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Description
RIDMARK ARBAN is the Gray Knight, questing to stop the return of the terrible Frostborn to the High King's realm. Yet the soulstone, the instrument of the return of the Frostborn, has been stolen by a ruthless cult and secured within the grim fortress of the Iron Tower.  
And Ridmark must risk everything to retrieve it. 
MARA wishes only to live peacefully. Yet her father was a dark elven wizard of power, and his shadow-tainted blood flows through her veins, threatening to transform her into a monster.
Yet that is not the greatest danger she faces. 
For the Iron Tower was once home to an ancient evil, an evil that desires to claim the power in her blood...
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A Brief Prologue
Do you want to know how to create monsters, my disciple? 

The power comes from the shadow of Incariel in our blood.
Our sundered cousins, the high elves, inhabited this world first. For when God created this world and called the high elves into being he gave them a mission. They were to guard this world, to act as its custodians and caretakers, for a great evil had been imprisoned within the earth. And our ancestors fulfilled this mission for millennia beyond count.
But some of us were wiser. We spoke to the imprisoned darkness, to Incariel, and in return we received power. Incariel’s shadows imprinted themselves upon our very blood. Our sundered cousins turned upon us and named us the dark elves, and we warred against each other for a hundred thousand years. 
And in time we learned how to use our blood to create loyal servants.
The urvaalgs and ursaars were first. By fusing our blood with common wolves and bears, we transformed them, made them stronger and faster and smarter, granting them immunity to common steel and a bloodlust that fired their limbs. 
But when we opened doors to other worlds, summoning other kindreds to serve as our slaves and soldiers, we learned how to create powerful servants. For our blood, when fused with the blood and souls of lesser kindred, gives them power. Such creatures possess great cunning and greater strength, and are our most effective servants. 
Yet though the power in their blood compels them to obedience, the stronger their will the more likely it is that they will hate our domination and seek to escape it.
You would do well, my disciple, to heed this lesson, lest it destroy you.
-The Warden of Urd Morlemoch



Chapter 1 - The Soulstone
Fifty-five days after it began, fifty-five days after the day in the Year of Our Lord 1478 when blue fire filled the sky from horizon to horizon, Ridmark Arban moved in silence through the twilight forest.

He had spent years traveling through the Wilderland’s forests, but this time, he did not go alone.
Late spring had given way to early summer, and the branches of the trees over Ridmark’s head were heavy with green leaves. A thick layer of fallen leaves covered the floor of the forest, though they made no noise beneath Ridmark’s quick footsteps. The only sound was the buzz of insects and the faint whisper of the wind against the trees, the air heavy with the smells of wet earth and grass.
He certainly did not hear the movements of the woman next to him, and if he did not glance at her from time to time, he would quickly lose track of her position. 
Morigna was about twenty, her long black hair tied back into a thick tail, her hard black eyes stark against her pale face. She wore leather boots, trousers, and a well-worn leather jerkin, a cloak of tattered gray and brown strips hanging from her shoulders. Her wooden staff, carved with odd sigils, had been slung over her shoulder, its leather strap clenched diagonally across her chest. In her hands she held a short hunting bow, an arrow ready. 
She moved through the trees and over the tangled branches without a hint of sound. She was even better at it than Ridmark. Part of it was that she was fifty or sixty pounds lighter than he was, and so made less noise. A bigger part of it was that she had spent nearly every day in the woods since she had been a child, had spent years surviving on her own. 
Of all those who had followed Ridmark since the day of the great omen, Morigna was the best choice for what he had in mind. Kharlacht and Gavin and Caius could move quietly enough, but next to them Morigna was a ghost. Calliande could move with stealth, but her magic would not be as useful if the patrols found Ridmark. And Jager…the halfling moved like a shadow, but he was more comfortable in a city, and ever since they had left Coldinium he had been staring at the trees like he expected them to grow claws and attack. 
Morigna stopped. For just a moment her black eyes closed, and her face turned towards the dimming sky. Then she nodded, opened her eyes, and kept moving.
She had certain other useful skills.
They climbed the wooded slope, moving from tree to tree. Ridmark had his staff slung over his shoulder, the enchanted axe the Taalkaz of Coldinium’s Dwarven Enclave had given to him hanging from his belt, his own bow ready in his hands. He was not as good a shot as Morigna, though if necessary he could put a shaft through a man’s throat.
Ridmark hoped it would not come to that. He did not want to kill any of Sir Paul Tallmane’s men, not if he could help it. They might not know about Sir Paul’s allegiance to the Enlightened of Incariel, might not know about the Dux Tarrabus Carhaine’s treachery.
And from a more practical note, killing one man might alert the others. 
A raven flew overhead and perched upon a branch. Morigna stared at the bird for a moment. Then she turned, beckoned to Ridmark, and hurried in silence towards the raven’s tree. Ridmark followed suit, and Morigna ducked against the base of the tree, wrapping her tattered cloak around her. The cloak’s long strips of brown and gray made for effective concealment. Ridmark wrapped his own gray cloak around him. The high elven archmage Ardrhythain had given it to him years ago, and some property of the cloak turned aside hostile eyes when Ridmark needed concealment. 
They waited, and a moment later the man-at-arms came into sight.
He wore chain mail beneath a blue tabard adorned with a black dragon’s head, the sigil of the Dux of Caerdracon. A sword and a dagger waited at his belt, and a heavy shield had been slung over his shoulders. The man-at-arms carried a loaded crossbow in his arms, his eyes scanning the trees. The twigs snapped and crackled beneath his armored boots. Ridmark fought off an urge to shake his head in dismay and kept motionless. A proper scout should have been wearing leather, not mail, and a crossbow was a poor weapon in the dense trees. Better to send out a man with a hunting bow or a longbow, a weapon that could be strung and drawn quickly at need. 
But, then, no one had ever accused Sir Paul Tallmane of being clever. His master Dux Tarrabus crafted the plans. Paul was merely the armored fist that carried them out.
The man-at-arms blundered through the woods with the air of a man who wanted to finish his patrol and return to his tent. Ridmark remained motionless. He was close enough to Morigna that he felt his right leg against her left, felt the warmth of her body seeping through her clothes. It made him uncomfortable. Or maybe it didn’t. Maybe he enjoyed it, which made him more uncomfortable. 
It made him think about Aelia, about that awful day in Castra Marcaine’s great hall. 
Ridmark dismissed the thought. This was most certainly neither the time nor the place to think about his dead wife and the guilt he felt. He turned his head, peering around the tree, but the man-at-arms had vanished.
“Any others?” muttered Ridmark.
Morigna’s eyes darted back and forth behind closed lids as she worked her magic and summoned her mental link to the ravens. “None. At least none that the birds can see.” She had grown up in a forest, but spoke Latin with a stately, almost archaic formality. 
Given that her teacher had been born centuries ago, that was not surprising. 
Ridmark grunted and got to his feet, throwing back his cloak. 
“Though if the last two are any indication,” said Morigna, “one suspects we could hear the blundering fools from a mile off.”
Ridmark shook his head. “Sir Paul is many things, but clever is not one of them.”
Morigna raised a black eyebrow. “Was that Sir Paul himself, then?”
“No. One of his patrols,” said Ridmark. “But the patrols are sloppy and disorganized. The scout was not equipped properly. A wise commander would have taken better precautions.”
“And you would know,” said Morigna, “since you commanded men in battle.” 
He looked at her.
“That was not sarcasm,” said Morigna. “It speaks ill of your realm of Andomhaim that Sir Paul has power and prestige and you are a branded exile. You would use such power wisely.”
Ridmark said nothing. He had had this argument with both her and Calliande, and he had no wish to repeat it. He deserved death for what had happened to Aelia, had earned his brand and exile. Many men, he knew, would have despaired and slain themselves, or sunk into dissipation and debauchery.
But Ridmark knew something.
The Frostborn were returning.
Within a year and a month of the great omen of blue fire, Agrimnalazur had said. The omen had been fifty-five days ago. The Frostborn had been destroyed two centuries ago at great cost, but they would return within the year. 
Unless Ridmark found a way to stop it. 
“This is not the time for such a discussion,” said Ridmark. Nor was it the time for him to brood upon his doubts.
“Agreed,” said Morigna. “Though this would be much simpler if you would simply let me shoot them.” 
“No,” said Ridmark.
She rolled her eyes. “I would be doing them a favor. The way they blunder through the underbrush, they shall draw the ear of every urvaalg for a hundred miles.”
“You cannot admire my wisdom in one breath,” said Ridmark, “and disregard it in the next.” 
“I can if you abandon wisdom between one breath and the next.”
“If you shoot the patrol,” said Ridmark, “they will not return to deliver their reports. Even Sir Paul will not fail to notice that something is amiss when all his scouts disappear.”
“Given how much he hates you,” said Morigna, “perhaps you can sound a trumpet and challenge him to knightly combat.”
“No,” said Ridmark.
“That was a joke,” said Morigna.
“If you want to trade witticisms,” said Ridmark, “wait until we return to our camp. I am sure that Jager will be more than happy to oblige.”
“The man never stops talking,” said Morigna. “Both him and Caius. Once they start talking, they stop for neither food nor rest. They would die of thirst if we let them.”
“Then let us not follow their example,” said Ridmark, turning back toward the slope.
She scoffed at that, but followed him, moving in silence. 
They made their way up the slope, one cautious step at a time. Ridmark’s ears strained for any sounds, but heard only the buzz of insects and the wind rustling the branches. Yet as they drew closer, he heard sounds rising over the hill. The neighing of horses and the shouts of men. The tramp of boots and the clatter of armor. Ridmark dropped to his hands and knees and gestured for Morigna to do the same, and together they crawled on their stomachs to the top of the hill.
A wide valley stretched below them, and Ridmark saw the camp of Sir Paul Tallmane. 
The camp, as Ridmark had expected, was a mess. This far from the frontier of Andomhaim, Paul should have raised a fortified camp, surrounding it with a ditch and a palisade in the style of the legions of the Romans of Old Earth. Instead a score of tents sprawled along the banks of a small creek, the horses tethered at random. No proper guard had been placed, and Ridmark saw men-at-arms and knights wandering about and laughing, some of them gathering around the campfires to eat. 
Paul had a hundred men, and if Ridmark had possessed a third of that number, he could have launched a surprise attack that would have swept these complacent fools from the field. But he did not have thirty men. He had himself, an orcish warrior, a dwarven friar, a Magistria, a half-trained boy who had the potential to become a good swordsman, a renegade sorceress, and a halfling who liked to make jokes. Together they had faced dangerous foes and prevailed, but Paul simply had too many men to fight. 
They would have to use cleverness instead of strength, then. 
Ridmark studied the camp for a moment longer. Sir Paul’s pavilion, larger and more elaborate than the other tents, rose from the center of the camp. He spotted Paul Tallmane himself in front of the pavilion, a tall, strong man in gleaming steel plate and a blue surcoat, a skin of wine in one hand. He looked relaxed, certain that nothing threatened him.
The stolen soulstone was likely within his pavilion. 
Ridmark wondered at that. Was Paul foolish enough to disregard even the possibility of an attack? Perhaps Paul was certain that the Red Family and the Mhorites would kill Ridmark in Coldinium. Yet while Paul would take a risk that foolish, Tarrabus Carhaine would not. The Dux had to have known that Ridmark might escape and go after the soulstone. Why entrust it to Sir Paul? 
Of course, if the soulstone got to the Iron Tower, it would never come out again. Not until Shadowbearer came to claim it. 
Morigna turned her head to the right and closed her eyes. Then she opened them again and inched closer to Ridmark, bringing her lips to his ear.
“We should go,” she whispered, her breath hot against his skin. “The ravens saw another patrol around the side of the hill. If they catch us up here, we shall have half the camp after us before we can escape.” 
Again he found that her proximity both pleased and unsettled him. But this was certainly not the time to dwell upon it. Ridmark nodded and crept back down the slope. Once they were a safe distance away, he got back to his feet.
“Now what?” said Morigna.
“Back to our camp,” said Ridmark. “We have a theft to plan.”
 
