and the men need at least some rest. To act hastily now could doom everything. Do you concur, Keeper?”
“I do,” said Calliande. Her heart screamed for her to hurry, but she knew that haste would lead to ruin. 
“Tomorrow at noon,” said Gareth. “We shall attack again then, and try to make for the Black Mountain. I…”
Calliande flinched. 
Power blazed before her Sight, a storm of dark magic swirling and dancing around the Black Mountain to the north. It was immense and mighty, and she had encountered it before. Most recently in Urd Morlemoch, when the Warden had tried to open his great gate to Old Earth. 
And long ago, centuries ago, around the gate Shadowbearer had opened to the realm of the Frostborn. 
“What is it?” said Joram.
Far to the north, before the mass of the Black Mountain, a slender column of blue fire stabbed into the sky. 
“Dark magic,” said Antenora. 
“It begins,” said Calliande. “Shadowbearer is opening the gate.” She tried to focus the Sight upon the maelstrom of dark magic beginning to rotate around the Black Mountain. “He just started. It will take him…another three days, maybe four, to open the gate.”
“Then we ride tomorrow,” said Gareth.



Chapter 15: Mantles of Shadow
 
Morigna gazed at the ruined house, at the shattered pile of clay tiles and burned timbers, at the charred brick walls. One of the dvargir missiles had landed atop the house, exploding in the top floor. The fire would have consumed the house and killed everyone within, but Morigna had cast her sleeping mist over the flames. Water could not quench that peculiar fire, but her sleeping mist could smother it. That had slowed the fire long enough for the women and children within to escape.
They had thanked Morigna. One of the women had grabbed her arm, sobbing as she clutched a wailing child against her chest, and thanked God and the saints that Morigna had come. One of Constantine’s men-at-arms had ushered the poor woman away, and they had gone to the next fire, but the memory lingered in Morigna’s mind.
It unsettled her.
She had never cared about other people. At best, they were annoyances and obstacles, and at worst, they would become her enemies. She had never sought to rule over others the way that someone like Tarrabus Carhaine did, but she only wanted to be left alone. She wanted to acquire enough power to make sure she would never be threatened again. 
Morigna had never wanted to rule others with her power…but conversely, she had never considered using her power to help them. 
The memory of the weeping woman and her wailing child haunted her. That woman could have been Morigna, had her life been different. Had Coriolus not murdered her parents and chosen her as his vessel, Morigna would have eventually married some man of Moraime and then borne him children. Perhaps she might even have wound up settling in Dun Licinia. 
That was such an alien thought that it was hard to grasp.
Morigna looked down the narrow street running along the northern wall. All the fires had been quenched, and Sir Constantine had sent her to do one last circuit, to make sure that no fires smoldered out of sight. Constantine reminded her a little of Ridmark, though the Dux reminded her of Ridmark as well. Both Ridmark and Constantine had the same aura of authority, of command, that surrounded the old lord. Likely both of the younger men had learned it from him. 
Morigna had little in common with most of the women of Dun Licinia, but she shared one thing with them. She had watched a man she loved ride off into battle, knowing she could do nothing to aid him. It was a dreadful feeling, and not one she wished to repeat. Even when they had gone into deadly danger together at Urd Morlemoch and Khald Azalar, she had been with him, and her spells had saved his life several times. 
Boots rasped against the cobblestones, and Morigna turned. Ridmark came towards her, and behind him the eastern sky was starting to brighten. Morigna had lost all sense of time during the fighting. It had been past midnight when Imaria and the Weaver had attacked the keep, and she supposed the fighting had only lasted a few hours.
It felt much longer.
“You are unhurt?” said Morigna, hurrying towards him.
“Aye,” said Ridmark, and she hugged him. He looked tired and strained, and smelled of sweat and blood, but none of it touched his voice. “All our friends made it, though it was a close thing. Antenora burned the catapult.” 
“I assumed as much,” said Morigna, “when fire stopped falling from the sky. And when it looked as if the sun had risen in the north for a few moments.” 
“Rakhaag fell, and most of the other lupivirii,” said Ridmark. “The dvargir overwhelmed Calliande when she broke the wards around the catapults. If the lupivirii had not intervened, the dvargir likely would have killed her.”
“I am sorry,” said Morigna. She had not much cared for Rakhaag and his feral followers, but she could tell their deaths had pained Ridmark. “They died well.”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. He shook his head. “Better if no one had died at all, but that is impossible in war.” He looked at the ruined house. “Though it seems you saved many lives this day.”
Morigna shrugged. “I put out fires, that is all. A wretched weapon, to fling fire upon the heads of those unable to fight back.” 
“Antenora does the same,” said Ridmark. 
“Antenora did not go to Kothluusk, find a Mhorite village, and burn down houses full of women and children,” said Morigna, a bit sharper than she intended.
“No,” said Ridmark. “The face of war is a harsh one.”
“I have seen war,” said Morigna. “At the Iron Tower, and in the Vale of Stone Death.”
“True. Yet Iron Tower was a skirmish,” said Ridmark. “The Vale of Stone Death was a battle, but the Vale of Stone Death had been desolate for centuries. There were no…innocents to be drawn into the battle there. No freeholders simply trying to raise their crops. No townsmen trying to practice their trades. No halfling servants trying to go about their business in peace. No one for the Mhorites and the Anathgrimm to hurt but each other.”
“And us,” said Morigna, but she saw what he meant. 
“And us,” said Ridmark. 
“Perhaps you are right,” said Morigna. “I have not seen such a thing before, but now that I have, I do not care for it.” 
“If we defeat Shadowbearer,” said Ridmark, “maybe we can put a stop to it.”
“Where is Calliande?” said Morigna. “Resting?”
“She should be,” said Ridmark, “but you know her. She refused, and is working with the Magistri to heal the wounded. When she sets her will to something, I am no more capable of changing her mind…”
“Then you are of changing mine?” said Morigna.
“You understand,” said Ridmark. “Still, she will save men who would otherwise have perished. She could no more turn aside from their need than water could flow uphill.” 
“No,” said Morigna. “What will we do next?”
“The Dux and the horsemen will issue from the southern gate at noon,” said Ridmark. “The Mhorites, dvargir, and kobolds are still in disarray, and the Dux thinks the horsemen can punch through them and reach the Black Mountain.” 
“I shall ride with you,” said Morigna.
Ridmark hesitated. She could guess his thoughts well enough. He would try to find a way to convince her to remain behind. 
“You need my help,” said Morigna. “Calliande needs my help. Shadowbearer would have killed her in Khald Azalar if I had not distracted him. How many times have I saved you with a spell?” She gripped his hands. “We shall see this through to the end, together.”
“All right,” said Ridmark in a quiet voice.
Morigna nodded, and they looked at each other for a moment.
“I suppose,” said Ridmark at last, “that the Keeper needs her apprentices about her in battle.” 
“That,” said Morigna with an irritated sigh, “is a particularly vexing lie.” 
“A necessary one, though,” said Ridmark.
“True,” said Morigna. “Your Dux seems like a fair-minded man, but I doubt even he would accept a sorceress from the Wilderland in his lands.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “The apprentice of the legendary Keeper, though, is different. I suppose you will have to endure Calliande telling you what to do, at least in public.”
Morigna laughed, which made Ridmark blink in surprise. “She already tells me what to do in public. You, too, Gray Knight. The Dux listens to her as well. Even that sour old knight with the hammer.”
“Sir Tagrimn Volarus?” said Ridmark. “He is not the most pleasant fellow, true, but he is a steady hand in a fight.” 
“We shall need every one of those that we can find,” said Morigna. “We ride at noon?”
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “We’ll need to be at the southern forum by then. I am going to find someplace to lie down and get a few hours of sleep.” He looked towards the northern gate, the octagonal towers rising overhead. “The northern forum, I think. It should be quiet enough.”
“Unless the Mhorites attack again,” said Morigna.
“If they do, sleep shall be the last of my concerns,” said Ridmark. 
“Truly,” said Morigna. “I shall come with you. Conjuring sleeping mist again and again is tiring work, and…”
She fell silent. 
Ridmark’s face had gone hard, and for a wild moment she wondered if she had somehow upset him. Yet he was not looking at her, but at the northern gate.
“What is it?” said Morigna.
“Something is wrong,” said Ridmark.
 
###
 
The dying man screamed. 
The wounded filled Dun Licinia’s church, lying on blankets upon the stone floor. Groans and whimpers and occasional screams echoed off the walls, while the air smelled of blood and waste despite the open windows. It reminded Calliande of the Mhalekite siege months past, when she had helped the women of the town treat the wounded militiamen. She had made bandages and poultices, cleaned wounds and stitched cuts, doing everything she could to cure the wounded men.
Now, as a Magistria and the Keeper of Andomhaim she could do far more. 
The man-at-arms lying on the blanket before her had been wounded three times, twice in the abdomen and once through the chest. He had a matter of hours before he died, his every breath agony. He would have been screaming constantly, save that Calliande doubted he had the strength left. 
She took a deep breath, gathering her will and drawing magical power through the tired buzzing that filled her mind. 
“I’ll do this one,” said Camorak in his rusty voice. 
“Are you sure?” she said. The Magistrius looked as tired as she felt, his eyes bloodshot, his face gray beneath the thick crop of stubble on his chin and jaw. Yet as tired as he looked, Camorak had not stopped working from the time that Calliande had returned from the fighting. All Magistri could heal wounds, though they were limited by their native magical strength or by how much pain they could endure. 
Camorak had been the only one of Dun Licinia’s Magistri able to keep up with Calliande. 
“Sure enough,” said Camorak. 
Before Calliande could protest, Camorak dropped to one knee next to the dying man, raised his hands, summoned power, and cast the healing spell. He blazed with the magic of the Well before Calliande’s Sight, the power pouring through him. The dying man went rigid, his mouth opening in a silent scream. Some of the Magistri screamed when they healed, for they had to take the pain of the wounds into themselves. Camorak only gritted his teeth, the veins in his temples bulging, the cords standing out in his neck. 
The power drained away, and the dying man slumped to the floor. Except he was no longer dying. His wounds were hideous, crusted things, but they were no longer fatal, and they looked as if they had been healing for weeks. All the man needed now was time and a lot of rest. 
“God almighty, that stings,” muttered Camorak, shaking his head and getting to his feet. 
“A great feat of magic,” said Antenora in a quiet voice. She stood a few feet away, keeping watch over Calliande. 
Camorak only grunted in response to the compliment. “Who’s next?”
Calliande looked around…but they had worked their way through the wounded. As the best healers, Calliande and Camorak had dealt with the most grievously wounded, and there were none left. The less severe wounds would be healed by the other Magistri, and then nothing was left for the wounded men to do but rest. 
“It seems we have healed with them all,” said Calliande.
“Huh,” said Camorak. “I’ll be damned. Want a drink?”
“No,” said Calliande.
Camorak shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 
A short time later Camorak sat on the front steps to the church, sipping from a metal flask that gave off an unpleasant smell. Calliande sat next to him, taking a moment to rest. Soon they would return to the southern forum, and they would ride to battle, hoping to breaking through the Mhorite lines and reach the Black Mountain. 
“You know,” said Camorak, sipping from his flask, “ever since I heard your voice in my head, things have just gone to hell.”
Antenora scowled. “You will not address the Keeper in such a tone.”
“What tone? This tone?” said Camorak, and he stuck his tongue out at Antenora. She looked so incredulous that Calliande had to laugh. “I’ve learned something as a Magistrius. Doesn’t matter if you’re a lord or a knight or a freeholder or a servant. All men are flesh, and all flesh dies. A Comes and a beggar look pretty much the same when they’re bleeding to death, or lying in their own filth as the flux takes them.” 
“You are quite an unusual Magistrius,” said Calliande, though he reminded her a little of her mentor Marius, who had become the Watcher. 
Marius had not been quite so blunt, though. Nor had he drank as much. 
“What?” said Camorak, blinking. “I don’t go around with my nose in the air, babbling about the gift of magic and the depths of my learned lore?” He glanced at his callused hands, which he had washed a hundred times in the last few hours until they were raw and red. “The Magistri are jackasses, Lady Keeper, but at least I’m an honest jackass.” 
“So how does an honest jackass become a Magistrius?” said Calliande.
“About ten years ago,” said Camorak, “I got really drunk and insulted the Prince of Cintarra. For my punishment, I was sentenced to the Magistri.”
Calliande waited. 
Camorak sighed. “All right. Ten years ago, I was a man-at-arms in service to the Dux Kors of Durandis. Had a wife and a baby girl. They got sick, I galloped to Castra Durius to get a Magistrius. He came back with me, but by then it was too late. Few years after that, we fought off some Mhorites attacking a dwarven noble from Khald Tormen. One of the lads was wounded in the fighting, and I was so…angry. The magic came to me then, and I healed him. After that, it was the Magistri for me, whether I liked it or not.” 
They sat in silence for a moment.
“I’m sorry,” said Calliande.
Camorak grunted. “It is what it is. Truth be told, I’m not a very good Magistrius. I’m bad at wards, and that thought-speaking spell you used on me, I’m even worse at it.”
“But you can heal,” said Calliande. 
“That I can do,” said Camorak. He took another sip. “Well, that and drink.” He squinted up at Antenora. “Out of curiosity, what’s wrong with her eyes? They shouldn’t be that color.”
“I was the apprentice of the last Keeper of Avalon upon Old Earth, fifteen centuries past,” said Antenora. “I betrayed her, and the dark magic of Mordred cursed me to immortality. Ever since I have sought the Keeper to atone for my crimes and achieve the peace of death at last.”
“Oh,” said Camorak, blinking. “Fifteen centuries, you say? You don’t look a day over seven hundred and fifty.” 
“Thank you,” said Antenora gravely.
“Rest, Magistrius Camorak,” said Calliande, getting to her feet. “I fear there will be more wounded to come.”
“There always are,” said Camorak, taking another drink. 
Calliande headed for the keep. She wanted to rest for a few hours before the Dux rode from the southern gate. She did not want to return to her rooms. Antenora’s fire had damaged the furnishings, and after the Weaver’s attack, she would not feel safe there. Likely she could grab a few hours of sleep beneath a bench in the great hall. 
“You should rest, Keeper,” said Antenora.
“I should,” agreed Calliande. “I think…”
Antenora stiffened, looking to the north. 
“What is it?” said Calliande, following the older sorceress’s gaze. “I…”
Darkness writhed around the northern gate of Dun Licinia. For a moment Calliande could not make sense of the strange sight, could not understand why the people filling the streets did not shout in alarm. Then she realized they could not see it, that they did not possess the power of the Sight. 
The shadow of Incariel twisted around the gate.
“Keeper,” said Antenora. “The enemy returns.”
“Imaria,” said Calliande, and she broke into a run.
 
###
 
“What is it?” said Morigna.
Ridmark hurried along the street towards the northern gate, thinking hard. Had his eyes fooled him, or his tired mind played a trick upon him? 
No. He still saw the man-at-arms walking towards the gate’s western tower, moving at a casual stroll. 
“Ridmark,” said Morigna, hurrying after him. “What is it?”
“That man-at-arms,” said Ridmark. 
“What about him?” said Morigna. “I have never seen him before.”
“I have,” said Ridmark.
“You know him, then?” said Morigna. 
“No,” said Ridmark. “But I saw him die a few hours ago fighting against the dvargir. I’m absolutely certain of it.”
“Then what is he doing here?” said Morigna.
“A very good question,” said Ridmark. “Let’s find out.”
He moved forward as fast as he dared, not wanting to draw the attention of the man-at-arms. Perhaps the man-at-arms was an impostor, a spy sent to infiltrate the town and cause havoc. Or maybe he was a creature of dark magic. Urshanes could take different forms, and Ridmark had no doubt Shadowbearer and Mournacht commanded enough dark magic to bend the creatures of the dark elves to their wills. If the urshanes had copied the corpses left behind on the field, and then crept into the town…
He crossed into the forum, looking around. As ever, the forum was packed with people, mostly men-at-arms resting from the mad sortie against the siege engine. Women and children went about their errands, carrying fresh quivers of arrows to the archers or rolls of bandages to the impromptu infirmary Calliande and the Magistri had arranged in the church. The man-at-arms stopped at the base of the tower at the left-hand side of the northern gate, gazing at it with a blank expression. As he looked closer, Ridmark was certain that he had seen that man die, his skull caved in by a dvargir warrior’s axe. Yet here he was, strolling about the forum. 
Or something that looked a lot like him. 
The man-at-arms opened the door at the base of the gate tower and stepped inside, vanishing from sight. 
“What do you suppose he wants in there?” said Morigna. 
Ridmark shrugged, his mind racing.
“If he is a spy, perhaps he has come to scout our defenses,” said Morigna. 
“Waste of time,” muttered Ridmark. “It’s a stone wall with two gates, northern and southern. No secret entrances or tunnels or wells. There’s nothing to scout. But the gate is important. It…”
The answer came to him in a horrifying rush. 
The man-at-arms wasn’t here to spy upon the gate.
The man-at-arms was here to open the gate. 
“To arms!” shouted Ridmark at the top of his lungs. “To arms! The enemy is at the gate! To arms, to arms!” 
Even as he shouted, he heard a rumble of noise from outside the walls, the sound of thousands of feet rushing forward at once. Shadowbearer’s army was charging at the gate. They knew that the northern gate was about to open, that they could surge into the town with impunity.
Unless Ridmark put a stop to it. 
Confusion spread across the forum as the men-at-arms and militiamen armed themselves. One of the men had the presence of mind to sound a trumpet, calling the alarm. Ridmark raced to the door and threw it open, jumping into the guard room at the base of the tower.
At least, he thought he jumped into the guard room.
Darkness engulfed him instead. 
Ridmark stumbled, and the staff of Ardrhythain flared with white fire in his hand, its symbols glowing. A pool of white light fell around his feet, just as it had when he had faced Shadowbearer. Morigna gasped and stumbled to a stop next to him, leaning on her staff as she entered the small circle of light. 
“Ridmark,” she said, “it is the same kind of shadow that Imaria used, that Shadowbearer…”
Ridmark’s fingers tightened against his staff as his eyes made out shapes in the gloom. 
He was in the guard room, and six men-at-arms sat motionless at a round table. All of them were dead, either slain from crushed skulls or slashed throats. The shadowy haze had held them paralyzed, just as Imaria’s shadows had done, and then something had killed them.
The man-at-arms Ridmark had followed stood against the far wall at the base of the stairs, smiling at them. His right hand had become a monstrous clawed pincer, similar to the claw of a scorpion. Fresh blood gleamed upon it, reflecting the gleam of Ardrhythain’s staff. 
“You,” said Ridmark. 
“Well,” said the Weaver, his stolen face spreading in a gentle smile, “aren’t you the persistent one?”
There was a gleam of white at the top of the stairs, and Imaria appeared, the shadowy haze swirling and dancing around her. 
“Ah,” said Imaria, “the shadow of Incariel is gracious. Ridmark and his whore have been delivered to me again.”
“Come closer and say that,” said Morigna, thrusting her staff. Purple fire flared up its length, and a column of acidic mist swirled around Imaria. The shadows pulsed, a shell of them surrounding the traitorous Magistria, and the acidic mist dissolved into nothingness.
“I shall do so,” said Imaria, “and do worse. Perhaps it is better this way. You shall see this town die as you die, and then you will know that Shadowbearer has triumphed, that the Frostborn shall return and the shadow of Incariel will devour all living mortals of this world.” She looked at the Weaver. “Kill them.”
The Weaver exploded into a maze of black threads, reknitting himself into the form of the giant, hulking urhaalgar. Imaria cast a spell, shadows dancing around her fingers, and Ridmark heard a clanging groan.
The gates were opening.
The sound of the charging Mhorites and dvargir came to Ridmark’s ears.
The Weaver surged forward like a blur of armored darkness, and Ridmark lifted his staff.



Chapter 16: Falling
 
Ridmark dared not move more than a few feet. The light from the black staff allowed him to move without the shadows draining his strength, but Morigna had no such protection. If he moved too far from her, the shadows would immobilize her, and then the Weaver would kill them both in a few moments.
Considering what Imaria might do to them, falling to the Weaver’s claws might prove a mercy.
“Stay close to me!” Ridmark shouted. He glimpsed Morigna’s nod, and then he jumped to meet the Weaver’s attack, the staff spinning in his hands. He deflected one sweep of the Weaver’s claws, ducked under a thrust of the venomous tail, and slapped the staff against the Weaver’s armored legs. The hulking creature leaped backwards, avoiding the next swing of his staff. 
Morigna cast another spell, the floor folding beneath the Weaver. Despite the creature’s inhuman speed and balance, the Weaver stumbled. Ridmark brought his staff down on the top of the Weaver’s head. There was a crack of shattering bone, and the Weaver stumbled back. Ridmark raised his staff for another blow, and the Weaver exploded into a writhing tangle of shadowy threads. Ridmark lunged forward, raking his staff through the threads, but the weapon seemed to have no effect on the Weaver in this form. The maze of threads jumped to the other side of the guard room and reformed at the base of the stairs, taking the form of the huge ursaar. 
That was bad. The only way to fight an ursaar was with speed and agility, avoiding the creature’s mighty paws and ripping fangs. Here, in the guard room, with obstacles everywhere, it would be child’s play for the Weaver to pin him and rip him apart. 
Yet the Weaver made no move to attack, remaining motionless at the base of the stairs. 
“Come, creature,” said Morigna. “Why do you not attack?”
“Because he’s delaying,” said Ridmark. “There is a mechanism that controls the gates. I wager that Imaria opened the gates, and is now jamming them open. Once the gates are open, he can kill us at his leisure.”
“Ah,” said the Weaver, his voice distorted and thick through the ursaar’s massive jaws. “You are more intelligent than Imaria claimed. Though her judgment is clouded by her hatred of you.” The ursaar’s hulking shoulders shrugged. “It will cease to be a problem when she kills you in a few minutes.”
Ridmark looked at the Weaver. Perhaps he could retreat back to the forum and go up the tower on the eastern side of the gate, surprising Imaria. Of course, if he retreated, the Weaver might kill him before he could withdraw. Or the Weaver would follow him into the forum and start slaughtering the knights and men-at-arms there. 
He had to get past the Weaver. 
Now.
 
