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Description
When the brutal dvargir murder her parents, Morigna is raised by the Old Man, the mysterious and feared sorcerer of the hills. 
But the Old Man does nothing without a price. 
And his teachings have a purpose of their own...
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The Mage’s Tale
Morigna’s first memory was helping her father to skin a deer.

It would have been around the Year of Our Lord 1460, and Morigna could not have been more than two or three years old. Litavis and his wife Maria lived in a cottage a few days north of the town of Moraime and the monastery of St. Cassian, alone in the pine forests cloaking the rocky hills. Much later, Morigna realized that her parents were essentially poachers, hunting deer and wolves and warthogs and even the occasional fire drake, selling the pelts and scales to merchants from Coldinium. 
But Moraime was far from the boundaries of the High King’s realm, and the cottage even farther yet, so Morigna’s parents were free to do as they pleased. 
One day Morigna played alone in the cottage with a wooden doll Litavis had carved her, her mother working outside in the gardens. Morigna heard a commotion behind the cottage and went to investigate, her bare feet slapping against the flagstones. 
“Morigna!” shouted Maria as she went past the garden. “Stay here!”
Morigna, as usual, disobeyed.
She went around the corner and found her father spattered in blood, a heavy knife in his hand and a half-skinned deer upon a table of rough planks. 
Morigna stared at her father, shocked.
“Morigna!” said Maria, catching up to her. She was a short, thin woman, with long black hair and black eyes, her sleeves rolled up to reveal sinewy arms. “Do not disturb your father while he is working.”
“It is all right, Maria,” said Litavis. He was not an old man, Morigna later knew, but he was already bald, with a thick beard shading the hard line of his jaw. “You won’t trouble me, will you, dear?”
Morigna nodded, unable to take her eyes from the dead animal.
“The blood will frighten her,” said Maria. 
“She does not look frightened,” said Litavis. 
Morigna was not. She felt as if she ought to be…but she was not. It was only blood. It was only a dead animal. It couldn’t hurt her, though it would probably smell bad if they did not clean it up soon. 
“Why don’t you give me a hand?” said Litavis, and Morigna nodded. 
“Bah,” said Maria. “Upon your own heads be it, you wild children.” But she smiled as she said it, and went back to her garden. 
“You like venison sausage, don’t you?” said Litavis.
Morigna nodded. “Especially when mother fries it with onions.”
He picked up his knife. “This is where the sausage comes from, you know.”
“I know that!” said Morigna, stamping one foot. “I am not stupid.”
He smiled. “No, you’re not.” His smile faded a little, and he looked a little thoughtful. “In fact, you’re a very clever little girl. Too clever to live in the hills with a pair of hunters.”
“You won’t send me away?” said Morigna, horrified.
Litavis laughed and kissed her on the top of the head. “Of course not. You will be my little girl for all your life. Now, do you want to help me?”
“To…skin the deer?” said Morigna, blinking at the carcass.
“Are you frightened?” said Litavis. 
“It is just blood,” said Morigna. 
“That is the spirit,” said Litavis. “Skinning the deer, butchering the meat, and preparing the pelt is not my favorite work. But it must be done, if you and your mother are to be fed and clothed. Sometimes we must be strong to do what must be done, Morigna.”
“I can be strong, Father,” said Morigna. 
“I know you can,” said Litavis. “Now, bring me that bucket. I’ll need it for the organs.” 
After that Morigna spent less time playing and more time working with her mother and father. Maria taught her about crops and plants, about herbs and flowers that could become useful medicines and food. Litavis took her hunting, taught her to hunt and track and use a bow. Morigna loved the woods and the hills, and sometimes felt a strange connection to them, as if power was rising up from the earth to fill her.
Litavis also taught her to run when confronted with a predator.
“A bear is bad enough, Morigna,” he said one day, “but there are worse things in these hills. A grown wyvern can carry away a full-grown cow, and swamp drakes breathe fire. But they’re just animals. The dark elves’ monsters are worse. I saw an urdhracos once, flying overhead, and had to run from an urvaalg. If you see those things, you don’t fight them, you run. You run as fast as you can.” 
So Morigna was prepared for the night her parents died. 

###

The attack came with shocking speed.
It was the middle of the night, and Morigna lay sleeping near the hearth, not far from her parents’ own bed. Morigna’s eyes popped open as she heard the noises outside. She saw the fading glow of the fire, the red-lit gloom throwing mad shadows over the cottage’s flagstone floor and rough stone walls.
The door exploded, and figures of darkness stormed inside. 
They stood about four and a half feet tall, broad in chest and shoulder, and wore armor fashioned from a peculiar black metal that seemed wet without reflecting any light. Their gray-skinned heads were hairless, and their eyes were black, utterly black, like pits into bottomless darkness. Shadows swirled around them, seeming to cling to their armored forms like cloaks. 
They were dvargir from the Deeps, the vast maze of caverns beneath the skin of the world. Litavis had warned Morigna about the dvargir. Sometimes they came from the Deeps in search of human slaves. 
“Though I doubt you will ever see one,” Litavis had said. “If they want slaves, they would go to Moraime. Hardly anyone lives in these hills.”
Apparently he had been wrong.
“Father!” screamed Morigna, but her mother and father were already moving.
“Run!” shouted Litavis, seizing his axe. Morigna suddenly understood why he slept with it close at hand. “Go, both of you, run. Run!”
He charged the dvargir, swinging the axe, while Morigna stood frozen with horror.  Litavis struck down one dvargir and then another, their crimson blood shocking against their gray skin.
And then two black swords plunged into Litavis’s chest. Her father screamed as he fell to his knees, and Morigna heard herself screaming with him.
“Go!” Maria’s hands closed around her shoulders, pushing her forward. An instant later a sword blade erupted from her chest, her nightshirt turning red with blood. “Go, go, run, run…”
A dvargir loomed behind Maria as she fell, his grim face looking down at Morigna.
She ran through the back door, ran as fast as her legs could carry her. Behind her orange-yellow light flared in the darkness as the dvargir set fire to the cottage. Morigna ran and ran, her lungs burning, her bare feet slipping and sliding over the ground. At last she could run no further, and she came to a stop, breathing hard. 
Then she fell to her knees, sobbing as she watched the distant fire. For a long time she remained like that, weeping as she watched her home burn.
A boot crunched against rock. 
Four dvargir stepped out of the darkness.
Morigna stared back at them, trembling, too exhausted to run any further. Yet through her sorrow a fierce rage burned inside her. They had killed her mother and father. They were going to kill her.
How she hated them!
The dvargir spoke to each other in low, grating voices. Morigna’s hands curled into fists. Some part of her mind insisted that she throw herself at them, that she hurt them for what they had done to Maria and Litavis. 
“Come,” said one of the dvargir in accented Latin. “You will come with us.”
“No,” spat Morigna. It felt as if molten fire rose from the earth, pouring through her legs and filling her with power and wrath. 
“Come along,” said the dvargir, “or I will…”
The fury within her overflowed, and purple fire crackled around her fingertips. It should have frightened her, but after everything she had seen, Morigna had no room left for fear. She screamed and threw out her hands.
And the ground beneath the armored boots of the dvargir rippled and threw them down like toys. Two of the dvargir struck the ground with enough force that Morigna heard their skulls crack. The others were stunned, but climbed back to their feet, watching her warily. 
Morigna tried to rise, and found that she could not. Her limbs felt like water. 
The remaining dvargir spoke for a moment in their own language, and then walked toward her. They would take her, and they would kill her as they had killed her mother and father…
Then she felt more of the strange power that had killed the two dvargir.
White light exploded, and a blast of hot air washed over Morigna. When the light cleared, the dvargir had been thrown to the ground. A blanket of sizzling white mist washed over them, and the dvargir screamed as the mist ate into them, smoke rising from their burning flesh. 
The dvargir shuddered a few times and then went still.
After a moment Morigna felt strong enough to get to her feet, and she saw the old man.
He looked at least a century old, thin as a scarecrow and tough as old leather. Wispy white hair encircled his head and jaw and chin. He wore ragged, patchwork clothing and scuffed boots, and his right leg dragged a bit as he moved. His eyes were watery and bloodshot and blue, yet narrowed and hard as they looked at the dead dvargir.
“Idiots,” muttered the old man.
“Who…who are you?” said Morigna.
The old man’s blue eyes shifted to her. He did not seem surprised. “You do not know?”
“You’re an old man,” said Morigna. “But you killed those dvargir.” 
“How astute,” he said. “But just as well. Most of the freeholders call me just that.” He smiled behind his wispy beard. “The Old Man.” 
Morigna shivered. She had heard Litavis and Maria discuss the Old Man. They said he was a crazy wizard who lived alone in the hills, casting spells of dark magic. He kept to himself and did not meddle in the affairs of others, but no one in their right minds drew his attention. Litavis had always kept well away from the Old Man’s hill.
Morigna responded to this news by bursting into tears.
“Damn it,” muttered the Old Man. “That will be annoying. Still.” He looked at the dead dvargir. “I had my doubts…but you are exactly what I require. What is your name?”
“Morigna,” she said through the tears. “My mother and father…the dvargir killed them.”
“As I expected,” said the Old Man. “Those two dvargir you slew. Do you know how you killed them?” 
Morigna shook her head, still weeping.
“You have magic, child,” said the Old Man. “The ability to draw upon the magic of this world and use it. It was once a rare ability among humans, but it has become more common as our kindred acclimated to this world.” 
Morigna blinked, unable to process the strange words. Too much had happened, and she could not stop weeping.
“Would you like to learn to use magic, Morigna?” said the Old Man, smiling a cold smile.
She kept crying.
He sighed. “Well, I suppose this shall take some time. Still, if you want something done right, do it yourself.”
He picked Morigna up and carried her away.
Morigna kept crying, and finally cried herself to sleep.