###
 
They hurried through the trees, and Morigna kept part of her mind focused upon maintaining a quick and stealthy stride. Paul Tallmane’s scouts were blundering fools, but even a fool might notice the obvious if you waved it in front of his face. Best not to give them the opportunity. 
Another part of her mind focused upon her magical link to the ravens she had bound. She had them circling over the camp and the surrounding forests, watching for any sign of movement. Ravens were predators, but they were also scavengers, and convincing them to circle above the camp had not taken much magical persuasion. Sooner or later their instincts would override her control, but for now they kept watch.
The rest of her mind considered Ridmark.
As it so often did, these days.
She marveled at his determination. He had not walked away from the fight with Coriolus, though he owed Morigna nothing, and had defeated the Old Man. He had refused to accept Kharlacht’s impending death from wyvern venom, and had saved the orcish warrior’s life at great risk to his own. He had aided Jager and risked the wrath of the Red Family and the Mhorite orcs. Now he was preparing to snatch the soulstone out of the heart of his foe’s camp. 
She had only seen him falter once, when Imaria Licinius had accused him of Aelia’s death.
And when Calliande, infected with Imaria’s memories after the Challenge of Magistri, had thrown that death into his face. 
It still made Morigna angry to think on it.
Of course, Calliande claimed she had been infected with Imaria’s memories at the time, but Morigna had her doubts. And it was not as if the haughty Magistria could understand the kind of pain she had inflicted. Calliande had lost the memory of her past life, but Morigna would not have been surprised if it turned out Calliande had never known a man’s touch. She wouldn’t understand the pain of such a loss.
But Morigna did. 
Morigna had seen Nathan Vorinus die before her eyes, slain by an urvaalg’s talons, and she had loved him with all her heart. She had blamed herself for his death, but in time she had realized that if Nathan had listened to her, if he had not pursued that deer into the standing stones, the urvaalg would never have found him. 
And then she had learned the Old Man had orchestrated his death.
Well, he had paid for his crimes. 
Morigna had vowed to become strong, to have power enough that she would never again know a loss like that. 
And Ridmark was so strong. He ought to have been a lord, maybe even a Dux, ruling over lesser men and bringing order to his lands. Any people he ruled would have been prosperous and orderly beneath his firm hand. If grief for the death of Aelia Licinius Arban had not crippled his heart, he could have been a powerful lord. And he still might be. He would never entirely forgive himself for Aelia’s death, she knew, but in time he could move past it as Morigna had moved past Nathan’s death. She need only convince him of that. 
And she had a few ideas on just how to accomplish it.
Later. After she had repaid her debt to him by helping to stop the return of the Frostborn. But before they did that, they had to get that soulstone away from Sir Paul. And Morigna had no idea how Ridmark intended to do that.
A mile later they came to their camp. 
Kharlacht saw them first. The big orc was a tower of green-skinned muscle clad in blue armor. His black hair had been shaved into a warrior’s topknot, bound with a ring of bronze. The hilt of a massive two-handed greatsword rose over his right shoulder, and Morigna had seen him use that weapon to behead foes with a single blow. 
“You found them?” said Kharlacht.
“They were hard to miss,” said Ridmark. “Anything here?”
Kharlacht shook his head. “Nothing of note. One of the men-at-arms approached, but he was too lazy to take proper note of his surroundings.” The orcish warrior shook his head in disapproval, the wooden cross hanging from his neck scraping against the blue steel plates of his armor. “I could have walked up and picked his pocket.”
“A lazy scout indeed, if he failed to notice a seven-foot tall orcish man watching him,” said Morigna.
“Indeed,” said Kharlacht.
“Aye, the foe is lax,” said Ridmark, “and that is our best chance for retrieving the soulstone. Come. We must speak with the others.”
He led the way into their camp.
They had ridden hard for nearly three days, leaving Coldinium and drawing nearer to the Iron Tower. They had avoided the road, using trails Ridmark knew from his years wandering the Wilderland, and had passed Sir Paul’s slow-moving column. Then Ridmark had led them to a ravine in the hills, concealed the horses, and taken Morigna to scout Paul’s camp.
Their ravine was narrow, lined with tough little trees and tumbled boulders, and the horses waited in a group, grazing. The other members of Ridmark Arban’s odd little band stood with the horses, their hands near their weapons. 
Calliande, of course, was the first to approach.
Morigna kept the scowl from her face. She hated showing weakness to anyone, and she certainly would not show it to Calliande.
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. “You came back in one piece.”
Morigna had to admit that Calliande was beautiful, with long blond hair tied away from her face and clear blue eyes. The woman was two hundred years old, if not older, but looked no older than her middle twenties, which struck Morigna as unjust. Though Calliande had paid a price for that. She had spent most of those two hundred years asleep below the Tower of Vigilance in the shadow of the Black Mountain, and when she had awakened on the day of blue fire her memories had been gone. Calliande could remember nothing that had happened before she had awakened. Morigna had seen her parents murdered by Coriolus’s dvargir, had seen Nathan die, but the thought of forgetting them was dreadful. It made her feel a pang of sympathy for the woman.
She was still insufferable, though.
“For now,” said Ridmark. 
Gavin stood next to her, a boy of about fifteen or sixteen with a ragged shock of curly brown hair and brown eyes. He gave Morigna a flat stare, neither threating nor hostile, but simply…aware. As if he was ready to take action if she lifted a hand against Calliande. Morigna had thought him a rural simpleton when they first met, but she had seen him keep his head in several fights. 
The final two members of their party joined them.
“The Dominus Christus has guided you back,” said Brother Caius. The dwarf was short and stocky with muscle, clad in simple brown robes, a wooden cross hanging from his neck. His skin was the color of granite, gray and hard, and his strange eyes were like polished blue marble. His receding black hair and bushy beard were shot through with gray, giving him an air of solemn wisdom. 
“The Dominus Christus,” said Morigna, “had naught to do with it. If he truly wants to help us, then he can deign to descend from heaven and snatch the soulstone out of Paul Tallmane’s grasp.”
Both Calliande and Kharlacht frowned. Morigna could never understand why Kharlacht had turned from the old blood gods of the orcs to follow the teachings of the church. The blood gods permitted an orcish man to take as many wives and concubines as his strength and wealth allowed, while the church restricted a man to just one. 
Caius only smiled. “Does not God give us arms and legs? Does…”
“The two of you,” said the man next to Caius, his voice deep and mocking. He was a halfling, standing about four and a half feet tall, with a mop of curly blond hair and bright amber eyes in a pale, square-jawed face. His black leather boots gleamed, and he wore a black leather vest over a stark white shirt, his trousers crisp and spotless. Somehow the preening little dandy had kept his clothes clean even in the wilderness. A short sword and a dagger hung at his belt, and both weapons looked expensive and well-maintained.
“What does that mean?” said Morigna.
“The way you two fight,” said Jager, once the famed Master Thief of Cintarra. “Really, Caius, you ought to proposition her already and get it over with. Perhaps once she’s worked off that tension she won’t be quite so cross all the time.” 
Gavin barked a short laugh, and then turned red.
Caius only smiled. “I am sworn to chastity.”
“And I,” spat Morigna, “prefer my men taller.”
“Just as well,” said Caius, calm as ever. “Human women are too tall.”
Gavin laughed again and covered his mouth.
Morigna drew breath to answer, but Ridmark spoke first.
“Enough,” he said. “You can amuse yourselves after we have gotten the soulstone back.” 
“And after we have gotten Mara out of the Iron Tower,” said Jager. 
They all had their own reasons for joining Ridmark on his quest to reach Urd Morlemoch and learn the secret of the Frostborn. Jager simply wanted to rescue his lover Mara from her imprisonment in the Iron Tower. Assuming that she was even still alive. From what Morigna had seen of Tarrabus Carhaine, the Dux seemed quite willing to kill people he found inconvenient. 
And assuming they could even find a way to get into the Tower. Morigna had never seen the place, but every account she had heard indicated it was a strong fortress. 
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “But the soulstone is at hand now.”
Jager frowned, his amber-colored eyes glinting. “And once you have the soulstone, you’ll have no further reason to help me. You can continue on your merry way to Urd Morlemoch…”
“No,” said Ridmark. “I gave you my word that we shall rescue Mara from the Tower, and if I live I shall keep it.” The iron in his voice drained some of the insouciance from Jager, and the halfling offered a hesitant nod. “And if we happen to kill Paul in the process, that will throw the garrison of the Tower into disarray, which will make retrieving Mara all the easier.”
Calliande frowned. “Then you mean to kill Paul this time?”
“I told him,” said Ridmark, voice grim, “that if I ever saw him again, that I would kill him. But I let him go. And I put others in danger by doing so. I will not murder him in his cot, but if he fights, then I will not hold back.”
From another man that would have been an idle boast. But Morigna had seen Ridmark fight. 
“If he repents of his crimes and seeks to make restitution you should spare him,” said Caius. 
“The sun is more likely to rise in the west,” said Jager.
“I fear I agree with you,” said Caius. 
“Well and good,” said Kharlacht, “but how shall we achieve this? Our foe has at least a hundred men, and we are but seven.”
“Distraction,” said Ridmark. 
“Ah,” said Caius. “You intend something clever.”
“There is a stand of pine trees north of Paul’s camp,” said Ridmark. “It hasn’t rained much and the trees are dry. After midnight, you, Calliande, Morigna, Kharlacht, and Gavin will set the trees ablaze. Morigna, your acidic mist. Can you alter it to conjure a sleeping gas?”
“Of course,” said Morigna. “Quite easily. But I should warn you that the effect will not last long. Not when dispersed among so many.” 
“It needn’t last long,” said Ridmark. “My hope is that the fire will draw most of the men to the northern end of the camp. When they gather, cast your spell over them…”
“And if they are all gathered together in one place,” said Morigna, “that will make it easier for the spell to stun them.” 
“I fear you shall have to deal with any who come to investigate the fire,” said Ridmark.
Kharlacht grunted. “It will be done.”
Jager grinned. “There is opportunity in chaos.”
Ridmark looked at Caius. “Spare them if they surrender, and if it all possible overpower them without taking their lives. But if they resist, kill them. And if there are any members of the Enlightened of Incariel among their number, do not hesitate to slay them.”
Morigna felt her lips thin. Jonas Vorinus had been an Initiated of the Second Circle of the Enlightened of Incariel, the ruthless cult devoted to the worship of the great void of the dark elves, and he had betrayed them to Coriolus. She could not understand why anyone would join the Enlightened. They offered power, yes, that Morigna could understand. She wanted power herself. But the price for the power the Enlightened offered was obviously far too high. 
“And you are up to sneaking into Paul’s tent?” said Calliande.
“My dear lady Magistria,” said Jager with a grand bow, “I am the master of stealth and the champion of thieves.”
“He stole the soulstone,” said Ridmark, “so it is only fair that he steal it back.”
Morigna gave the halfling a sidelong glance. She still thought Ridmark should have killed him, and she did not trust Jager. But perhaps Ridmark could make use of him.
“This is our best option,” said Ridmark, meeting Calliande’s gaze with his own hard blue eyes. “It will be difficult enough to get Mara out of the Iron Tower. The Tower is only a half-day’s ride from here, and Paul’s column will reach it by noon tomorrow. It has to be tonight.”
Calliande nodded. “So be it.”
“May God grant us strength,” said Caius.
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “We shall need all the help he can spare.” 



Chapter 2 - Fire and Stealth
Ridmark crouched with the others on the northern edge of the valley and watched Paul Tallmane’s camp.

Full dark had fallen by the time they left the ravine, and Ridmark had led them on a circuitous route through the trees. Paul did not seem inclined to send men into the forest at night, and they had reached the northern lip of the valley without incident. 
Then they settled down to wait, watching camp’s bonfires. 
For a moment Ridmark wondered if Sir Paul was so lax that he simply would not bother to set a proper watch around the edge of his camp. But that hope was in vain. A dozen men stood guard around the camp, staying away from the campfires to keep their night vision intact. It would be impossible to sneak past them without a distraction.
Ridmark watched as the knights and men-at-arms of Paul’s party found their way to their beds, vanishing into their tents. He saw Paul himself walk through the camp, a drunken stagger in his step. A flash of contemptuous disbelief flashed through Ridmark. Perhaps Paul was certain that Mournacht and Rotherius had killed Ridmark, but Paul’s men were at the very edge of the Wilderland, and dangerous creatures beyond count prowled the wilderness. Why? Why was he so lax?
“If we cannot live without enemies,” Caius murmured, “then let us at least hope God grants us enemies who are fools.” 
“Aye,” said Gavin.
“Better to have dead enemies,” said Morigna. 
“And if there was ever a man who deserved death,” said Jager, his deep voice icy, “it is Paul Tallmane of Caudea.” 
“Quiet,” said Ridmark, and the others fell silent. He doubted their voices would carry to the camp, but he did not want to listen to another one of Morigna’s and Caius’s interminable theological arguments. Bickering before a battle was never wise…and there was a real chance they might be fighting for their lives soon. 
But the sloppy camp bothered him. Surely not even Paul Tallmane could be so foolish. Ridmark felt as if he had overlooked something vital. He had had the same feeling when investigating the undead near Moraime, a feeling that had proven prescient when the Old Man had been revealed as the master of the undead. 
For a moment he considered turning back and waiting for a better opportunity. 
But this was their best chance. If Paul took the soulstone into the Iron Tower, the odds of retrieving it were small. And if Shadowbearer arrived and claimed the soulstone, the Frostborn would return. Ridmark did not know how the Frostborn would return, or why Shadowbearer needed the soulstone to do it. 
But he knew that he had to stop Shadowbearer from taking the soulstone.
And now, right now, was the best opportunity he was likely to get. 
“Calliande,” murmured Ridmark, and the Magistria stepped to his right side. “Get ready.” He tapped one of the pine trees with the end of his staff, brown needles falling from the spindly branches. “After Jager and I leave, count to a thousand, and then start the fire. The needles and the trees will go up quickly.” 
She smiled. “I confess that I have no recollection of ever starting a forest fire before.”
“Morigna,” said Ridmark, and the sorceress stepped to his left side. “Be ready with the sleeping mist. Once the fire is large enough, a number of Paul’s men will likely come to investigate. Wait until as many of them are gathered as possible before you cast your spell.”
She nodded, her black eyes hard in the darkness, both hands gripping the carved length of her staff. 
“Kharlacht, Gavin, Brother Caius,” said Ridmark. “Keep watch over Calliande and Morigna. Defend them if Paul’s men attack.” He turned his head, looking over each of them. “Once the mist has taken effect, fall back and retreat to the ravine. We will meet you there.”
“We?” said Jager. “And I assume, Gray Knight, that I shall be accompanying you into noble Sir Paul’s tent?”
“You shall,” said Ridmark.
Morigna raised an eyebrow, her eyes glinting into the distant light of the campfires. “The last time the two of you went thieving together, we wound up in a battle with the Mhorites on the one side and the men of Coldinium and the Dwarven Enclave on the other.”
“We’re still alive, are we not?” said Ridmark. 
“It is a grave risk,” said Calliande.
He saw the fear in her eyes. Not for herself, but for him. He wished she did not feel it. He deserved death, and if he lost his life trying to stop the Frostborn, then what of it? She was right that he often risked himself without need, but this time the need was dire.
“It is a necessary risk,” said Ridmark. “This is our best chance to secure the soulstone. You know better than most what will happen if Shadowbearer claims it. We cannot allow that. No matter what the peril.”
Calliande took a deep breath and offered a tight nod. “Go with God.”
She thought better of him than he deserved. It touched him, but she was wrong. 
“And you also,” said Ridmark. “Jager.” 
“Well, I fancy an evening stroll through the woods,” said Jager, walking to Ridmark’s side. He looked calm, but Ridmark saw the tension there. Some men prayed before going to battle, while others remained silent or checked their weapons over and over.
Jager, it seemed, made jokes.
“That mouth of yours shall be the death of you yet,” said Morigna.
Jager offered a wide smile. “At the moment I fear a crossbow quarrel is a more likely claimant to that particular honor.”
“Then let us deny both Jager’s mouth and the crossbow quarrel the victory,” said Ridmark. “Come.”
“Why, Gray Knight,” said Jager. “I do believe you just made a joke.” 
Ridmark gestured, and he moved from the pine trees and into the darkness as Morigna and Kharlacht and Gavin prepared the fires. Jager followed Ridmark without sound, moving just as silently as Morigna had managed. The halflings were far more agile and stealthy than humans, and Jager’s natural talents had been honed by long years of practice. Any guards scanning the northern bank of the creek would not see him, and Ridmark’s own stealth and gray elven cloak would guard him from any eyes. He led Jager to the west and stopped at the edge of the creek. The water splashed and bubbled against the rocks, loud enough to mask the sound of their crossing.
“Now what?” hissed Jager in a low voice. All trace of his jocular manner had vanished, and the halfling seemed keen and watchful.
Ridmark looked back in the direction of the pine trees. “Now we wait.”
 