###
 
Calliande sprinted through the streets, the staff of the Keeper in hand, Antenora a half-step behind her. As much as she disliked relying upon her rank, it did have one advantage. People got out of her way when she was in a hurry. A simple spell brought forth light from her staff, and the people of Dun Licinia saw the Keeper and made a path.
It also spread the alarm. Militiamen and men-at-arms saw started running after her, their weapons and shields ready. The haze of darkness grew starker before Calliande’s Sight, and she wondered if Shadowbearer himself had come to launch an assault upon the gate, though that seemed unlikely. She still saw the pillar of blue fire rising from the side of the Black Mountain, visible to both her Sight and her mortal eyes, and such a titanic spell would require the entirety of Shadowbearer’s concentration. 
Which meant that Shadowbearer had dispatched his servants…which likely meant that Imaria and the Weaver had returned. 
Calliande ran into the northern forum and came to a stunned halt.
The gate stood open. Through it she saw a vast number of Mhorites running as fast as they could, hoping to make it through the gate before it closed again. A haze of shadow wreathed the gate, the rampart, and the watch towers on either side of the gate itself. It was the same kind of shadowy power that Shadowbearer had used in Khald Azalar, paralyzing anyone that entered it. A dozen militiamen stood clustered about the foot of the towers, frozen in the act of attempting to enter the gate towers. 
“What the devil is happening?” thundered a voice.
Dux Gareth stormed into the forum, followed by Sir Constantine and Sir Joram and Sir Tagrimn and a dozen other lords and knights. Constantine had Brightherald in hand, and the soulblade burned with a pale white flame, reacting to the dark power around the gate. Arandar and Gavin hurried with them, their soulblades in hand. 
“I fear Imaria and the Weaver have returned, my lord,” said Calliande. 
Gareth scowled, looked at the gate, and then back at her. “That dark magic. Can you shatter it?”
“Yes,” said Calliande, calling the power of the Well to fill her, slamming the end of her staff against the ground. A pulse of white fire erupted from her, rolling across the forum to strike at the shadows surrounding the gate. The dark haze rippled and shuddered as the power of the Keeper touched it, and then the shell shattered into wisps of darkness. The men at the foot of the towers flinched, and then rushed at the doors. 
“Quickly!” shouted Gareth. “Into the towers. Close the gates! Close the gates!” 
 
###
 
“The stairs,” said Ridmark.
Morigna looked at the stairs upon which the Weaver perched and nodded. Ridmark slipped the dwarven war axe from his belt with his left hand, the dwarven glyphs upon the blade shining in the gloom. She saw his plan readily enough. She would distract the Weaver, and then he could attack, hoping to land a crippling blow upon the creature.
Except the Weaver knew her capabilities and would expect them. And if she moved too far from the light of Ridmark’s staff, she would be paralyzed and helpless. She wanted to tell him to stop, to think of a better plan. Yet if they did not act soon, the Mhorites and their allies would storm Dun Licinia, and Ridmark and Morigna would die alongside everyone else.
Ridmark tensed, preparing to move, and the Weaver shifted. Morigna gathered earth magic, preparing to work a spell…
White fire rolled through the chamber, the veil of shadows unraveling. The light from the room’s hearth became brighter, the air clearer. The Weaver looked around, blinking. Morigna had seen this spell before. Calliande had used it in Khald Azalar to shatter Shadowbearer’s crippling shadows.
“Now!” shouted Ridmark, and Morigna cast her spell. The stone stairs rippled and undulated beneath the Weaver’s paws, and the big creature stumbled. Ridmark was already moving, his axe in both hands. The Weaver started to regain his footing, but it was too late. Ridmark brought the axe down in an overhead swing, and the blow split the Weaver’s skull in half. That kind of wound would have killed a real ursaar, but the Weaver exploded into a snarling vortex of black threads. The vortex retreated up the stairs, reforming himself into the shape of the urhaalgar, but Ridmark was already moving. Somehow he had guessed where the Weaver’s new head would be, and he swung the axe, burying the dwarven blade in the urhaalgar’s skull. 
Again the Weaver erupted into a maze of whipping black threads. He seemed immune to mortal wounds, wounds that would have killed a normal man…but those wounds forced him to change shape. Perhaps there was a limit to how many times the Weaver could change forms before needing rest. If Ridmark could wear him down, if he could force the Enlightened to the end of his endurance, perhaps they could prevail.
Ridmark chased the Weaver up the stairs, and Morigna ran after him.
Behind her the door burst open, and men swarmed into the guard room.
 
###
 
Calliande watched as men raced towards the gate towers, as the Mhorites sprinted towards the opened gate. Dux Gareth gave a steady stream of commands, preparing the town for the oncoming assault. Arrows began to fall from the ramparts as the Mhorites and kobolds came within range, and companies of militia and men-at-arms rushed to the wall. One of the scouts announced that the dvargir were bringing up siege ladders, likely built in the woods north of town. The Mhorites would hit the gate, while the dvargir attacked the walls. If they struck with enough force, if the Mhorites broke through or the dvargir gained a foothold upon the wall, they would lose the town. Thousands of people would die…and thousands upon thousands more when Shadowbearer opened his gate.
“Antenora,” said Calliande. “Can you seal off the gate with a wall of flame?” Antenora nodded, her staff glowing. “If they can’t get the gate closed again, we will have to fight. Be ready to seal the gate if necessary.” 
There was a flash of white between the towers. A woman in a white robe appeared atop the ramparts, gazing down at the forum.
“Imaria!” said Gareth. Even with all the tumult in the forum, his voice burst through the chaos like a thunderbolt. “Stop this madness at once!”
“Madness?” said Imaria, her voice amplified by a spell. “I call it truth, my father! I have seen the truth, and that truth is that you and all the world shall perish!” She laughed, long and loud and wild. “I renounce you! I renounce the High King! I renounce God and the church! The shadow of Incariel shall consume all!”
Calliande thrust her staff, throwing a bolt of white fire at Imaria. Shadows swirled around the traitorous Magistria, and she vanished into nothingness. She had disappeared that way in the keep, and it seemed that the shadow of Incariel had given her the ability to travel as Mara did. 
“Keeper!” said Antenora, pointing.
Imaria reappeared atop the western tower, her white robe billowing around her. Calliande began to work another spell.
“Not yet, Keeper!” shouted Imaria. “It is not yet your hour to face me! But it has been foretold. I shall break you utterly, and destroy all that you love!”
Calliande’s white fire struck the turret, but Imaria was already gone. 
The Mhorites sprinted closer to the gate, the kobolds rushing before them. 
 
###
 
Ridmark ran up the stairs, chasing the fleeing Weaver. Sunlight spilled through an arrow slit ahead, and the Weaver unraveled into black threads, changing himself into some sort of winged serpent. The creature sprang into the arrow slit and took to the air, vanishing from sight. 
Ridmark hesitated for a half-second, but there was no way for him to pursue the Weaver. 
And if Imaria had jammed the gate open, Dun Licinia was about to have much larger problems.
Ridmark went up one more turn of the stairs to the room that housed the gate machinery. 
Dun Licinia had the same sort of clockwork mechanism as the other towns and castras in the High Kingdom, a machine that let the gates open quickly with the simple pull of a lever. The Iron Tower had boasted a similar device, at least until the fortress had fallen to Crowlacht and his warriors. Whatever magic Imaria had used had rusted the massive steel gears and weights into a single crusted mass of orange-red. 
Morigna stumbled up the stairs after him, holding both her staff and his own. 
“That is not good,” she said, looking at the gears. 
“No,” said Ridmark, taking his staff from her and returning the axe to his belt. In time they could break the chains binding the gates to the mechanism and close the massive doors, but the Mhorites would be in the town long before that.
“Gray Knight!” Two of Sir Joram’s men-at-arms scrambled up the stairs. “What news? Where is the foe?” Their eyes widened as they saw the broken machine.
“Go to the forum, quickly,” said Ridmark. “The enemy will soon be upon us.” 
 
###
 
The only times Gavin had ever been involved in a siege had been at the Iron Tower and at Vulmhosk, and those had been skirmishes. So he knew only a little about siege warfare, but even he could see that Dun Licinia’s position was not a good one.
Ridmark sprinted from the gate towers and crossed the forum, Morigna on his heels. Kharlacht, Caius, Mara and Jager had joined Gavin, and they waited near Arandar, Sir Constantine, Antenora, and Calliande. The Dux and Sir Joram stood a short distance nearby, both men giving a steady stream of orders to everyone in sight. Calliande waited in the center of everything, the staff of the Keeper glimmering with white fire. Antenora’s head was bowed, her gloved hands clasping her staff, and another fireball was shimmering into existence above her. 
“My lord,” said Ridmark, skidding to a stop before them. “Imaria destroyed the gate machinery. We cannot close it.” 
“Break the chains, then,” said Gareth. 
“There is not enough time,” said Joram. “The enemy will be upon us in moments. My lord, we must form a shield wall in the gate. Else the Mhorites will swarm over us.”
“Wait!” said Calliande. She gestured at Antenora. “My apprentice can seal the gate with a wall of flames.”
“You can?” said Gareth, his surprise plain. “How long will it last?”
“For hours, my lord,” said Antenora, not looking up, her arms shuddering a little as if she strained to lift some great weight. A ball of fire two feet across rotated over her head, and Sir Constantine and some of the other knights gave it a wary look. “But only if I am not opposed by other wielders of magical force. The Mhorite shamans proved able to break my spells in Khald Azalar, and they shall do so here.” 
“Very well,” said Gareth. “Apprentice, strike when ready. Joram, Constantine, assemble a shield wall within the forum. If the enemy can break through the flames, we shall need to be ready.”
“I will return to the ramparts, my lord,” said Calliande. “When the Mhorite shamans or the shadowscribes try to break Antenora’s spell, I will attempt to counter them.” 
“I shall stay here,” said Ridmark. “The fighting will likely be the sharpest here, and perhaps our aid will be useful.”
Gavin nodded and stepped closer to Ridmark, the others following suit. As he did, Antenora leveled her staff and gestured, and the ball of fire shot forward. The men-at-arms flinched as it passed, but Antenora’s control did not waver. The fireball hurtled through the gate and struck the ground just inside the arch, erupting with a tremendous blast of fire. A wall of flame spread before the gate like a veil of harsh yellow-orange light. The Mhorite charge stumbled to a halt, but Gavin knew that would not last long. Sooner or later the shamans would punch through. 
A shield wall of men-at-arms formed within the gate, the firelight glinting off their armor and helmets. Ridmark ran to join them, and Gavin followed him. 
 
###
 
Calliande reached the rampart after the Dux, her Sight sweeping the field outside the town.
The entire enemy army was in motion. A vast mob of kobold raiders and Mhorite warriors charged towards the gate, while columns of dvargir warriors moved towards the walls. They carried six massive siege ladders between them, and the dvargir screened the warriors carrying the ladders with their shields. The archers upon the walls poured a steady stream of shafts at the kobolds and the Mhorites. Calliande wished that Antenora could throw blasts of fire at the advancing dvargir, but Antenora could not divide her attention between the gate and the army outside the walls. Dark magic flared before her Sight, and behind the advancing dvargir she spotted a Mhorite shaman, blood-tinged dark magic snarling around him as he started to dispel the wall of flames. Calliande struck first, hitting him with a burst of white fire that collapsed the defensive wards carved onto his skin. The distant shaman staggered, and Calliande followed with a spell of elemental magic. The ground beneath the shaman’s feet erupted in flame, flinging him into the air. 
Three more shamans began casting, scattered throughout the enemy host. Calliande summoned more power, preparing to strike, when her Sight detected four more shamans starting spells of their own. They were not directing their dark magic at the gate.
They were directing it at her, and they had summoned enough dark magic to strike her dead. 
Calliande had no choice but to cast a ward around herself, gripping her staff with both hands. Blood-colored fire hammered into her, rebounding against her shell of white light, and distantly she noticed the Dux and the men-at-arms staring at her with astonishment. The wrath of the shamans should have broken through her wards and killed her, but the mantle of the Keeper infused her magic. The attacks shattered in a burst of sparks and smoke, and Calliande released her wards, focusing her will upon the shamans. 
But it was too late. While she had been distracted, the shamans had unraveled Antenora’s wall of fire, and the tide of kobolds and Mhorites surged into Dun Licinia’s northern gate. 
 
###
 
Ridmark dodged, the kobold’s poisoned spear missing his belly by a few inches. The gray-scaled creature pursued him, its yellow eyes bright and eager. He caught its spear behind the head with his staff and yanked, jerking the kobold towards him. The creature’s clawed toes rasped against the flagstones as it tried to regain its balance, but before it could recover he whipped his staff around, driving the end against the kobold’s skull. 
The creature collapsed, the spear bouncing away, and Ridmark turned in search of a new enemy. 
He had no shortage from which to choose. 
Sir Joram’s shield wall buckled under the sheer weight of Mhorite warriors pouring through the archway. With so many Mhorites and kobolds and men-at-arms and militiamen packed into such a small space, Antenora could not bring her powers to bear for fear of burning their own soldiers. She had retreated to the ramparts to join Calliande’s ferocious duel with the shamans outside the wall, pausing from time to time to fling a fireball at the masses of dvargir warriors below the ramparts. Four of the six dvargir siege ladders had reached the walls, the dvargir ignoring the charred carcasses of the mzrokars to attack. Fighting raged all along the northern rampart, and the disciplined, tenacious dvargir warriors were proving more deadly than the kobolds. Step by step the dvargir carved out footholds for themselves upon the ramparts. 
The men-at-arms and militiamen and knights put up a ferocious fight, and the Swordbearers left corpses in their wake wherever they strode, but it was not enough. Could Ridmark get Calliande away before Dun Licinia fell? Could they strike for Black Mountain and stop Shadowbearer? If Shadowbearer opened the gate, far more towns than Dun Licinia would burn. 
Three Mhorites rushed at Ridmark, brandishing their swords and howling the name of Mhor, and he had no more time for plans. Ridmark parried the first blow and whipped his staff in a circle, driving the weapon into the side of the nearest Mhorite’s head with a loud crack. The warrior went down, and behind him Morigna cast a spell. The ground rippled, and Ridmark killed a second Mhorite. Next to him Kharlacht raised his sword and brought the massive blade down.
Blood spattered across the cobblestones, and the Mhorite’s head rolled away. 
“Gray Knight!” shouted Caius, shaking blood from the head of his mace. “We cannot stay here!” 
“For once I agree with the friar!” said Morigna.
Ridmark opened his mouth to answer, and then he heard the drums.
Drums boomed over the walls, accompanied by the groaning wail of war horns. 
Ridmark’s first thought was the Mhorites had summoned reinforcements, that a second host of orcish warriors had arrived from Kothluusk. Yet the Mhorites and the kobolds looked up in confusion, and Ridmark realized that they didn’t recognize the drums, that they were different than the Mhorites’ war drums.
In fact, they sounded like…
“Gray Knight,” said Jager.
Ridmark looked at Jager and Mara, who stood protecting Morigna so she could work her spells. Mara’s green eyes were wide, her face tight and drawn.
“It’s them, Ridmark,” said Mara. “The Anathgrimm have come.”
 



Chapter 17: A New Purpose
 
The dvargir began withdrawing from the walls.
Calliande blinked, sweat dripping down her face. Antenora clutched her staff, the air around her heavy with the smell of wood smoke and charred meat. 
The dvargir were withdrawing …and they had been winning. 
“I do not understand,” she heard Gareth say. The Dux stood a short distance away, flanked by some of his household knights. Gareth himself had been in the fighting, and the dark blood of a dvargir marked his sword, and his surcoat had been torn and slashed by dvargir swords. “They were winning. Why are they withdrawing?” 
Calliande moved closed to the battlements, stepping over a dead dvargir, and summoned the Sight. The Sight did as it pleased, yet she directed her will over the battlefield, seeking for what had disturbed the enemy. Visions flashed before her Sight, scenes of death and blood and fire, and then her Sight turned north. There she saw slaves in steel armor and black bone, slaves freed by the death of their tyrannical master, slaves seeking for a new purpose in life…
She realized where she had seen them before.
“The Anathgrimm,” Calliande breathed.
Antenora frowned. “The spiny orcs?”
“The Anathgrimm have come,” said Calliande, trying to concentrate the Sight. The strange, wavering vision of the Sight solidified, becoming less abstract and more real. Suddenly she saw the Anathgrimm with sharp clarity. Nearly six thousand of the bone-armored orcs marched down from the north, advancing in good order.
“I am surprised,” said Antenora. “I did not think the spiny orcs would keep their word. The Traveler bred them to be his slaves.”
“The Traveler was their god,” said Calliande, “but he’s dead, and Mara is his heir.” The Sight faded from her, and she saw the battlefield with her normal eyes. Drums and war horns rang out, and the dvargir withdrew from the walls in disciplined precision, the kobolds and Mhorites more raggedly. To the north she saw the distant mass of the advancing Anathgrimm host. Mournacht must have seen the danger, and decided to turn his army lest he be trapped between the Anathgrimm and the walls of Dun Licinia.
Or whatever lieutenant Mournacht had left in command. Calliande thought it odd that the Mhorite warlord had not yet made his presence felt in the battle. Perhaps Shadowbearer had called him away for some other purpose. 
She could worry about it later. The hour for action had come. 
“My lord Dux!” said Calliande, hurrying to Gareth’s side. “Look!” She pointed over the battlements. “The Anathgrimm have arrived.” 
“Perhaps they have come to aid the Mhorite dogs,” said Sir Tagrimn with a scowl. He had an ugly purple-yellow bruise on the left side of his jaw, but otherwise the dour old knight had come through the fighting unscathed. “Pagan orcs often ally with each other.”
“They often fight against each other, too,” said Calliande. “The Kothluuskans worship Mhor. The Anathgrimm revered the Traveler as their god, but Mara killed him. Now they will follow her.”
“You are sure of this?” said Gareth, frowning.
“I believe they will follow her,” said Calliande. If the Anathgrimm had made the long march from Khald Azalar to Dun Licinia, that seemed proof that they were willing to obey Mara. 
“But you are not certain, my lady Keeper,” said Tagrimn.
“Nothing is certain in war, sir knight,” said Calliande. “But I believe they will obey her.”
“Very well,” said Gareth. “We cannot turn away allies, not now. My lords and knights, come. We must plan our strategy.” 
 
###
 
Ridmark wiped sweat from his forehead and looked around.
The dead and dying littered the forum below the broken gate. Militiamen moved among the wounded, finishing off the wounded Mhorites and the kobolds. Others carried the wounded men-at-arms and militiamen to the church, where the Magistri would begin their labors to save those who could be saved. 
“I suppose Zhorlacht was a good as his word,” said Jager. 
“The Anathgrimm were always determined,” said Mara, her voice distant. “My father made sure of it. He would tolerate nothing less from his servants.”
Dux Gareth and his knights descended from the ramparts, Calliande and Antenora in their midst. Constantine and Joram crossed to join them, both men spattered with blood from the fighting, their armor scratched and dented. 
“Father,” said Constantine. “What news? Why did the foe withdraw?”
“Another foe arrived,” said Gareth. “One, perhaps, that they feared more than us.” He looked down at Mara, who gazed back up at him. She was not a tall woman, but she seemed all the shorter before the towering Dux in his scarred armor. “Mara of Coldinium.” 
“Lord Dux,” said Mara with a bow. 
“The Anathgrimm,” said Gareth without preamble. “You can command them?”
“I told them to follow us to Dun Licinia,” said Mara, “and here they are.” 
“Will they not turn upon us?” said old Sir Tagrimn, giving Mara a dubious look. 
Mara hesitated, trying to find he words. 
“Fear not, noble Sir Tagrimn,” said Jager with a deep bow to the knight. “As much as you hate the Anathgrimm, rest assured that the hatred the Anathgrimm feel for the Mhorites burns ten times as hot. For they fought the Mhorites across the Vale of Stone Death and through the tunnels of Khald Azalar, shedding blood with every step, and their desire for vengeance has brought them across the vast Wilderland to the very walls of Dun Licinia.”
“You had best be right, halfling,” said Tagrimn. 
Jager smiled. “I am willing to bet my life on it. Care to join me in a wager, sir knight?” 
Tagrimn barked out a rasping laugh at that.
“If you give us horses, my lord,” said Ridmark, “I will take Mara to join the Anathgrimm.”
“They have come all this way to visit my wife,” said Jager. “It seems rude to deny them.” Mara nodded in agreement. 
“Very well,” said Gareth. “Ridmark, take the Queen and your companions and ride forth to meet the Anathgrimm. If they will indeed aid us, well and good. I shall take command of the footmen with Sir Joram and march from the northern gate to offer battle to the Mhorites and dvargir.”
Constantine frowned. “You shall be outnumbered.”
“Agreed,” said the Dux, “which is why, I hope, the Anathgrimm will aid us. It is also why you will take the horsemen through the southern gate, Constantine. Circle around the town to the west, close to the River Marcaine. Stay back until you see the moment to strike.” 
Constantine bowed and hurried away to the south, and some of the squires brought horses forth. Ridmark slung his staff over his shoulder and pulled himself into the saddle, and Calliande and Morigna and the others followed suit. As before, Mara and Jager rode together. 
“Will you ride with the horsemen, Sir Arandar?” said Joram. “I have no doubt Sir Constantine would welcome another Swordbearer.” 
Arandar shook his head. “I spoke with the Anathgrimm outside of Khald Azalar, and fought with them in the Vale of Stone Death. If they have indeed come to aid us, I would see this through to the end.”
“Sir Gavin?” said Joram.
Gavin hesitated, giving his horse a dubious look. “If it means I can fight on my own feet, I would rather follow the Gray Knight.”
“You’ll have all the fighting you want and then some,” said Ridmark. “Let’s go.”
 