###

She did not speak for another three weeks.
The Old Man lived in a cottage a few days’ journey to the south, on a hilltop with a view of the nearby marshes. Maria had always kept their cottage neat and tidy, but the Old Man lived in dusty, cluttered, malodorous disarray. He gave her a cot in the corner, and ignored her crying. Every day he put out a plate of food for her, and eventually she grew hungry enough to eat. 
She cried at night. After a few days the Old Man told her to stop. When she didn’t, he hit her across the face until she stopped. A few days later she started again, and he sighed in annoyance and cast a spell that made her fall asleep for two days. She was ravenous when she awoke. 
Slowly curiosity started to worm its way through the grief.
“How did you do that?” she asked. 
“Do what?” the Old Man said, not looking up from a book in his lap. Morigna stared at it curiously. Her mother had spoken of books, though neither she nor Litavis had known how to read. 
“Make me stop talking,” said Morigna.
The Old Man gave a distracted wave of his hand. “Magic. Though not even all the magic of the masters of the Magistri in Tarlion could make you shut up for long, child.” 
“How?” said Morigna.
“With a specific spell,” said the Old Man. For the first time, he looked up from the book, and his pale eyes cut into her. “I could teach you, if you like.”
Morigna wrinkled her nose. “Magic? What would I do with that?”
“Why, you already know what you would do with it,” said the Old Man. “You killed those dvargir, did you not?”
Again grief and fear shivered through Morigna. “I…I did.”
“And do you regret it?” said the Old Man, a mocking note in his dry voice. “Will you run to the town and find a priest to hear the confession of your terrible sins?”
“No,” said Morigna. “The dvargir killed my father and mother. They deserved it.”
The Old Man nodded as if her answer had pleased him. “Their loss hurt you.”
“Yes,” whispered Morigna, looking at her bare feet. “It still hurts.”
“It will always hurt,” said the Old Man, “but in time, I think, you will learn to live with it. That is the choice, after all. You either may lie down and die…or you are strong enough to survive. Which is it?”
Her father’s words flashed through her mind.
“I am strong,” said Morigna, “and I can become stronger.”
Again the Old Man smiled as if his answer had pleased him. 
“Good,” he said, looking at his book again. “Do you know how to read?”
Morigna shook her head.
He sighed again. “Then we have even more work to do than I thought.” 

###

The Old Man taught Morigna to use her magic.
Of course, it wasn’t really her magic. It came from the earth, radiating from it like heat from a fire. The Old Man said that the high elves and dark elves and orcs and kobolds and all the other kindreds that lived upon the world could use magic naturally. Once humans had come here, fleeing from the fall of Arthur Pendragon’s kingdom on Old Earth, they had no magic at first. Later Ardrhythain of the high elves had taught men to become Magistri by drawing upon the magic of the Well at Tarlion’s heart. 
“But this is changing,” said the Old Man in the dry, lecturing tone he used while teaching. “More and more humans are born with native magic, such as yourself. No need to rely upon the strictures of the Magistri and the church.”
“Why not send me to Tarlion?” said Morigna. “I could become a Magistria.”
The Old Man laughed. “You would not thank me. They would fill your head with lies.” 
“But Mother and Father always prayed to the Dominus Christus,” said Morigna.
“They were deceived,” said the Old Man. “Oh, I do not mean to say they lied to you, for they themselves were fooled. There are no gods, child, and the church is merely a collection of lies to gull the foolhardy. Strength, and strength alone, makes law. Not the word of any god, and certainly not the word of the High King. For men only obey the High King when he is strong, and when he was weak they rebel and make war upon each other.”
He told her many other things as well. The Old Man taught her to read in Latin, and then in the dark elven and orcish tongues. He had quite a collection of books and scrolls, in Latin and orcish and dark elven, in the cellar bellow his cottage, and Morigna worked her way through them all. He taught her the history of the realm of Andomhaim, of the High King’s long wars against the orcs and the dark elves and the urdmordar and the Frostborn. He described how the church lied and controlled the nobility and the freeholders with false promises of immortality, how the strong ruled and the weak suffered. He spoke of all these things as they wandered over the hills, hunting and talking.
And the Old Man taught her magic.
It was not easy, and the spells came hard. But slowly she mastered his lessons. He taught her how to sense the presence of others, how to make the earth and plants heed her will. She learned to control and manipulate air, to conjure mists that could lure a victim into sleep, or eat away at their skin and flesh and bone. She also learned how to control animals, to see through their eyes and hear their thoughts, and force them to obey her commands.
Slowly she became stronger, and as she grew stronger she fought against the Old Man.
For had he not taught her that the strongest ruled?

###

One day, shortly after her twelfth birthday, the conflict came to a head. 
“I told you to make dinner,” snapped the Old Man. It had been raining lately, and the damp made his knees ache, which always put him in a foul mood. “Have you gone deaf? Stop lazing about with that book and go make me something to eat.”
“When I have finished reading,” said Morigna, not looking up from the book. “I will…”
The Old Man growled, stalked closer, and slapped her across the face.
He did that often. After her seventh birthday, he never used magic to chastise her, only the slaps. And he rarely hit her that hard, as if he feared inflicting permanent damage upon her. But Morigna hated it nonetheless.
And this time, something within her snapped. 
“Get away from me!” she roared, flinging out her hands. The book toppled to the floor, and earth magic came at Morigna’s call. The floor beneath the Old Man rippled, and he stumbled, his eyes wide. 
Morigna pushed away from the chair and ran out the door, ignoring the Old Man’s furious shouting. Her hunting pack, with her bow and arrows, waited near the door. She took it and ran, taking the path down the hill, leaving the Old Man’s cottage and its defensive wards behind. 
A few days later she sat near the ruins of her parents’ cottage, gazing at the empty stone shell of the walls. Weeds had conquered her mother’s garden, and only a few mossy planks remained of her father’s skinning table. In another hundred years, there would be no sign that anyone had ever lived here. 
It made the Old Man’s talk of strength seem so futile. What good was strength, when it all ended in death? 
Night fell, and Morigna made a fire in the hearth and slept in the ruins, dreaming of blood and darkness.
The next morning, she still had no wish to return to the Old Man, so she hunted and cooked herself breakfast. The next morning she felt the same, and the next, until two months had passed. 
And still she did not want to return to him. With her skill at magic and her knowledge of the wilderness, she had no need to return.
But in time she needed supplies she could not procure for herself, and so she went to the town of Moraime. The townsmen regarded her with suspicion, and whispered stories of the sorcerer of the hills and his mysterious apprentice, but proved willing to barter for her deer and pheasants. Soon she had good boots, a cloak she altered for camouflage, a sharp dagger, and a number of other useful things. A small cave some distance northwest of the town provided shelter, and after some work, became quite comfortable and warm.
Morigna had everything she needed.
Though sometimes she felt a nagging loneliness.
Still, there was strength in solitude, and she had vowed never to be weak again. Certainly she never felt the desire to go back to the Old Man.
Four years passed.