###
 
“Done,” said Morigna, straightening up. 
Corbanic Lamorus, the Comes of Coldinium, had been generous with supplies when they had departed his city. Among the equipment had been several flasks of lamp oil. At the time, Morigna had thought that ridiculous, since only a fool did not know how to start a fire, but now she saw the wisdom of it. They had prepared small piles of kindling at the base of a dozen pine trees, dousing them will lamp oil. The trees were dry, and with a little encouragement would go up like torches. The carpet of dry needles beneath the trees would burn as well, creating quite the light show to draw the attention of Sir Paul’s men. Ridmark and Jager ought to be able to get in and out of the camp with ease. 
Or so Morigna hoped.
“Now, Gavin,” said Calliande. 
It annoyed Morigna how quickly the boy obeyed the Magistria. Gavin produced a piece of flint, struck a spark, and lit a torch. He ran toward the trees, torch blazing, while Morigna, Calliande, Caius, and Kharlacht left the pine trees and moved toward the forest proper. Caius had his mace of bronze-colored dwarven steel in his hand, and Kharlacht drew his massive blue greatsword with a steely hiss. With luck they would not need the weapons.
But if they did, Morigna would fight besides them. Calliande’s magic warded and healed, but Morigna’s spells drew upon earth magic, and she could command that power to strike down her foes, to fill their lungs with poison or to shatter their weapons. 
But perhaps her spell would put the men to sleep and allow Ridmark and Jager to escape with the soulstone. 
Orange-yellow light flared as the trees began to burn. Gavin dashed from trunk to trunk, lighting the oil-soaked kindling ablaze, and the firelight drove back the darkness. The smell of burning sap and wood filled Morigna’s nostrils. Gavin threw down his torch and ran to join them, drawing his sword and raising his shield as he did. He favored a heavy orcish blade of the sort carried by the warriors of Vhaluusk, and his shield, amusingly enough, had been taken from one of Paul Tallmane’s slain men-at-arms at Aranaeus.
Perhaps he would have the chance to take more loot from the field.
“I’ve never started a forest fire before,” said Gavin, standing next to Kharlacht.
Calliande smiled. “You have learned all sorts of new skills since following Ridmark.” Her smile faded. “Morigna. Are you ready?”
“Always,” said Morigna. “Are you?” 
She drew upon her magic and summoned power, and the earth magic rose from the ground and filled her. She held the power ready, shaping it into a spell, and watched the camp.
 
###
 
“There,” murmured Ridmark, watching the blaze.
It was more intense than he had expected. Soon most of the pine trees had become torches, and a carpet of flame spread out beneath the trees, the air rippling with heat. 
“Does one of your friends have a bent towards pyromania?” said Jager. 
“Not that I know of,” said Ridmark, looking toward Paul’s camp.
The fire was having the desired effect.
Shouts of alarm rose from the tents, and men-at-arms and knights staggered from their blankets, pulling on armor and grabbing weapons. Paul stumbled from his pavilion, eyes widening at the sight of the inferno. He bellowed commands, a squire racing to give him a sword, and the men formed up on the northern side of the camp, gathering in orderly ranks with shields and swords in front, crossbowmen to the back. A wise commander would have realized that the fire might have been a distraction, would have set his men to screen the entire camp.
Paul headed towards his assembling men, and then he stopped and looked around. For a moment he stared at the wall of his pavilion, and then shouted a command. Was he addressing someone within his pavilion? Or was he giving someone else an order? Yet no one emerged from the pavilion, and no one was within earshot of Paul.
Ridmark’s unease grew. 
He was missing something, he was sure of it.
“Now?” said Jager, tensing. 
“No,” said Ridmark, looking at the gathering of men-at-arms and knights facing the burning trees. “Not yet.” 
 
###
 
Morigna waited.
The others were motionless around her. Kharlacht, Caius, and Gavin all held their weapons ready. Calliande stood behind them, her hands curled into fists at her side, her breathing slow and regular as she prepared a spell. 
Morigna stifled a laugh as she watched the commotion among the men-at-arms and the knights. They acted exactly as Ridmark had predicted that they would, gathering in a large formation to face whoever had set the fire. It was an old hunter’s trick, to tie up a goat in a clearing and wait for a predator to approach, all while the hunter waited in concealment. The fire was the bait.
And Morigna was the waiting hunter. 
“Best to do it now,” murmured Calliande. They stood among the shadow of the trees, but the fire was throwing off enough light to make them visible. “Any minute Paul will send a scouting party to check the fire.”
Morigna opened her mouth to argue, but Kharlacht spoke first. “I concur.”
Earth magic flooded through Morigna, and she stepped forward, one hand clenched around her staff, the other tracing intricate gestures through the air as she mouthed silent phrases. Her will and mind drove the power forward, shaping it as she desired. 
A wall of mist rose from the creek and swept into the waiting men.
Morigna gritted her teeth with the strain of it, sweat trickling down her temples. Creating and controlling that much mist at once was difficult. But her will held steady, and the mist rolled through the knights and men-at-arms. Dozens of them collapsed, the magic putting them to sleep. A few seemed to realize what was happening and scrambled away from the mist, while a man’s furious voice shouted commands. 
She lowered her hand, the mist unraveling. Scores of men lay stunned and motionless upon the ground. The effect would not last long, not when she had dispersed the spell among so many, yet it would last long enough for Ridmark and Jager to reach the pavilion and escape. 
Yet a score of men had evaded the effect of the spell, and a furious voice boomed over the camp. 
“That’s Paul Tallmane,” said Calliande. “I recognize his voice.”
The remaining men formed up and charged across the creek, weapons ready. 
“They’ll see us,” said Morigna. “Get ready to fight.”
 
###
 
“That,” said Jager, “was quite an impressive trick.”
Morigna’s mist had stunned dozens of the knights and men-at-arms, but several had evaded it. Kharlacht and Caius and Gavin would have to defend themselves, aided by Calliande’s magical enhancements and Morigna’s spells. Hopefully they would flee into the forest and make their way to the ravine. Kharlacht had a level head on his shoulders and would know when to withdraw. 
“It’s time,” said Ridmark. “Hasten.”
“This is hardly my first burglary,” said Jager.
Ridmark made no answer and hurried across the creek, jumping from stone to stone. Jager followed suit, and soon they reached the far bank. Ridmark strode through the grasses and made his way into the camp, ducking from tent to tent. The camp had not been laid out in an orderly fashion, which meant the tents provided ample cover. The tied horses whinnied and stamped their hooves in fear of the flames, and the ruckus masked any noise that Ridmark and Jager made.
At last they stood before Sir Paul Tallmane’s pavilion, its rich cloth rippling in the breeze rising from the fire. The black dragon sigil of Tarrabus Carhaine, Dux of Caerdracon, hung from its pole. The pavilion was dark and deserted, and Ridmark saw no sign of any guards or foes.
Yet his instincts still screamed that something was amiss. 
“What are we waiting for?” said Jager. “Let’s get this done.”
He started forward, and Ridmark blocked him with his staff.
“Wait a moment,” said Ridmark. “Something is not right.” 
He looked around, trying to find what had triggered his instincts. Yet he saw nothing amiss. His eyes swept over the walls of the pavilion, the nearby tents, the grass around the pavilion. The grass had been tramped down by the weight of boots and hooves. But at the edge of the pavilion, at the base of its wall, he saw a score of deeper imprints. 
Like footprints, but deeper. 
As if something invisible stood there, driving the grass into the earth. 
Even as the peculiar thought crossed his mind, he saw more indentations appear in the grass.
Footprints appearing out of nowhere, as if invisible men walked towards him.
And with a stab of alarm Ridmark realized his mistake.
 
###
 
“There!” bellowed one of the knights, pointing. 
An instant later the men-at-arms charged with a shout, shields raised, swords drawn back to strike, and four crossbowmen leveled their weapons. Calliande started to cast a spell, white fire blazing to life around her fingers, and the crossbowmen shifted aim towards her. 
But the instant of distraction gave Morigna the time she needed to work a spell of her own.
She reached through her staff, and her thoughts touched the wood of the crossbows, and she felt their heft and grain. The staff’s power thrummed through her, and she commanded the wood of the bows to break and shatter. The crossbows snapped with loud cracks, the weapons disintegrating, and the bowmen stumbled with shouts of alarm. But the swordsmen kept charging, and Kharlacht, Gavin and Caius rushed to meet them. 
Calliande gestured, the white fire blazing brighter, the light seeming to sink into the others, and suddenly they moved faster. Calliande’s magic enhanced their speed and strength, so long as she maintained the spell, and Kharlacht and Caius and Gavin it to good use. Kharlacht shot forward in a blue-armored blur, his massive greatsword swinging, and one of the knights fell dead to the grass, his head rolling away to splash into the creek. Caius’s mace slammed into the knee of a man-at-arms, and the man fell with a scream. Gavin slammed his shield into the face of a knight, rocking the older man, and before his foe could recover the boy drove his orcish sword into a gap in the knight’s armor. 
The attackers fell back, dismayed by the ferocity of the onslaught, but soon recovered. The crossbowmen threw aside their ruined weapons, drew their swords, and rushed into the fray. The knights and men-at-arms recovered their poise. For all of the skill and magically-enhanced prowess of Kharlacht and the others, they were still outnumbered. They would be surrounded and cut down.
So Morigna acted. 
She slammed the end of her staff against the earth, calling upon more magic. Her will commanded the ground beneath the boots of her foes, and the earth rippled and undulated like water in a pond. The shock knocked the men-at-arms and knights from their feet. Kharlacht and the others seized the opportunity, and three men died in as many heartbeats. 
Yet the rest scrambled to their feet, and Morigna readied another spell.
 