###
 
Calliande and the others followed Ridmark from the northern gate of Dun Licinia, riding as fast as they could over the unsteady ground.
Corpses carpeted the earth just outside the walls, dvargir and Mhorites and kobolds and a few unlucky men-at-arms who had been pulled from the ramparts. The air stank of blood and burned flesh, and here and there wisps of smoke rose from the charred patches Antenora's fire had written into the earth. Calliande thought the dvargir might have abandoned their siege ladders in their flight, but the black-armored warriors had taken them along. 
Ridmark led them on, weaving around burned-out homesteads here and there. To the northwest Calliande saw the Mhorites and the dvargir drawing themselves up into battle order, the Mhorites occupying the center, the dvargir taking positions on the right and left wings. To the south the host of the Northerland issued from the gate of Dun Licinia, forming up to offer battle to the enemy. A small band of kobolds started to head towards their horses, but Antenora threw a fireball in their direction.
After the smoke from the fireball faded away, the surviving kobolds decided to seek battle elsewhere. 
Then they headed north, towards the edge of the great forests of the Wilderland, and Calliande saw the army of the Anathgrimm. 
She had seen many battles and many soldiers, but still the sight of the Anathgrimm of Nightmane Forest impressed her. 
Thousands upon thousands of them marched from the forest, each warrior armored in chain mail and plate, heavy shields upon their left arms and swords waiting at their belts. The Traveler had mutated the Anathgrimm orcs, making their bones tougher and harder than those of other orcs, harder and tougher than even the bones of dwarves. Their augmented skeletons also burst from their flesh in sculpted designs, sheathing their upper faces in masks of black bone, their tusks wrought from the same altered bone. Spikes of black bone rose from their shoulders and forearms. An Anathgrimm warrior could never be disarmed – should he lose his sword and shield, he could employ the spikes upon his right arm as a club and the spikes upon his left arm as a crude shield. 
“More of them than I expected,” said Arandar in a low voice. 
“Dun Licinia is not that far from the Nightmane Forest,” said Mara, watching her father’s slaves without expression. “When my…when the Traveler died, his control over his creatures of dark magic would have broken, his urvaalgs and urshanes and urdhracosi. They would have fled into the Wilderland, away from the power in Nightmane Forest, and the Anathgrimm would have known the Traveler had perished. So Zhorlacht might have called for reinforcements.” 
“Oh,” said Gavin. “Good. I think.”
Ridmark reined up, and Calliande brought her horse to a halt. She felt the black eyes of the Anathgrimm upon her, and a little flicker of unease went through her. Calliande had fought the Anathgrimm in Khald Azalar, but she had fought them centuries ago, when the Traveler had launched raids from Nightmane Forest to take advantage of the chaos the Frostborn brought with them. 
Such things were hard to unlearn.
“Mara, Jager, Calliande,” said Ridmark. “Come with me. Let’s go greet our new friends.” He thought for a moment. “Best bring Antenora as well. They will remember her, and if they intend violence she might make them hesitate.” 
Calliande dropped from her saddle, the grass crunching beneath her boots. Mara, Jager, and Antenora followed suit, Antenora’s staff starting to glimmer with fiery light. Ridmark strode forward, and they fell in behind him, walking towards the motionless wall of Anathgrimm warriors. 
He stopped a few paces from the Anathgrimm, the warriors staring at him with their hard black eyes. 
“Warriors of the Nightmane Forest!” he called. “Your Queen has called, and she is here! Battle and blood lie before you. Will you fight at her call?” 
Mara stepped to his side, and a murmur went through the Anathgrimm. 
Two warriors stepped from the ranks of the bone-armored orcs. With their masks of black bone, Calliande had a hard time telling individual Anathgrimm apart. Yet she recognized the first of the warriors. His cuirass was more ornamented than the norm for the Anathgrimm, and he moved with an air of authority. His name was Zhorlacht, and he had been a priest of the Traveler and a wielder of dark magic. The second Anathgrimm looked older, the bones of his mask darker and more weathered, and carried an enormous double-bladed axe over one shoulder. It was a huge weapon, and the warrior carrying it looked as if he could use the axe to cut Calliande’s horse in half with a single blow. 
Zhorlacht and the orcish warrior stopped a few paces from Ridmark. Calliande held her magic ready, preparing to work defensive wards and augmentation spells if the Anathgrimm chose to attack. Yet she did not think that would be necessary. 
There was no trace of violence in the stance of Zhorlacht or the warrior. They were both staring at Mara with something like…wonder. 
“Zhorlacht,” said Ridmark.
“Gray Knight,” said Zhorlacht in accented Latin. “I see you have brought our Queen to us.”
Mara shivered a little, but did not look away from Zhorlacht.
“I have,” said Ridmark. “Who is your companion?”
“This is Qhazulak,” said Zhorlacht. “He was the chief champion of the Traveler, high among the warriors. Among the men of Andomhaim, I suppose you would have called him a magister militum, a master of soldiers. He remained behind to defend Nightmane Forest in our absence, and joined us with several thousand more warriors a few days past.” 
“You are her,” said Qhazulak. He sounded old, his voice worn and raspy and thick. “You are her who slew our god the Lord Traveler.”
“I am,” said Mara, stepping closer. “Have you come to take vengeance for him?”
“No,” said Qhazulak. “No, you do not understand the Anathgrimm. You do not understand our slavery. The Traveler was our lord and master, our king and our god.” His dark eyes turned to Caius. “You. You wear the sign of the Dominus Christus, the god of the humans. Do you love your god?” 
“With all my soul and all my heart,” said Caius. 
“That is a gift,” said Qhazulak. “For we hated and feared our god. He made us to obey him, and we obeyed him. He made us to be warriors, and we fought with savagery, for that is what he made us. We hated and feared him, yet he was our god, so we obeyed him.”
“And then I killed him,” said Mara. “I killed my father, and I do not regret it. I would have done it sooner, if I could.”
“You freed us,” said Zhorlacht, and Qhazulak nodded. 
“You slew our god, and now we may do whatever we wish,” said Qhazulak. “Yet we were made to serve. We must serve. Whom shall we serve? You are the daughter of our god.”
“He wasn’t a god,” said Mara. “He was a murderer and a coward, and he spent millennia hiding in Nightmane Forest while the urdmordar devoured his kindred.”
“All that you say is true,” said Qhazulak. “But he was our god. You are the daughter of our god, but Zhorlacht said you will not allow us to worship you as a goddess.”
“No,” said Mara at once. “There is only one God. I am not God, and my father certainly was not God.” 
“The Anathgrimm were made to serve, and so we must serve,” said Qhazulak. “You said you shall be our Queen, Mara daughter of the Traveler. Will you honor this promise? Will you be our Queen? We shall be your slaves, if you but be our Queen.”
“No,” said Mara. “I will be your Queen, but you will not be my slaves. You shall be my subjects, entitled to laws and protection and justice, just as the High King is obliged to provide justice and defense for his subjects.” 
Qhazulak said nothing, and for a moment Calliande wondered if Mara had offended him. Then she saw the faint tremor go through the massive shoulders, saw Qhazulak’s mouth twitch a little behind his tusks. 
The old orc was weeping. 
“Yes,” said Qhazulak.  “I had never thought…we had never thought to hear such words.” He drew himself up. “We shall be your subjects, Queen Mara of the Nightmane Forest, if you will lead us.” 
“I wanted to undo the evil my father had worked over his life,” said Mara. “I wanted to free his slaves, to undo the harm he had wrought. Perhaps this is my chance.”
“It is indeed strange to hear such words from the blood of the Lord Traveler,” said Qhazulak. “Do you truly mean them?”
“Yes,” said Mara, more iron in her voice than Calliande had ever heard before. “He blighted your life, Qhazulak, made you and your kin his slaves. But he did the same to my life. He murdered my mother. He would have made me into a monster, into a slave for centuries after you lay in your grave. So I mean these words, Qhazulak. I mean them as much as anything I ever said.” 
“It is good we understand each other,” said Qhazulak. “I have been chosen to speak for the Anathgrimm. We shall follow you, Queen of the Anathgrimm.”
“If you do this,” said Mara, “if you follow me…then there will be fighting. I told as much to Zhorlacht outside the Gate of the East at Khald Azalar.”
“What manner of fighting?” said Zhorlacht. 
“Shadowbearer has come,” said Mara. “He summoned the Mhorites to his side, and the dvargir and the kobolds have come at his call. They besiege Dun Licinia, hoping to prevent the Keeper of Andomhaim,” she gestured at Calliande, “from interfering with Shadowbearer. The pillar of blue fire rising from the Black Mountain? That is Shadowbearer’s work. He is opening a gate to the world of the Frostborn, to summon them to this world once more.”
“So I see,” said Qhazulak. “Then if we follow you, you will lead us to battle?” 
“Yes,” said Mara. “I had hoped to bring you to peace, but it seems we live in a time of war.”
“Good,” said Qhazulak, and both he and Zhorlacht grinned. It made them look formidable. “For we are warriors, my Queen. We were made to fight. It is our purpose.”
“And we will repay the Mhorites,” said Zhorlacht, “for all the Anathgrimm blood they shed in Khald Azalar.” 
“Then we go to war,” said Qhazulak. “What are your commands, my Queen?”
“One command,” said Mara. “I have one command for you, Qhazulak, and all the warriors of the Anathgrimm.” 
“We shall obey,” said Qhazulak.
Mara pointed at Ridmark. “Do whatever that man tells you.” 
Both the Anathgrimm looked at Ridmark.
“What I think my wife the Queen means to say,” said Jager, stepping forward, his voice calm, “is that she wishes to appoint Ridmark of the Arbanii, the man who became a Swordbearer at the age of eighteen, the man who twice entered Urd Morlemoch and lived, the man who rescued the Keeper from the Mhalekites and brought her to legendary Dragonfall, where she recovered her memory and power to defend Andomhaim in its darkest hour, as the magister militum of the kingdom of the Nightmane Forest to lead the Anathgrimm to glory against their foes.”
Calliande was impressed that he had gotten that entire sentence out without tripping over it. 
“I see,” said Qhazulak. 
“It is a worthy choice, honored Qhazulak,” said Zhorlacht. “For this man fought us again and again, both in the Vale of Stone Death and in Khald Azalar. He defied both Shadowbearer and our lord the Traveler to their faces.” 
“He’s a defiant sort of fellow, our Gray Knight,” said Jager.
Qhazulak grunted. “You are the Queen’s husband, I assume?” 
“I am indeed, worthy champion,” said Jager. He waved a hand at Caius. “We were married by that friar over there, if you do not believe me. I think I would prefer the title…Prince Consort. It does have a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?” 
“He is a worthy husband for the Queen?” said Qhazulak. 
“He went into the Iron Tower to save me,” said Mara. “He is the only man worthy to be my husband. The Gray Knight is the only man worthy to be the magister militum of the Nightmane Forest. When I despaired of my life, when I asked him to slay me, he refused and convinced me to fight on. If he had not, the Traveler would not be slain, and he would still rule over you as your god.” 
“Indeed,” said Zhorlacht. He grinned a wolfish, fierce smile behind his tusks. “We faced the Gray Knight and his companions in Khald Azalar. We fought his cunning, the power of the Swordbearers, the fire of the dark sorceress and the poison of the witch, the fury of the Vhaluuskan and the power of the Queen. It will be good to turn that power against our foes.”
“Ridmark,” said Mara, looking up at him. “Do you accept his?” 
“I shall,” said Ridmark, and he bowed to her. “My Queen.” 
Morigna watched him, an odd expression on her face. Calliande knew she had wanted to go to Andomhaim at Ridmark’s side, to root out the Enlightened of Incariel. On the other hand, it might be easier to root out the Enlightened with an army of fanatical warrior orcs. 
A lot easier, come to think of it. 
“Then welcome to the kingdom of Nightmane Forest, Lord Ridmark,” said Jager, clapping Ridmark on the shoulder. He had to strain to do it. “We offer ample opportunity for both for fortune and glory.” 
“Thank you, Ridmark,” said Mara. Then she looked at Jager and grinned. “And thank you, my Prince.” 
Jager offered a florid bow to his wife.
“Queen Mara,” said Calliande, and Mara turned toward her. “As Keeper of Andomhaim, I ask your aid. Dun Licinia will fall to the Mhorites and the dvargir without assistance. Will you fight alongside us? If the town falls, there will be no force to stop Shadowbearer from opening a gate to summon the Frostborn back to our world, and all kindreds will perish.” She looked at Zhorlacht and Qhazulak. “Even the Anathgrimm.” 
“We shall aid the High King’s realm,” said Mara. “Lord magister, what do you suggest?”
“Tell your men to advance, Qhazulak,” said Ridmark. “Mournacht defeated the Anathgrimm in the Vale of Stone Death, but that was because the Traveler was a madman and knew not how to lead his men to battle. It is time to teach the Mhorites what the Anathgrimm can do when their monarch is not insane.” 
Qhazulak let out a rumbling growl. At first Calliande thought the orcish champion was angry, but then she understood. 
Qhazulak was laughing with approval. 
“Yes, lord magister,” said Qhazulak. “Let us give them a sharp lesson.” 
“Good,” said Ridmark. “This is what I intend…”



Chapter 18: The Third Battle of Dun Licinia
 
The Anathgrimm marched forward, the ground shivering slightly with the rhythm of their armored boots. Ridmark walked at their head alongside Zhorlacht, his staff in hand. Qhazulak had insisted on providing bodyguards for Mara, and Jager had promptly dubbed them the Queen’s Guard. The oldest and most experienced Anathgrimm warriors had been recruited for the new Guard, and Ridmark had sent Calliande, Morigna, and Antenora with the Guard as well. Their magical powers made them prime target for the enemy, and Ridmark wanted them kept safe.
Which would make it all the easier for their magical powers to be used against the enemy. 
Kharlacht, Caius, Gavin, and Arandar walked with Ridmark and Zhorlacht and Qhazulak. If Ridmark was to lead the Anathgrimm into battle, then he would share the risk of battle with them. 
To the south he saw the army of the Northerland moving forward from the walls, flying the banner of the House of the Licinii, the white stag upon a field of green. The Mhorites and the dvargir turned, trying to keep both armies in sight at once. With the Anathgrimm approaching from the northeast and the men of the Northerland coming from the south, the Mhorites and the dvargir might find themselves trapped against the River Marcaine. This far north, the river was not terribly deep, but it would still be difficult for a retreating army to cross. 
Ridmark’s mind raced as he tried to guess what the enemy would do next. They could attack Dux Gareth’s men and try to break into Dun Licinia and fortify themselves there. Yet the men of the Northerland would not yield easily, and the Mhorites and the dvargir would have to fight to take every house. Easy for the Anathgrimm to smash the Mhorites then! 
Perhaps they would fall back to the north, blocking the approach to the Black Mountain. In Mournacht’s place, that was what Ridmark would have done. The battle wasn’t about Dun Licinia. The town and its people were a diversion. Shadowbearer needed to keep his foes away from Black Mountain long enough to open the gate. If Shadowbearer was controlling Mournacht, he would realize that, and the orcish warlord would withdraw his army towards Black Mountain. 
Except that Mournacht did not seem to be in command of the army. Ridmark had not seen a trace of him since the initial challenge. Mournacht had always preferred to lead from the front in previous battles, killing with that huge axe of his. Had Mournacht departed? Or did Shadowbearer have some other task for him? 
A darker thought came to Ridmark. The Mhorites could not withdraw to Black Mountain without risking a flanking attack from the Anathgrimm. If they had turned and fled at once, they could have escaped, but the moment had passed. If they wanted to withdraw to the Black Mountain, they would have to fight.
Which meant they would have to break through the Anathgrimm. 
“Ah,” grunted Qhazulak, and Ridmark saw that the same realization had come to the old warrior. “They are going to charge us, are they not?”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “Probably any minute.”
“Good,” said Qhazulak, hefting his enormous axe. Unlike Mournacht’s weapon, the axe had not been augmented with blood spells. Nevertheless, weapon looked no less dangerous. “I have been too long without battle.” 
“Zhorlacht,” said Ridmark. “Have your signalers ready. When the moment comes, we shall need the aid of the men of the Northerland.”
Qhazulak scowled. “We can overcome the Mhorites without their aid.” 
“Which would you rather have?” said Ridmark. “A victory without the help of the men of the Northerland…or a victory with as many dead Mhorites as you can kill?” 
“An excellent argument,” said Zhorlacht. “We…”
“The enemy comes,” snarled Qhazulak, raising his axe.
The army of dvargir and Mhorites turned, marching at speed towards the Anathgrimm, the kobolds screening out around them. It was like watching a wave roll towards a shore. The Mhorites marched in ragged lines in the center, while the dvargir took the left and right wings like armored shadows. The enemy army outnumbered the Anathgrimm nearly two to one. If they acted fast, they could smash through the Anathgrimm and withdraw to the Black Mountain before Dux Gareth could arrive to offer help. 
“Sound a halt,” said Ridmark, the ground trembling a little with the tramp of the Mhorites’ boots. “Form a shield wall. We will meet them here.” Qhazulak turned and roared a command, and the moaning wail of the Anathgrimm war horns rose from the host. The Anathgrimm stopped their march and unfolded like a steel flower, forming rank upon rank. The first line raised their shields, gripping spears, while the second line stood behind them, ready to rush forward. Behind them the third line produced crossbows and began loading the weapons, the click of a thousand gears coming to Ridmark’s ears. 
“Calliande!” called Ridmark. “Be ready.”
Unless he missed his guess, the Mhorite shamans would unleash their power, trying to break the Anathgrimm line before their warriors arrived. The Anathgrimm had wizards of their own…but now the Anathgrimm had the protection of the Keeper of Andomhaim.
The Mhorite shamans would not be able to stand against that.
The Mhorites charged forward, the dvargir marching next to them, and Ridmark waited to meet the enemy.
 
###
 
Calliande drew on her Sight, watching the approaching army. 
“Be ready,” she murmured to Antenora, who nodded and tapped the end of her staff against the ground, elemental flame beginning to surge around her as she gathered power. Once the armies came together and were locked in battle, Antenora could not bring her magic to bear. Until then, though, she could make use of it. The woman’s mastery of fire magic made her a living siege engine. The power of the Keeper lent itself more naturally to defense, so Calliande would defend.
Flares of blood-colored light pulsed before her Sight, rising from a dozen places within the Mhorite army. The Mhorite shamans were gathering their powers, preparing to fling spells of withering and death into the Anathgrimm. Before, upon the walls of Dun Licinia, Calliande had been forced to both defend herself and keep the Mhorites from unraveling Antenora’s wall of flames, and dividing her will between the two tasks had been too much. 
Now, though, now she only need defend, and in battles of magic as in battles of men and steel, the defender had the advantage.
The shamans unleashed their spells, bolts of crimson fire and shadow shrieking across the closing gap between the two armies. Calliande raised her staff and shouted, the end of the staff shining with white fire as she poured all her strength and all the power of the Keeper’s mantle into the ward. A pale wall of white light spread before the Anathgrimm, and the Mhorites’ spells slammed into it. Sparks and flashes of harsh light flared across the surface of the ward, and Calliande felt the strain as the dark magic pressed against her spell. Her ward was not strong enough to block the attacking spells entirely. Yet the power of the Keeper unraveled the Mhorite spells, and their power dissipated harmlessly, draining to nothing by the time they reached the Anathgrimm.
“Antenora!” said Calliande. “Now!” 
Antenora raised her staff, and a fireball the size of her head leapt from her hand and soared over the lines of the Anathgrimm. It landed in the midst of the charging Mhorites with a boom and a flash, and a dozen orcish warriors went tumbling through the air, their limbs wreathed in flame. More points of blood magic flared in Calliande’s Sight as the Mhorite shamans started another round of spells.
Behind her she heard a clicking noise as the Anathgrimm raised the crossbows and released. A storm of quarrels flew overhead in a smooth arc and plunged into the charging Mhorite warriors. Dozens of them fell, the steel-tipped quarrels punching through their armor to find the flesh beneath, and dozens more fell wounded only to be trampled by their charging comrades. 
Calliande summoned power for another ward, and then the Mhorites slammed into the first line of the Anathgrimm.
 
###
 
The Mhorite’s sword rebounded from Gavin’s shield. He twisted, bringing Truthseeker around for a strike. The Mhorite warrior got his own shield up, eyes gleaming red with the mad battle fury of the orcish kindred, and Truthseeker rebounded from the thick wood. Gavin’s enhanced strength left a crack in the shield, so he swung again, putting all of his strength and all of Truthseeker’s power behind the blow. This time the soulblade shattered the Mhorite’s shield, and the warrior stumbled back, his scarred face almost comical with surprise. Gavin drove Truthseeker home, the blade sliding between the Mhorite’s ribs, and the warrior collapsed to the ground. 
Gavin ripped the soulblade free, falling back to stand next to Arandar. He started to aid the older Swordbearer, but Arandar was already in motion. He bashed a Mhorite in the face with his shield, and the orc’s red-tattooed head snapped to the side. Before the Mhorite regained his footing, Heartwarden came around in a blazing arc, sinking halfway into the orcish warrior’s neck. The Mhorite fell dead, and Arandar raised his shield in guard as he looked for another foe. 
Around them the battle raged in a storm of blood and steel. It was just like the Vale of Stone Death all over again, when the Traveler had led the Anathgrimm against Mournacht and his warriors, with Gavin and Arandar and the others caught in the middle between the opposing armies. Ridmark and Calliande had rescued them, riding to their aid with a band of manetaur warriors. 
The Mhorite charge had broken the first line of the Anathgrimm, pushing the spiny orcs back, but the second line had marched with cold precision into the fray. Unlike the first line, the second maintained its cohesion, and step by step the Anathgrimm forced the Mhorites towards the River Marcaine. The first line was starting to reform, though a hundred individual duels and melees swirled before the advancing Anathgrimm. Flashes of white light and crimson fire snarled overhead as the Mhorite shamans contested against Calliande’s power. Screams and the clang of weapons filled the air, mingled with the roar of a thousand voices and the stench of blood and dying men. 
Gavin fought and killed alongside Arandar and Kharlacht and Caius, Truthseeker’s white flame burning away the orcish blood that coated the blade. 
 