###

Soon after her sixteenth birthday, Morigna prowled through the marshes, following the trail of a deer, hunting bow ready in her hands. 
The marshes stretched east of the town of Moraime, a vast expanse of stagnant water, grassy hillocks, and towering trees draped in cords of long, ropy moss. A causeway of broken stone and heaped earth wound its way through the swamps. The Old Man had told her that some long-dead orcish warlord of Vhaluusk had raised the causeway to speed the armies of his dark elven overlord, but the orcs of the marshes had destroyed themselves after decades of fighting, leaving only ruined fortresses, burial mounds, and the causeway in their wake. 
Morigna didn’t mind the causeway. The deer kept to it, avoiding the waters and the swamp drakes that lurked among the trees, which made the deer all the easier to stalk. Morigna moved forward at a quiet but steady pace, a spell permitting her to sense the deer’s simple thoughts. The beast was not much farther ahead. Morigna heard the noise of the marshes, the buzz of the insects, the splash of water, the calls of birds…
Suddenly a new sensation flooded the deer’s mind.
Pure, unreasoning terror. 
It was not the fear of a predator, or the fear of humans. This was something else. A fear so unreasoning, so overwhelming, that the deer would willingly run into a pack of wolves to escape it.
All around Morigna the marsh went silent. 
She lowered her bow and looked around. Something, it seemed, had made the local wildlife flee in unreasoning terror or go completely motionless, hoping to evade notice. But evade notice from what? What could inspire such a reaction? A wyvern, perhaps, or a swamp drake? Yet that made no sense. Certainly a swamp drake or a wyvern inspired fear, but not this unreasoning, mindless terror. 
Morigna took another few steps forward, and saw the deer.
It lay upon its side, its belly torn open, blood and entrails spilling upon the ground. Its head lay a few yards from the carcass, the glassy eyes staring at Morigna. A rippling blur hovered over the carcass, seeming to rip chunks from the deer. 
She stared at the blur, baffled. She had never seen anything quite like it, but it tugged at a memory, something both her father and the Old Man had mentioned…
The blur seemed to turn, staring at her…and then it solidified into a ghastly shape. It looked like some grotesque hybrid of ape and wolf, its eyes glowing with crimson light, its black, matted fur hanging off its lean frames in ropy strings. The eyes regarded her with malevolent intent, and Morigna felt the weight of the creature’s gaze like a physical blow.
It was an urvaalg, one of the war beasts of the dark elves, a creature fashioned of mutated flesh and dark magic. The dark elven kingdoms had been destroyed long ago, but their war beasts remained, prowling through the Wilderland. Only magic could kill an urvaalg, and while the people of Andomhaim lived beneath the protection of the magic of the Swordbearers and the Magistri, the people of the Wilderland had to fend for themselves. 
Morigna loosed an arrow. It slammed into the urvaalg’s chest, and the creature rocked back with a snarl. But the arrow seemed to do it little harm, and the urvaalg prowled forward on all fours, the muscles bunching beneath its stringy coat. 
Morigna raised a hand and summoned magic and directed her will towards the urvaalg and its mind. She had used the spell to escape from predators before, her magic compelling them to turn and leave…
But her magic slammed against the wall of rage and hatred filling the urvaalg’s mind. The creature was much smarter than a common wolf, and unlike a common wolf, its thoughts boiled with malice. A wolf would not delight in cruelty, would not kill simply for the sake of killing. 
An urvaalg, as a reflection of its creators, would.
The beast moved closer, its motions almost hypnotic. Morigna cursed and took a step back, her mind racing. Trying to control its thoughts had been an error. Had she fled, the urvaalg might have been content to dine upon its kill. But now it saw her as a threat, and it was going to kill her.
Morigna cast another spell. A column of white mist appeared before her and rolled over the urvaalg. The beast reared back with an ear-splitting snarl of fury and rage, the acidic mist eating into its flesh. Unlike the arrow, the magical mist seemed to hurt it. She gritted her teeth, concentrating as she poured more power into the spell. If she could maintain the spell long enough, the mist would cripple or kill the urvaalg.
But her concentration would not hold, and the spell ended. 
The urvaalg shook itself, smoke rising from its charred flanks and limbs. She had burned it badly, but the urvaalg did not seem distressed by its wounds.
It did, however, appear quite angry. 
The urvaalg sprang, and Morigna cast another spell. The ground beneath the urvaalg’s claws rippled and snapped like a banner caught in the wind. The spell knocked the urvaalg over, and the beast slipped and skidded down the side of the causeway, trying to catch its balance.
Morigna sprinted as fast as her legs could carry her.
A moment later the urvaalg was after her, moving in eerie silence. She could not possibly outrun the creature. Her eyes fixed on a nearby tree. If she could get high enough, she could get out of the urvaalg’s reach.
Or it would simply wait until hunger and thirst exhausted her and caused her to fall from the branches.
Or it would use its unnatural strength to climb after her.
Morigna kept running, and felt the urvaalg close.
She wasn’t even going to make it to the tree.
She drew a deep breath for one last burst of speed…and then a flash of dazzling white light filled the world.
White fire slammed into the urvaalg and flipped the creature over. The beast righted itself with a snarl, and Morigna saw a hideous burn seared across its right flank, the air heavy with the stench of charred fur and flesh. The urvaalg took a step forward and again a blast of white flame hammered into the creature.
The urvaalg turned and fled into the marshes, soon vanishing amongst the grasses. 
Morigna turned, breathing hard, and saw a tall, gaunt figure walking toward her, clad in a long, ragged coat of gray wool. The figure’s face was lined, a wispy beard hanging from his jaw and chin, and…
“You,” said Morigna.
“Child,” said the Old Man.
He stopped a few paces away, staring at her. 
“One would suppose,” said the Old Man, “that gratitude would be in order.”
Morigna sniffed. “Why? Perhaps I would have preferred a horrible grisly death in lieu of speaking to you again.”
But there was less venom in her words than she intended. He was smaller than she remembered, frailer, weaker. Actually, he hadn’t changed at all, but she had grown taller and stronger. The Old Man still looked tough and lean, but if he tried to lay a hand upon her, she could likely give him a thrashing. 
The Old Man scoffed. “Perhaps I should have let the urvaalg eat you.” 
Morigna swallowed. “Thank you.”
His smirk was just as infuriating as she remembered. That, at least, had not changed.
“What are you even doing here?” said Morigna. The Old Man had often wandered through the hills, but he had only rarely come down to the marshes. 
“Following you, of course,” said the Old Man.
“What?” said Morigna.
“I have kept an eye on you,” said the Old Man. “After all, one does feel a modicum of responsibility for your welfare, even after you so churlishly departed. Though in truth you needed little supervision. I was surprised at how well you took care of yourself. Perhaps even impressed. I expected you to starve after a few weeks, but not to…thrive as you have. It seems you absorbed my teachings on strength after all.” 
Despite herself, his praise pleased Morigna. 
“But,” said the Old Man, “the Wilderland is still a dangerous place, and you are not equipped to face all the foes you might encounter.”
“I am not going to live with you again,” said Morigna. “I refuse.” Better to have been eaten by the urvaalg."
His smile was thin. “I knew that. But your magic has grown by leaps and bounds. You, dear child, might become the most powerful human wielder of earth magic this world has ever seen.” He cackled. “That would teach those fools in the Magistri a thing or two, wouldn’t it?” 
“So what do you want?” said Morigna.
“Let me teach you more…advanced lessons,” said the Old Man. “There is no need to live with me. Come and go as you please. But I will teach you to better control and harness your magic.”
Morigna said nothing. The offer was tempting. She wished to become stronger…and the Old Man had power and knowledge. She could put it to good use.
“Strength is necessary to survive in this world,” said the Old Man, “and knowledge is a form of strength. There are only two kinds of people, child.” The familiar words echoed inside her head. “The strong…and the slaves. Which will you choose to be?”
Morigna remembered the cottage burning, remembered her mother screaming. If she had then the magic that she possessed now, she could have slowed the dvargir long enough for Litavis and Maria to escape. They could still be together. 
“Strong,” she whispered.
“Good,” said the Old Man. “Come along. There is still daylight to use…and I have much to teach.”