###
 
Ridmark watched the footprints approach, his mind calculating the possibilities. 
“We have to move,” hissed Jager. “Now! Have you lost your mind?”
Ridmark hefted his staff, stepped forward, and swung, aiming for one of the approaching sets of footprints. His staff whistled through empty air…and then slammed into something unseen with a loud crack. 
A column of shadow and darkness swirled, and a gray-skinned figure appeared. The figure was a little under five feet tall, and wore armor of a peculiar dark metal that seemed wet while somehow drinking the light. His skin was the gray of granite, the same color as Caius’s, and his head had been shaved of every last hair.
His eyes were like pools of darkness, pits into an utter void, and he held a sword of the same peculiar black metal in his right hand.
“What the hell is that?” said Jager, stepping back and drawing his sword and dagger. 
“A dvargir,” said Ridmark, his staff leveled and ready. Just as the dark elves were to the high elves, so were the dvargir to the dwarves. Long ago they had turned from the worship of the dwarven gods of stone and silence to worship Incariel, the great void of the dark elves. The dvargir had received power over shadows and darkness, granting them the ability to become invisible. They revered Shadowbearer as a prophet of the great void, as did the Enlightened of Incariel.
Little wonder Paul had been so confident. Tarrabus had been willing to deal with the Mhorite orcs, so why not the dvargir? Tarrabus, or perhaps even Shadowbearer himself, must have dispatched the dvargir to guard the soulstone. 
The dvargir recovered from Ridmark’s blow, raising his sword.
“There’s just one…” started Jager.
Darkness rippled around the tent, and a score of the dvargir appeared.
They had been guarding Paul’s pavilion the entire time.
Ridmark cursed himself for a fool. 
One of the dvargir stepped forward. He looked older than the others, the gray skin of his face scored with deep lines, his black armor adorned with stylized reliefs wrought in crimson gold. Ridmark recognized the armor of a Dzark, the dvargir equivalent of a knight and a minor nobleman. Likely the Dzark had been dispatched to guard the soulstone, and the other dvargir were his retainers. 
“It seems the prophet of the great void was right to send us,” said the Dzark in accented orcish. “It is only just that you know the name of your slayer, Gray Knight. I am Tzoragar, a Dzark of Great House Klzathur of the city of Khaldurmar, and I am your death. Kill them both!”
The dvargir surged forward, weapons raised.
 
###
 
Morigna unleashed another spell, throwing the knights and men-at-arms to the ground, and Kharlacht and Caius killed two more.
But their efforts were in vain. Kharlacht and Gavin and Caius, augmented by Calliande’s magic, had held their own against the first wave of men-at-arms and knights.
But the rest of Paul Tallmane’s men were waking up. Paul stalked back and forth behind them, bellowing commands, and as his men recovered from the spell they rushed into the fray. A group of them had the wit to raise their crossbows, and Morigna swept her staff before her, calling upon its power and sending her thoughts into the wood of the bows.
The weapons shattered, but the crossbowmen shook off their surprise, drew swords, and charged. 
Kharlacht, Gavin, and Caius fought back to back, their weapons rising and falling. All three of them had taken minor wounds, and they could not hold for much longer. The sheer press of numbers would soon overwhelm them. Morigna raised her staff, ignoring the exhaustion in her mind from working so much magic so quickly, and considered what spell to use…
“Morigna!” roared Kharlacht as his heavy blade clove the skull of a man-at-arms. “Now!” He kicked the dead man from his blade and whirled to face another attacker. “Now! Clear the way!”
She knew what he meant. 
Again she summoned earth magic, commanding the ground beneath the melee to ripple and fold. A distortion shot through the ground, flowing around Kharlacht and the others and flinging the men-at-arms and knights from their feet. Yet more of the men awoke from Morigna’s spell, charging towards the melee. 
It was time to retreat. Morigna hoped Ridmark had secured the soulstone from the pavilion. Yet she heard the sounds of fighting from the center of the camp, saw dark figures darting around the pavilion. Had Paul left guards over the soulstone? Morigna wanted to help Ridmark, but if she tried to get past the men-at-arms, they would kill her.
Ridmark was on his own. 
But if any man could escape that camp, it was Ridmark Arban.
“Run!” shouted Kharlacht, sprinting away from the fallen men-at-arms.
Calliande gestured, the white light blazing round her, and gestured again. Her magic burst out, touching Morigna, and she flinched with alarm. But it was only another augmentation spell, one to make them faster.
Kharlacht ran for the trees, Gavin and Caius running on either side of Calliande, and Morigna turned and followed them. 
 
###
 
The dvargir charged, bellowing war cries in their harsh tongue, and Ridmark sprang to meet them. 
His staff blurred, and his first blow knocked the nearest dvargir warrior from his feet. Ridmark pivoted and brought the steel-clad end of his weapon hammering down, and he heard the dvargir’s skull crack. He kept moving, and his next blow knocked a dvargir warrior from his feet and into the path of two others, and for just a moment the attack faltered, surprised by Ridmark’s ferocity.
But it would not last. They were dvargir warriors, skilled and fierce, and they would overpower him.
“Run!” said Ridmark. 
Jager needed no prompting. He sprinted away from the pavilion, and Ridmark followed suit. For all their skill and strength, Ridmark had one advantage over the dvargir. His longer legs let him run faster and cover more ground. If he could reach the woods, he could escape. But what about Jager? He would not leave the halfling thief behind to be slaughtered by Tzoragar’s warriors. Ridmark risked a glance over his shoulder, but could find no sign of Jager. Had he fallen already?
He turned his head and saw Jager ahead of him by a good dozen paces. Ridmark sprinted from the camp, the dvargir in pursuit, and vanished into the forest.
 
###
 
“Anything?” said Calliande.
Morigna did not open her eyes. “Let me concentrate.” 
Her mind reached to the half-dozen ravens she had bound, and she sifted through their thoughts. The smell of burnt wood and spilled blood filled their nostrils. They knew that men had been slain, that a feast of dead flesh awaited them…
Morigna sighed and opened her eyes, rubbing her aching temples. 
“Well?” said Kharlacht. 
They had returned to the ravine, leaving Sir Paul’s camp behind. Their horses and supplies waited, untouched. Sir Paul’s men had not found the ravine, and Morigna and the others had eluded their foes in the forest.
But there was no sign of Ridmark or Jager.
“They are not pursuing us,” said Morigna.
Caius frowned. “Truly? That makes no sense.”
“They have broken camp and headed south to the road,” said Morigna. “From what the ravens could tell, they seem to be heading for the Iron Tower with all haste.”
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. “Did you see any sign of Ridmark?”
“No,” said Morigna. She scowled. “But Paul's men had dvargir with them.”
A flush of anger went through Morigna. The dvargir had murdered her parents before her eyes all those years ago. Granted, they had been acting at the command of the Old Man, and Coriolus had met his just reward at the hands of the trolldomr Rjalfur. 
But she still hated the dvargir.
“Dvargir?” said Calliande.
Morigna bit back her annoyance. “Did you not hear me? At least a score of dvargir warriors. I know what they look like. They must have been concealed in the pavilion, or used their powers to turn invisible and lie in wait for anyone attempting to take the soulstone.”
Caius nodded. “That explains why Paul was so lax. He thought the dvargir would be enough to protect the soulstone.”
“Perhaps the Gray Knight escaped with the stone,” said Gavin. 
“No,” said Calliande. “If he had, then Paul would have sent his men in pursuit. He wouldn’t dare go back to Tarrabus, not after having failed at Aranaeus. He must still have the soulstone.”
“And Ridmark, as well,” said Caius.
A flicker of fear went through Morigna. She had never met Sir Paul, but the others had spoken of his hatred for Ridmark, and she had seen hints of his true character in Jager’s tales. If Ridmark had fallen into Paul’s hands…
“I do not believe that,” said Morigna. “He would not have been taken captive by such a fool as Paul Tallmane.”
“Who was not such a fool as we believed,” said Calliande. “Not if he was clever enough to hide the dvargir among the pavilion.” She shook her head. “We should have realized it, we should have seen it…”
“Oh, so this is my fault?” said Morigna.
Calliande’s eyes narrowed. “I did not say that.” 
“I was the one who scouted the camp,” said Morigna. 
“If you feel the need to rebuke yourself for it,” said Calliande, “do not let me stop you.” 
“This argument is pointless,” said Kharlacht. “In battle something always goes awry. We must decide how to proceed.”
“We must retrieve the soulstone,” said Calliande. “It cannot fall into the hands of Shadowbearer.”
“No,” said Morigna. “We must first discover if Ridmark has been taken captive or not.”
Calliande opened her mouth, and the argument likely would have continued, but a voice cut them off.
“He’s not.”
Morigna spun and saw Ridmark walking towards them, Jager trailing after. Both men looked tired, their faces and clothing damp with sweat. 
“You escaped,” said Calliande, relief going over her expression.
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “By the skin of our teeth.”
Jager snorted. “The dvargir have stumpy little legs. And I have a great deal of experience running from men who want me dead.”
“Given your charm, I am sure of it,” said Morigna.
He flashed his grin at her. 
“It was my fault,” said Ridmark. “I knew something was amiss. I was sure of it. Yet I pressed onward anyway. My only credit is that I manage to realize the trap at the last moment before I walked into its jaws.”
“Did the foe pursue you?” said Kharlacht, reaching for his sword.
“No,” said Ridmark. “We doubled back to watch once we eluded the dvargir. Paul broke camp and headed south at once. He is making for the Iron Tower with all speed.”
“Why not pursue us?” said Gavin. “We are but seven, and we cannot take him by surprise again. He could hunt us down with ease.”
“Because he is afraid of me,” said Ridmark, “and because he dares not fail the Dux and Shadowbearer. No, he will escape into the Iron Tower, lock himself behind its gates, and wait for Shadowbearer to claim the soulstone and reward him.”
“What do we do now?” said Calliande. 
Ridmark was silent for a long time.
“I do not know,” he said at last. “But we shall think of something.”



Chapter 3 - The Assassin
Mara would have wept, but she had no tears left.