###
 
Ridmark whirled his staff, deflecting a spear thrust aimed at his heart. He spun the weapon one more time, the butt end bouncing off the Mhorite’s jaw with a loud crack. The Mhorite stumbled, and before Ridmark could get his staff up for another strike, Qhazulak attacked. The huge axe split the Mhorite’s head in twain like a rotten fruit, and Qhazulak wrenched his glistening weapon with a roar, turning to seek another foe.
Ridmark was clad that the old orc was on his side. 
For now, they were winning. The Mhorites were wild, vicious fighters, screaming to Mhor as they attacked, but the Anathgrimm were better trained and better disciplined. The shock of the Mhorite and kobold attack had broken the first line of Anathgrimm warriors, but the second line had advanced, and the first line was reforming. Step by step the Anathgrimm forced the Mhorites back. If pushed too far, they might break and flee, falling back to the River Marcaine. 
That overlooked, of course, what the dvargir might do. Hundreds of Mhorites and scores of kobolds had been killed, but Ridmark had not yet seen the dvargir take action. Perhaps the dvargir had decided to abandon the battle, slipping away to leave their Mhorite allies to their fate.
Ridmark did not think he was that lucky.
Even as the thought crossed his mind, a shiver went through the second Anathgrimm line. Ridmark looked right and left, and saw that the dvargir wings had broken from the Mhorite center, leaving the orcs to fight while they circled to assail the flanks of the Anathgrimm lines. Yet the Anathgrimm knew their business, and responded before Ridmark could give them any orders. Parts of the second line broke off to face this new attack, while the third line abandoned their crossbows, drawing swords and rushing to aid the second line. Yet that might not be enough. The dvargir kept to their formations with grim tenacity, and advanced step by bloody step, pushing the Anathgrimm back. If the line buckled beneath the pressure, the Mhorites would swarm all over them…
Then a pair of dvargir warriors charged at Ridmark, and he had no more time to worry over the battle. He had made his plans. The die had been cast, as Julius Caesar had once said upon Old Earth. Now all that remained to see was how the die would fall.
And, of course, to stay alive long enough to find out. 
Ridmark thrust his staff, deflecting the black sword that had been aimed at his chest. The dvargir wrought their armor and weapons from a strange black metal that both looked wet and somehow drank the light, a metal that was stronger and lighter than normal steel. It was like fighting a shifting shadow that seemed to absorb the light and reflect it at the same time. Ridmark hit the nearest dvargir once, twice, three times with the black staff, the weapon rebounding from the dvargir’s heavy armor. The dvargir warrior reeled back with every blow, but his armor protected him. At last Ridmark’s momentum played out, the dvargir warrior raising his shield to deflect any other blows. The second warrior came at him, and Ridmark slapped aside the swing of an axe with a sweep of his staff. He released the staff, snatched the axe from his belt with a single smooth motion, and brought the weapon around. The blade crunched into the dvargir’s neck, and the warrior went into a weird, twitching dance, his void-filled eyes going wide. 
The first warrior lunged at him, and Ridmark released the axe and ducked, rolling across the ground to seize his staff. The dvargir stabbed at him, and Ridmark jabbed his staff, catching the dvargir in the knee. The dvargir stumbled, his thrust going wide, and Zhorlacht seized the opening, plunging his sword into a gap in the dvargir’s armor. He ripped the sword free, and the dvargir fell. Ridmark seized his axe and got back to his feet. 
“Is this not splendid, Gray Knight?” said Zhorlacht. The Anathgrimm seemed to be enjoying himself, his black eyes covered with a red gleam, his voice wild and delighted. “Let us shed more blood together!” 
“Aye,” said Ridmark, turning to face more foes.
There was no shortage of blood to shed. 
He only hoped his plan worked before they all died.
 
###
 
“You cannot go into the battle, Mara,” said Calliande in a low voice, the staff of the Keeper flickering with white fire in her fist. 
“I agree entirely,” said Jager.
Morigna listened with half an ear, her attention focused upon the melee. She had lost sight of Ridmark beyond the lines of Anathgrimm, but she wanted to join him, to fling her spells into battle at his side. Unfortunately, she could not find her way through the packed lines of the Anathgrimm, and she doubted the spiny orcs would let her pass. Yet she saw bands of Mhorites and dvargir and kobolds charging towards where Ridmark and the Swordbearers and the others fought, and so she flung spells at them, bursts of earth magic that rippled the ground beneath them or conjured veils of sleeping mists in their paths. She didn’t know how much good it was doing. Yet she caused a continual disruption that the Anathgrimm exploited to good advantage, and every dead foe was a foe that could not hurt Ridmark. 
So Morigna kept casting spells, drawing as much power as she could. The dark magic whispered in her mind, promising that she could blast a path to Ridmark, but she ignored it.
She tried to ignore it, anyway. 
“The battle hangs in the balance,” said Mara. “Every blade is needed.”
“Not the blade of the Queen,” said Calliande. “If you fall, what will the Anathgrimm do?” She thrust the staff, white fire blazing around her as she cast another ward. Crimson fire snarled overhead, the Mhorites shamans’ spell shattering against the power of the Keeper’s magic. “They will flee the field, or turn upon us, or go on a rampage. Your life is too important to risk.” 
“All our lives are at risk anyway,” said Mara. “I do not know how much longer the Anathgrimm can hold.”
Morigna did not know, either. The Anathgrimm were determined warriors, but the Mhorites were ferocious, and the dvargir were just as disciplined. The combined weight of the Mhorites and the dvargir pushed the Anathgrimm back, and the constant sorties of the kobolds did not help matters. 
They were losing the battle.
“Dux Gareth is coming,” said Calliande. 
“Dux Gareth will not get here in time,” said Mara. “Even if he sends his men at a sprint, they will not arrive in time, and will be winded anyway.”
“Perhaps it is time to withdraw,” said Jager, his short sword in hand as he watched the fighting. “We…”
The sound of distant thunder came to Morigna’s ears. She looked towards the sky, but it was clear. Her gaze turned towards the Black Mountain and Shadowbearer’s pillar of blue fire, but the sound hadn’t come from that direction. 
No, it had come from the south. 
The south…
Suddenly she understood. The noise wasn’t thunder.
It was the beating of hooves. 
“Mara,” she said. “Look. Look!” 
Mara turned her head as Sir Constantine Licinius led the knights and mounted men-at-arms of the Northerland into the battle. The horsemen crashed into the right wing of the dvargir, and the noise of horses and hooves and lances tearing into the dark-armored forms was like a thunderbolt. Had the dvargir been prepared, their armor and shields would have let them resist the charge. But their full attention was upon the Anathgrimm, and their formation had been disrupted. They were not ready to take a cavalry charge. 
Just as Ridmark had intended, Morigna realized. 
The horsemen tore through the right wing of the dvargir, riding into the disorganized mass of Mhorites in the center. A ripple went through the enemy army, and the Anathgrimm on Morigna’s left started to turn, following the horsemen to drive the disorganized dvargir before them. 
“Ah, well,” said Jager. “That changes things, doesn’t it?” 
 
###
 
Ridmark struck down another Mhorite, and then another, seeking for a new foe.
For a moment, to his confusion, he could not find one.
The enemy fled. 
Three horsemen galloped past, driving the Mhorites before them. Ridmark glimpsed Sir Constantine riding at the head of a band of knights, Brightherald flashing in his fist as he cut down dvargir after dvargir. A trio of kobolds charged at Ridmark, stabbing with their spears. He dodged the first thrust and spun his staff in a circle, deflecting the poisoned heads of their weapons. He then sidestepped and drove the length of his staff against one of the kobold’s lizard-like heads, the sound of snapping bone filling his ears. The kobold went down, and Ridmark blocked another spear thrust, bringing his staff down upon the kobold’s crimson crest with crushing force. The last kobold tried to attack again, only to meet the blade of Qhazulak’s massive axe.
The old orc’s powerful blow cut both the kobold and its spear in half. 
“The dogs flee,” said Qhazulak, glaring at the Mhorites with contempt. 
“They were not ready to withstand a charge of horsemen,” said Zhorlacht, shaking some kobold blood from the blade of his sword. “Behold! Their entire line collapses.”
He was right. Constantine’s charge had smashed through the dvargir on the left, and the horsemen had broken through, trampling the Mhorites. Already the Anathgrimm line curved to envelop the breaking enemy. The dvargir on the right wing kept their formation intact, but a little more pressure and they would break.
Trumpets rang out, and that pressure arrived.
The footmen from Dun Licinia had arrived at last. With the enemy pinned in place by the Anathgrimm, they had been vulnerable to an attack from horsemen upon the flank. After Constantine’s charge had ripped through their lines, the enemy did not have time to reform before another organized force hit them.
Dux Gareth’s infantry provided that force, and the Mhorites and dvargir began to flee, vanishing towards the woods to the north. 
The battle was over, but the killing went on for some time.
 
###
 
Calliande crossed the field, making her way toward the banner of the Dux. The dead lay on the ground around her, Mhorites and Anathgrimm and dvargir and kobolds and human men-at-arms and militiamen. 
She saw far more slain Mhorites and dvargir and kobolds than humans or Anathgrimm, though. 
A group of Anathgrimm walked towards Calliande, Ridmark, Zhorlacht, and Qhazulak at their head. Zhorlacht and Qhazulak stopped before Mara and offered bows. Morigna stepped past Calliande and kissed Ridmark, her relief plain. 
“My Queen,” said Qhazulak. “We bring you victory.” 
“The Anathgrimm fought well,” said Mara. “I am glad that you can fight in defense of a worthy cause, rather than the insane whims of my father.”
“It is…a strange feeling,” said Qhazulak. “But not without merit.” 
“The battle is not over yet,” said Calliande. “This is not finished until we have stopped Shadowbearer.”
“There is no sign of Mournacht, either,” said Ridmark. “Did you see him?”
Calliande shook her head. “There were at least a score of lesser shamans with the Mhorites, but I saw no trace of Mournacht. I cannot believe he would refuse to fight while we put his army to rout.” 
“He must be with Shadowbearer, then,” said Morigna, looking toward the pillar of blue fire rising from the Black Mountain. 
“Then let us claim him,” said Zhorlacht. “It would please me greatly to present his head to the Queen as a trophy.” 
“Come,” said Ridmark. “We need to speak with the Dux and decide how to proceed.” 
They made for the Dux’s banner. Gareth stood there, speaking with Joram and Constantine and Tagrimn and his other chief lords. The knights and lords fell silent as Calliande and Ridmark and the others approached, their eyes turning toward the Anathgrimm.
For a moment no one spoke. 
Then Jager cleared his throat and stepped forward. “My lord Dux, we are very pleased to meet you upon the field of victorious battle. My Queen was most impressed by the boldness and valor of the men of the Northerland.” 
Gareth nodded, a faint smile on his weathered face. “The skill and courage of the Anathgrimm are well-known to the men of the Northerland, for we have fought against them many times. It is good to have that skill and courage on our side for once.” 
“Our Queen wished us to fight,” said Zhorlacht, “so we fought.”
Tagrimn grunted. “I am getting old. Never thought I would stand here speaking with an Anathgrimm.”
“Nor I with a human knight,” said Qhazulak. 
“Fortunately,” said Jager, “we can be united by our hatred of the Mhorites.”
“And the battle still to come,” said Calliande. “Lord Dux, we should move on the Tower of Vigilance at once. We only have a few days to keep Shadowbearer from opening his gate.”
“If we hasten, we can reach the Tower of Vigilance before sundown,” said Ridmark. “From there it is only an hour’s walk to the standing circle.” 
And there, Calliande knew, she would face Shadowbearer for the final time. 
Twice before she had fought him, and twice before he had escaped. This time, though, there would be no retreat for either of them. Either she would stop him, or he would kill her. 
“There is something else we should consider,” said Arandar. Gavin stood next to him, blood spattered across his dark elven armor, his hand resting on Truthseeker’s hilt. He still seemed young to Calliande, but he was growing into the role of a Swordbearer. Antenora had moved closer to him, seemingly relieved that Gavin had come through the battle unscathed. “The surviving kobolds and dvargir will flee back to the Deeps, but the Mhorites are a long way from home. The Tower of Vigilance is the logical place for them to use as a refuge, and they might have fortified it against us.” 
“The Tower is in ruins, Sir Arandar,” said Joram. 
“You mean the ruined fortress north of here, sir knight?” said Zhorlacht.
Joram blinked in surprise. “That’s right. You would have passed it on your way here.”
“It had not been rebuilt,” said Qhazulak. “Yet our scouts spotted Mhorite dogs skulking among the ruins. The Mhorite survivors may well withdraw there.” 
“Dun Licinia must be defended as well,” said Joram. “The enemy might try to attack the town.”
“Then we shall act at once,” said Gareth. “Joram, take the footmen and withdraw back to the town. Tend to the wounded, and repair the gate. I will take our knights and mounted men-at-arms and ride to the Tower of Vigilance to escort the Keeper. Queen Mara, could you bid to the Anathgrimm to march after us?”
“I shall,” said Mara. 
“If the Mhorites have fortified themselves at the Tower,” said Ridmark, “horsemen alone will not be enough to break through.”
“Perhaps not,” said Gareth, “but I know from firsthand experience than the Anathgrimm can march at speed. If all goes well, we can break through the Tower and reach the circle with the Keeper. If not, we can at least scout the Tower and prepare for the arrival of the Anathgrimm.”
“We must move with haste,” said Calliande, looking at each of the nobles and Anathgrimm. “My lords, this is the moment. What we do today will shape the history of Andomhaim and perhaps the entirety of this world. Lives beyond count depend on our decisions.” 
“I said I would see you to the end of this,” said Ridmark. “Let us see it done, then.”
A short time later they departed, riding north into the hills below the Black Mountain, the Anathgrimm preparing to march behind them.



Chapter 19: Wards of Vigilance
 
Ridmark sat in his saddle, his horse following the Dux’s banner. 
Six hundred horsemen had departed the battlefield, taking the old road that led from Dun Licinia to the ruins of the Tower of Vigilance. The Dux and the Swordbearers rode in the vanguard, surrounding Calliande and Antenora, Ridmark following behind. If Shadowbearer tried to launch a preemptive attack and kill the Keeper, the Dux wanted as many Swordbearers around her as possible. Morigna rode on Ridmark’s right, Kharlacht and Caius following them. Mara and Jager had remained with the Anathgrimm. 
Ridmark shifted his grip on the reins. His axe hung from his belt, the orcish and dvargir blood cleaned from the blade. His staff had been slung over his shoulder, hanging from its leather strap. The rough soulstone in its pouch bounced against his hip with every stride of the horse. Ridmark wished he could have left the damned thing in Dun Licinia. He didn’t want to bring it within Shadowbearer’s grasp. Of course, it hardly seemed important. Shadowbearer already had the empty soulstone from Cathair Solas, and was using it open his gate even now. Still…
Ridmark shook his head, trying to clear his wandering mind. The last several days had been exhausting, and there had not been much time to rest. If they lived through this, he could rest then.
And if they failed…well, exhaustion would not matter, because they would be dead.
“There,” said Caius, pointing at one of the rocky hills, its sides dotted with pine trees. “Right there.”
“What is right there?” said Morigna. “I see nothing.” 
“The Gray Knight and I met upon that hill for the first time,” said Caius. He smiled at the recollection. “I had been taken prisoner by a band of Mhalekite orcs. I had hoped to carry the gospel to the pagan orcs of the Wilderland, but I think that plan may have gone somewhat awry.”
“Has it?” said Morigna. “You have had the opportunity to carry the gospel to the pagan orcs of Urd Arowyn, the Mhorites of Kothluusk, the Devout of Urd Morlemoch, and the Anathgrimm. Though, alas, none of them have listened.” 
“Azakhun and his retainers listened,” said Kharlacht. 
“How did you get away from the Mhalekites?” said Gavin. Perhaps he wished to forestall an argument. 
“We fought our way past,” said Ridmark. “I was going to take Caius back to Dun Licinia before he got himself killed. Then the omen of blue fire filled the sky, and we saw that the Mhalekites had occupied the Tower of Vigilance. We were going to warn Sir Joram of the Mhalekites, but then we came across a Mhalekite shaman taking Calliande to the standing stones…and, well, you know what happened then.”
Calliande looked back at them. “If ever I become too arrogant, Morigna, you can remind me of that.”
“Why?” said Morigna. 
“Because I had planned to awaken surrounded by the knights of the Order of the Vigilant, ready to warn the High King of the Frostborn,” said Calliande. “I did not plan to wake up naked surrounded by Mhalekite orcs.”
Morigna blinked. “Naked? Truly?”
“I was asleep for nearly two and a half centuries,” said Calliande. “My spell preserved my body, but I neglected to preserve my clothing. I was naked and alone, and I could remember nothing. Then the Mhalekites found me.” She looked at Kharlacht. “If Kharlacht had not been there, it might have gone badly for me. And if Ridmark and Caius had not intervened, I would have died that day, Shadowbearer would have summoned the Frostborn back, and it all would have been for nothing.”
“Fitting, then, that we should return to where it all began,” said Caius. 

“It started long before that,” murmured Calliande, gazing at the pillar of blue fire. Fingers of ghostly blue fire twitched up and down the slopes of the Black Mountain, as if it was reflecting the light. “Long before any of us were born. Long before humans and orcs and dwarves ever came to this world.” Her expression hardened. “But it will end here. One way or another, it shall end here.” 
They rode onward, the old road climbing higher into the hills of the Northerland, the Black Mountain looming larger. The pillar of blue fire sharpened and intensified, stabbing upward from the tallest of the mountain’s foothills. Ridmark wondered how much longer Shadowbearer needed to open the gate. Calliande seemed confident that he needed at least a few more days, but he wondered if she had misjudged. It would be grievous to have come so far and risked so much only for Shadowbearer to summon the Frostborn before they could reach him. 
A few moments later they rounded the slope of a hill, and the Tower of Vigilance came into sight.
Once it had been a mighty castra, with a tall, tower-studded curtain wall that encircled the entire crest of the hill, its inner towers and central keep like small hills in their own right. Now its gates were broken ruins, its towers empty shells, its outer wall breached in several places. During the civil war of the Pendragon princes, the Order of the Vigilant had sided with the wrong prince, and the Order had been wiped out and its stronghold destroyed. Yet now Ridmark knew the war had all been part of Shadowbearer’s centuries-long plan to kill Calliande and open the gate for the Frostborn. 
“You should have seen this place in its glory,” said Calliande, her voice sad. “When the Order of the Vigilant was new and sure of its mission.” 
“It is deserted now,” said Gareth.
“It is not, lord Dux,” said Antenora. “I see dark magic within the fortress. And…other magic, older magic, within the walls.” She blinked her yellow eyes and looked at Calliande. “The magic of the Keeper.”
“Old defenses,” said Calliande, “that I worked and set into the stones. Alas, they were not enough to save the Order.” 
“Dark magic?” said Ridmark. “The Mhorite shamans?”
“Likely they fled the battlefield at the first opportunity,” said Arandar. “In Kothluusk, the shamans of Mhor were eager to shed blood, but they were ever keen to save their own skins.”
“It might be Mournacht’s personal guard as well,” said Calliande. “He gave them armor infused with blood spells to make them stronger and faster.”
“Is Mournacht himself there?” said Ridmark. The warlord’s absence from the battle still baffled him. 
“No,” said Calliande. She hesitated. “At least…I don’t think so. We are close enough to the circle of standing stones that their presence distorts the Sight. Shadowbearer draws a tremendous amount of dark magic to work his spell. Looking for Mournacht in the midst of such a storm is like trying to find a candle in the light of the sun.” 
“If our enemies are waiting for us,” said Gareth, “let us not disappoint them.” He turned and gave instructions to his men. Gareth and Ridmark and Calliande and the others would go first, scouting the courtyard, while the rest of the knights followed. If the Mhorites tried to hold the Tower against them, they would storm the courtyard. Though Ridmark could not see how the Mhorites might hold the Tower. The gates were ruined, and there were too many breaches in the outer wall. The entire Mhorite and dvargir hosts combined might have been able to hold the Tower’s ruins, but the shamans and Mournacht’s elite guard could not. 
“We do not need to take the Tower, my lord,” said Ridmark. “Just get through it. The path to the circle of standing stones leads from the Tower’s western gate.” 
“Agreed,” said Gareth. “If necessary, my men will fight to hold the courtyard so you can escort the Keeper to the circle.” He turned his horse towards Calliande. “Would knights and men-at-arms be of any use to you in your fight against Shadowbearer, my lady?”
“I fear not, lord Dux,” said Calliande. “They possess no weapons that can harm him. The Swordbearers, yes. I would like as many Swordbearers at my side as can you can spare. Even Shadowbearer’s wards are not proof against the fury of a soulblade. But I fear if Shadowbearer is to be defeated, it is up to me.” 
She put on a brave face before the Dux, but Ridmark knew Calliande of Tarlion well enough by now to see the fear there. The last time they had fought, Shadowbearer had almost killed her, and this time the stakes were far higher.
“Perhaps,” said Ridmark, “but you will not face him alone.” 
“Thank you,” said Calliande, and they rode towards the Tower’s silent ruins.
 