###

For the next two years, Morigna visited the Old Man’s cottage on a regular basis, and he taught her many things.
He explained how to use magic to cleanse her blood of poison, to wield greater power over animals. He also taught her to command plants, to make wood and leaf bend to her will. She thought that a useless skill, until he explained how the spell could also control dead wood…such as the wood in the shafts of spears and swords. Using his teaching, she carved herself a staff and enchanted it to augment and enhance her power over plants, but he confiscated it, claiming it was too dangerous.
Morigna doubted that.  
More and more, she knew enough to realize he was avoiding specific areas of magic, no doubt ones that would allow her to threaten him. Not that she wished to kill him. She did not like him, but why kill him? Would she kill him and rule over his filthy cottage and his rocky hill?
Hardly.
Did he intend her as a weapon against his enemies? Given how he complained endlessly about the Magistri, the church, and the nobles of Andomhaim, she suspected that he had many enemies, that he had been forced to flee Andomhaim into exile. 
And the Old Man had the sort of personality that won enemies. 
Still, her magic grew stronger under his instruction, strong enough that she doubted he could force her to do anything against her will. If he tried to use her as a weapon against men she had never met, she would simply vanish into the Wilderland. 
He taught her several times a week for two years, until the day she went hunting shortly after her eighteenth birthday. 

###

Morigna was in a mood for turkey stew, and lean, tough turkeys wandered the hills in large numbers. The townsmen captured many and raised them as livestock, but it was easy to track the birds and shoot them. The biggest danger was drawing the attention of another predator. 
She found a pack of turkeys at the bottom of a ravine, pecking at the grass. Morigna sighted upon the biggest male and raised her bow, taking time to aim. She could have used her magic to command the bird to remain still, but that took all the challenge out of it, and Morigna liked challenges. 
She took a deep breath, drew back her bow…and before she could release, another arrow blurred from the far side of the ravine slammed into the turkey. The bird dropped dead, and the rest of the turkeys scattered in all directions. 
Morigna encountered other hunters from time to time, most of them men from the town of Moraime. They knew well enough to leave the witch of the hills alone, though from time to time she bartered with a few of the bolder ones. Sometimes she met groups of pagan orcs hurrying on business of their own, or renegades from Andomhaim. A few of those wanderers had seen her as easy prey. 
They knew better, now. Those she had left alive, anyway.
Morigna loosed a shaft, pinning one of the smaller male turkeys, and descended the rocky hillside. She wanted turkey stew, and she would not return without a kill.
The other hunter came into sight as she reached the bottom of the ravine.
He was about twenty-five, dressed in brown and green, a short bow in his hand, a quiver and a sheathed longsword at his belt. He was broad and strong, with wide shoulders and a thick shock of brown hair over a weathered face.
He stopped, looked at her, and blinked several times. 
Morigna fingered her bow, wondering what he would do. 
“I am sorry,” he said at last. “Were these your turkeys?”
“No,” said Morigna. “They were wild. You shot the largest one first, it is yours. The smaller one is mine. I do not require much food.” 
He inclined his head. “That is gracious of you, my lady.”
Morigna laughed. “My lady? Why do you call me that? I am no noblewoman.” 
“I didn’t know that,” said the man. “So instead of my lady, what shall I call you? A lowborn churl, perhaps? If so, I command you to clean my bird, cook it for me, and fetch me a cup of beer while you’re at it.”
She laughed again at his audacity. His boldness amused her, and she did not laugh often. The Old Man was not one for wit. “If you do, you shall regret it sorely.” 
“Aye, I suppose I would,” said the man. “If that shot with the bow was no fluke.”
“It was not,” said Morigna.
“And I suppose you have other powers, aye?” said the hunter. “If I speak disrespectfully, you’ll turn me into a frog? Or use your magic to put a curse on my member and keep it forever limp?”
“I neither possess nor desire any knowledge of your member,” said Morigna, “and how did you know I have magic?”
She rebuked herself. Perhaps he had been guessing. If so, she had just admitted it to him, which was foolish. The Old Man had taught her many things, but how to talk to a handsome man was not one of them. 
Did she think the hunter handsome?
“A woman traveling alone in the hills with a bow,” said the hunter. “Clearly, you must be the famed witch of the hills about whom I have heard so much. Though I did not expect someone like you.”
“Oh,” said Morigna. “What did you expect, then?”
“Some bent old crone with warts larger than her teeth, if she had any left,” said the hunter. “Or some great quivering fat woman, like the town’s midwife. I swear the woman has folds so deep she could lose an infant in them and not notice until the child starts wailing.”
Despite herself, Morigna laughed at the sheer absurdity of the image. “How…colorful. Well, you know who I am, so who the devil are you?”
The hunter sketched a courtly bow. “Sir Nathan Vorinus of Moraime, my lady witch.”
She knew the name, or at least his family name. A knight named Sir Michael Vorinus was the praefectus of Moraime, and he was a dour, humorless man. Once or twice he had questioned Morigna when she came to the town to barter, but she never made trouble, so he had let her alone. 
“I’ve met your brother,” said Morigna.
“You have? Pity,” said Nathan. “You must be prejudiced against me already.”
“You are nothing like your brother,” said Morigna.
Nathan grinned. “Why, that is the kindest thing anyone has ever said to me, my lady witch.”
“Stop calling me that,” said Morigna. “I have a name, you know.”
“Well, what am I to call you, then?” said Nathan. “Naming you the ‘witch of the hills’ seems dreadfully impolite, and a knight strives to be courteous to a lady. Especially one who is neither a bent old crone nor the size of an ox.”
“How very flattering,” said Morigna. “If you must know, my name is Morigna.”
“Morigna,” said Nathan. “A lovely name.” He stepped closer, and Morigna started to draw back. But he took her left hand, bowed over it, and kissed her fingers. “A lovely name, indeed.”
“Thank you,” said Morigna, tugging her hand out of his grasp. Part of her was annoyed at his effrontery. Another part of her wanted to keep her hand in his. “I think.” 
“You are welcome,” he said. He walked over to his turkey and slung it over his shoulders. “This ought to shut up my brothers – they complain less when I come back with a kill or two.” He turned back and grinned at her. “Perhaps I shall see you here again.”
“But…” started Morigna.
Nathan was already walking away.
She stared after him for a moment, at a loss for words for one of the very first times in her life. 
Then she picked up her bird and left, thinking over every word of their conversation.
“What is this?” said the Old Man, looking up from his scroll as she entered his cottage. “A turkey?” His eyes narrowed. “Is it diseased?”
“I wanted turkey soup for dinner,” said Morigna.
“Really,” said the Old Man. His frown deepened. “Why are you smiling?”
“I,” said Morigna, “most certainly am not smiling.”
She grinned to herself and set to work.

###

Six days later she saw Nathan again in the hills. 
“You,” she told him, “are quite elusive.”
He smiled. “So you were looking for me, then?”
Morigna opened her mouth, closed it again. “One likes to be aware of one’s surroundings.” 
She tried not to wince at how trite that sounded. 
“Truly,” said Nathan. “You ought to come hunting with me. Four eyes are better than two. Maybe we’ll bag a wyvern and take home a trophy. A necklace of wyvern fangs would suit you well.”
“I am not sure if that is a compliment,” said Morigna. “And why would you want to go hunting with the witch of the hills anyway?”
His smile faded a little. “Because you are not boring. And living in Moraime is nothing but boredom, save for when a warband of pagan orcs comes too close to the walls.” 
She thought of listening to the Old Man, of his endless lectures against the church and the nobles and the Magistri. She would recite most of them from memory by now.
“I think,” said Morigna, “that I can understand that.” 
“Come,” he said, “let us find some supper.”