She had lost track of how long she had been in the featureless white cell in the depths of the Iron Tower. It had to have been at least three weeks. Maybe longer. There was neither light nor day in the gloomy white cell, only the dim glow of torchlight leaking through the iron bars of her window. Once a day one of Tarrabus Carhaine’s guards brought her food and swapped out the small bucket where she relieved herself. Iron shackles and chains secured her wrists to the wall, and she could only move a few feet before the chains brought her up short. She wore only a ragged gray smock of rough material that left her arms and most of her legs bare, and the constant chill of the stone floor soaked into her. 
She had stopped caring a long time ago.
It had been weeks since she had last seen Jager. Sir Paul Tallmane had dragged her before Jager, who had sat bloody and chained to the wall in his own cell. Dux Tarrabus had wanted Jager to steal something, a soulstone, which made no sense, because soulstones were only found within the blades of soulblades carried by Swordbearers. Ever since, the only other face she had seen had been the guard coming to change her bucket. 
She closed her eyes and buried her face in her knees, shivering. 
She was going to die here. Likely Jager, her poor, brave Jager, had been slain already. Either Paul had killed him out of spite, or he had died trying to fulfill Tarrabus’s mission. No one was coming to save Mara if Jager was dead. The Matriarch of the Red Family wanted her dead. And her father…it would be better to die in the Iron Tower than to ever lay eyes upon the ruler of Nightmane Forest again. 
Mara was alone. The only man who had ever truly loved her was likely dead, and she was going to die here in the Iron Tower.
The despair rolled through her like a wave, heavier than the chains upon her wrists. 
Yet even as the emotion stormed through her, she felt another weight upon her left wrist.
The delicate touch of the jade bracelet. 
Mara gazed at the intricate bracelet. The guards had stripped her of her clothes and weapons, but they had left the jade bracelet, even though it was obviously valuable. The Dux must have ordered it. Tarrabus Carhaine was no fool, and he must have known about her nature.
About what the jade bracelet did. And, more importantly, what would happen if the guards took the bracelet from her. 
Mara closed her eyes again, despair roiling inside of her. 
And as ever, she felt the darkness seething inside her mind, dancing against the back of her eyes. Just waiting for her to call it forth…and to devour her. 
It was the legacy of her father’s dark elven blood. Her mother had been a human freeholder, kidnapped by orcish raiders. Her father had been the raiders’ master, the dark elven prince known as the Traveler. She had only met her father once in a moment of terror, and time had dimmed the memories of her mother. But the Traveler’s blood pumped through her veins, and gave her a portion of his power. 
But she had never dared to use the full measure of that power.
She knew what it would do. The Matriarch had known, too. The ancient dark elven noblewoman ruled over the Red Family of Cintarra, and had taken Mara in as a child, training her as an assassin. She had also given Mara the jade bracelet. It suppressed the darkness within her, keeping it from overwhelming her.
For if she ever removed the bracelet and drew upon the full power of the shadow, she would transform. 
The darkness seemed to hover beyond her despair, taunting her.
If she took off the bracelet, she could escape.
She could kill every living thing in the Iron Tower.
And she could lose herself forever.
Mara shivered. Better to die cleanly, to die as herself, than to risk that. 
She closed her eyes and waited to die.
Then she heard the voice.
“Perhaps,” said the rasping whisper in the dark elven tongue, “you ought to free yourself.”
Mara’s head snapped up, her hands moving to weapons she did not carry.
Alone. The white cell was empty, save for her bucket and the iron chains.
But the shadows in one corner seemed darker, somehow…and she felt something within them staring at her. 
“You are caged,” said the whisper, “but there is no need for it.”
“Who are you?” said Mara in the same language. The Matriarch had taught her the tongue, but she could not imagine anyone in the Iron Tower knew the ancient dark elven language. Was this a trick? Some game the guards were playing with her?
“A prisoner, like you,” said the whisper. “We can free each other…and then grow drunk upon the blood of our enemies.”
“No,” said Mara. “I’ve gone mad. That’s all. I’ve finally gone mad and I am hearing voices.”
“You are hearing voices,” hissed the whisper, “but that does not mean you are mad. You awoke me.”
“What do you mean?” said Mara.
“For millennia I have slept, bound within the Tower,” said the voice. “I was sealed here long before humans ever came to this world, and I drifted in endless sleep, my essence bound to the threshold. But then you came. You are kindred to me, and your presence awakened me.”
“For millennia?” said Mara. “I don’t understand. I thought…I thought the Iron Tower was only a century and a half old. How could you have slept here for millennia?”
Yet even through her despair and her unease, her mind was starting to work again. She had been blindfolded during the journey here and had not seen the Iron Tower’s exterior. But her cell and the corridor outside had been constructed of the pale white stone she had seen in the dark elven ruins scattered across the Wilderland. 
Had the lords of Andomhaim constructed the Iron Tower over the ruins of a dark elven citadel? That seemed foolish. Mara knew better than most what sort of darkness could lurk within the ruins of the dark elves.
“The humans call this place the Iron Tower,” said the voice, “but it was my fortress first, long ago, until I was betrayed.”
“Who are you?” said Mara.
“I was known as the Artificer among the lesser kindreds.”
The name meant nothing to Mara, but the dark elves never revealed their true names to the lesser kindreds, always using titles instead. Yet those titles almost always held a hint of mockery. The Matriarch had killed her own children to escape from the urdmordar. The Traveler had only left Nightmane Forest a few times in the last thousand years. Mara wondered why the voice talking to her had been called the Artificer. 
“And you were…a dark elf?” said Mara.
“So the fools among the high elves named us,” hissed the Artificer. “We saw that the darkness offered us power and might, the strength to evolve beyond our meagre limitations. And I was no mere dark elf. I was an apprentice of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch himself, the mightiest wizard ever to arise among our kindred. In the days of old I ruled a realm of my own, and the orcish tribes of the Lake of Battles worshipped me as a god, and the dvargir and kobolds of the Deeps brought tribute to me.”
“I…see,” said Mara, her mind racing. She had never heard of this Artificer. Certainly the Matriarch had never mentioned him. “Please forgive the question, but if you ruled a mighty realm…what happened to it?”
“I was betrayed,” said the Artificer, rage entering the whisper, “my citadel burned, my physical form destroyed, my spirit bound within my tower. Long I have slept, and the humans raised their fortress above my ruins. But now you have come, and you have awakened me. You are…a half-breed, yes? I sense the power of my kindred contained within feeble human flesh.”
“Why are you talking to me?” said Mara. “I cannot help you.” She knew how the lords of the dark elves had made their most powerful servants, the urshanes and the urdhracosi and the others. The Matriarch preferred to hide in the shadows, and had been content to make Mara into an assassin. But if Mara ever fell into the hands of another dark elven lord, they would try to transform her. 
The Artificer might have been a disembodied spirit, but he was still a dark elven lord.
“You are wise to be wary, child,” said the Artificer, “but we can help each other.” 
“How?” said Mara. “I am chained…and if you will forgive the blunt observation, you appear to be a bound spirit.” 
“I can help you escape,” said the Artificer. “As to how you can help me…well, we shall come to that in time.”
“How will you help me escape?” said Mara.
“I may be a spirit,” hissed the Artificer, “but this was once Urd Mazekathar, my fortress and stronghold. I still have power here. Behold.”
The air in the cell grew colder, the shadows darker, and Mara heard a series of metallic clicks. The iron shackles upon her wrists shifted. Mara touched them, and blinked in surprise as she realized the locks had released. She looked up and saw that her cell door stood open. 
A sudden ember of hope flared in the despair shadowing her mind. 
“Go,” said the Artificer. “Hasten. The guard will come on his rounds soon. Let us see if you are strong enough.” 
The voice fell silent.
Mara eased to her feet, pushing the shackles from her wrists and setting them down upon the floor. Her limbs ached from too much time spent motionless. Yet this was her chance to escape. She did not know why the Artificer’s spirit had helped her, or if it was even real. Perhaps it was all a cruel game Sir Paul was playing with her. Yet if it was a game, he would soon learn that it was a mistake to trifle with Mara.
She had left the Red Family of Cintarra, but their skills had not left her. 
Mara glided forward, her bare feet making no noise against the floor, and eased through the cell door. It opened into a white corridor with a high, arched ceiling, the only light coming from a lantern upon a small wooden table. A dozen other cell doors lined the corridor. 
She slipped into the hallway, closing the door behind her. 
Jager. If Jager was still in the Tower, she had to find him first. After she had located him, they could escape together…
The sound of heavy boots upon the stone floor came to her ears.
The guard, coming on his rounds. 
Mara whispered a curse, her mind racing. She heard the guard descending from the stairs at the far end of the corridor. Mara ran forward and pressed herself against the side of the door leading to the stairs, breathing in slow, controlled breaths. 
And as she did, she drew upon the darkness within her. Shadow wreathed her, blending with the darkness of the corridor. She would be almost impossible to spot.
A moment later the door opened, and the guard walked into the corridor. He was tall and strong, clad in chain mail and the blue tabard of the House of the Carhainii. Mara had seen him before. He had helped drag her to Jager’s cell while Tarrabus watched, and she had heard him beating Jager.
Which left Mara with no hesitation.
The guard passed her, and Mara glided after him. The man moved from cell to cell, looking in the windows. At last he paused a few doors from Mara’s cell.
In one smooth motion, she yanked the dagger from the sheath at his belt, sprang upon his back, and buried the dagger his neck. Her stab severed the arteries, and the burst of hot blood stained her hand and spattered across the white wall. The guard staggered with a groan of pain, and Mara ripped the dagger free and stabbed once, twice, thrice more.
Then the guard sagged and slumped to the floor, dying.
Mara went to work, stripping off the guard’s clothes. Fortunately, his tabard had soaked up most of the blood. His armor was too heavy, but she easily fit into his clothes. She pulled off her smock and ripped it into pieces, stuffing them into the guard’s boots so they would fit her feet. She wrapped the guard’s belt around her waist and took his sword and dagger. His clothes were so large that she felt like she was wearing a tent, but it was better than nothing. 
Then she hurried from cell to cell, looking for Jager.
Some of the cells were empty. Others held men chained to the walls, men who had the look of nobles of Andomhaim. A man like Tarrabus Carhaine would have many enemies, and Mara supposed that someone of them ended up here.
“What are you doing?”
Mara whirled, drawing her dagger, and then realized that it was the Artificer’s voice.
“Jager,” she whispered. She dared not draw the attention of the other prisoners. If they made too much noise, the guards would notice, and Mara would die in short order. She felt bad that she had to leave them behind, but she owed them nothing, and the nobles of Andomhaim were rarely good men. “I have to find Jager.”
“Leave him,” said the Artificer. “You must focus upon your own survival.” 
“No,” said Mara. “I will not leave without him.”
“Love weakens you,” said the Artificer. 
“I am grateful for your assistance,” said Mara, “but if you continue to speak foolishness, I will find it necessary to ignore you.”
The Artificer sighed. “If you are so concerned for the halfling, you will be pleased to learn that he is not here. He departed soon after your arrival upon a task for the human lord. Evidently the human lord promised to spare your life in exchange for the completion of the task.”
Mara swallowed. The news that Jager had escaped from this awful place cheered her. If she could get out of the Tower and find Jager, Tarrabus would no longer have any hold over them. They could escape the Dux’s reach entirely, perhaps vanishing into the Wilderland, or seeking refuge with the rebel lords of the Isle of Kordain. 
Though first she had to get out of the Tower.
She headed towards the stairs. 
“No,” said the Artificer. “Do not go that way.”
“Why not?” said Mara.
“It opens into a guard room,” said the Artificer. “There are six men-at-arms there at all times to prevent the prisoners from escaping. Bored and idle, true, but you will not elude them all.”
“Then how am I going to get out of here?” said Mara.
“Am I not the Artificer of Urd Mazekathar?” said the voice, hard with pride. “This is my fortress, even if the human vermin lurk within my walls. I know a secret passage that leads from the dungeons to the courtyard. From there you can make your way to the gate.”
“Thank you,” said Mara. “But…how will I help you to escape?”
“In time,” said the Artificer. “Go the other way. The stairwell at the end of the corridor will go deeper into the dungeons. Follow it.” 
She hesitated. The Artificer, or at least his disembodied spirit, had no reason to help her, and she doubted he was helping her out of the goodness of his heart. Was he leading her into a trap? On the other hand, if the Artificer wanted her to die, he simply could have left her to rot in the cell. 
Mara shrugged and headed for the far end of the corridor. As the Artificer had said, another stairwell opened up there, the steps spiraling down into the earth. Mara descended, her left hand brushing the cold wall of white stone, her right remaining near the handle of her stolen dagger. The air grew colder, and the gleaming red crystals in the ceiling gave the walls the color of blood. 
At last the stairs ended, and Mara found herself in a large hall of white stone. The floor, the ceiling, and three of the walls had been built of white stone, but the curved far wall…
She stepped forward.
The curved far wall had been built of iron.
Mara examined the wall, surprised. The entire wall had been constructed of one massive piece of rough gray iron. It looked half-melted, the rough edges glinting in the bloody light. Had the men of Andomhaim made this? Or the Artificer himself? It was…
“The Iron Tower,” whispered Mara. “It is truly is made of iron?”
“Of course,” said the Artificer, his voice murmuring against her ears. “What else would it be?”
“I thought it was a metaphor,” said Mara.
“No,” said the Artificer. “I wrought it with my power. A tower of iron, invulnerable and eternal.” Cold mockery entered his voice. “Ever since the human vermin settled in the ruins of my citadel, they have sought the entrance to my tower. They have never found of it. Some of them believe the tower is a solid mass of iron. But they do not understand. I forged the tower. It is the vessel of my power and it obeys me. Only I may command it. Behold.”
A shiver went through the air, and a portion of the rough iron wall shimmered and vanished, revealing metal steps that climbed into the tower. 
“Go,” said the Artificer. “The stair will take you to a hidden door in the courtyard. It is night, and the guards shall be lax. From there you can escape.”
Mara hesitated. “But how will you escape?”
“My escape,” said the Artificer, “is at hand.”
“What does that mean?” said Mara.
But the Artificer was silent. 
Mara shook her head. Something about the iron stairs made her uneasy. For that matter, she could not figure out why the Artificer was helping her. She had spent years around the Matriarch, and the dark elven woman had never done anything that did not benefit her in some way. Mara could not imagine that the Artificer was any different. 
But she was trapped. There was no other way out of the Tower, and she did not want to die here. Her only chance was to listen to the Artificer.
Though that would not stop her from watching for treachery. She had spent enough time with the Matriarch to know that. 
Mara took a deep breath, drew the dagger in her left hand, and started up the stairs.
The moment her foot touched the first iron step she felt the chill. The metal was charged with dark magic. Despite the heritage of her blood, Mara had no magical ability. Yet she felt the dark magic flowing through the metal of the stairs and the walls, and she wondered if the entire tower of iron was a thing of unholy life, a creature with iron skin and dark magic pulsing through its veins. 
If he had created such a thing, the Artificer had indeed been a wizard of terrible power.
Mara climbed the stairs, moving as fast as she dared, her stolen boots clicking against the iron steps. The light from the vault below faded, and she soon found herself in darkness. The thought of touching the iron wall filled her with loathing, but she reached out with her hand and braced herself against the wall, following its curve as she climbed. 
And to her surprise, her bracelet glowed, giving off an eerie green light. 
It had never done that before. 
She raised her left arm and started running, using the green glow to find her steps. The stairs seemed to go on and on. Just how tall was this tower of iron? It felt as if she had gone five hundred feet already.
Ribbons of shadow writhed along the metal walls, and the air grew colder and colder.
“Artificer?” said Mara. “What is that?”
The spirit did not answer her. 
Her unease grew, and Mara kept running.
Suddenly a tentacle of shadow burst from the wall and wrapped around her forearm. The touch was icy cold, and Mara stumbled, grabbing at the wall for balance. Another two ribbons of darkness erupted from the wall and wrapped around her, and the deathly cold increased. She cursed and pushed away from the wall, expecting the tentacles of shadow to hold her fast. 
But instead she bounced off the opposite wall. 
Surprised, she waved her hands through the ribbons. The tentacles of darkness were immaterial, yet she felt a chill whenever she touched them. And the chill was spreading through her, inch by inch. 
That couldn’t be good. 
“Artificer?” said Mara, turning. “What is this?”
Another tendril of shadow burst from the wall and coiled around her leg.
“You are mine,” hissed the Artificer, his voice echoing inside of her head. “Mine!”
That definitely couldn’t be good.
Mara started running, her boots ringing against the iron steps. More and more of the shadowy tentacles burst from the wall, wrapping around her and sinking into her flesh. The chill grew worse, her muscles starting to spasm. 
And the Artificer’s voice hissed inside her skull.
“Mine!” he boomed. “At long last, freedom is mine. I shall have my revenge. I shall burn the pitiful humans that dared to raise their crude towers over my citadel. I shall raise an empire that will put the kingdoms of old to shame. And I shall have my vengeance upon the Warden, I shall make him beg for mercy, inflict a millennium of pain upon him for every second I have been trapped here…”
She had no idea what that meant, so she kept running. It was getting harder to move, the shivering growing worse and worse. Soon she would not be able to stand, let alone run. Mara did not know what the Artificer was attempting to do to her, but she knew that it was not good.
So she kept running, the stairs seeming to stretch endlessly.
Then, all at once, they ended in a blank iron wall. 
Mara skidded to a dismayed halt, reaching one shaking hand out to steady herself. Yet when she touched the wall, it disappeared. Beyond she saw the stone-paved courtyard of a castra, a curtain wall rising in the distance, fortified with battlement-crowned watchtowers. 
The courtyard of the Iron Tower.
Mara breathed a sigh of relief and strode through the door.
Or, at least, she tried to.
Something jerked her short, pulling on her left arm. The bracelet upon her left wrist glowed brighter, and Mara tried to go through the door again. Once more the bracelet flashed with green light, and an unseen force stopped her from reaching the courtyard.
As if the bracelet was attached to an invisible chain. 
“No!” The Artificer’s voice rang with anger. “You will not escape!” 
Again the bracelet jerked her back, and more tentacles burst from the wall, their insubstantial lengths coiling around her. The chill deepened, her teeth chattering.
She had to get out of here.
But she dared not take off the bracelet. The darkness within had nearly consumed her when the Matriarch had found her, and that had been twelve years ago. It would have only grown stronger since. 
“We shall be free together,” said the Artificer, “and we shall bathe the world in blood.”
“No,” said Mara, straining, the bracelet glowing brighter. “I don’t want to kill anyone.”
“You killed the guard easily enough,” said the Artificer. 
“Not because I wanted to,” said Mara. “Because I had to. Because he hurt Jager.” 
“No,” said the Artificer. “You are a killer, but you would squander your potential. Join me, and together we shall be strong, strong enough that no one will have the power to stop us. Not the preening fool that rules this fortress, not the Warden, no one. Join me, and we shall be invincible!” 
That sounded dubious, and the shadowy tentacles rising from the walls made her feel cold and terrified, not invincible. She saw scores more crawling from the walls and ceilings, hundreds of them, and sheer terror overcome her.
She did not want those things to touch her.
In one smooth motion, she yanked off the glowing bracelet, dropped it to the floor, and stepped into the courtyard.
“No!” roared the Artificer. “Get back here! Get back…”
Mara stumbled to a stop, and the door vanished behind her. 
With a cry of alarm she turned back to the iron wall. But the door was gone, and she saw no trace that a door had ever been there.
Which meant her bracelet was gone as well. 
She groped at the wall in a panic. She had to get the bracelet back. Already she felt the darkness boiling in her mind, pouring through her veins and threatening to take control. She had to get that bracelet back. If…
A shout filled her ears.
Mara whirled, and saw men running along the ramparts of the outer wall. It was a few hours from dawn to judge by the sky, but she had been seen. Men-at-arms in blue tabards hurried from the ramparts. Mara took a step back and looked up. The tower of iron rose high overhead, almost five hundred feet tall, a massive monolith of rough gray iron. 
A small part of her mind noted that if the Artificer had indeed wrought the metal tower, he had no sense of aesthetics. 
Several shorter towers of stone rose around it, and she saw men hurrying along the top with crossbows. 
They would kill her if they caught her, and she had to get out of the Iron Tower. Yet she could not elude so many men without drawing upon her power over the darkness. But she already felt the darkness in her blood raging, spiraling out of control. Using her power over the shadows without the bracelet would only make it worse.
But if she did not command the shadows, she was going to die here. 
Mara took a deep breath, attempting and failing to reach calm, and drew on the shadows.
At once they rose at her command, with a force and savagery she had not seen since her childhood. She almost collapsed, her resistance overwhelmed. But she knew what the darkness would do to her if she gave way, and the Red Family had trained her well. The discipline the master assassins of the Family had instilled took hold, and she drove the shadows back, commanding them to yield to her will.
But the effort was exhausting, a tremor going through her limbs. 
And for just a moment she heard the songs.
The creatures of the dark elves, the Matriarch had told her, could sense the aura of their masters from a long way off. Their minds interpreted the aura as a song, a beautiful, terrible song, so lovely they had no choice but to obey their masters.
And to die for their masters. 
But Mara’s discipline held, and she forced the shadows to heed. The song faded from her mind. But without the bracelet, she could not keep the shadows in her blood at bay. They would consume her …
Shouts rang over the courtyard, and Mara snapped out of her internal struggle. If she did not start running now, the guards were going to kill her.
Perhaps that would be better than what awaited her if she transformed.
No. She wanted to see Jager again. 
Mara ran along the base of the inner towers, the shadows wrapping around her. Men issued from the keeps, running across the courtyard. They were making for the gate in the curtain wall, to make sure she did not escape. Mara kept running and scrambled up a flight of stairs to the curtain wall’s ramparts. A pair of men-at-arms ran past, making for the gatehouse, and Mara crouched until they passed, the shadows keeping her unseen.
Then she sprang onto the ramparts and ducked into the watchtower the men had just vacated. It was well-stocked with quarrels, torches, and supplies, letting the guards barricade themselves within should the castra fall to an enemy. 
And the guardroom also had a length of thick, sturdy rope.
Mara took the rope and darted back to the battlements. She knotted one end around one of the stone battlements, threw the rope over the wall, and started climbing. Her muscles trembled with the effort as she descended, but she braced her legs against the wall and descended foot by foot. If she could just get down the wall and slip into the woods, she could escape.
Of course, she had no food or supplies. She ought to have taken some before fleeing the Iron Tower. Still, she had survived on forage as a child, and the skill had not left her…
“There! There she is!”
Mara saw a man-at-arms leveling a crossbow.
She released the rope, dropping the final ten feet as the quarrel hissed past her to embed itself in the earth. She struck the ground, rolled to her feet, and started running, heading for the darkened forests to the north. 
And as she ran, she heard the rattle of the Iron Tower’s portcullis opening, the thunder of hooves and a sharp, loud barking noise.
Dogs. They had dogs. That was very bad. Mara’s power let her hide in the shadows, but it did nothing to baffle the keen noses of hunting dogs. If the dogs caught her scent, they would not let her go. 
Something within her whispered that if she embraced the darkness, let it transform her, she could kill the dogs with ease, along with every other living thing in the Iron Tower.
Mara ran as fast as she could and vanished into the forest. 