###
 
Gavin kept his hand near Truthseeker’s hilt, ready to draw the soulblade. He mapped out his strategy in his head. If a Mhorite shaman attacked, he would use Truthseeker’s power to shield himself from the shaman’s dark magic, hoping to strike down the shaman before he brought more dangerous magic to bear. If he encountered one of Mournacht’s red-armored elite guards, he would use Truthseeker’s power to make himself faster, striking down the guard in the initial moment of the battle. 
But no enemies showed themselves as they rode towards the Tower’s ruined southern gate. 
Gareth, Ridmark, Arandar, and Constantine rode in the lead. The Dux often insisted on leading from the front, and Gavin found himself admiring the old man’s bravery. Antenora rode next to him, her staff propped in her stirrup like a lance. She had seen some of the knights carrying their lances in that fashion, and both she had Morigna had promptly copied the method. Gavin supposed it made sense, since it let the sorceresses bring their staffs to bear at once. Antenora stared at the ruined castra, and a strange tremor went through her, as if she was cold.
Or afraid.
“Are you all right?” said Gavin in a low voice. 
“This may be the end, Gavin Swordbearer,” said Antenora. 
“Every battle could be the end,” said Gavin. 
“This is so,” said Antenora. “But this battle could be the end for me at last.” 
“What do you mean?” said Gavin.
“My oath,” said Antenora. “For fifteen centuries I have been cursed to live on and on and on. My oath to the Keeper could end that. I swore I would help stop the return of the Frostborn. If I do this, if we are victorious…then it could end. I could die at last.”
A pang of emotion went through Gavin. He had not realized how fond he had become of Antenora. Her breadth of knowledge and her unyielding determination impressed him. Despite her yellow eyes and gaunt, gray face, she had a strange sort of beauty to her, like the beauty of the ruined castra rising before them. 
“I will miss you,” said Gavin.
Her head snapped around, her yellow eyes widening.
“You will?” said Antenora. 
Gavin nodded. 
“Gavin Swordbearer,” said Antenora. “If this is my end or our end, I am glad to have met you. I have known only a few warriors like you, and after I am gone, I hope you have a long and prosperous life.” 
“Thank you,” said Gavin. 
She blinked, nodded, and looked away. “Be ready, Gavin Swordbearer. I am certain the enemy awaits us within.”
He nodded and turned his attention back to the task at hand.
They rode into the courtyard of the ruined castra. Grass jutted between the flagstones of the courtyard, and here and there small trees had grown up. The Tower of Vigilance might have once been a strong fortress, but nature was reclaiming it stone by stone. 
“Where are they?” muttered Gareth, his sword in hand. 
“They are here,” said Calliande. “Standing at the foot of the keep.” She frowned. “They’ve…made themselves invisible, as the dvargir can do. Wrapping themselves in shadow.” 
Morigna cast a spell, a brief flicker of purple fire going over her hands. “I can sense them. Dozens of them.” She looked at Ridmark. “The Mhorites have never been able to cloak themselves like that.” 
“Perhaps Shadowbearer has given them gifts of power,” said Ridmark, his voice grim. 
Calliande raised her staff, its length shining with white fire, and brought it down with a shout. A ring of white fire burst from her and rolled across the courtyard, causing the horses to prance in fear. The flames washed over Gavin without touching him, and then splashed against the base of the Tower’s keep.
Dozens of pillars of black shadow swirled at the base of the keep, and the Mhorites appeared out of nothingness. Some of them were the warriors of Mournacht’s elite guard, armored in red steel adorned with reliefs of skulls, blood symbols burning upon their armor. Others were Mhorite shamans, gaunt and wasted, blood glyphs shining on their chests and arms, the air around them crackling with dark magic. Gavin drew Truthseeker, and the soulblade shuddered in his hand as its power rose in answer to the dark magic of the Mhorites. He had fought both the elite guards and the shamans before in the Vale of Stone Death and the depths of Khald Azalar. 
Yet something had changed in the Mhorites. Gavin could not put his finger upon it, yet…
Their shadows were moving. 
The sun was sinking away over the hills to the west, half-hidden behind the pillar of blue fire stabbing skyward, but the Mhorites’ shadows were wrong. Some of their shadows pointed to the east, others to the south, and some towards the ruined keep. Orcs usually had deep black eyes, yet the eyes of the Mhorites were darker and deeper and blacker than they should have been, like pits into a bottomless void.
They looked a lot like the eyes of the dvargir, the eyes of the Traveler and the Warden. 
“Oh,” Gavin heard himself say. “They’re…Enlightened, aren’t they? Enlightened of Incariel.” 
“Shadowbearer must have infused them with the power of Incariel’s shadow,” said Calliande, her staff pointed at them. 
“Fools!” roared one of the shamans, stepping forward as blood-colored fire and shadow writhed around his fingers. “Mhor will soon walk the face of this world! Already his power fills us! The summoning has begun,” the shaman gestured at the pillar of blue fire, “and soon Mhor shall arise to conquer this world.”
“Do you not see?” shouted Calliande. “There is no Mhor! You are being used. Shadowbearer is using you to open his gate, and once he succeeds, he will cast you aside!”
“Kill them!” screeched the shaman. “Kill them all in the name of Mhor!” 
The elite guards charged, lifting their weapons as shadows began to dance around their blades. Calliande, Antenora, and Morigna all began casting spells, and Gavin jumped from the saddle and charged as the others attacked. Here, in the confined space of the courtyard, he did not want to fight from horseback. Better to fight on his own two feet. 
A shaman cast a spell at Gavin, writhing shadows infusing a blast of blood-colored fire. Gavin raised Truthseeker, calling upon the sword’s power to shield him from dark magic. The shaman’s spell hammered into Gavin, screaming against the white light of Truthseeker’s power, but the soulblade proved the stronger. Gavin sprinted forward, and before the shaman could cast another spell, Gavin struck. Truthseeker descended in a blazing arc, tearing through the shaman’s wards and opening his torso from throat to belly, and the Mhorite fell dying to the ground. 
A flash of fire shot past Gavin, and one of Antenora’s fireballs exploded at the base of the keep. He expected the blast to kill a dozen of the red-armored guards, yet mantles of shadow rose up to surround them, drinking the fire like a sponge. Paul Tallmane had showed a similar ability during the final battle at the Iron Tower. One of the guards came at Gavin, a towering warrior in red steel, screaming in rage as he wielded his shadow-wreathed sword. Gavin caught the first strike upon his shield, sparks flying from the dwarven steel. He riposted, and Truthseeker’s point clanged off the warrior’s cuirass, and the shadows around him flickered as they struggled against the soulblade’s fury. Gavin struck again, landing a hit on the Mhorite’s shoulder, and the warrior stumbled. One more swing, all of Truthseeker’s power filling Gavin, and he took off the guard’s head, blood spurting from the stump of his neck. 
More guards rushed at Gavin, and he fought for his life.
 
###
 
Ridmark caught a descending sword upon the blade of his axe and sidestepped, letting the Mhorite guard stumble past him. He raised his axe and brought it down, the heavy dwarven blade crunching into the Mhorite’s hip. The Mhorite’s leg buckled as Ridmark ripped the axe free, and the warrior screamed in pain, lashing his sword at Ridmark. He tried to get out of the way, but the Mhorite’s blow struck him in the stomach. His dark elven armor deflected the edge of the sword, but the power of the strike knocked him back, and he fell. 
He rolled back his feet, axe in both hands as the fighting raged around him. The dying Mhorite had hit him harder than should have been possible. Whatever Shadowbearer had done to the Mhorites had made them stronger and faster. It reminded him of Jonas Vorinus and Paul Tallmane. Both men had been able to use the shadow of Incariel to make themselves stronger. Though the Enlightened had known what master they truly served. The Mhorites likely thought that the power of Mhor had infused them. 
The dying Mhorite tried to rise, growled once more, and then fell dead upon his face. 
Nearby Arandar dueled a pair of red-armored guards, Heartwarden flashing in his fist. Ridmark’s broken bond with the soulblade sent a constant pulse of pain through his head, but he ignored it. He dropped his axe back to its belt loop and snatched up his staff from where he had dropped it. The symbols in the staff’s length began to glimmer, reacting to the shadow of Incariel manifested in the Mhorite warriors.
Ridmark came up behind the two Mhorites fighting Arandar and attacked. He struck low, hammering the length of his staff against the back of the knees of the Mhorite on the left. The warrior stumbled with a bellow, and Arandar seized the chance to strike, Heartwarden sinking into the Mhorite’s neck. The surviving guard stabbed, but Arandar got his shield up, blocking the attack. The Mhorite tried to attack again, but Ridmark swung his staff at the warrior’s head. The guard had to duck, giving Arandar the instant he needed to pull Heartwarden free from the dead Mhorite. The surviving warrior lunged at Ridmark, and he dodged the thrust of the warrior’s sword and deflected a swing with a jerk of his staff.
Arandar smashed his shield across the back of the Mhorite’s head, and then struck with Heartwarden, finishing the fight.
Yet more of the guards charged into the fray, and Ridmark battled on.
 
###
 
Calliande cast spell after spell, wards shining around her as the Mhorite shamans unleashed their wrath. The shamans had focused their full power upon her, perhaps fearing what she might do to the red-armored guards if she could bring her magic to bear. Their attacks forced her to defend herself, lest their spells hammer down her guard and kill her. 
But she had enough power left to strike back.
“Antenora!” she shouted. “The base of the keep!”
Calliande did not wait for an acknowledgement but unleashed the power of the Well, enhancing it with the magic of the Keeper. The blast of white fire struck a Mhorite shaman. The white flame did not touch his flesh, did not harm him.
It did, however, shatter his wards and drive back the shadow of Incariel. 
Antenora cast her own spell, a sphere of fire arcing across the battle. The Mhorite shaman’s void-filled eyes just had time to widen, and then the sphere landed at his feet. The resultant explosion flung him back against the walls of the keep with enough force to break every bone in his body, even if the fire had not killed him already. The shaman’s burning corpse slumped to the ground, and the remaining Mhorite shamans resumed their attacks. Calliande recast her wards, wrapping herself and Antenora in the power of the Keeper. 
Her wards held, and she had a moment to look around the battlefield. 
They were losing. 
More of Gareth’s horsemen had arrived, but the augmented Mhorite guards more than held their own against the knights and men-at-arms. Each one of Mournacht’s elite guards fought with the power and strength of a Swordbearer. Gavin and Arandar and Constantine fought well, but they could not fight against all the elite guards, and the rest of the Swordbearers had not yet arrived. If the Mhorites drove them from the courtyard, they might well hold the southern gate of the Tower against the horsemen, blocking them from the circle of standing stones. Once the Anathgrimm arrived, they might be able to break through, but Calliande did not know how long that would take.
She also did not know how much longer they had left. She thought it would take Shadowbearer a few more days to open the gate, but she had been wrong before. Her Sight revealed a tremendous amount of dark magical force flowing towards the circle of standing stones, power enough to lay Dun Licinia waste.
Power enough to rip through the threshold between the worlds and open the way for the Frostborn.
Prudence counseled that they withdraw from the Tower and wait for reinforcements from the rest of the horsemen and the Anathgrimm. Yet in this case prudence might cost them everything. For an agonizing instant Calliande hesitated, and then she made up her mind. 
“To the western gate!” she shouted, using a spell to amplify her voice over the courtyard. Antenora gave her a sharp, surprised look. “To the western gate, quickly! Ride! Ride!” 
“They shall swarm over us if we withdraw!” Ridmark’s voice came to her ears. He stood near Sir Constantine and Sir Arandar, helping them to fight against the red-armored guards. 
“To the western gate!” said Calliande. She turned her horse and rode to where Morigna hung behind the melee, casting spells. The shadowy protections around the warriors and shamans warded them from her mists, but Morigna made the ground fold and ripple around them, throwing the warriors from their feet. 
“You mean to run for Shadowbearer?” said Morigna, her eyes hard upon the battle. “If we do, the Mhorites will fall upon us from the back.”
“They won’t,” said Calliande. “I can promise that.” She reached out and took the other woman’s shoulder, and Morigna blinked in surprise. “Cast your spell of earth folding at them, as strongly as you can manage. I will channel the power of the Keeper through you to enhance it. While the Mhorites are stunned, we shall make our escape.”
Morigna gestured and began casting, and Calliande sensed the force of her magic, the power of the earth rising at her command. Calliande called upon her own power, feeding the strength of the Keeper to Morigna as the spell of earth magic reached its height. Morigna’s eyes widened as the power flooded through her, and she shouted and flung out her hand to finish the spell. 
The ground shuddered a bit beneath Calliande’s horse, and the entire section of the courtyard before them undulated like a wave crashing against the shore. All the Mhorites, shamans and warriors alike, were flung from their feet, some with enough force to break bones. The wave of earth struck one of the empty towers, and its wall collapsed with a roar, stones raining down upon the stunned Mhorites. 
Calliande did not think the spell had killed more than a few Mhorites, but for a moment, the warriors and shamans were stunned. 
“That,” said Morigna, “was rather more than I expected.” 
“Go!” shouted Calliande.
The others heeded her call, turning their horses or jumping into their saddles, and galloped for the western gate. The Mhorites recovered quicker than Calliande would have hoped, and rushed to attack Dux Gareth and his knights. The Dux fell back, the Mhorites driving his men towards the southern gate. That was not what Calliande had hoped would happen, but it would be good enough.
She began another spell, a powerful spell, reaching for her Sight. Through the Sight she saw the echoes of Morigna’s spell and Antenora’s elemental fury, saw the dark power gathered around the Mhorites. 
She also saw the magic waiting within the ruined Tower itself.
For the Tower of Vigilance had not been just a fortress of stone. Men and laborers had built the walls and towers of stone, but those had not been the castra’s only defenses. Calliande’s Sight detected the lingering magic in the vault where she had rested for centuries, and the magic she had woven into the stones and towers. The Tower had been built to withstand all attack, whether from armies or wielders of dark magic. 
And, if need be, it could seal itself from intruders. 
Calliande finished her spell, and the power surged through her. Flashes of white light flickered up and down the ruined towers, the ground trembling beneath her horse’s hooves. The poor beast let out a frightened whinny, but Calliande gripped the reins with her free hand and urged her steed onward. Ripples of white light rolled over the ground and climbed over the outer curtain wall, and a strange keening vibration filled the air, growing louder with every moment.
“What did you do?” called Ridmark. 
“Keep riding!” said Calliande. 
They galloped through the ruined western gate, onto the path leading to the circle of standing stones and the pillar of blue fire. The Mhalekites had carried Calliande through that gate months ago, intending to kill her and empower the empty soulstone to open the way for the Frostborn. Idly she wondered what had happened to the nest of fire drakes that had terrorized the Mhalekites. Likely the dark magic surging from the circle had frightened them off. 
She brought her horse to a stop and turned. Ridmark, Kharlacht, Caius, Morigna, Gavin, Antenora, and Arandar had made it through the gate. Constantine Licinius was with them as well. He had been closer to Ridmark when Calliande had triggered the castra’s magical defenses, and he had ridden with them. 
“Should we not be retreating?” said Morigna, peering through the gate. “The Mhorites will be after us at any moment.” 
Calliande started to say something, and then the Tower exploded with white light. 
She covered her eyes against the glare. The light flared brighter again, a sound like a bell or a gong ringing through the air, and when it cleared the entire ruined Tower had been sheathed in a pale dome of flickering white light. Through the archway Calliande saw the Mhorites try to pursue Dux Gareth through the southern gate, only to find themselves repulsed by the white glow.
“A spell,” said Antenora. “A spell of great power. How did you summon the strength do work it so quickly?”
“I didn’t,” said Calliande. “Or, rather, I did it two hundred years ago with the aid of the Magistri of the Order of the Vigilant. We built the Tower to be proof against all threats, including magical attack. Those wards, once activated, will seal the Tower for a day…”
“Sealing the Mhorites within,” said Ridmark. 
“Aye,” said Calliande. “By the time the Anathgrimm arrive, the wards will release and Mara will be able to deal with the Mhorites.” She shrugged. “And by then, we shall either be victorious…or dead.”
“Then we are also sealed off from any aid,” said Ridmark. “This path is the only route to the circle of standing stones.”
“Yes,” said Calliande. “But Shadowbearer will be sealed away as well, unable to summon any other assistance.” She took a deep breath. “We have three Swordbearers with us. I had hoped to have all of the Northerland’s Swordbearers with us when we fought Shadowbearer, but…”
“With God’s aid,” said Caius, “we shall be enough.” 
“Our cause is a righteous one,” said Constantine. Brightherald’s fire reflected in his green eyes. “Surely we shall prevail.” 
“Let us hope,” said Morigna, with a flicker of her usual sardonic manner, “that God is in agreement with that.”
“We will soon find out,” said Ridmark, turning his horse to face the path.



Chapter 20: It Was Destined
 
The pillar of blue fire filled Ridmark’s vision. 
It was an eerie, unnatural thing. During his wanderings in the Wilderland, he had sometimes glimpsed auroras in the night sky, ghostly ribbons of light that danced across the darkness. The pillar of fire reminded Ridmark of the auroras, or perhaps of the ribbons of fire that had risen from Urd Morlemoch’s central tower to lash at the starless sky over the Torn Hills. The top of the hill rose before them, and Ridmark saw the dark shape of the menhirs crowning the hill. The blue fire leaped from their tops, and within the circle, where the altar stood, he saw…something. It looked vaguely like a shimmering sphere of grayish-white mist, lit from within by a silvery glow, and as he stared at it Ridmark felt a great sense of distance, as if he was peering into some vast, bottomless pit. 
It was the start of a world gate. 
“Calliande?” said Ridmark. “Can you see him?”
“No,” said Calliande, her eyes upon the ring of standing stones. “There is so much dark magic surging through that circle…it’s like trying to find one ember in a forest fire. But he is there, I am certain of it.”
“His shadow covers everything,” said Antenora. “Like a cloak over the hill.”
Ridmark waited for Jager to make a joke about how Shadowbearer had gotten his name, then remembered that the halfling was with his wife and the Anathgrimm. Of course, they were no longer the Master Thief of Cintarra and Mara of Coldinium, but the Queen of Nightmane Forest and her Prince Consort. 
He wished they were here, and was relieved for their sake that they were not.  
He wished he had every Swordbearer in Andomhaim with him. 
“We should approach on foot,” said Ridmark. “The horses won’t do us any good, not in this kind of fight.”
“Do we have a plan, Gray Knight?” said Constantine. Brightherald pulsed with white fire in his hand as the soulblade reacted to the dark magic surging around the hill. 
“Kill Shadowbearer,” said Ridmark. “Beyond that, I cannot say. Calliande can kill him, I am certain of it. I am equally certain Shadowbearer will have guardians around him. Mournacht himself, most likely.” And the Weaver and Imaria, he suspected. “If there are defenders, we shall have to keep them from hindering Calliande.” He looked at Constantine, Arandar, and Gavin in turn. “If you have the chance to strike at Shadowbearer, do not hesitate. Calliande can kill him, but a soulblade can as well.”
“It may be for this very purpose the soulblades were forged, this very hour,” said Caius. 
“Perhaps,” said Ridmark. He hoped it was true. He hoped that the soulblades had not been destined to lie next to the bones of their wielders for all time, vanishing beneath layer after layer of ice as the Frostborn conquered the world. 
He dropped from the saddle, his staff in hand. It was easier to kill a man with an axe, but the dwarven axe would not protect him from the paralyzing effects of Shadowbearer’s power. The others followed suit, the soulblades shining like torches. Ridmark looked at the pillar of fire for a moment longer, and then began climbing the last stretch of the path. 
The circle of standing stones filled the top of the hill. Thirteen menhirs of black stone stood in a ring perhaps fifty yards across, each stone rising about fifteen to twenty feet tall. The stones were rough and unhewn, yet strange, elaborate reliefs marked their sides, sigils of dark magic and scenes of the dark elves torturing and killing orcs and halflings and dwarves. The menhirs glowed and flickered with blue fire, focusing the power that Shadowbearer had summoned. An altar, a massive block of rough black stone, occupied the center of the circle, resting upon a raised mound of grassy earth. Atop the exact center of the altar rested the empty soulstone that Shadowbearer had stolen from Cathair Solas, the empty soulstone that Ridmark had spent so much time trying to protect. It shone with the same blue fire as the menhirs, and above it rippled the silvery-white haze of the half-formed world gate. 
“My God,” said Calliande. “Ridmark, it’s good we did not hesitate. That gate is opening faster than I thought.”
“How long?” said Ridmark, his eyes sweeping the circle. He saw no sign of Shadowbearer or anyone else. Yet someone was here, he was sure of it. Many footprints marked the grass and earth within the circle. 
“A few more hours, perhaps,” said Calliande. “Maybe even by dawn. It…”
“It is well you have come.”
The voice came from everywhere and nowhere. It was a strange, inhuman voice, a voice that sounded like two voices speaking in unison. One was the resonant, melodious voice of a high elven man, deeper and more musical than any human voice. The other was a hideous, nightmarish rasp, a voice produced by alien organs, a voice filled with hatred and rage beyond human understanding. 
The voice of Shadowbearer. 
Ridmark turned, and saw the high elven wizard standing between them and the altar. 
He had appeared out of nowhere. 
The high elf was tall, taller than Kharlacht, and wore a gleaming white shirt, black trousers, and black boots beneath a long black-trimmed red coat. The right side of his face had the angular, alien features of a high elf, though the skin was the gray of a corpse, black veins threading their way beneath the surface. The left side of his face was charred wreckage, an injury left by his duel against Calliande in Khald Azalar. A wound like that should have left Shadowbearer screaming in agony upon the ground, but he didn’t seem to notice it. The irises of his eyes were like quicksilver, like mercury, and Ridmark saw his distorted reflection in the ancient wizard’s eyes. 
His shadow prowled around him, slowly and silently, and it put Ridmark in mind of a hunting hound circling its master’s feet. 
“You think it is well that I have come, Tymandain?” said Calliande. She was fully the Keeper now, all calm confidence and assurance, her gaze unwavering as she stared at Shadowbearer. Ridmark wondered if she put on that poise consciously, or if she had acquired the habit without realizing it. “You may not think so once we are finished.” 
Shadowbearer smiled, his white teeth stark against the charred left side of his face. “I am certain of it, Calliande of Tarlion. You have a constant thorn in my side for centuries.” He raised his hands, gesturing around them. “Look at it. All of it. All of it is your work, Calliande. You should be here to see the end of it.” 
“Do not lay the blame for your crimes at my door,” said Calliande. 
“I was almost victorious,” said Shadowbearer. “Andomhaim would have fallen, and the Well would have been mine. Ardrhythain would not have been able to stop me.” His smile vanished, and Ridmark felt the hate pouring off the ancient wizard like a storm wind. “And then you intervened. Centuries of work, millennia of work, and you interfered. Your precious realm of Andomhaim interfered.” His smile returned, colder and harder. “So I destroyed your realm of Andomhaim. I sent the Eternalists and the Enlightened to eat it out from within like a cancer. I crushed your Order of the Vigilant, and watched them die as their fortress burned around them. All was ready, and I waited for you to awaken…”
“And then I came along,” said Ridmark. 
Shadowbearer’s quicksilver eyes turned to him, and Ridmark felt the full weight of his malice, of the hatred that suffused his shadow like a rag soaked with oil. 
“Yes,” hissed Shadowbearer. “Ridmark of the Arbanii. Do you know how much frustration you have caused me? I was hours away from final victory. Qazarl would have slain the Keeper upon this altar, and the gate would have opened. Then you had to interfere! Blundering into matters of which you had no understanding, so ignorant that you went to Urd Morlemoch in search of wisdom! By rights you should be dead. By rights you should have been dead a hundred times over! Yet you persisted! You are a flea, a gnat, and you have caused me a thousand times more trouble than I would have thought possible.” He looked back at Calliande. “Both of you. That is why I am glad you are here. You will see that you have failed, and then, at long last, I shall take immense satisfaction in killing you both.” 
“No,” said Calliande. “This ends today, Tymandain Shadowbearer. You should have gone back into the shadows. To open the gate, you have exposed yourself, and I mean to end your evil, now and forevermore.”
“No,” said Shadowbearer. “The gate will open, and the Frostborn will come forth and destroy Andomhaim. You will be dead by then, of course. Consider it a small act of mercy. I will…”
“Why?” said Ridmark. 
Shadowbearer blinked. “What? You have interfered with my plans. For that I will kill you. I…”
“No,” said Ridmark. “I know that. Why do all of this? Why open the gates to other worlds and summon other kindreds here? Why teach the dark elves to do it? Why summon the Frostborn here? Why?” 
For a long moment Shadowbearer said nothing, his shadow circling around him faster and faster. Ridmark felt the full weight of the ancient creature’s malice, and a deeper chill went through him. Shadowbearer was ancient beyond his ability to comprehend. The Warden had spoken of a hundred thousand years of war, which meant Shadowbearer had been alive that long, plotting and scheming across all those centuries.
All those unfathomable millennia. 
“Freedom,” Shadowbearer hissed at last, the alien aspect of his voice growing sharper and louder. 
“Freedom?” said Ridmark. “Freedom from what?” 
“From the flesh,” said Shadowbearer. “From the prison of matter and the chains of temporality.” 
“Well,” said Morigna, trying to fill her voice with scorn and almost succeeding in masking the fear, “cut your own throat, and you will succeed and save us all a great deal of trouble.” 
“Freedom from matter,” said Shadowbearer. “Freedom from time. Freedom from the prison that is reality.” 
“What does that mean?” said Ridmark.
“You are incapable of understanding,” said Shadowbearer. “No more than the rabbit understands when the farmer plows over his burrow. All you need to understand is that it means your death.” 
“Bold words, creature,” said Constantine. “Can you back them up?” 
Shadowbearer smiled. “Easily. Come!” 
He gestured, and shadows swirled around him, revealing three figures. 
The first was Mournacht himself. The huge orc looked as he had outside the walls of Dun Licinia, his chest and arms shining with glyphs of bloody fire. Except that his eyes had filled with the shadows of the void, and shadows wrapped and danced around the blades of his massive axe. His expression was somewhere between ecstasy and agony, and the shadows cloaking his axe twitched and flickered in time with his expression. 
The Weaver and Imaria Licinius stood behind Mournacht. The Weaver had resumed the form of the white-robed old man, his kindly face serene. Imaria stared at Ridmark, her green eyes bright with madness, a strange smile tugging at her lips. 
“Gray Knight,” growled Mournacht. “Come to die at last.”
“In the name of Mhor, I assume?” said Ridmark. 
“I have seen the truth,” said Mournacht, and Ridmark heard the madness in the orcish warlord’s voice. “There is no Mhor. There are no gods. There is only the howling void that shall devour all things. I am a prophet of the void, and I shall feed you and your friends into the void. How it shall feast!” 
“Ah,” murmured Shadowbearer. “It seems I increased his power beyond what his will could handle. His mind has quite snapped, I am afraid. Still, he is more than capable of killing you all.”
“Sister,” said Constantine. “I beg of you, sister, turn aside from this course of madness.”
Imaria laughed at him. “My dear Constantine, my dear fool. Blindly following the lies of our father. If you love me so, kill Ridmark Arban and avenge Aelia.”
“Ridmark did not kill Aelia!” said Constantine.
“Then you defend him,” sneered Imaria. “You, too, deserve death, dearest brother. Die with Ridmark Arban, and die with Andomhaim. For both shall die today.” She looked at Morigna and laughed. “Perhaps I will kill you first and make him watch.”
“You failed in Dun Licinia,” spat Morigna. “One fails to see why you will succeed here.”
“Because I am here,” said Shadowbearer, “and you shall not overcome me.” He lifted his hands, and shadows seemed to fill his palms, rising from the black veins threading beneath his skin. “Because this is the end of the Keeper, the end of the Gray Knight, the end of his ragged little band of misfits, the end of Andomhaim, and the end of this world itself. Kill them!”
Mournacht roared an incoherent cry of rage and charged forward, lifting his huge axe. The Weaver exploded into a maze of black threads, changing into the form of the giant urhaalgar, all spikes and black scales and jagged claws. Imaria gestured and vanished in a swirl of darkness, while Shadowbearer began casting a spell, blue fire and shadow writhing in his hands to form a killing blast. 
Calliande began a spell of her own, as did Antenora and Morigna.
Ridmark raised his staff and ran to meet Mournacht and the Weaver, Kharlacht, Caius, and the Swordbearers following him.