###

They felt into a ritual, hunting together twice a week, and Morigna learned more about him.
And he, she suspected, learned more about her. 
His mother had died when he was young, and his father had died about six years ago, not long after a Swordbearer had passed through Moraime on his way to Urd Morlemoch. The abbot of the monastery of St. Cassian had appointed Michael the new praefectus of the town, and Michael and Nathan’s other brother Jonas had busied themselves with the business of the town ever since.
“Not that there is much to do,” said Nathan. “The people of Moraime more or less look after themselves. The occasional brawl, to be sure, or moved boundary stone, and someone needs to drill the militia every month. But beyond that, Moraime hardly needs a praefectus…and Nathan and Jonas do not need my help.” 
She gathered his brothers had little time for him, and so he had been left to his own devices, learning to hunt and trap in the hills and the marshes. 
And slowly she told him more about herself, about her training with the Old Man. She showed him her cave, in case he ever needed to shelter there.
Finally, she told him about her parents, and took him to the ruined foundations of the cottage. 
“I am sorry,” Nathan said, all trace of his usual joking manner gone.
“I…thank you,” said Morigna, her eyes stinging. No one had ever said that to her. Certainly the Old Man had never bothered. 
The months wore on, and Morigna began skipping her lessons with the Old Man, much to his annoyance. But she did not care. 
Toward the end of the summer, they spent two days tracking a white stag, one whose pelt would fetch a fine price with the merchants that sometimes came up from the city of Coldinium. Towards the end of the hunt, Morigna lured out the beast, driving it into Nathan’s path.
And he put a single arrow into the stag’s heart from forty yards away.
It was a magnificent shot, and Morigna whooped and laughed. Nathan walked over to join her, grinning. 
“Thought I’d missed it,” he said. 
“No,” said Morigna. “It was a good shot. I don’t think I could have made it, and I’m the better archer.”
“Are you?” said Nathan, stepping closer.
“I am,” said Morigna. 
“Care to prove it?” said Nathan.
She laughed. “I can…”
Before she finished, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her long and hard upon the lips. She went rigid at first, and then a wave of heat washed through her, and she felt herself melt against him, kissing him back. 
“Well,” said Morigna, when they broke apart, breathing hard. “It was a very good shot.” 
They carried the stag back to her cave, and then cleaned and skinned it, preparing the meat. After, they washed off in the pond near the hillside, and Morigna did not bother to conceal herself from him. 
And when they finished, she pulled him to her sleeping furs in her cave, and they made love for the first time.
But not the last. 
After that, she stared spending every day with him, and she forgot about her lessons with the Old Man entirely.

###

“You should,” said Nathan, six weeks later, “come away with me.”
Morigna lifted her head from his chest and opened one eye. “Oh?”
They lay together in her furs in her cave. She had spent six years living there, and had improved it considerably in that time. Wooden shelves lined the walls, storing her possessions, and beneath a small opening she had constructed a hearth that kept the cave warm in winter. Her bed had gotten larger as she added furs and planks to it, which was just as well, since she now shared it with Nathan on a regular basis.
“We should go away together,” said Nathan.
Morigna blinked. “Where?”
“Anywhere we want,” he said, running a hand down her back. 
“You mean…leave here?” said Morigna. “The cave is hardly a palace, I shall admit, but it is warm and dry…”
Nathan laughed. “No. I mean leave Moraime and the Wilderland entirely. How far have you been from Moraime?”
She thought for a moment. “Perhaps seventy-five miles. I have visited the orcish villages in the foothills. I’ve traveled through the marshes and the woods west of here.”
“I have been up and down the length of Vhaluusk,” said Nathan. “And I’ve traveled to the edge of the Torn Hills. Saw some undead and a few spirits, and I knew not to go any further. The say the Warden of Urd Morlemoch sits on a throne of skulls, attended by the spirits of those he slew.”
“Even the Old Man is frightened of the Warden,” said Morigna. 
“Well, let’s not go northwest, then,” said Nathan. “But it’s a big world, Morigna. And between the two of us, we’ve only seen a little of it. Do you want to spend the rest of your life here?”
Morigna remembered the ruined foundations of the cottage, the Old Man’s harsh lessons, the cold, suspicious glares from the townsfolk of Moraime as they accepted her barter. 
“No,” said Morigna, her voice soft as she settled her head back against his chest. “I don’t. I’ve read about so many places in the Old Man’s books. The High King’s citadel in Tarlion. The cities of Cintarra and Coldinium. The Three Kingdoms of the dwarves. Cathair Solas and the Isle of Kordain. I want to see them all.”
“Let us go together, then,” said Nathan. “You and I. We’ll see all the world.” 
Morigna said nothing.
“From one sea to another,” said Nathan. “From the Three Kingdoms to the grasslands of the manetaur.” Morigna could picture it inside her head, from the maps in the Old Man’s books. “From the east to the west, from the sunrise to the sunset. What do you say?” 
She hesitated, and wondered why she hesitated. There was nothing for her in Moraime. Her parents had been dead for twelve years. She had no friends within the walls of the town. She loved magic, loved learning spells and developing her skills, but the Old Man was a capricious teacher. 
She would not miss him…and she would not miss Moraime.
“Yes,” said Morigna. “Yes, of course I’ll go with you. Wherever we want.”
“We’ll need to see the entire world, of course,” said Nathan with a grin. “And after that, once we are wearied from travel, perhaps we can find someplace quiet to settle. Somewhere with not too many people, but plenty of deer.”
“Aye,” murmured Morigna. She found the thought pleasant. The Old Man had taught her a spell to filter her blood, and adapting it to keep herself from becoming pregnant with Nathan’s child had been simple enough. The thought of settling in Moraime as Nathan’s pregnant mistress, in the midst of those cold and suspicious townsfolk, had been ghastly. And she had seen enough animals being born to know that birth was a bloody and painful and dangerous business. 
But if they settled someplace far from Moraime, a place where they could live in peace…then she would gladly bear Nathan’s child. As many as she could, in fact. 
She could have a family again.
“You’re crying,” said Nathan. He looked chagrined. “Did I say something?”
“No,” said Morigna. She blinked, wiped at her eyes, and laughed. “Well, yes, but you said the right thing. It’s just…those are lovely thoughts. And…yes, of course. Yes, I will go away with you.”
He grinned and kissed her. “I thought you might.”

###

The next morning Nathan departed for Moraime to gather what few possessions he needed.
And then they would journey south together. He wanted to see the great city of Cintarra along the coast. According to the Old Man’s books, a hundred thousand people lived within Cintarra’s proud walls. The thought boggled Morigna’s mind. A hundred thousand people? She simply could not imagine that many people in once place. 
She had little enough to pack, so once she finished she wandered the hills near her cave, watching the trees and the slopes. A strange feeling filled her, and Morigna realized that she was happy. 
For the first time since the dvargir had come through the cottage door, she was happy. Not content, but happy. 
It was a strange feeling, but wonderful.
“I am always suspicious of smiles.”
Morigna’s mood soured.
She turned and saw the Old Man standing next to a lichen-spotted boulder, his ragged gray coat hanging loose around him. 
“I was enjoying the pleasure of my own company,” said Morigna, “but then you had to come and spoil the party.”
He offered no reaction to her barb. “It has been weeks, my dear child, and you have not come to your lessons.” 
“I haven’t felt the need,” said Morigna.
“I suppose not,” he said, scowling, “given that you have been apparently occupied with…other matters.” 
“Have you been spying on me?” said Morigna, but she already knew the answer to that.
The Old Man sneered. “The hunter? I suppose he is a strapping sort of fellow, though utterly lacking in intellect. What one could talk to him about, other deer entrails, I cannot imagine. But perhaps that is just as well. You look as if your brain dribbled out of your ear when you talk to him. Perhaps you prefer gazing raptly at an idiot while he talks of turkey spoor to the mysteries of magic…”
“Do not,” said Morigna, her voice hard, “insult him. Ever. Or you and I are finished.”
“Fine,” said the Old Man. “So what do you intend to do, hmm? Move to Moraime and bear a half a dozen of his brats?”
“No,” said Morigna. “We are leaving, and shall never return.”
The Old Man blinked. “Leaving? To go where?” 
“Anywhere we want,” said Morigna.
“You…you have no skills,” said the Old Man, and for the first time in the twelve years Morigna had known him, he looked flustered. “How will you eat? You’ll have to become a prostitute to survive. You…”
“We can both hunt and track,” said Morigna, “and I have lived alone in the wild for years. We know how to take care of ourselves.”
“You do not!” said the Old Man with a growl. He stepped closer and pointed a bony finger in her face. “And I have not spent years training you and preparing you only for you to run off into the wild, you ingrate!”
Morigna slapped his finger out of her face. “Preparing me? Preparing me for what?”
But the Old Man said nothing, a vein throbbing in his temple.
“Did you think I would spend the rest of my life living in the hills?” said Morigna. “Is that why you took me in? So you would have a maid to wait upon you in your imminent dotage?” 
“I require nothing,” said the Old Man. “But you have not yet finished your training. There is so much more I can teach you. I…” 
“Then why haven’t you?” said Morigna. “There are things you could have taught me, I know, but you haven’t. You’re afraid I’ll use them against you.” She sighed and let out a long breath. “I am…grateful that you took me in after the dvargir murdered my mother and father, but let us be honest with one another.” 
“I insist upon it,” said the Old Man, voice dry.
“We detest each other,” said Morigna. “I cannot stand you, and you irritate me to no end. It is time we parted ways.”
“Ungrateful child,” said the Old Man. “You turn your back on the wonders I offer?” 
“Yes,” said Morigna. “Farewell, Old Man. I wish you joy in your life. Assuming you can still find any.”
She walked away from him without a word, and she felt his eyes digging into her back.