Chapter 4 - Unyielding
The sun set, and Ridmark looked at the walls of the Iron Tower. 

The Lake of Battles stretched to the south, a broad, blue-gray expanse, the waves rippling in the wind. The Iron Tower rose at the lake’s northernmost edge, its shadow falling long and dark to the east. Ridmark had seen stronger castras. The High King’s mighty citadel in Tarlion, or his father’s seat of Castra Arban. Or perhaps Castra Marcaine, where he had served as a Swordbearer in Dux Gareth’s court and had courted Aelia. 
But the Iron Tower was nonetheless a strong fortress.
A massive iron monolith rose from the castra’s heart, standing nearly five hundred feet tall. The thing had a rough, unfinished look, its surface rippled and jagged. According to some stories, it was a single solid piece of iron, while other tales claimed there were dozens of hidden chambers within the tower. A citadel of the dark elves had once stood there, destroyed in battle a millennia before Malahan Pendragon and his retainers had first come to this world, and the castra had been built over the ruins. Four strong drum towers rose around the iron monolith’s base. They barely reached a fifth of its height, but Ridmark saw catapults and ballistae waiting upon their parapets. A curtain wall, nearly thirty feet tall, encircled both the tower of iron and the drum towers. Octagonal watch towers rose from the wall, topped with more war engines. At the southern end of the fortress, a barbican jutted into the lake’s waters, providing a secure harbor where boats could dock to unload supplies and prisoners.
Ridmark stood motionless in the shadow of a tree, wrapped in his elven cloak, and watched the movement of the men upon the walls. 
The Iron Tower was the realm of Andomhaim’s northernmost outpost, the final fortress between the High King’s writ and the vast expanse of the Wilderland. The Dux of Caerdracon held the Iron Tower in the High King’s name, and traditionally appointed one of his vassals as the Constable of the Iron Tower. 
An office currently held by Sir Paul Tallmane.
Ridmark had thought Sir Paul a brute even before his banishment. Then he had learned that Paul was one of the Enlightened of Incariel. After that, Jager had told him of Paul’s crimes, how Paul had convinced Jager’s father to take the blame for murder. 
Now Paul was holding Jager’s lover Mara prisoner in the Tower.
And he had the soulstone, and Shadowbearer would come to claim it.
Ridmark had to act soon.
He did not know how much time they had before Shadowbearer arrived. Based on what Kharlacht had told him and what Morigna remembered from her final conversation with Coriolus, Shadowbearer was often absent from his minions for months at a time, his arrivals and departures erratic. They could have weeks before Shadowbearer arrived to take the soulstone.
Or Shadowbearer could be taking the soulstone even now.
But Ridmark did not think so.
Something was wrong in the Iron Tower.
He saw it in the posture of the guards. They seemed on edge, their eyes scanning the trees ceaselessly. The war engines were manned and ready to release. They looked like men expecting an attack. Twice he had seen bands of armed men ride from the gates, patrols sent to scout the countryside. Had they been attacked by orcs from the Wilderland, or perhaps by raiders from the Deeps? Or maybe Paul had simply roused the garrison and sent the patrols out to find Ridmark.
There was little chance of that. Calliande and Kharlacht and the others were hidden well, and if one of the patrols located them, the men-at-arms would find more trouble than they expected.
But the Tower seethed like an anthill. 
There was opportunity in that. Opportunity in chaos, as Jager liked to say.
Of course, Jager’s attempt to exploit chaos had gotten him imprisoned in the Iron Tower in the first place.
The men upon the walls were vigilant, but with so many patrols riding back and forth, perhaps Ridmark could disguise himself in a blue Carhaine tabard and sneak into the Tower. Or maybe he could gain entrance through the castra’s fortified dock.
Or maybe he could get himself killed. 
He rubbed his jaw for a moment, thinking. The beard stubble rasped beneath his palm, itching damnably. A shave would have been welcome, but there had not been time since pursuing Paul from Coldinium. 
Ridmark’s best chance was to overpower one of Paul’s men, disguise himself as a man-at-arms, and enter the castra. He could locate the soulstone and Mara, and then escape the Tower. It was a risk, but it could work. But he could never get the others to agree to it. Calliande had made him promise not to take futile risks, and Jager would insist upon entering the Iron Tower to rescue his lover. 
And Ridmark needed more information before deciding upon a course of action.
He knew just where to get it.
 