Chapter 21: Enlightenment
 
Calliande slammed her staff against the ground, calling the power of the Keeper to her.
It was the only thing that saved her life. 
The full wrath of Shadowbearer’s magic slammed against her wards. It was magic as corrupt as rotten meat, as relentless as the void between the stars, and as unyielding as the mountains. Calliande had seen Ardrhythain, the last archmage of Cathair Solas, locked in battle against the mighty Warden of Urd Morlemoch, both of them wielding spells of power strong enough to shatter hills and rend plains. Shadowbearer was their match in skill and power, and the howling shadow of Incariel made his spells all the stronger. 
But Calliande bore the mantle of the Keeper, the ancient magic of old Earth, and no power of Andomhaim could stand against it, not even the shadow of Incariel. Shadowbearer’s spell broke against the power of the Keeper that infused her magic. Calliande was already casting, leveling her hand to unleash a blast of elemental flame charged with the Keeper’s power. Just as Shadowbearer’s power shattered against her wards, so too were Shadowbearer’s wards unable to withstand the strength of the Keeper’s magic. 
Though that hardly meant Shadowbearer was defenseless. 
In Khald Azalar, he had gripped stone tables and benches and even corpses in bands of invisible force, pulling them between him and Calliande’s spells. Only Morigna’s ability to bend stone had allowed Calliande to strike Shadowbearer, hitting him with the blast of fire that had turned the left side of his face to charred ruin. She expected him to do something similar now. 
Instead, he disappeared in a swirl of shadow and blue fire, and Calliande’s spell struck the ground, setting the grass aflame.
Had he turned invisible and moved? No – even if he had cloaked himself in shadow as the dvargir did, Calliande’s Sight would have detected him. That meant…
The answer came to her, and Calliande spun to see Shadowbearer standing behind her, grinning as he cast another spell. 
He had traveled through magic, similar to Mara’s ability. Imaria had demonstrated a similar power during the fighting in Dun Licinia. In Khald Azalar, when he held the empty soulstone, Shadowbearer had been unable to travel through magic. The immense power of the soulstone acted an anchor, preventing him from using spells to travel from place to place. 
But with the soulstone upon the altar, Shadowbearer no longer had any such limitations.
Frantic, Calliande called power to herself. A fresh ward snarled to life around her as Shadowbearer struck, his magic hammering against her defensive spells. Both Antenora and Morigna attacked, throwing a sphere of fire and a wave of acidic mist at Shadowbearer. The spells crumpled against his wards, the fire winking out, the mist dissolving into nothingness. Calliande sent the Well’s fire hurtling at Shadowbearer, and again the corrupted wizard vanished. 
Shadow swirled next to one of the glowing menhirs, and Imaria Licinius reappeared. She raised her hands over her head, and her shadow whirled around her like a discus. It rose up, expanding like a wave, and fell over Calliande and became the shadowy haze that had filled the keep of Dun Licinius. Antenora and Morigna staggered, the paralyzing haze draining their strength, but the staff of the Keeper blazed with fury in Calliande’s hand. Calliande worked another spell, a ring of white fire rolling around her to drive back the shadowy haze. Morigna and Antenora straightened up, casting their own spells at the traitorous Magistria. Roots erupted from the ground and lashed at Imaria, trying to hold her in place. Imaria’s shadow retreated to wrap around her, repelling Morigna’s roots. Antenora threw a cone of flame at Imaria, a rolling blast that widened as it traveled. Imaria’s green eyes narrowed, and she crossed her arms over her chest, and shadows tightened around her as she cast a warding spell. Antenora’s fire hit her, and the shadows drank the flame, thought they flickered and pulsed, collapsing beneath the fury of the elemental magic. 
Imaria staggered, and Calliande gathered power for another spell, one strong enough to punch through Imaria’s defenses and kill her. 
Then Shadowbearer reappeared before the altar, raising his hand to summon more magic. Calliande had no choice but to abandon her first spell and cast another ward as Imaria vanished yet again. Shadowbearer lifted his hand, and a ring of shadow and blue fire appeared around Calliande and the other two sorceresses, and as Shadowbearer closed his fist, the ring contracted, the fire and shadow rushing to consume them. Calliande thrust her staff, and white fire exploded in all directions, consuming Shadowbearer’s shrinking ring and unraveling his dark magic. She focused her power, throwing the white fire towards Shadowbearer, but the wizard had already vanished. 
“Calliande!” shouted Morigna. 
Calliande’s gaze snapped up. Imaria had reappeared atop of one of the menhirs, her white robe billowing around her as she cast another spell. More shadowy haze rolled from her hands, and again Calliande had to work a ward to deflect it. Morigna conjured a column of acidic mist around Imaria, but the Magistria vanished again before the spell could touch her. 
No sooner had Imaria disappeared than Shadowbearer reappeared again, this time outside of the standing circle. He unleashed a blast of shadow-wreathed blue fire, and a bolt of lightning screamed down from the sky overhead. Calliande again had no choice but to put all her power into a ward, unraveling the bolt of fire and deflecting the bolt of lightning to smash against one of the menhirs.
She started to attack, but Shadowbearer disappeared, even as Imaria reappeared behind the altar. Calliande could deflect every one of Shadowbearer’s attacks and tear through his wards…but she could not hit him. Worse, her strength and stamina were not infinite, and the last several days had been exhausting. Shadowbearer’s skill exceeded her own, and he would wear her down until she made a mistake. 
Then he could kill them all. 
Unless she had aid from the Swordbearers. 
Calliande risked a look in their direction, and saw Constantine and Arandar and Gavin locked in battle with the Weaver and Mournacht, Ridmark and Gavin and Caius and Kharlacht assisting. Perhaps if Calliande stunned the Weaver or Mournacht, one of the Swordbearers could distract Shadowbearer long enough for Calliande to land a telling blow.
Then Shadowbearer flung more dark fire at her, and Calliande had to defend.
 
###
 
Truthseeker howled with rage in Gavin’s hand. 
The dark power surrounding both the Weaver and Mournacht had unlocked the soulblade’s full potential. The soulstone in the base of the blade all but shone like the sun, and the metal of the sword had vanished in a swirling corona of white flame. Or perhaps it was the presence of Shadowbearer himself that had unleashed the soulblade’s wrath. If the history was true, if Caius had been right, then Shadowbearer was the ancient enemy of the high elves. Perhaps some of the high elves’ long enmity had been woven into the magic of the swords. 
The sword’s fury filled him, and Gavin knew that Truthseeker yearned to bury itself in Shadowbearer’s corrupted heart.
But Gavin could not aid Calliande in her ferocious duel of magic with Shadowbearer. 
The Weaver and Mournacht saw to that. 
Mournacht moved faster and hit harder than Gavin remembered from their fight in Khald Azalar. There the orcish warlord had been a whirlwind of savagery, swinging his great axe as if it weighed no more than a light branch. In the fighting before Dragonfall’s gates, he had cut his way through the Anathgrimm like a farmer harvesting wheat, every blow leaving a dead enemy in his wake, and his magic had been so strong that he had been able to stand against the Traveler.
Now, somehow, he was even stronger 
He fought against the three Swordbearers and held his own, his enormous axe moving back and forth in a blur of shadow and crimson fire. The shadows wrapping his axe flickered against the touch of the soulblades, but the white fire could not disperse them. It took all of Gavin’s speed and concentration to stay ahead of the Mhorite warlord’s attacks.
The Weaver did not help matters, either. 
The Weaver circled around the battle, attacking Ridmark and Caius and Kharlacht. Again and again Ridmark or Caius tried to attack Mournacht, or Kharlacht tried to bring his greatsword down for a blow, only for the Weaver to dart in and disrupt the attack. Worse, the Weaver kept changing forms, his body exploding into a spray of black threads and reweaving itself into a new shape. Sometimes he became the giant urhaalgar, moving with quickness and speed. Sometimes he became the hulking ursaar, his paws striking with the force of sledgehammer blows. Sometimes he became a kind of creature that Gavin had never seen before, a terrible mixture of serpent and wolf that moved with quicksilver swiftness. 
Calliande and Antenora and Morigna could not help. Shadowbearer and Imaria disappeared and reappeared faster than Gavin could follow, and the Keeper and the two sorceresses had their full attention dealing with the ancient wizard and his furious magic. If Gavin could distract Shadowbearer or Imaria, perhaps Calliande or Antenora could hit them with a blast of fire, but Gavin could not turn his attention from Mournacht for even a single second.
The Weaver lunged at him, wearing against the form of the giant urhaalgar, his gleaming black claws stabbing for Gavin’s throat. Gavin got his shield up to block, the black talons rasping against the dwarven steel, and drove his soulblade at the creature. The Weaver danced back, and Gavin started to pursue, hoping Truthseeker’s speed would let him land a hit.
“Gavin!” shouted Ridmark. 
Gavin turned as Mournacht shoved aside Kharlacht and lunged at him, the huge axe coming down. Gavin dodged, and the axe blurred perhaps an inch in front of his face, the blade burying itself in the ground between his feet. For a moment, Mournacht was off-balance, both hands gripping the handle of his weapon. Gavin slashed at Mournacht’s arm, hoping to take off one of the Mhorite warlord’s hands, but Mournacht’s right hand shot forward. His hand closed around Gavin’s wrist, and before he could break free Mournacht yanked him forward. At the last minute Gavin ducked his head, and the head butt that would have shattered his skull instead bounced off his forehead. It still sent a shocking wave of pain through Gavin’s neck and back, and he stumbled, reeling.
Mournacht ripped his axe free and raised it, preparing to split Gavin in two.
Ridmark’s staff bounced off Mournacht’s knee, staggering the Mhorite. Kharlacht and Caius attacked from the right and the left. Both the orcish warrior and the dwarven friar scored hits upon Mournacht, but their weapons did little damage, Mournacht’s magic healing the wounds almost at once. Mournacht roared in fury and whipped his axe around. Kharlacht managed to dodge the blow, but Caius was not so lucky.
The axe’s blade slammed into his chest. The blow should have split Caius in half, but the dark elven armor beneath his friar’s robes was proof against even the spell-enhanced steel of Mournacht’s axe. Nevertheless the strike flung Caius backwards into one of the menhirs, and the dwarf’s head bounced off the dark stone with an audible crack.
Caius fell in a heap to the ground and did not get up again. 
Kharlacht seized the moment as Mournacht regained his balance, slashing his greatsword as Ridmark attacked from the left, Arandar and Constantine trying to circle behind Mournacht. Kharlacht slashed his greatsword as Mournacht dodged Ridmark’s staff, and the greatsword skidded down Mournacht’s ribs, the blade of dark elven steel opening a gash across the Mhorite’s chest. Mournacht snarled and released one hand from the haft of his axe, the wound on his chest shrinking, and pointed at Kharlacht. 
Crimson fire snapped from his fingers. Kharlacht started to dodge, but the spell clipped him on the side. The raw power of Mournacht’s magic spun him into the air, and Kharlacht struck one of the menhirs and bounced off, falling in a limp heap to the ground. 
At last Gavin recovered his balance, blood dripping into his eyes, and charged at Mournacht with the other two Swordbearers. Mournacht slammed the end of his axe against the ground, and a ring of crimson fire erupted from him. Gavin lifted Truthseeker and called upon the sword’s power, and a white shell of light shimmered into existence around him as the fire rolled past, the sword’s magic repelling Mournacht’s attack. The fire winked out, and Gavin started to attack.
But Mournacht was already on him. 
The Mhorite seized Gavin’s throat and lifted him high, his iron fingers sinking like spikes into Gavin’s neck. Gavin tried to strike with Truthseeker, but Mournacht flung him as if he weighed nothing. Gavin soared through the air and landed against the ground.
He felt bone snap, something exploded inside his head, and everything went black. 
 
###
 
The temptation to use the stolen dark magic was nearly overwhelming.
Morigna kept that temptation in check. Almost certainly if she used the dark magic again, Shadowbearer and Imaria would find a way to exploit it. Not that Shadowbearer needed any additional advantages.
He was winning.
He was too fast, disappearing and reappearing all over the circle in the blink of an eye, and Calliande could never strike him with her spells. Morigna had cast spell after spell, and Antenora’s blasts of flame had burned away all the grass within the circle, small fires crackling here and there, but neither fire magic nor earth magic had touched Shadowbearer. Nor had it reached Imaria. The traitorous Magistria did not have Shadowbearer’s powerful wards, but she too could travel through the shadow of Incariel, and she would not stay still long enough for any of Morigna’s spells to reach her. 
Calliande was visibly exhausted, her arms trembling, her blue eyes bloodshot as she cast spell after spell. By contrast, Shadowbearer seemed to have no limit to his stamina. The hideous burns across his face should have left him too crippled by pain to function, yet he didn’t seem to feel the pain.
Or he felt the pain, and simply did not care. 
Imaria reappeared next to the altar, throwing out her hands and sending a cone of hazy shadow towards them. Again Calliande had to stop and cast a warding spell, the white fire driving back the haze of the shadow. That stole her strength for a vital instant, slowing her long enough to keep her from attacking Shadowbearer. 
Morigna risked a glance at Mournacht, cursing her uselessness. Caius, Kharlacht, and Gavin were all down, and she could not tell if they were stunned and dead. Ridmark, Constantine Licinius, and Arandar continued fighting Mournacht and the Weaver. Arandar had been wounded on the temple and shoulder, blood trickling down his armor, though he had not slowed. The Weaver flowed around them like a shadow, shifting form again and again and keeping the Swordbearers from focusing their attention upon Mournacht. 
They were losing, and Morigna could do nothing to stop it. Her magic was simply not powerful enough. All her life she had sought power, and at the moment of final crisis, she was not strong enough. 
Which was darkly amusing, because Morigna knew she possessed greater physical strength than Imaria. She was taller than Imaria, and had spent years living alone in the Wilderland, hunting and fishing for her food. Once she had gotten her hands on Imaria in Dun Licinia’s keep, it had been easy to overpower the traitorous Magistria. 
But there was no good way to exploit that strength. Imaria’s magic let her travel too fast, and nothing Morigna could do would slow her down. The shadows protected her from the mists Morigna could conjure, and she traveled away before Morigna could fold the earth beneath her feet. She carried nothing of wood that Morigna could control, and when Morigna commanded the roots to entangle her, the shadows broke that spell after the briefest moment. 
A moment…
Morigna blinked as an idea came to her.
Perhaps the briefest moment would be enough to defeat both Imaria and the Weaver. 
Imaria was transporting herself in a loose circle about Calliande, Morigna, and Antenora. She was clever enough to never reappear in the exact same place twice, but there was a definite pattern to her movements. If she was close enough to the Weaver when she reappeared…
“Antenora,” said Morigna in a low voice as power snarled back and forth between Calliande and Shadowbearer. “When I cast my next spell, attack the Weaver with as much power as you can muster.”
Antenora shook her head, her staff burning like a torch in her right hand. “He moves too quickly. I cannot hit him.”
“I think this will slow him down,” said Morigna, gripping her staff as Imaria vanished once again. “Be ready.”
She waited for a few heartbeats, her muscles tight. Ridmark and Constantine and Arandar wheeled around Mournacht, the Weaver circling them. Constantine attacked Mournacht, but the Mhorite shaman parried the swing and shoved. The Swordbearer staggered back and the Weaver struck, his talons reaching for Constantine’s throat. Constantine managed to dodge, but the Weaver’s talons ripped down his right leg, opening it to the bone. Constantine fell, his wounded leg giving out beneath him, and landed hard upon his back. The Weaver jumped after him, rising up to land the killing blow.
Right about them, Imaria reappeared, starting to cast another spell.
She was standing only three or four yards from the Weaver. 
“Now!” shouted Morigna, calling her own magic. 
She threw all the power she could gather into the spell, channeling it through her staff and reaching into the ground. Instead of calling forth a few large roots, she summoned as many as she could, and dozens of thin roots burst from the ground, reaching up to entangle Imaria and the Weaver. The Weaver staggered for a half step, pulling free of the entangling roots, and Imaria scowled, and for an instant her attention turned to the roots. 
That instant gave Morigna time to cast another spell. 
She folded the earth, but this time she rippled the ground beneath her own boots. The motion drove her forward, and she managed to keep her balance atop the heaving ground, like a boat riding a wave towards shore. Imaria looked up, her green eyes widening, and began another spell. 
Before she finished, Morigna drew back her staff and swung it the way that she had Ridmark do countless times before.
Ridmark was better at it, but Morigna’s aim was true. The tip of her staff caught Imaria across the chin, and the Magistria’s head snapped backwards. She spun around, tripped over the hem of her robe, and stumbled. 
Morigna slammed into Imaria. Her momentum drove Imaria backwards, and they both fell to the ground, the impact bouncing the staff from Morigna’s hands. Imaria snarled and started to cast a spell, shadows gathering around the hands that clutched at Morigna’s arm.
So Morigna punched her in the face. 
To judge from the shocked expression, no one had ever punched Imaria before. 
Imaria squawked and began her spell again, and Morigna heaved herself up, her knees pinning Imaria’s arms in place, seized Imaria’s neck, and began to choke her while slamming the back of her head against the ground. Imaria’s face darkened as she struggled for breath, her hands clawing at Morigna. Yet Morigna was the stronger, and she held Imaria in place as the Magistria struggled and clawed, her face growing darker and her eyes wider. 
Brilliant fire flashed past them, and Antenora’s blast of flame slammed into the Weaver as he pulled free from the roots. Morigna glimpsed the Weaver staggering, the fire chewing into him, and his form erupted into thousands of black threads.
Constantine staggered to his feet and half-stabbed, half-fell at the Weaver’s altering form. The soulblade ripped into the mass of black threads, and the burning blade severed thousands of them at once. The whole mass jerked backwards, reforming itself into the form of the white-robed old man. This time that Weaver looked gaunt and ragged, his blue eyes wild, his face almost gray with shock and pain. Constantine staggered after him, Brightherald waving in his hand, and the Weaver retreated.
For the first time, there was a hint of fear upon his face. 
The Weaver dissolved into strands of shadow again, reforming into a nightmarish winged creature. He leaped into the air, wings beating, and vanished away to the south. Constantine staggered one more step and collapsed, lying upon his face. 
Imaria gagged, and Morigna forced her thumbs into the woman’s throat. Just a little more, just a little more, and Imaria would not get up again. Then Morigna could aid Ridmark, and…
Imaria’s back arched, her whole body heaving, and shadows erupted from her in all directions. The shadows sank into Morigna, a horrible chill spreading through her. Then her hands slapped against the ground as the shadows swirled around her. 
Imaria had traveled away, but the shadows still chewed at Morigna. 
She tried to rise, but unconsciousness took her. 
 