###

The next morning Nathan Vorinus returned, and Morigna took her pack and departed her cave for the last time. 
“We’ll head south,” said Nathan, walking through the undergrowth. “Coldinium is on the way to Cintarra, and perhaps we’ll stop in there.” He laughed. “Jonas talks about Coldinium so much, but he’s never been there. Then we’ll the road past the Lake of Battles to Cintarra.” He thought for a moment. “I assume there is a road. All the maps in the monastery's old books say so, but the books are hundreds of years old. Maybe the Frostborn or the urdmordar or something destroyed out the roads.” 
Morigna smiled. “Yes, I’m sure the Frostborn and the urdmordar conquered Andomhaim simply to wage war upon the High King’s roads. Perhaps…”
Nathan went motionless.
“What is it?” said Morigna.
Nathan pointed, and Morigna saw a deer grazing near a stand of pine trees at the foot of a rocky hill. She smiled, and he grinned back. They were, after all, in no hurry, and some meat to start off their journey would be welcome. Nathan reached for his bow, strung it, and set an arrow to the weapon, moving with the calm, fluid movements of the practiced hunter.
He released the arrow, and the deer moved at the very last second. Instead of slamming into its heart or throat, the shaft plunged into the deer’s flank. The beast took off at a limping run, leaving behind a trail of crimson droplets.
“Damn it,” said Nathan, lowering his bow. “I should have made that shot.”
“It is not your fault,” said Morigna.  “It moved just as you released.”
“Well, I hit it, at least,” said Nathan, starting forward, and Morigna followed suit. “We should find it and put it out of its misery.”
Finding the deer would not be hard. The trail of blood droplets got bigger the farther south they went. If they waited long enough, likely the deer would bleed out.
They followed the trail for another hour, and then Morigna came to an abrupt halt.
“What is it?” said Nathan.
“I don’t think,” said Morigna, “we should go any further.”
Nathan frowned. “We are close to the Old Man’s cottage, aren’t we?”
“Yes,” said Morigna, pointing, “but that worries me more.”
A tall, rocky hill rose up ahead, its sides cloaked in pine trees. At the top of the hill stood a double ring of tall, black standing stones, some supporting lintels to create archways. Strange carvings and scenes adorned the sides of the menhirs, showing robed figures torturing and killing humans and elves and halflings. 
Even without working a spell, Morigna sensed the faint presence of dark magic from the menhirs.
Circles of such standing stones stood scattered throughout the hills. The dark elves had raised them in ancient times, the Old Man had warned her, using them to augment their mighty sorcery. The urdmordar had destroyed the dark elven kingdoms long ago, but their standing stones remained, loci of dark power to draw the foolish and the reckless.
And the surviving creatures of the dark elves, the urvaalgs and the ursaars and worse things. 
Nathan did not seem alarmed. But, then, he could not sense the malevolent power sleeping atop the hill.
“They’re deserted,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve passed by this hill a hundred times, and I’ve never seen anything moving on it.”
“But you’ve never entered the circle, either,” said Morigna. “Come, let us be on our way. The deer will bleed out eventually.” 
“I wounded the deer,” said Nathan, “and it is my responsibility not to leave it in pain. Anyway, I don’t think the deer could have made it much farther.”
He kept going, and Morigna whispered a curse and followed him. To her alarm, the trail led up the side of the hill, towards the black menhirs. 
“We should turn back,” she said, her unease growing. 
“Once we’ve found the deer,” said Nathan. He shook his head. “Animals usually avoid this hill. The poor beast must have been maddened by pain to come here.”
“And we are mad to follow it,” said Morigna.
They reached the crest of the hill, and Morigna grabbed Nathan’s arm.
“Don’t go any further,” she said. “Not another step. Don’t enter the circle. You can’t sense the dark magic here, but I can. It’s not safe. Damn the deer, Nathan. Let’s just go.”
“I think,” said Nathan, his face tight, “that you might be right.” 
She followed his gaze and flinched. 
A massive bloodstain marked the ground just within the outer circle, and Morigna saw bits of fur and meat and bloody bones lying here and there, a grisly trail leading to the inner circle. A low earthen mound rose within the circle, supporting a massive altar of black stone. Upon the altar rested the deer’s head, its dead eyes gazing into nothingness. 
Someone had torn the beast apart with brutal power.
“We should go,” murmured Nathan. “Now.”
“That is what I have been telling you,” said Morigna. “We…”
She saw the rippling from the corner of her eye. 
Morigna whirled and saw the air at the base of a menhir ripple, the distorted blur coming closer. She summoned power and flung out her hands, a column of acidic mist swirling around the blur.
A snarl of fury filled her ears, and the distortion resolved into a hulking black shape, a ghastly mixture of wolf and ape, its fur bristling, the talons on its paws razor sharp, its harsh crimson eyes fixing upon Morigna with malice and hatred…
“Urvaalg!” said Nathan. “Run! Go!”
He pushed her, and they sprinted down the hillside, pebbles and pine needles scraping beneath their boots. Morigna risked a glance over her shoulder, and saw the urvaalg bounding after them with terrible speed, its muzzle twisted into a snarl. With horrifying clarity she saw that they would not make it, that the urvaalg would overtake them before they could get much farther. Morigna gathered power for another spell, intending to turn and attack the urvaalg so Nathan could escape…
Instead, he shoved her.
Morigna stumbled, barely keeping her balance as she tumbled down the hill. At last she caught her balance and spun, watching as Nathan charged the urvaalg with his hunting knife. The creature sprang upon him with a snarl, its massive jaws clamping around his throat.
Crimson blood flashed, and Morigna screamed. She gathered her power and drove her will into the urvaalg’s mind, commanding it to release Nathan, to flee and trouble them no more.
The urvaalg dropped Nathan and looked at her, his blood smeared across its misshapen muzzle. She felt its rage and hatred through the mental link, its realization of her as the greater threat. 
The creature bounded down the slope toward her, leaving Nathan motionless upon the hill. Morigna watched it hurtle towards her, watched her death run toward her down the slope.
A slope wrought of rocks and earth she felt through her magic.
Morigna screamed in pain and fury and cast a spell, all her power reaching out to claw at the hillside.
The side of the hill exploded as tons of earth and stone ripped free and cascaded onto the urvaalg. The creature had time for one startled roar, and then disappeared into the avalanche, dust billowing everywhere.
Morigna took one step forward and blacked out.

###

When she awoke, her head throbbed and pulsed. She had never used that much magic at once, and it had taken a physical toll. Then she remembered the urvaalg, and scrambled to her feet in a panic, half-expecting to feel the creature’s jaws close around her throat at any moment.
A pile of broken stone filled the ravine, ripped from the side of the hill by her spell. A pool of dark slime spread from its edge, and Morigna saw one of the urvaalg’s paws jutting from beneath a boulder. Normal steel could not harm the creature, but apparently that protection did not extend to a dozen tons of rock. 
Nathan’s knife had not hurt it…
Morigna raced up the torn slope, her heart hammering. Surely the urvaalg had not hurt him that badly. She had lured it away before it could hurt him much…
Nathan lay upon his back, gazing at the sky. He looked calm.
Or as calm as a man could with his throat and parts of his chest missing.
For a long time Morigna stared at him.
Then she fell to her knees and sobbed.