###
 
Morigna closed her eyes, feeling the mental link to the ravens.
She had bound a dozen of the birds and set them to spiraling over the Iron Tower and the surrounding forests. Her magic was strong enough to bind a score of the creatures, but she could not look through more than three or four sets of eyes at once. Any more than that and she developed a splitting headache and lost focus. So instead she cycled through them, looking through one set of eyes and then another. 
She did not like what she saw.
The Iron Tower was the strongest fortress she had ever seen. The monastery of St. Cassian had been well-fortified, and Smiling Otto’s stockade at Vulmhosk had been surprisingly formidable, but the Iron Tower was stronger than both. Her ravens saw no weakness anywhere in the walls. And even if a force besieged the castra from land, the Tower could be resupplied by sea. 
She opened her eyes and looked through the trees at the Iron Tower, at the huge iron monolith rising from the heart of the fortress.
The tower of iron was an ugly, rough thing, like a piece of iron that had not been finished. The apprentice smiths in the town of Moraime had produced better work than that. Morigna wondered who had made the tower. She had seen a dozen dark elven ruins, all of them more graceful by far, and even the blocky, grim work of the dwarves had better aesthetics. 
The ravens refused to go anywhere near the thing. Morigna wondered if the tower bore a magical aura, though she could not sense it from this distance. She wondered why the Swordbearers and the Magistri had allowed the construction of the Iron Tower around the strange iron menhir. 
Well. The Old Man had said the Magistri were fools. Perhaps he had not lied about that. 
She closed her eyes again, concentrated, and looked through the eyes of her bound ravens, noting the position of the men upon the walls. She scanned through the eyes of her ravens until her head started to ache, and then she opened her own eyes.
Ridmark stood nearby.
Morigna flinched in surprise, raising her staff before she recovered herself. 
“You surprised me,” she said, half-annoyed, half-amused.
A hint of chagrin went over his grim face. “I am sorry. I did not mean to startle you.”
“Do not rebuke yourself,” said Morigna. “Few people have ever managed to sneak up on me. Really, you ought to take it as a compliment.” 
He almost smiled. “I’ll do that.” 
For a moment she looked at him in silence, admiring how quietly he could walk. His movements reminded her of a wolf stalking its prey through the trees. His blue eyes were like disks of ice, and he…
She pushed such thoughts from her mind. This was not the time for them. 
“I assume,” said Morigna, “you want to know what I have seen?”
“Aye,” said Ridmark.
“I think,” said Morigna, “that someone has escaped from the Iron Tower.” 
Ridmark frowned. “Why is that?”
“One of my ravens watched Sir Paul for a while,” said Morigna. 
“You know him on sight, then?” said Ridmark.
“Alas, I have not yet had the pleasure of meeting the illustrious Paul Tallmane,” said Morigna, “but it was obvious that he was in command. Tall blond man with a mustache?” Ridmark nodded. “He was already angry when he rode through the gate, likely from last night’s little adventure. Then he spoke with some men in the castra and grew even angrier. Right after that the first mounted patrol came out of the Iron Tower.”
Ridmark nodded. “Could you hear what they were saying?”
“No,” said Morigna. “Ravens have excellent hearing, but I could not force them close enough to that many men to listen. Even my magic can only override their instincts so far.”
Ridmark nodded, rubbing his jaw with his free hand. He often did while deep in thought. 
“Were you able to follow the patrols at all?” said Ridmark.
“Some,” said Morigna. “They went east and southeast, along the shore of the lake and the road to Coldinium.” 
“None of them went north or west?” said Ridmark. 
“I do not believe so,” said Morigna. “One would assume that any prisoner escaping from the Tower would make for Coldinium. Easier to vanish into the vast crowds there.”
Ridmark snorted. “Coldinium is not vast.” 
“It is the largest city I have ever seen,” said Morigna. She realized that how provincial that made her sound, and decided to change the subject. “More to the point, it is the logical destination for a fugitive. Shelter and supplies can be found there. In every other direction is the Wilderland, and only a fool would flee there.”
“Why not?” said Ridmark. “I wandered the Wilderland for five years, and you lived there for half your life.”
“That is because we are stronger than most,” said Morigna. “I have magic, and you have your skill at tracking and at arms. Some half-starved prisoner would likely not last long.” 
“No,” said Ridmark. “I suppose not. Are the others in any danger?”
“Not yet,” said Morigna. They had left their camp three miles north of the Tower, hidden in a ravine. “None of Paul’s patrols have gone in that direction. So unless an urvaalg comes across Kharlacht and Jager and the others, they should be safe.”
Ridmark made a dismissive gesture. “If an urvaalg finds them, Calliande’s magic can kill it.”
He rubbed his jaw again, his eyes distant.
Morigna frowned. She did not want to hear about Calliande. 
“The Iron Tower is rather an obvious name, is it not?” said Morigna.
Ridmark nodded, still thinking.
“Who built it?” said Morigna. “It seems rather ineffective as a fortification.” 
“The dark elves, I think,” said Ridmark. “There was a dark elven ruin here, destroyed before Malahan Pendragon came to Tarlion a thousand years past. After the Frostborn were defeated and Andomhaim recovered from the war, the High King built a castra over the ruins as the northwestern boundary of the realm, and gave it to the Dux of Caerdracon as a benefice. Ever since, the Duxi of Caerdracon have appointed the Constables of the Iron Tower.”
“Were your High Kings mad fools?” said Morigna. “To build over a dark elven ruin? Do they not know the creatures that lurk in such places?”
Ridmark shrugged. “Perhaps. In the south the dark elven ruins were made safe long ago. The Swordbearers and the Magistri destroyed the creatures that dwelled within. The ruins still have an evil reputation, but sometimes freeholders will use them to store crops and tools and even cattle.” He shook his head, eyes growing distant with memory. “Gothalinzur. The first urdmordar I killed, the one that first warned me the Frostborn were returning. She was preying upon the village of Victrix, and I thought she had laired within the dark elven ruin near the village. Instead the villagers used it to store seed.”
“Where was the urdmordar, then?” said Morigna. She had never seen one of the creatures, but Ridmark had faced and killed two of them.
“Disguised as an elderly woman among the villagers,” said Ridmark. “But we face no urdmordar here, thankfully. As to your question, I suspect the High King chose the ruin because it commands a strong view of the Lake of Battles. Doubtless the Magistri and the Swordbearers declared the ruin safe, and so the Iron Tower was built over it.”
She stepped closer to him. “The same Magistri who have the Enlightened of Incariel among their number?” 
He frowned. “I had not considered that. If the Enlightened had already infiltrated the Magistri at that time, perhaps they had another use for the fortress. Or the Eternalists, for that matter.” 
“Maybe that explains why Shadowbearer had Tarrabus send the soulstone here,” said Morigna. “Some property of the Iron Tower.” 
“Perhaps,” said Ridmark. “Or it was simply a convenient location.” He looked at her. “That tower of iron. Is it magical?”
“I cannot tell from here,” said Morigna. “But I will say this. None of my ravens will go anywhere near the thing, and they reacted much the same to the standing stones of the dark elves.” 
“I can hardly blame them,” said Ridmark. “I don’t want to go near the thing.” 
“Yet here we are,” said Morigna.
Ridmark nodded, his eyes turning back toward the Iron Tower.
“Why?” said Morigna. 
He blinked. “Pardon?”
“Why are you doing this?” said Morigna. 
“I should think that obvious,” said Ridmark.
“No,” said Morigna. “You owe me a straight answer.”
“Why?”
She smiled. “Because you have seen me naked.”
To her delight, that seemed to discomfort him. Even embarrass him. Perhaps he had liked what he had seen.
“In fairness,” said Ridmark, “you were covered with so much paint at the time that I barely saw anything.”
“So you were trying to see past the paint, then?” said Morigna. 
For a moment he met her eyes without blinking, and Morigna felt something electric shoot down her spine.
She had to look away first.
“As amusing as this discussion is,” said Ridmark, “we have more important matters at hand.”
“No, we do not,” said Morigna. “Why are you doing this?”
“Doing what, exactly?”
“All of this,” said Morigna. “Trying to stop the return of the Frostborn. Trying to rescue an assassin of the Red Family from the Iron Tower. Trying to get back the soulstone and help Calliande find her memory and this Dragonfall of hers. Why do all of it?” 
He was silent. 
“You do not have to,” said Morigna. “Why are you fighting to save the realm from the Frostborn? The realm turned on you and cast you out.” 
“Because I deserved the banishment and more,” said Ridmark, “because I deserved death for what happened to…”
“You did not, you idiot,” said Morigna. “Mhalek killed your wife. Aye, and do not dare accuse me of not understanding. I saw Nathan Vorinus die, but the urvaalg killed him, not me. Mhalek killed your wife, you fool. He would have killed her regardless of what you did.”
His eyes narrowed. “You don’t…”
“I have gotten the entire story out of the others,” said Morigna. “If you had not been a Swordbearer, Mhalek would have outpaced you to Castra Marcaine and killed her, and you could have arrived to find her corpse.” A muscle twitched in Ridmark’s jaw. Part of Morigna’s mind noted that pushing him like this was probably a bad idea, but she was too angry to care. Ridmark Arban was the boldest warrior, the strongest man, that she had ever met, and the fact that he hated himself due to the calumnies of his inferiors infuriated her. “Do you think Mhalek wanted to escape? Or to bargain for his life? No, he knew he was finished. So he determined to make you suffer as much as possible. That was why he linked his blood to Aelia’s. Not to escape. To make you pay.”
“And how,” said Ridmark, his voice a soft rasp, “could you know that?”
Morigna shrugged. “Because if I was defeated, I would try to make my foes suffer as much as possible before I perished.” She poked him in the chest. She expected him to grab her arm and push her away, but he remained motionless. “So do not throw your life away for naught. Calliande might sing you sweet words about continuing to live, and one is sure Brother Caius could give you a sermon about the evils of suicide. But I will give you a harder truth, Ridmark Arban. Mhalek killed thousands of people and murdered your wife. Throw away your life to atone for imaginary mistakes, and you shall give Mhalek his final victory.” 
“Then what,” he said, “would you have me do, hmm? Turn my back on Jager and Mara and Calliande? Let Shadowbearer do what he wills with the soulstone? The Old Man was Shadowbearer’s servant. What he tried to do to you is what Shadowbearer will do on a larger scale to the whole world if he brings back the Frostborn.”
“I would have you take what is yours,” said Morigna. “You led the armies of Andomhaim. You defeated Mhalek and saved the realm, slew an urdmordar at eighteen, went to Urd Morlemoch and returned alive. You ought to be a lord of renown of Andomhaim. Laws are just words, meaningless, empty words. Only strength and power can make justice. Do you not see? If you but took the power that is yours by right, you could bring an army against the walls of the Iron Tower, free the prisoners, and reclaim the soulstone. You could cleanse the realm of the Enlightened of Incariel. You could bring Tarrabus to account for his crimes.”
He stood in silence for a long time.
“I failed my wife,” said Ridmark, and Morigna started to protest, but he cut her off. “Nothing you or Calliande can do or say will change that. But this is bigger than me. If Shadowbearer takes the soulstone, he will use it to bring back the Frostborn. The Frostborn almost destroyed the realm and froze the world the first time. There are thousands of men who love their wives as I loved Aelia, thousands of women who love their men as you loved Nathan. If we fail, if Shadowbearer restores the Frostborn…then they will all die, and tens of thousands more. You are right. Words and laws and oaths are only empty words. I am doing this because Shadowbearer must be stopped.”
Morigna sighed. “Ridmark Arban. If only you could see yourself as I see you.” 
He grunted. “Unshaven and in need of a bath?”
She barked a laugh despite herself. “You can stand downwind, then.”
He looked at her in silence for a moment.
“Thank you,” he said at last. “I do not agree with you, but your words cheer me.”
“I did not say it to cheer you,” said Morigna. “I said it because it is true.” 
“I wonder if Mara was the escaped prisoner,” said Ridmark. 
The sudden change of topic threw Morigna. “Why?”
“Because she would have the skills to do it,” said Ridmark, turning toward the Iron Tower. “The brothers and sisters of the Red Family are formidable.”
“You defeated them three times before,” said Morigna.
“Barely,” said Ridmark. “If Paul had not been rash, I would have died in Aranaeus. If I had not found that swamp gas near Moraime, we would all have died. And if Caius and Calliande had not brought aid to Tarrabus’s domus, Rotherius would have killed me there. If anyone could escape from the Iron Tower, it would be an assassin of the Red Family.”
“She would have been there three weeks or more,” said Morigna, “assuming Jager has not lied to us. Why wait until today?” 
“She may not have had a choice in the matter,” said Ridmark. “Perhaps it took that long to prepare an escape. Or maybe an opportunity fell into her lap and she took her chance. You saw how lax Sir Paul’s men are, and he likely took the best of them with him to Coldinium. I doubt those he left behind to garrison the Tower were any more vigilant.” He rolled the staff in his left hand. “Which reminds me. Tzoragar’s dvargir. Have you seen them?”
“Aye.” Morigna frowned. “Twenty short, cloaked figures with veils accompanied Sir Paul when he arrived.” 
“The dvargir are not fond of sunlight,” said Ridmark. “Did the ravens see where they went?” 
“Into one of the drum towers within the curtain wall,” said Morigna. “They have not come forth since.”
“Likely they guard the soulstone,” said Ridmark. “Tzoragar doesn’t care about Sir Paul or the prisoners. He will watch the soulstone until Shadowbearer arrives.”
“And given Sir Paul’s winning charm,” said Morigna, “he is likely more than happy to let Paul take the blame for any escaped prisoners.”
“Likely,” said Ridmark. “Between that, Sir Paul’s ineptitude, and the chaos of the escape, there are weaknesses we can exploit. Let us return to the camp and confer with the others. We must decide upon a course of action.”
“Then you still mean to get the soulstone back?” said Morigna.
“I thought we already had this conversation,” said Ridmark.  He beckoned with the staff. “Come. Sir Paul’s patrols might be inept, but there’s no reason to linger.”
“A moment,” said Morigna, closing her eyes and reaching along the link to her ravens. “Let me dismiss the birds and send a few of them to our camp. I might need them later.”
Her will flitted from raven to raven, breaking the link that bound them. As she did, she glimpsed the world through their eyes, the gray stone of the Iron Tower’s outer wall, the green of the forest, the rippling expanse of the Lake of Battles…
She frowned in surprise.
“What is it?” said Ridmark, his voice distorted as she concentrated. She focused upon the raven, commanding the bird to perch upon a branch and look down. 
The bird saw the horsemen gallop bellow, the dogs racing before them.
Hunting hounds.
 