###
 
Thunder boomed and flames howled as Calliande and Shadowbearer continued their furious duel. 
Ridmark could not spare a thought for that.
Constantine, Gavin, Kharlacht, and Caius had all fallen, dead or stunned or wounded. Fury drove Ridmark on despite the grating exhaustion in his limbs, his staff flying in his hands, the sigils glowing as they reacted the shadows gathered within Mournacht. Arandar still fought on, bleeding from a dozen minor hits, Heartwarden a brand of white fire in his hand. Morigna lay motionless upon the burned grass, her staff a few inches from her outstretched hand. Ridmark could not tell if she was alive or dead. 
If she was dead, he would make Imaria pay, no matter how long it took or how much it cost. Though he dared not turn any of his attention from Mournacht. 
If Morigna was dead, Ridmark might join her soon enough. 
“This is the end, Gray Knight!” roared Mournacht. “The void shall claim you. How I have looked forward to seeing you die in agony!”
“Then why?” said Ridmark, watching the towering warlord and trying to catch his breath, sweat burning in his eyes. “Then why am I still alive? Can you do anything other than boast of my death?”
In answer Mournacht pointed his axe at him, crimson fire surging down its length. 
Ridmark had expected the attack and he threw himself to the charred ground, the blast of blood sorcery hurtling over his head. He rolled to his feet, staying ahead of Mournacht’s next attack, and dodged again. From the corner of his eye, he saw the bolt of bloody fire shoot past the altar, no doubt to fizzle out against one of the menhirs or the slope of the Black Mountain itself. 
Instead, the spell veered to the left, pulled towards the altar and the soulstone upon its surface. The crimson fire vanished into the pillar of blue flame.
As if the mighty spell powering the opening gate had sucked in the dark magic for itself.
Calliande had said that her Sight did not work properly here due to the vortex of dark magic snarling around the circle of menhirs. Did that mean it would drain away any dark magic that came near the altar?
What if something of dark magic actually touched the altar?
An idea came to Ridmark.
“Arandar!” said Ridmark, and the bleeding, battered Swordbearer looked at him. “Altar!” 
Arandar looked at Mournacht, at Ridmark, and then understanding went through his eyes. He nodded, raised Heartwarden, and charged at Mournacht, his soulblade flying through a masterful display of sword work. Mournacht parried the Swordbearer’s attacks, and Ridmark struck, whipping his staff at Mournacht’s legs and arms. Mournacht snarled and drew back his hand for another spell, a blast of shadow-wreathed crimson fire bursting from his fingers. Ridmark stepped behind Arandar, and the older man raised Heartwarden, the soulblade’s fury deflecting the dark magic. Ridmark kept moving, and this time his staff connected with Mournacht’s forehead, snapping the orcish warlord’s head back. Mournacht stumbled, and Arandar attacked, hammering at Mournacht’s chest with heavy strokes. His third attack connected, and Heartwarden tore a smoking gash across the orc’s ribs, a gash that did not heal as fast as the other wounds Mournacht had taken. 
Mournacht bellowed in fury, and in answer to the attack he simply punched Arandar in the head.
Arandar’s head snapped to the left, accompanied by the sound of collapsing metal. The Swordbearer fell to the ground, a massive dent into the left side of his helmet. Ridmark did not know if the blow had killed Arandar or not. 
There was no time to find out. Their attack had driven Mournacht within a few feet of the altar. Ridmark sidestepped, driving his staff across the back of Mournacht’s knees. The staff bounced from his hands with the force of the blow, but Mournacht stumbled closer to Ridmark.
The warlord raised his axe to end the fight, and Ridmark threw himself at Mournacht, his shoulder slamming into the Chosen of Mhor’s stomach. He heard the breath explode from Mournacht’s lungs, and Mournacht fell backwards. 
Right against the side of the altar. 
Mournacht screamed, the shadows ripping from him to sink into the altar, the glyphs of fire upon his chest and arms dimming as the great spell sucked away his power. Pain exploded through Ridmark as the barest edge of the blue fire touched him, and he rocked back, trying not to scream. 
Yet his hands remained steady, and he yanked the dwarven war axe from his belt and brought it down with all his strength. 
The blade struck Mournacht’s forehead and sank deep into his skull.
Mournacht, the warlord of Kothluusk and the Chosen of Mhor, slumped lifeless against the side of the altar, his black eyes wide with horror, Ridmark’s axe jutting from his head.
Ridmark stumbled back, breathing hard, and looked around for his staff. 
But it was too late.
They had lost. 
Both Imaria and the Weaver had fled, but Kharlacht, Caius, Gavin, Arandar, and Constantine were all motionless upon the ground. Morigna lay about twelve yards away. Ridmark saw that she was still breathing, at least for now, but he did not know how badly she had been hurt. Antenora lay slumped against one of the menhirs, and to judge from the peculiar angle of her arms and legs, Shadowbearer’s magic had flung against the dark stone with enough force to shatter her bones. 
Calliande was on her knees, leaning against her staff as she trembled. She was trying to rise, trying to work another spell, but Ridmark saw that she had reached the uttermost limits of her strength. He suspected it took all her will to remain upon her knees, to keep from falling over.
Shadowbearer strolled towards her, a wide smile on his damaged face. Blue fire and shadow burst from his outstretched hand, smashing into the pale white light of the ward around Calliande. She growled and tried to stand, but the white light failed, the ward collapsing.
Calliande slumped forward, her body trembling, her forehead resting against the staff.
She was beaten.
“Ah,” said Shadowbearer with profound satisfaction. “At last.”
Blue fire gathered around his hand for the killing spell. 
“Shadowbearer!” shouted Ridmark, hoping to distract him.
The quicksilver eyes turned towards him, and Shadowbearer’s smile widened. 
Ridmark’s axe was buried in Mournacht’s skull, and his staff lay upon the ground. Not that it mattered, since neither weapon could harm Shadowbearer. Nor did Ridmark have any way of protecting himself from Shadowbearer’s killing magic. The staff might have stopped the shadows from paralyzing Ridmark, but it would not stop Shadowbearer from burning him to ashes. 
He had only one option left, only one choice, and it would mean his death. 
Ridmark stooped over Arandar’s prone form, gripped Heartwarden’s hilt, and lifted the soulblade.



Chapter 22: One Hundred Thousand Years Of War
 
For a moment nothing happened. 
Arandar had changed the leather wrap around the soulblade’s hilt, but otherwise Heartwarden felt the same, exactly the same, as it had when Ridmark had last carried it five years ago. It felt the same as it had when he had driven the blade through Gothalinzur’s heart, as when he had struck down Mhalek in the great hall of Castra Marcaine.
As it had on the day Aelia had died. 
Shadowbearer stared at him, the intact side of his face tight with astonishment. 
Then pain exploded through Ridmark, pain unlike any he had ever known. 
He screamed, the agony erupting through his head and spreading down him like a sheet of molten metal, Heartwarden letting out a furious chiming sound. The remnants of his previous bond with the soulblade remained, and he felt the weapon in his hand, felt its magic waiting to be called.
Except his bond with the sword had been severed, and Heartwarden rejected him.
The rejection took the form of pain, endless pain, and it took everything Ridmark had not to fall in a boneless pile to the ground. It was as if the headache he felt every time Arandar used Heartwarden had been multiplied a thousand times and spread through every particle of his body. 
He felt moisture on his face, and realized that he was bleeding from his nose and mouth, and probably his ears as well. 
Ridmark forced himself to take a step towards Shadowbearer, and then another. He wobbled like a drunk, fighting to make his muscles obey.
Shadowbearer was laughing at him. 
 
###
 
Calliande cursed herself, trying to gather her reeling thoughts together to cast a spell.
She could not. She had reached the limits of her strength. Just as a knight finally became too exhausted to lift his sword for another stroke, so too had Calliande spent the last of her stamina. If she could just rest for a few moments, she could gather enough power for a spell.
She didn’t have a few minutes. 
She could barely stay upright. If not for the staff, she would have collapsed.
Calliande could do nothing as Ridmark clutched Heartwarden in his right fist, blood dripping from his nose and ears, the sword’s fire snarling at him. With the Sight Calliande saw the soulblade’s rage, its fury as it attacked Ridmark through his broken bond. The pain should have left him sprawled in a prone heap.
Yet he lurched forward, step by determined step, the sword weaving back and forth as he tried to lift it. 
“This is marvelous,” said Shadowbearer in his double voice, malicious glee filling his words. “Utterly marvelous.” His shadow slithered around him like a restless serpent. “For a moment I thought you might do it, that you might actually be able to pick up that soulblade and force it to yield. But it has rejected you, hasn’t it? Utterly and completely. You could pick up one of the other soulblades, of course, but they would sense the broken bond and reject you as well. It’s as if they see the coward’s brand upon your face.”
Ridmark said nothing, plodding towards Shadowbearer, his features a rictus of pain and concentration. 
“There is no need for me to kill you,” said Shadowbearer. “The pain is going to stop your heart sooner or later, probably sooner. Maybe even before I finish this sentence.” He looked at Calliande, the black veins beneath his grayish skin seeming to writhe and pulse. “You can watch, my lady Keeper. One final gift to you. My final repayment for the centuries of my wasted time. You can watch as your precious Gray Knight dies in front of you.”
Calliande growled and tried to work a spell, and nearly passed out for her efforts. 
“Watching you die, Gray Knight,” said Shadowbearer, “will give me immense satisfaction. Look at you. No magic, no soulblade, no armies, no noble title. You are an ape with a stick! Everything worked perfectly, and then you bungled into my plans. You should have died at Moraime. You should have died at the Iron Tower, at Urd Morlemoch, at Khald Azalar!” He let out a long sigh. “But you shall know your failure profoundly before you die. Perhaps I’ll kill your precious Keeper in front of you and let your heart give out. You went to such lengths to save her, and all of it wasted! Or maybe your concubine from the Wilderland? Perhaps I’ll kill them both!”
He laughed, long and loud and delighted, and sound of his double voice’s amusement was hideous. Ridmark did not answer, did not retort.
He just kept staggering forward, like a man struggling under a heavy burden.
“And still you do not give up!” said Shadowbearer. “The implacable Gray Knight! How marvelous you are. If bound you in chains that would take ten thousand years to break, you would not despair. You would pick up a chisel and start scraping. Come on, then.” He spread his arms, his red coat rippling in the wind spinning around the altar. “Come to me, Gray Knight, and strike me down.” 
Ridmark kept going, raising Heartwarden for a shaky blow. Still Shadowbearer did not move. For a wild instant Calliande thought Ridmark would succeed, that Shadowbearer had become too confident, that Heartwarden would strike home. 
But Shadowbearer disappeared in a swirl of blue fire and shadow, and Heartwarden passed through the empty air to strike ground. Ridmark almost fell over, leaning on the sword like a cane, both hands grasping the hilt, and pushed himself upright. 
Shadowbearer reappeared a dozen yards away, his laughter ringing out.
Despair filled Calliande. 
She had failed, utterly failed. The sacrifice of the Order of the Vigilant had been for nothing. It all had been for nothing. Shadowbearer had triumphed, and she could do nothing to stop him. Only Shadowbearer’s wish to amuse himself had kept him from killing her. 
Again and again she fought to summon power, but her exhausted mind refused to obey. 
 
###
 
Ridmark turned, his heartbeat a thundering drum, every step filling him fresh pain. His heartbeat, part of his reeling mind noticed, was getting faster. Shadowbearer had said his heart would give out from the pain, and that seemed imminent.
The thought didn’t daunt Ridmark. At least it meant the pain would stop. 
“Come on, Gray Knight,” said Shadowbearer, spreading his arms again. “Strike me down. Surely you can do it! You slew Mournacht and Paul Tallmane and Coriolus. Surely the mighty Gray Knight can defeat me as well!” 
Ridmark stumbled towards him, knowing Shadowbearer’s game. The corrupted wizard would taunt him, traveling back and forth across the circle until Ridmark’s strength gave out. Or if Ridmark put down Heartwarden and picked up another weapon, Shadowbearer would simply kill him and Calliande on the spot. Shadowbearer had spent the entire battle flicking back and forth across the circle, but showed no signs of weariness. Though he had not used that tactic in Khald Azalar…
Ridmark blinked, sweat and blood pouring down his face as Shadowbearer laughed and laughed. 
Shadowbearer had not used that traveling spell in Khald Azalar because he could not. The empty soulstone had anchored him in place. That soulstone now sat upon the altar, channeling the immense energies that would become the world gate. 
But Ridmark had another one.
His shaking left hand dropped to his belt, to the leather pouch that hung there. 
“Come and die, Gray Knight,” said Shadowbearer. “Come and die, and I shall have my freedom.”
“Freedom?” said Ridmark, his voice an unrecognizable rasp. 
He kept lurching towards Shadowbearer, and yanked the pouch from his belt as he did so, the object within heavy against his trembling fingers. Shadowbearer did not notice. More likely, he did not care. Likely he thought that Ridmark had torn the pouch from his belt in his dying spasms. 
“More freedom than you can possibly understand,” said Shadowbearer, the alien half of his voice mad with rage. “Freedom from this wretched world. Freedom from the constraints of mere matter. Not that you can understand it, and even if you could, you would not live to see it.” Again he spread his arms, the long red coat billowing around him like wings made of blood. “You failed your wife. You failed the Keeper, you failed your lover, and you have now failed your realm and your kindred. Come and strike me down, Gray Knight, and fail one final time.” 
Ridmark kept plodding towards Shadowbearer, gathering his strength for what he needed to do. He had only one chance to get this right. He tried to gauge the distance, attempting to concentrate through the agony filling his mind. He had been three yards from Shadowbearer the last time his enemy had traveled away. Right now he was no more than six yards from Shadowbearer, the wizard’s quicksilver eyes filled with contemptuous mockery. 
Five yards. 
Four yards. 
Heartwarden screamed its fury in Ridmark’s veins. 
Shadowbearer gestured, blue fire gathering in his right hand as he started to travel away. 
Ridmark threw the pouch at him. 
Shadowbearer’s free hand snapped up and caught the pouch. “Throwing coins?” he said, laughing again. “A pathetic end to a pathetic man. It…”
His mockery dissolved into a frown, his eyes narrowing at the pouch. 
Ridmark threw himself at Shadowbearer with an incoherent cry, raising Heartwarden high.
Shadowbearer sneered at him and started to travel away, blue fire and shadow swirling around him.
Only for the spell to collapse against the weight of the rough soulstone Shadowbearer held in his left hand. 
Shadowbearer’s eyes widened as he realized what had happened, and his right hand came up, killing fire filling his fingers.
But it was too late. 
Ridmark drove Heartwarden with all his anger and fear and failing strength behind it, and the blade slashed down, ripping through Shadowbearer’s shoulder. Shadowbearer stumbled with a scream, white fire erupting from the soulblade to sink into his flesh. Ridmark wrenched Heartwarden free, the ghastly wound he had carved into Shadowbearer sizzling and blackening. Shadowbearer’s two-part voice broke apart, his elven voice bellowing threats, the alien snarl simply howling in pain and rage. Blue fire swirled around his hands as he summoned dark magic, so much that the air around him bled shadows.
Heartwarden shone like molten metal as Ridmark drove the sword forward. 
The soulblade plunged into Shadowbearer’s chest and found his heart. 
Shadowbearer threw back his head and screamed, and the shadows exploded from him, erupting in all directions from his flesh. More shadows exploded from his mouth, shooting into the air like a geyser, and they burst from the black veins beneath his skin. The shadows rose overhead, seeming to take the shape of…some immense creature. A dragon, a serpent, a monstrosity like an urvuul or a malophage, Ridmark could not have said. He felt the huge shadow regarding him, felt its malice, hatred beyond the capacity of a human mind to understand. 
Then the huge shadow hurtled away to the south, vanishing from sight. 
Shadowbearer screamed again, and the leather bag clutched in his hand burned away. The rough soulstone burned like a blue sun. His dark magic was draining into it, Ridmark realized, filling it up like a reservoir. 
And Shadowbearer possessed more dark magic than the reservoir could hold.
The rough soulstone screamed and then exploded. Heartwarden’s hilt ripped from Ridmark’s grasp, and he hurtled backwards, hit the ground, and then knew no more.



Chapter 23: Work To Be Done
 
A long, long time later, Ridmark’s mind swam back to consciousness. 
He felt terrible. 
After a moment he managed to get his eyes open. 
It was dark, well past sundown. Ridmark saw three of the thirteen moons shining overhead, throwing pale silvery-blue light over the circle and the darkened menhirs…
The darkened menhirs? 
Ridmark blinked, started to sit up, and fell back to the ground.
“You probably shouldn’t sit up for a while,” said a tired, familiar voice.
Gavin knelt next to him, Truthseeker’s point grounded in the earth. The young Swordbearer leaned upon the soulblade like cane, and looked almost as tired as Ridmark felt. His free hand was on Ridmark’s shoulder, and he felt the familiar cold, icy touch of healing magic. It was not as powerful as Calliande’s magic, but given that Ridmark should have been dead, he was not going to complain. 
“What happened?” said Ridmark.
“I think,” said Gavin, “I think we won.”
There was a flash of white light off to the side.
“Calliande?” said Ridmark. 
“Alive,” said Gavin. “And all the others, too. If barely. She’s healing them.” He shook his head. “She ought to be resting, but…well, if she never listens to you, she certainly won’t listen to me.” 
“How are we still alive?” said Ridmark. “I thought Mournacht had killed you.”
“He almost did,” said Gavin. “I blacked out for a while. When I woke up…everything hurt, and I couldn’t have stood up. So I used Truthseeker’s power to heal myself. Slowly, the way soulblades do.” Ridmark nodded. “I thought…I thought if I laid still and recovered long enough, I would get my strength back, and maybe I could take Shadowbearer off guard.” He shook his head. “But you killed him first.”
“He’s dead, then?” said Ridmark, the cold healing magic spreading through him. 
“He’s a burned corpse with a soulblade stuck in his chest,” said Gavin. “I suppose he could be deader, but it’s hard to see how.” 
Ridmark had to see for himself. He sat up, ignoring Gavin’s protests, and looked around. Calliande stood further around the circle, her face drawn and haggard, white light flaring around her hands as she bent over Kharlacht. Antenora limped next to her. Evidently even Shadowbearer’s battering had failed to kill the long-lived sorceress. Caius and Constantine stood next to the altar, gazing at something. Mournacht’s corpse still slumped against the altar, the dwarven axe embedded in his skull. 
The altar…
The altar was dark. The menhirs had stopped glowing.
“The gate?” said Ridmark.
“Collapsed,” said Gavin. “Calliande thinks part of Shadowbearer’s will held the spell in place, even while he fought us. When you killed him, the spell fell apart.”
“Morigna,” said Ridmark, fresh fear rising up within him. “Where is…”
Someone slammed into him, and warm arms wrapped around him.
“I am here,” said Morigna. Like everyone else, she looked exhausted, but she was alive. 
“I thought Imaria killed you,” said Ridmark. 
Morigna smirked at him. “She tried. She could not quite manage it, the poor dear. She might have something of a headache.” 
Ridmark started to stand, and Gavin and Morigna helped him up. Antenora helped Kharlacht to stand, which was a bit like watching a pony help a warhorse regain its feet. Ridmark moved towards the altar, taking slow, careful steps. Arandar lay where he had fallen, his helmet off, a massive purple bruise covering the left side of his face. 
“He needs healing,” said Ridmark. “His head…”
“Calliande already healed him,” said Morigna. “He will have to sleep the rest of it off.”
Caius and Constantine turned, Constantine wincing a little. Ridmark saw the garish wound on his right leg. Calliande had healed it, and Brightherald was still healing Constantine, but it still looked painful. 
“Gray Knight,” said Caius. “When Sir Arandar awakens, you ought to have him contact the Dux Kors of Durandis. There is a colossal bounty for the death of Mournacht of Kothluusk.”
“Arandar can have it,” said Ridmark. “Give his daughter a fine dowry.” He reached out, gripped the axe’s haft, and wrenched it free from Mournacht’s skull.
That made a mess. 
He cleaned the axe upon the grass and looked upon the corpse of Shadowbearer. 
It seemed so…small, even though the corrupted high elf had been seven feet tall. The explosion of the rough soulstone had left his face and chest a charred ruin, the ragged remnants of his coat hanging from his frame. Even in the blackened ruin of his death, Shadowbearer’s features were still twisted with fury. 
Heartwarden rose from the center of chest, glimmering with white fire. 
“You killed him,” said Caius. He sounded dazed. “The bearer of shadows. He is a dark legend among the khaldari, too…and you killed him.” 
Ridmark shook his head. “I got lucky.” 
“Think of all the lives he has destroyed,” said Caius, gazing at the dead high elf. “All the men and women and children he has murdered, all the orphans and widows he has made, all the ruin and despair he has wrought for millennia. All of it met with retribution on this night. The wheels of God’s justice may grind slow, but they grind indeed.” Caius looked up. “When we met, I followed you because I thought God had ordained you for great events, but something like this…no, I never thought.” 
“The rough soulstone,” said Morigna. “That was clever. How did you know?”
“I didn’t,” said Ridmark. “I knew he couldn’t travel while holding the larger soulstone. I hoped it would work with the rough one.”
“Just as well that I carried the wretched thing with us from Urd Morlemoch,” said Morigna. 
“And to lift that blade,” said Constantine, looking at Heartwarden’s glowing shape. “A broken bond like that…that should have killed you. I haven’t carried Truthseeker that long, but breaking the bond would feel like death…”
“I was lucky,” said Ridmark again.
“It seems,” said Caius, “that you made your own luck.”
“He should have won,” said Ridmark. “He could have killed us all. He should have killed us all. If he had not stopped to indulge his taste for cruelty…it seems he failed to learn the lesson of the Warden and the Traveler.” 
“He was undone by his pride,” said Caius. “A lesson for us all.”
“Please,” said Morigna. “This is not the time for another sermon.” Yet there was no malice in her words. Likely she was too tired. 
“Ridmark.”
Calliande walked towards them, leaning upon the staff of the Keeper, Kharlacht and Antenora limping behind her. 
“You’re alive,” said Ridmark.
“I thought we had failed,” said Calliande. “I thought that all was lost. I…” She shook her head, tears in her blue eyes. “Thank you.” 
“I promised to see you to the end of this,” said Ridmark.
“So you did,” said Calliande. 
“The empty soulstone,” said Ridmark.
She tapped the pouch on her belt. “I have it. I suppose it was stronger than the rough one you used. I…suspect I can hand it over to Ardrhythain when he arrives. For he will arrive.” She looked at the charred corpse. “For such a momentous event, he will have to come.”
“One suspects the archmage would have been more useful,” said Morigna with some acerbity, “had he arrived an hour or so earlier.”
“Likely he is trapped in the threshold,” said Antenora. “From what the Keeper has told me, sometimes the duels of the archmage and the bearer of shadow took them deep into the mists of the threshold. It can take months to return from such a journey.”
“I suspect that is why Shadowbearer tried to open the gate now,” said Calliande. “A window of opportunity, before Ardrhythain could catch him again.” 
“Now it is over,” said Constantine.
“It began before any of us were born,” said Calliande. “Before the realm of Andomhaim was founded, or the Nine Kingdoms of the khaldari were built, before the orcs even came to this world. It began long ago…but we ended it tonight.” She looked around. “All of us.”
They stood in silence for a moment. 
“Well,” said Gavin at last, “now that we’ve ended it…what do we do next?”
“We wait for Sir Arandar to wake up,” said Ridmark, “and for Queen Mara and Dux Gareth.”
 