###

Some days later, Morigna watched the pyre burn, the smoke rising into the night sky.
A boot crunched against the pine needles, and she was not at all surprised to see the Old Man step into the firelight.
“Come to gloat?” she said, her voice thick. 
“Actually,” he said, “I came to see what started the fire. If you’re not careful, you’ll burn the forest down.”
“Good,” said Morigna. “Let the world burn.”
They stood in silence for a moment.
“If you say one word,” said Morigna, “one word of gloating, one word against him, I swear that I shall…”
“Why would I do that?” said the Old Man. “I am not a complete monster, you know. I am…sorry for your loss.” The admission sounded grudging. 
But he had said it nonetheless.
“You’re going to teach me more,” said Morigna. 
“Am I?” said the Old Man.
“Yes,” said Morigna. 
“As you wish,” said the Old Man, a faint hint of a smile on his lips.
He was teaching her for some purpose of his own, she knew, but Morigna did not care. She would use his teachings and his magic to make herself strong. 
So strong that no one would ever hurt her again.
She watched the pyre, and made that vow as the fires consumed the body of Nathan Vorinus.
THE END
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Bonus Chapter from FROSTBORN: THE GRAY KNIGHT
A letter to the surviving kings, counts, and knights of Britain:

I am Malahan Pendragon, the bastard son of Mordred, himself the bastard son of Arthur Pendragon, the High King of all Britain.
You know the grievous disasters that have befallen our fair isle. My father betrayed my grandfather, and perished upon the bloody field of Camlann, alongside many of the mightiest knights and kings of Britain. Before that came the war of Sir Lancelot’s treachery and the High Queen’s adultery, a war that slew many noble and valiant knights.
Now there is no High King in Britain, Camelot lies waste, and the pagan Saxons ravage our shores. Every day the Saxons advance further and further, laying waste to our fields and flocks, butchering our fighting men, making slaves of our womenfolk, and desecrating holy churches and monasteries. Soon all of Britain shall lie under their tyranny, just as the barbarians overthrew the Emperor of Rome.
My lords, I write not to claim the High Kingship of Britain – for Britain is lost to the Saxons – but to offer hope. My grandfather the High King is slain, and his true heir Galahad fell seeking the grail, so therefore this burden has fallen to me, for there is no one else to bear it. 
Britain is lost, but we may yet escape with our lives.
For I have spoken with the last Keepers of Avalon, and by their secret arts they have fashioned a gate wrought of magic leading to a far distant realm beyond the circles of this world, certainly beyond the reach of the heathen Saxons. Here we may settle anew, and build homes and lives free from the specter of war.
I urge you to gather all your people, and join me at the stronghold of Caerleon. We shall celebrate the feast of Easter one final time, and then march to the plain of Salisbury, to the standing stones raised by the wizard Merlin. 
The gate awaits, and from there we shall march to a new home.
Sealed in the name of Malahan Pendragon, in the Year of Our Lord 538.

###

The day it all began, the day in the Year of Our Lord 1478 when the blue fire filled the sky from horizon to horizon, Ridmark Arban returned to the town of Dun Licinia.
He gazed at the town huddled behind its walls of gray stone, his left hand gripped tight around a long wooden staff. He had not been here in over five years, not since the great battle against Mhalek and his horde of orcs, and then Dun Licinia had been little more than a square keep ringed by a wooden wall, an outpost named in honor of the Dux of the Northerland. 
Now it was a prosperous town of four thousand people, fortified by a wall of stone. Ridmark saw the towers of a small keep within the town, alongside the twin bell towers of a stone church and the round tower of a Magistrius. Cultivated fields and pastures ringed the town on three sides, and the River Marcaine flowed south past its western wall, making its way through the wooded hills of the Northerland to the River Moradel in the south. 
Ridmark’s father had always said there was good mining and logging to be had on the edges of the Northerland, if men were bold enough to live within reach of the orc tribes and dark creatures that lurked in the Wilderland.
And in the shadow of the black mountain that rose behind Ridmark. 
He walked for the town’s northern gate, swinging his staff in his left hand, his gray cloak hanging loose around him. When he had last stood in this valley, the slain orcs of Mhalek’s horde had carpeted the ground as far as he could see, the stench of blood and death filling his nostrils. It pleased him to see that something had grown here, a place of prosperity and plenty. 
Perhaps no one would recognize him. 
Freeholders and the freeholders’ sons toiled in the fields, breaking up the soil in preparation for the spring planting. The men cast him wary looks, looks that lingered long after he had passed. He could not blame them. A man wrapped in a gray cloak and hood, a wooden staff in his left hand and a bow slung over his shoulder, made for a dangerous-looking figure. 
Especially since he kept his hood up. 
But if he kept his hood up, they would not see the brand that marred the left side of his face.
He came to Dun Licinia’s northern gate. The wall itself stood fifteen feet high, and two octagonal towers of thirty feet stood on either side of the gate itself. A pair of men-at-arms in chain mail stood at the gate, keeping watch on the road and the wooded hills ringing the valley. He recognized the colors upon their tabards. They belonged to Sir Joram Agramore, a knight Ridmark had known. They had been friends, once.
Before Mhalek and his horde.
“Hold,” said one of the men-at-arms, a middle-aged man with the hard-bitten look of a veteran. “State your business.”
Ridmark met the man’s gaze. “I wish to enter the town, purchase supplies, and depart before sundown.”
“Aye?” said the man-at-arms, eyes narrowing. “Sleep in the hills, do you?”
“I do,” said Ridmark. “It’s comfortable, if you know how.” 
“Who are you, then?” said the man-at-arms. He jerked his head at the other soldier, and the man disappeared into the gatehouse. “Robber? Outlaw?”
“Perhaps I’m an anchorite,” said Ridmark.
The man-at-arms snorted. “Holy hermits don’t carry weapons. They trust in the Dominus Christus to protect them from harm. You look like the sort to place his trust in steel.”
He wasn’t wrong about that.
Ridmark spread his arms. “Upon my oath, I simply wish to purchase supplies and leave without causing any harm. I will swear this upon the name of God and whatever saints you wish to invoke.” 
Three more men-at-arms emerged from the gatehouse. 
“What’s your name?” said the first man-at-arms.
“Some call me the Gray Knight,” said Ridmark.
The first man frowned, but the youngest of the men-at-arms stepped forward.
“I’ve heard of you!” said the younger man. “When my mother journeyed south on pilgrimage to Tarlion, beastmen attacked her caravan. You drove them off! I…”
“Hold,” said the first man, scowling. “Show your face. Honest men have no reason to hide their faces.”
“Very well,” said Ridmark. He would not lie. Not even about this.
He drew back his cowl, exposing the brand of the broken sword upon his left cheek and jaw.
A ripple of surprise went through the men.
“You’re…” said the first man. He lifted his spear. “What is your name?”
“My name,” said Ridmark, “is Ridmark Arban.”
The men-at-arms looked at each other, and Ridmark rebuked himself. Coming here had been foolish. Better to have purchased supplies from the outlying farms or a smaller village, rather than coming to Dun Licinia. 
But he had not expected the town to grow so large. 
“Ridmark Arban,” said the older man-at-arms. He looked at one of the other men. “You. Go to the castle, and find Sir Joram.” One of the men ran off, chain mail flashing in the sunlight. 
“Are you arresting me?” said Ridmark. Perhaps it would be better to simply leave.
The first man opened his mouth again, closed it.
“You think he made the friar disappear?” said the younger man, the one who had mentioned his mother. “But he’s the Gray Knight! They…”
“The Gray Knight is a legend,” said the first man, “and you, Sir…” He scowled and started over. “And you, Ridmark Arban, should speak with Sir Joram. That is that.”
“So be it,” said Ridmark.
A dark thought flitted across his mind. If he attacked them, he might well overpower them. Their comrades would pursue him. Perhaps they would kill him.
And he could rest at last…
Ridmark shook off the notion and waited. 
A short time later two men approached and spoke in low voices to the first man-at-arms. 
“You will accompany us,” he said.
Ridmark nodded and walked through the gates of Dun Licinia, the men-at-arms escorting him. 