###
 
The next morning Ridmark led the way down the path to the Tower of Vigilance, the sun rising to the east. Morigna and Calliande walked at his side, and Kharlacht, Caius, Arandar, Gavin, and Sir Constantine followed. Ridmark had his staff in hand and his axe on his belt, his eyes sweeping the hillside for enemies, but he didn’t think he would find any. 
Still, the white haze had vanished from the Tower of Vigilance. Calliande’s wards had ended, and it was possible the elite Mhorite guards and shamans might come swarming up the hill in search of vengeance for their slain master. Best to be prepared. 
“I do not see anyone,” said Antenora, peering at the ruined fortress.
“Nor do I,” said Calliande. “No dark magic of any kind. But several soulblades. I think…”
Blue fire swirled further down the path, and Mara appeared. She looked up at them, blinking, and then smiled. 
“You’re still alive,” said Mara. “Oh, thank God.”
“You sound surprised,” said Morigna.
“Well,” said Mara. “Yes.” 
Caius laughed. “After everything that happened, I cannot blame you. I was certain we would perish.”
“There was an explosion,” said Mara. “We saw it. Everyone for miles must have seen it. Then the entire vortex of dark magic around the hill collapsed. I was sure the backlash must have killed everyone on the hill.” She blinked. “Where are Shadowbearer and Mournacht?”
“Dead,” said Arandar. “The Gray Knight slew them both.” He tapped Heartwarden’s hilt. The soulblade hung at its belt, returned to its rightful wielder. “And with the soulblade that rejected him, no less.”
“Imaria and the Weaver escaped,” said Constantine. “Likely they fled back to the rest of the Enlightened for succor.” He sighed. “It will take some time to find my sister and bring her to justice for her appalling crimes.” 
“And the rest of the Enlightened as well,” said Calliande. Again she looked cool, stern, remote, the face of the Keeper. “They conspired with Shadowbearer to destroy Andomhaim and bring the Frostborn back to our world. They must be rooted out and defeated.” She looked to the south. “But that is a task for another day. What happened to the Mhorites in the Tower?” 
“They fled once the wards collapsed,” said Mara. “All the shamans did, anyway. We killed several of them, and the rest went into the Wilderland. The elite guards made a last stand, but the Dux’s men and Qhazulak dealt with them.” She shook her head. “I think that is the happiest I have ever seen the Anathgrimm. Jager had the idea of letting them keep that red armor as trophies. They will take it back with us to Nightmane Forest.”
Ridmark blinked. Of course Mara and Jager would return to Nightmane Forest. Mara was determined to undo as much of her father’s evil as possible, and Jager would go with her. The last time Ridmark had left Dun Licinia, he had determined to go to Urd Morlemoch alone, but he had gathered a group of friends around him.
They had been victorious, successful beyond all expectation. Now he supposed it was time they went their separate ways.
That saddened him more than he would have expected. Still, they were all still alive. Ridmark had set out to discover the secret of the Frostborn, and then stop their return, and he had done so.
They had done so. 
“We should speak with the Dux,” said Calliande. “I intend to head south to Tarlion.” She looked at Arandar. “Tarrabus Carhaine must be exposed as the head of the Enlightened of Incariel, and we must also make sure your son is freed and the false charges against him lifted.” 
“Work to be done, then?” said Caius.
Kharlacht grunted. “Isn’t there always?”
They walked the rest of the way to the Tower of Vigilance. Knights, men-at-arms, and Anathgrimm warriors filled the courtyard. The Anathgrimm and the humans still gave each other wary looks, but less than Ridmark might have expected. Standing together against a common foe was a marvelous way to overcome old enmities. Dux Gareth Licinius stood with his chief lords, Camorak and Qhazulak and Zhorlacht standing nearby.
“My lady Keeper,” said Gareth, and a flicker of relief went over his face as he glanced at Constantine. “I see you have returned.”
“We have,” said Calliande. 
“Victorious, no less,” said Caius. “Shadowbearer and Mournacht are both slain, and the threat to the realm has been defeated.”
“This threat, anyway,” said Ridmark, thinking of Imaria and Tarrabus and the Enlightened. 
“This is true?” said Gareth.
“I saw it with my own eyes, my lord,” said Calliande. “Ridmark overpowered and slew Mournacht, and then outwitted and slew Shadowbearer.” 
“I had help,” said Ridmark. 
“A great victory,” said Gareth, “but there is work to be done yet. The scourge of the Enlightened must be brought to light. Yet, for now, we shall return to Dun Licinia and rest.”
 
###
 
The celebration took most of the next day.
It began with a service of thanksgiving in the town’s church, attended by most of the nobles. Morigna, to Calliande’s surprise, came as well, and did not make any smart remarks. Perhaps their battle with Shadowbearer had shaken her. Or, more likely, she wanted to stay close to Ridmark. Quite a few of the Anathgrimm came as well, standing in back and watching the proceedings in silence. Caius had left Dun Licinia originally to catechize among the pagan orcs of the Wilderland. The Mhalekites had almost killed him for it, but Calliande suspected he might experience greater success with the Anathgrimm. 
After they returned to the great hall of the keep for a feast. Dagma and the other servants had been busy, and Sir Joram threw open Dun Licinia’s granaries to feed the entire population of the town, along with the men-at-arms and knights and militiamen of the army of the Northerland. Tomorrow, Calliande knew, there would be much work to do. The dead Mhorites and dvargir and kobolds outside the walls would have to be gathered and burned, lest plagues arise from their putrefying corpses. Tomorrow she would prepare to leave Dun Licinia with Sir Arandar and Sir Gavin. She would return to Tarlion, where she had not set foot for over two centuries, and lay out the evidence of Tarrabus Carhaine’s crimes before the High King. 
There were struggles and battles yet to come.
But tonight, they celebrated. Toasts were made and speeches given, and musicians played in the corners, drums and horns and flutes. The air grew thick with smoke and the smell of meat, and the rumble of steady conversation filled the air. Calliande saw Ridmark and Morigna standing near the doors to the courtyard, talking in quiet voices. 
She crossed the hall to join them, and both Ridmark and Morigna looked her way. 
“My lady Keeper,” said Morigna, with a hint of her old bite, “should you not be at the high table? I do believe this feast is in your honor.” 
“It is not,” said Calliande. “It is for all those who fought and died.”
“It is ever thus after a battle,” said Ridmark, his blue eyes watching the nobles and knights. “Men need a night to recover, to forget. Tomorrow our labors begin anew, but for now we can celebrate.”
“About that,” said Calliande. She hesitated. “Have you decided what you are going to do next?”
“Drink another cup or two of wine and then go to bed,” said Ridmark.
“After this, I mean,” said Calliande. “You’ve spent the last ten years looking for the Frostborn, and now Shadowbearer is dead. What will you do next?”
Ridmark said nothing. Morigna watched him. 
“You told me once that you would like to go to the Wilderland, to live quietly as a hunter and a trapper,” said Calliande. She took a deep breath. “I hope…I hope that you and Morigna will come with me to Tarlion.” 
“Why?” said Ridmark.
“Because the Enlightened have infiltrated Andomhaim like a cancer,” said Calliande. “It is my duty to root them out. Shadowbearer is dead, but his servants still carry out his work. I don’t know who I can trust in Tarlion. No, that’s not right. I can trust you, I can trust Morigna, and all the others who stood with me against Shadowbearer.”
“Morigna thought,” said Ridmark, “that I ought to go back to Andomhaim, become a lord, and start rooting out the Enlightened.”
Morigna shrugged. “It is the nature of mortal men that someone must rule, that someone must hold power. Why not you?” 
Ridmark snorted. “Indeed? I wanted to be a knight, not a lord.” He met Calliande’s eyes and tapped the brand upon his left cheek. “If I do come with you, this might be a problem.”
“A lie,” said Calliande. “Just as Tarrabus lied about Arandar’s son. Just as he falsely imprisoned Jager and Mara and forced Jager to steal for him. Just as he plotted with Shadowbearer. I am the Keeper of Andomhaim, and I intend to exercise that office…but I can’t do it alone. I have no right to command you and Morigna, Ridmark. But…I could use your help. Please.” 
“I think she is right,” said Morigna. “And how often do we agree upon anything?” 
Ridmark laughed a little. “Usually when the two of you have decided to tell me what to do.” He spread his hands. “Fine. I will come with you to Tarlion. We have been through too much together for me to abandon you now. And I cannot in good conscience let Tarrabus have an unchecked hand in Andomhaim. Not after what he has become.”
Calliande smiled. “Thank you.”
“Though you shall have to pretend to be Calliande’s apprentice,” said Ridmark.
Morigna offered a theatrical sigh. “A dreadful burden. But I suppose that I shall be fine.”



Chapter 24: Let Me Share My Secret
 
That night Morigna made her way alone down the stairs of the keep. She and Ridmark had gone to bed a few hours later, and once they had exhausted each other, fallen asleep. Morigna found herself restless, and went down the stairs to the great hall. Her mind whirled with everything that had happened since they had come to the Northerland, and she thought a walk might clear her head. 
The great hall was deserted, the knights and men-at-arms retired to their tents, the servants to their beds. The fires burned low in the hearths, throwing long black shadows across the tables and benches. Morigna started to make her way across the courtyard. 
“I’ve come to tell you a secret.”
The voice sent a stab of alarm through Morigna. 
It was Imaria’s voice…but there was something wrong with it. It was like two voices speaking at once. One was the voice of Imaria Licinius, arrogant and cold. The other was an alien, inhuman rasp, a noise that no human voice could make.
Morigna whirled, mouth opening to shout in alarm, and the black shadow fell over her. It wrapped around her like a frozen rope, holding her fast and binding her in place. She tried to shout, tried to cast a spell, but the shadow drained her strength away.
Her eyes focused, and she saw Imaria standing nearby, the shadow streaming from her like a banner.
There was something very wrong with her.
Imaria’s olive-colored skin had taken a deathly grayish tinge, like the skin of a corpse. Her veins had turned black, as if liquid shadow flowed through her flesh. Her green eyes had turned to quicksilver, and Morigna saw her reflection in her irises. 
She looked as Shadowbearer had looked.
“My secret,” said Imaria, stepping closer. There was a flash of white next to her, and the Weaver stepped into sight, wearing again his guise of the kindly old man. “Would you like to hear it?”
Again Morigna tried to call magic, and again the shadow leached it away.
“Shadowbearer,” said Imaria, stepping close and whispering into Morigna’s ear. “We all called him that. The orcs, the dwarves, the kobolds, the high elves, all of us for millennia and millennia. Tymandain Shadowbearer, the corrupted high elf. But this, this is the final secret. You see, Shadowbearer was not his name. Ardrhythain didn’t know the truth. Even Tymandain himself didn’t know the truth. But this is the truth.”
She stepped back, spreading her arms, her white robe hanging about her like a shroud.
“Shadowbearer was not his name,” said Imaria, her double voice seething with satisfaction. “Shadowbearer was his title. And titles can be inherited. Do you have it?”
The Weaver bowed and presented Imaria with a white crystalline object about the size of a man’s fist…
Morigna’s alarm redoubled. 
It was the empty soulstone. 
“Plucked from the Keeper’s bedside while she sleeps,” whispered Imaria. “Too dangerous to confront her yet. I am newly come to my powers. Besides, there is no need for me to kill her.” She lifted the soulstone. “For soon I shall have ten thousand Frostborn to kill all my foes…and then I shall be free at last.” 
Morigna struggled, and Imaria rested the empty soulstone against Morigna’s forehead. 
“I would kill you just for the pain it will cause Ridmark,” said Imaria. “But perhaps you should rejoice to know that your death shall serve a greater purpose. You still carry part of the Warden’s power within you, dark magic that can serve as the crux of a new gate. Your death shall free the shadow of Incariel and slay this miserable world, and mankind shall be freed of the flesh forevermore.”
Morigna strained against the shadow. She would not let this wretched creature prevail, would not…
“Weaver,” said Imaria. “Kill her.”
The Weaver moved in a blur, his hands reknitting themselves into insect-like talons.
Pain exploded through Morigna’s throat and chest, and she knew no more.
 
###
 
Imaria Licinius, the bearer of Incariel’s shadow, did not walk from Dun Licinia. She could not use the power of Incariel’s shadow to travel, not while she carried the soulstone throbbing with the dark magic harvested from Morigna’s death. But she was not foolish enough to depart on foot, not while she still adjusted to her new powers. Dun Licinia was filled with Swordbearers, and her predecessor had met his long-delayed demise upon a soulblade.
So she did not walk.
Instead, the Weaver carried her. 
She soared over Dun Licinia, cradled in the Weaver’s claw-like arms, the soulstone burning with ghostly blue fire in her hands. The shadow of Incariel filled her mind, no longer a whisper, but a mighty chorus, a song of such splendid and dreadful beauty that she wanted to weep with joy and scream with agony at the same time. 
She had been destined. Imaria had always been destined. Her entire life had led to this moment, the fulfillment of her purpose. 
The Weaver flew to the north, passing over the ruined Tower of Vigilance, and then banked to the west, his insect-like form plunging towards the circle of dark elven standing stones. He landed, and Imaria stepped towards the altar, lifting up the filled soulstone.
Around her the menhirs blazed to life, their symbols and carvings shining with blue fire. They recognized their true master. More, Tymandain Shadowbearer’s spells had not yet completely unraveled. In another week or so they would dissolve entirely, but for now were still in place.
All they needed was a spark to set them aflame.
Imaria carried that spark.
She set the glowing soulstone upon the altar, and the slab of black stone began to glow with sickly blue light. Imaria stepped back and raised her hands, shadow and blue fire rippling around her fingers. Once, such a spell would have been beyond her. Now the shadow of Incariel imbued her with strength and bestowed her with knowledge, and the casting seemed almost trivial. 
The spell reached its crescendo, and Imaria laughed. 
The soulstone blazed like a blue star, and the entire hill shook like a bell. A pillar of blue fire erupted from the altar once more, stabbing into the night sky. The sphere of gray mist appeared before the altar, arcs of lightning leaping from the menhirs to encircle it. The sphere expanded, flattened, and seemed to grow deeper, spreading into a circular shape.
The soulstone flared, the Warden’s stolen dark magic reacting to Tymandain’s spells. 
With a sound like the earth tearing in two, the world gate burst open, transforming into a sheet of shimmering air like a translucent mirror. The gate rippled, flashing as something moved within it. 
Imaria smiled and waited.
The Weaver took several skittering steps back, his motions cautious. 
A Frostborn stepped from the gate, treading the soil of this world for the first time in two centuries. 
The creature resembled a human man, albeit a towering giant nine feet tall. His skin was like polished crystal, clear and reflective, like ice upon a lake. A crowned helm of dark iron hid most of his stern, emotionless face, though cold blue fires burned in his eyes, and veins the same cold fire flared beneath the crystalline skin. The Frostborn wore armor the color of old ice, close-fitting and engraved in elaborate reliefs, and in his right hand he carried a huge sword carved with alien symbols. The sigils burned with frost, white mist swirling around the blade.
The Frostborn grounded his sword, both armored hands wrapping around the hilt. A terrible cold radiated from him, a thin layer of frost spreading over the burned ground. Imaria felt the weight of the creature’s gaze, felt the will and power behind it. 
“Welcome,” said Imaria. 
“I am Rjalmandrakur,” said the Frostborn, his voice thunderous and musical, “the Lord Commander of the Order of the Vanguard, one of the military Orders of the Assembly of the Dominion of the High Lords.” 
“I am pleased to meet you again,” said Imaria. “When last we spoke, your kindred had been driven from this world.”
Rjalmandrakur considered her. “You are the bearer of the shadow.”
“I am,” said Imaria. 
“You have changed your form since last we met,” said the Frostborn. 
“The vagaries of battle, High Lord,” said Imaria. “Behold, I offer you this world. Come forth and claim it.” 
The shadow of Incariel’s song echoed with laughter inside her head. The Frostborn were powerful beyond compare, but they were still fools. They, too, would serve her purpose.
They, too, would perish with the rest of this world.
And then at last Imaria and the shadow would be free. 
“So be it,” said Rjalmandrakur. “This world shall be added to the Dominion of the High Lords. It shall be cleansed of weakness and its population brought order for the greater glory of the High Lords and our task.”
“You will find,” said Imaria, “that you have waiting allies among this world’s population.”
She looked forward to Tarrabus’s expression once he realized who had succeeded Tymandain as the bearer of Incariel’s shadow. 
“Very well,” said Rjalmandrakur. “The Order of the Vanguard shall bring the sword of the High Lords to this world.”
He turned and beckoned, and more Frostborn marched from the gate. After them came the locusari, creatures that looked like giant insects with carapaces of blue. Foot soldiers accompanied them, the enslaved kindred that the Frostborn named the medvarth, creatures that looked like bears that walked as men, armored in heavy plate, axes and swords and shields in their clawed hands. 
Imaria watched as the host of the Frostborn returned to Andomhaim, the shadow of Incariel triumphant within her head.
The Frostborn invasion had begun.
 
###
 
The shouting awoke Ridmark. 
He sat up. Morigna was gone, but he heard the sounds of alarm coming from the town, followed shortly thereafter by the blast of trumpets from the watchmen upon the walls. What had happened? Maybe a surviving band of Mhorites had attacked the town, or perhaps a group of kobolds? Or some other foe that had decided to take advantage of the chaos and attack?
Ridmark stood, and blue light flashed across the room.
He cursed and hurried to the window.
The pillar of blue fire rose against the dark shadow of the Black Mountain. 
The gate was opening again. But how? Shadowbearer was dead. Who else would have the power to open the gate?
They had to stop it, now. 
Ridmark pulled on his clothing and armor, seized his weapons, and ran down the stairs.
A crowd of knights and men-at-arms had gathered in the hall. Kharlacht and Caius and Sir Arandar stood in a cluster, and all three men looked up as Ridmark approached. Kharlacht looked grimmer than Ridmark could ever remembering seeing him, and Arandar seemed stunned. 
“The gate is reopening,” said Ridmark. “We…”
“Ridmark,” said Caius. “Wait a moment. Don’t…”
He never did hear what Caius said.
Morigna lay dead upon the floor, her black eyes staring at the ceiling, her throat opened and a mortal wound in her chest. 
For a long moment Ridmark stared at her, his mind frozen. 
Both Caius and Arandar were saying something. He didn’t hear it. Screams and shouts and the sound of battle rose from the town. He didn’t hear it.
The rage and pain came then, but it was cold, cold, his thoughts hardening into something like knives.
Whoever had done this to Morigna would suffer for it.
 
###
 
Calliande awoke, her Sight blazing within her.
She scrambled to her feet just as the door to her room burst open.
“Keeper!” said Antenora. “The mountain! It…”
“I know,” said Calliande.
She crossed to the window just as the pillar of fire vanished and another pulse of magical power washed across her Sight.
The gate had opened. Somehow, someone had opened the gate to the world of the Frostborn. 
Calliande gazed at the mountain in horror.
She had failed. After everything she had done, everything she had endured, she had failed.
The Frostborn were returning, and now Calliande and everyone else in Andomhaim would have to fight for their lives. 
 
THE END
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