###

Calliande opened her eyes. 
She saw nothing but utter blackness, felt nothing but the cold stone beneath her back, its chill soaking through her robes. She took a deep breath, her throat and tongue dry and rough. Something soft and clinging covered her face and throat, and she tried to pull it off. But her shaking hands would not obey, and only after five tries did she reach her face, her fingers brushing her cheek and jaw.
She could not see anything in the blackness, but she recognized the feeling of the delicate threads she plucked from her face.
Cobwebs. She was pulling cobwebs from her jaw.
A wave of terrible exhaustion went through her, and a deeper darkness swallowed Calliande.

###

Dreams danced across her mind like foam driven across a raging sea.
She saw herself arguing with men in white robes, their voices raised in anger, their faces blurring into mist whenever she tried to look at them. 
A great battle, tens of thousands of armored men striving against a massive horde of blue-skinned orcs, great half-human, half-spider devils on their flanks, packs of beastmen savaging the knights in their armor. Tall, gaunt figures in pale armor led the horde, their eyes burning with blue flame, glittering swords in their hands. 
The sight of them filled her with terror, with certainty that they would devour the world. 
“It is the only way,” she heard herself tell the men in white robes, their faces dissolving into mist as she tried to remember their names. “This is the only way. I have to do this. Otherwise it will be forgotten, and it will all happen again. And we might not be able to stop him next time.”
She heard the distant sound of dry, mocking laughter.
A thunderous noise filled her ears, the sound of a slab of stone slamming over the entrance to a tomb. 
“It is the only way,” Calliande told the men in white robes.
“Is it?”
A shadow stood in their midst, long and dark and cold, utterly cold.
“You,” whispered Calliande. 
“Little girl,” whispered the shadow. “Little child, presuming to wield power you cannot understand. I am older than you. I am older than this world. I made the high elves dance long before your pathetic kindred ever crawled across the hills.” The shadow drew closer, devouring the men in the white robes. “You don’t know who I truly am. For if you did…you would run. You would run screaming. Or you would fall on your knees and worship me.”
“No,” said Calliande. “I stopped you once before.” 
“You did,” said the shadow. “But I have been stopped many times. Never defeated. I always return. And in your pride and folly, you have ensured that I shall be victorious.”
The shadow filled everything, and Calliande sank into darkness.

###

Her eyes shot open with a gasp, the cobwebs dancing around her lips, her heart hammering against her ribs. Again a violent spasm went through her limbs, her muscles trembling, her head pulsing with pain.
Bit by bit Calliande realized that she was ravenous, that her throat was parched with thirst.
And she was no longer in the darkness.
A faint blue glow touched her eyes. She saw a vaulted stone ceiling overhead, pale and eerie in the blue light. The air smelled musty and stale, as if it had not been breathed in a very long time. 
She pressed her hands flat at her sides, felt cold, smooth stone beneath them.
On the third try she sat up, her head spinning, her hair falling against her shoulders. 
She lay upon an altar of stone, or perhaps a sarcophagus. The altar stood in the center of a stone nave, thick pillars supporting the arched roof. The blue light came from the far end of the nave, near an archway containing a set of stairs. 
Calliande sat motionless for a moment, listening to the silence.
She had no idea how she had gotten here. Nor, for that matter, did she know where she was.
And, with a growing sense of panic, she realized she could not remember who she was.
Calliande, her name was Calliande. She knew that much. But the details of her past turned to mist even as she tried to recall them. Shattered, broken images danced through her mind. Men in white robes, warriors with eyes of blue flame, armies of blue-skinned orcs…but all of it slithered away from her grasp.
Something, she realized, had gone terribly wrong.
“They were supposed to be here,” she whispered, her voice cracked and rasping. “They were supposed to wait here.”
But who?
She didn’t know.
Her panic grew, her hands scrabbling over the altar’s stone surface. After a moment she realized that she was looking for something. A…staff? Yes, that was it. A staff.
Why?
Calliande looked around in desperation, her panic growing. 
“They were supposed to be here,” she said again.
But through her fear, her mind noted some practical problems. She was alone in a strange place, her stomach was clenching with hunger, and she was so thirsty her head was spinning. Despite whatever had happened to her, she could not remain here and wait for someone to find her. 
Calliande took a deep breath, braced herself on the edge of the altar, and stood. Her boots clicked against the stone floor, and her legs felt as if they had been made of wet string. Yet she did not fall, and after a moment she took a step forward.
Something brushed her left arm and fell to the floor.
She looked down at herself and saw that she wore a robe of green trimmed with gold upon the sleeves and hems, and the left sleeve had fallen off, exposing the pale skin of her arm. Once it must have been a magnificent garment, but now it was worn and brittle, the seams disintegrating. The leather of her belt and boots was dry and crumbling, and the few steps she had taken had already split her right boot open.
The clothes looked centuries old.
Her fear redoubled. Was she dead? Had she been buried alive?
Another part of her mind, the cold part that had urged her to find food and water, pointed out that a dead woman would not feel nearly as hungry as she did. Had not the Dominus Christus eaten food in front of his disciples to prove that he was not a spirit? 
Whatever had happened to Calliande, she was still alive.
But she needed to take action to stay that way. 
She crossed the nave, her boots crumbling further with every step. A thick layer of dust covered the floor, and she glimpsed more cobwebs stretched between the heavy pillars supporting the ceiling. No other footprints marked the dust. It was clear that no one had entered this chamber in a long time. Soot stained the pillars, and here and there Calliande saw piles of burned wood that had once been furniture.
Had this place caught fire?
She saw the first bones after that.
Three skeletons lay in the dust nearby, clad in rusted armor, swords and maces lying near their bony hands. She saw the marks of violence upon their bones. Plainly a battle had been fought here, long ago, and it had been followed by a fire.
How long had she been lying in this place of death?
Calliande reached the archway at the far end of the nave. A skeleton lay slumped against the stairs, clad in the ragged remnants of a robe. 
A white robe.
She remembered the image from her dream, and reached to touch the bones.
As she did, the blue light brightened, and a specter appeared on the stairs.
Calliande took a step back in alarm, but the specter made no move to harm her. It looked like an old man in white robes, his head encircled by a tangled mane of gray hair, his eyes deep and heavy and sad. 
“Forgive me, mistress,” said the specter.
“You can see me?” said Calliande. “Who are you?”
“Forgive me, for we have failed in our sacred charge,” said the specter. “The Tower of Vigilance is overrun. The warring sons of the old king brought their foolish quarrel here, and the Tower is taken. I wished us to remain neutral, but the others thought differently…and our Order has paid for it.”
“Answer me!” said Calliande. “Who are you? Why am I here?”
But the specter kept talking, and Calliande realized it wasn’t really there. Or, rather, it was not a spirit or a ghost. Rather, it was a spell, a final message to her.
Left by the man whose bones now lay moldering at her feet. 
“I have no doubt they would kill you simply out of spite,” said the old man, “and I have my suspicions of the darker forces behind the strife. But I have activated the defenses of the vault. Sealed it from the inside.” He took a deep breath. “Only you can open it.”
“But that means…” said Calliande. 
That meant the old man had sealed himself inside the vault.
And to judge from the skeleton, he never left.
“Do not mourn for me,” said the old man, “for my course is run. I am wounded unto death.” She saw the spreading crimson stain across his white robes, and realized that he had been wounded. “You will be safe here, until you awaken.”
He closed his eyes and shuddered with pain.
“Mistress, I beg, listen to me,” said the old man. “You were right. You were always right, and I should have listened to you as a young man. This war between the Pendragon princes…no, it did not occur on its own. They were manipulated into it. Mistress, beware.” His voice grew thicker, his breathing harsher. “The bearer…the bearer of the shadow. You were right about him, too. This was his doing. Everything has been his doing…and he has been laboring in the darkness for centuries before Malahan Pendragon raised the first stone of Tarlion itself. Mistress, please, beware…he will come for you…he…”
The specter vanished into nothingness.
And the blue glow faded. 
With a surge of alarm Calliande realized the glow had been part of the spell. And now that the spell’s message had been delivered, the light would fade away.
Leaving her alone in the darkness.
“No!” she said, her voice echoing off the walls.
The blue light faded away a moment later, leaving her in utter blackness. 
Follow this link to continue reading Frostborn: The Gray Knight.
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