###
 
“Dogs,” said Morigna. 
“Where?” said Ridmark, raising his staff. There were packs of wild dogs that wondered the Wilderland. They usually left humans alone, but if they were hungry or rabid…
“Not here,” said Morigna in the clipped tones she used while working magic. “Nearby. In the wood. Hunting hounds, a noble’s hounds. And horsemen in blue tabards.”
“Damn,” said Ridmark. If the hounds picked up their scent, they would have a devil of a time getting away. “We had best…”
“No,” said Morigna. “Not us. Heading in the wrong direction. Give me a moment to concentrate.” That arrogant smile flashed over her thin lips again. “I only make this look easy, Gray Knight.”
He nodded, realized that she could not see him, and waited.
His eyes rested upon the lines of her face, on her eyes as they darted back and forth behind closed lids. She was abrasive, arrogant, reckless, argumentative, and utterly certain of her own infallibility. She loved power entirely too much, and practiced a form of magic that had been forbidden within the High King’s realm. But she was also brave to the point of madness, and had stood with him against Rotherius and Mournacht. She had even been ready to sacrifice herself to stop the mzrokar in Thainkul Dural so that the others could escape. 
He gazed on her face, her mouth pressed into a thin line as she concentrated. 
And, he had to admit, he found her lovely to look upon. 
But that was madness, whether viewing either Morigna or Calliande in that light. He had been drawn to Calliande, true, but she did not know herself. She had slept for centuries in the darkness below the Tower of Vigilance, her memories lost, and it was possible that her husband and children waited in another hidden vault. Nonetheless, he had kissed her in a moment of weakness. That had been inexcusable. He had vowed to help Calliande find her lost staff and memory, had come to care for her a great deal, but to seduce her before she recovered her memory, her true self, would be wrong. 
Once she regained her memory, perhaps she would see Ridmark’s crimes with the disgust they deserved. 
But as he looked at Morigna, a small part of his mind, a small but strident part, pointed out that she already knew herself. She did not believe that Aelia’s death was his fault…but she understood that pain better than most, for she had lived through it. The brand upon his face drove away most people, but Morigna held it in contempt. She would never understand that Ridmark bore responsibility for what had happened to Aelia…but Aelia was dead. She had been dead for five years. Did Ridmark want to spend the rest of his life alone? He had been sure of that, once, but now…
Of course, he might well perish long before he even came close to stopping the return of the Frostborn.
But if he did survive…did he want to spend the rest of his life alone?
He knew that if he drew close to Morigna and kissed her, she would not push him away. She would welcome it. She would pull him closer. 
Ridmark rebuked himself for the thought.
Yet it refused to go away. 
Morigna’s black eyes popped open. She blinked several times, and then smirked at him.
“You were staring at me,” said Morigna.
“You were drooling,” said Ridmark. 
“I most certainly was not,” said Morigna. “And I believe you were right about the prisoner.”
“The hounds and the horsemen are pursuing him?” said Ridmark.
“Or her,” said Morigna, “if you are correct that they are pursuing Jager’s Mara. They are heading north, hot on someone’s trail. Six horsemen, and as many dogs.”
Ridmark nodded. Six against two were not odds he wished to face. 
Yet they had certain advantages.
“Dogs,” said Ridmark. “Can you control them?”
“But of course,” said Morigna. 
“How many at once?” said Ridmark.
“Five or six, I should think,” said Morigna. “If you want me to scare them off, that shall be simple enough.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “Let’s see what our hunters are hunting, shall we? Which way?”
Morigna pointed, and they set off through the trees.



Chapter 5 - Half-Blooded
Mara’s plan almost worked.

As she fled into the forest, she realized that if the hounds picked up her scent, she could not possibly escape. Since she had not bathed in weeks, she had likely acquired an unpleasantly ripe odor. The hounds would have no trouble tracking her down. 
Fleeing would mean death.
So instead of running, she sought a hiding place. 
Her dark elven blood carried a heavy curse, but it also bestowed gifts, and one of those gifts was the ability to see in the dark. The Matriarch had been able to see in near-lightlessness. Mara’s eyes allowed her to navigate through the dark forest without losing her balance. 
And to find the plants she needed. 
Mara snatched them as she ran, grabbing a handful of flowers here, a fistful of berries there. She mashed them over her face, the juice trickling down her neck and chest, the pollen making her nose twitch. The smell was ghastly, but it would blend with the forest, making it harder for the dogs to find her.
Or so she hoped.
She ran for a mile or so, zigzagging back and forth to lay down a false trail, the barking of the hounds and the shouts of the hunters growing fainter. But they would not give up. The Constable of the Iron Tower was sworn to Tarrabus Carhaine, and the Dux of Caerdracon was not the sort of man to overlook failure in his underlings. 
The men would hunt until they found her.
But Mara could use that to her advantage.
They knew she would not head for the Lake of Battles. It was not as if she could swim her way to freedom. North and west lay nothing but howling, devil-haunted wilderness. Southeast was the road to Coldinium and the safety of the High King’s realm, and any fugitive with her wits would head southeast. 
So Mara went north.
She needed to hide. Sir Paul’s men would sweep the surrounding woods, but sooner or later they would conclude that she had fled toward Coldinium. Then the Constable would send his men along the road. 
And once the men-at-arms and hunters had moved off, Mara would slip away.
She had used such gambits to elude pursuit before, when she had still been committing murder at the Matriarch’s command. If it worked, Mara would only need to make her way to Coldinium and find a way to contact Jager. Of course, she would need to find water, food, shelter, supplies…
One problem at a time. 
First she had to find a damned hiding place. 
A promising tree caught her eye, a centuries-old oak with sprawling branches rising overhead. Yet many of the branches were low enough to the ground that she could reach them. It would be easy to clamber up and hide. Though the tree would make an obvious hiding place. Yet it was dark and the men-at-arms did not have her night vision. 
It was as good as anything she was likely to find.
Mara scrambled up the tree, moving from branch to branch. She found a thick branch about forty feet above the ground and tucked herself into the hollow where it joined the trunk. She pulled the collar of her shirt up to cover her face and blond hair, and tucked her hands into her sleeves to conceal the pale skin of her hands.
Then she waited, motionless, and hoped the flowers and berries had thrown the hounds off her scent.
Twice parties of men-at-arms rode below her tree, accompanied by barking hounds. The men-at-arms carried torches, the scent of wood smoke and oil filling her nostrils. It seemed the firelight had ruined their night vision. If not for the damned dogs, she could have glided past them and picked their pockets, and they would never have known it. 
She listened for any sign that she had been discovered, but in time the men and horses and hounds moved away.
Eventually, Mara dozed off. She had not slept well for weeks, and while the dead guard’s oversized clothes were malodorous, they were at least warm. She awoke around noon, stretched her stiff limbs, and looked around. There was no sign of her pursuers, but Mara knew better than to move around during the day. 
She waited until dusk, trying to ignore the hunger clawing at her belly, the thirst scratching at her throat. 
At last the sun started to fade in the west, and Mara descended the tree, her head aching from lack of water. She would find some water, and then make her way through the wilderness north of the southeast road. She could subsist on berries and roots as she had as a child. Jager had caches of money and supplies hidden in Coldinium, and once she reached the city…
A hound started barking. 
Mara whispered a curse. 
Another dog began barking, closer this time. A hunting horn rang out, and she heard hooves striking the ground. Apparently not all of Sir Paul’s hunters were as foolish as the Constable himself. One of them must have guessed her plan and waited.
And now the trap was closing around her.
Mara started running as fast as she could, trying to ignore her headache and the throbbing pain in her limbs.
And the boiling shadows behind her eyes. If she let the shadows embrace her, nothing could ever hurt her again, and she could butcher her pursuers with ease.
Though she would lose herself forever…and would never see Jager again. 
She kept running, dodging around the trunk of a tree.
A raven dropped from one of the branches and took flight.
 
###
 
“A half mile,” said Morigna, breathing hard. Running with her staff in hand was always tricky. “Or a little less.”
Ridmark nodded. He never seemed to have any trouble running with a weapon in hand. Of course, given how often he used his heavy staff to fight, he likely had more practice.
“Wait a moment,” said Morigna. 
She closed her eyes and sent her thoughts to one of the remaining ravens. She had kept a half-dozen of the birds bound and sent them circling ahead to keep an eye on the hunting party. Morigna sent her will jumping from raven to raven, seeking the horsemen.
Then she stopped.
“The prisoner,” she said. “I think I see…her?”
“A woman?” said Ridmark. “It must be Mara.”
“Blond woman. Short,” said Morigna, watching through the raven’s eyes. “Running fast. Did Jager tell you what she looked like?”
“No,” said Ridmark. “I should have thought of it.”
Morigna opened her mouth to answer, but then fell silent. The blond woman kept running, but the raven had a hard time keeping sight of her. That seemed peculiar, until Morigna realized that the bird didn’t want to look at the woman.
The raven was afraid of the woman, just as it had been frightened of the tower of iron.
 
###
 
Mara ran into the clearing, and the horseman burst from the far end. 
She turned to flee in another direction, but a second rider emerged from the trees. A pair of hounds followed, snarling and growling. The great beasts stood almost as tall as Mara’s chest, lean and sleek and muscled. Just one of those things could kill her without much effort. 
And there were six of them.
The horsemen and the hounds moved into a circle around Mara. 
“Well,” said one of the horsemen, a hulking, bearded man-at-arms in a blue tabard, “looks like I was right. The halfling’s little whore hid instead of running off to Coldinium. Clever, clever. Looks like we’ll get the reward for bringing her back.”
“You have to let me go,” said Mara. 
The man-at-arms laughed. “And just why is that?”
“Not for my sake,” said Mara. “For yours.”
He pushed his horse another step toward her, an ugly glint in his eye. “Are you going to beg for your life?”
“I’m exhausted and terrified, and I don’t have the bracelet any longer,” said Mara. “I can barely control myself now. If you take me captive, if you hurt me…I won’t be able to keep it in check. I’ll transform, and I’ll kill you all.”
The men-at-arms roared with laughter.
“I would like to see that,” said the leader.
Mara let out a shuddering breath and closed her eyes. The darkness within her screamed for release, howling for blood and death. She fought against that darkness, as she had struggled against it all her life, but she had lost the bracelet that helped keep it at bay. 
She could not hold it back.
“Please,” she whispered, opening her eyes. “Do you have a wife? Children?” 
The man-at-arms hesitated. “None of your concern, prisoner.”
“She’ll be a widow, your children orphans,” said Mara. “I am a monster. You don’t know what I’ll become. Please, for your children’s sake, just let me go…”
For just a moment, the leader wavered, and then his face hardened.
“Enough,” he said. “Take her. I want to be back at the Tower by…”
“Let her go.”
Mara’s head snapped up. The voice was hard and cold with authority, and she turned to look at its source. 
A man and a woman stepped into the clearing, both carrying wooden staves. The man looked about thirty or so, clad in worn wool and leather, a gray cloak hanging from his shoulders. He had cold blue eyes and close-cropped black hair, and moved with the precise motions of a deadly warrior, the hard lines of his face disfigured with the brand of a broken sword upon the left cheek and jaw. Every shred of Mara’s instincts and experience screamed that he was dangerous, that he would be lethal in combat. 
The woman, too, seemed dangerous. Like the man, she wore leather and wool, though her cloak was an odd, tattered thing of long strips of brown and gray. Likely it helped her move unseen through the forest. She carried a staff in her right hand, thinner and shorter than the warrior’s staff, its length carved with odd sigils. The woman had black hair tied back in a tail, and hard, flat black eyes. 
“And just who the devil are you?” said the bearded man-at-arms. 
“God and the saints,” said another of the horsemen. “I think that’s him. I think that’s the one the Constable warned us against.” 
“If you know who I am,” said the man with the staff, his voice still quiet, “then you know that you want to leave. Now.” 
“I shall do nothing of the sort!” said the first man-at-arms. “The Constable promised us a reward for recapturing the halfling’s whore, and we shall also claim the reward when we lay the Gray Knight’s head at his feet!” 
Mara blinked. The Gray Knight…she had heard the stories of Ridmark Arban in Coldinium. The exiled knight, the disgraced Swordbearer, forever wandering the Wilderland in hopes of redeeming himself. She had thought the stories mere fables.
Evidently she had been wrong. 
“Take them both!” said the man-at-arms, pointing his sword at the Gray Knight. “Keep the woman alive. We can amuse ourselves with her later.”
The woman laughed. “A poor choice. One suspects the only amusement shall be mine.” 
The leader shouted a command, and the hounds raced forward, snarling. The woman’s amused smile widened, and she lifted her left hand and raked it through the air, her fingers hooked into claws.
And purple fire blazed around her palm. 
No wonder Mara had thought her dangerous. The woman was a sorceress. Nor was she one of the Magistri. Likely she was a sorceress from the Wilderland.
The hounds raced at her, but the tone of their cries changed. Instead of knocking the woman down and ripping her apart, they danced in a circle around her, barking and painting, looking up at her for approval.
“A spell!” shouted the leader. “She is a witch!”
“You are good boys, are you not?” said the woman to the dogs, patting one of them on the head. “Such good boys! And so much smarter than your masters, too. Off you go now. Fetch!” 
She made a shooing gesture, and the hounds raced into the trees.
“Shall you reconsider?” said the Gray Knight, shifting his grip upon his staff.
“Kill them both!” roared the leader, and the horses surged forward. 
 
###
 
Ridmark ran forward, and the horsemen raced to meet him.
Or, rather, they tried. The clearing’s ground was uneven, tangled with roots and rocks. The horses could manage nothing more than a quick walk. Ridmark, however, had no such limitations. 
He charged at the nearest horseman and struck. The man-at-arms tried to raise his sword for a blow, but Ridmark was faster. His staff struck the man’s wrist, the bones of his hand shattering, and the man-at-arms dropped his sword with a cry of pain. The horse spun to face Ridmark, its mouth opening to bite, but Ridmark saw the motion and jumped back, his staff hitting the horse on the nose. The animal reared up with a whinny of pain, and the injured man-at-arms tumbled from his saddle and struck the ground with bone-cracking force. 
Another man-at-arms charged his horse at Ridmark, raising a sword for a beheading swing. Ridmark waited until the last moment and ducked, the sword blurring over his head, and thrust with his staff. The steel-clad tip of the weapon slammed into his foe’s neck, and the man gagged. Ridmark swung again as his foe’s horse passed, and the horseman lost his balance and fell from his saddle with a crunch.
He spun, seeking new foes, and Morigna cast a spell, striking her staff against the ground. The earth rippled, and the two horses charging towards her stumbled, their riders fighting to keep their saddles. She gestured again, and roots ripped free from the ground to wind around the horses’ legs. The horses tore free from the roots, screaming in alarm, and their struggle unseated their riders. One of the men-at-arms lunged to his feet, swinging his sword at Morigna, but Ridmark got there first. His staff staved in the side of the swordsman’s head, and the man-at-arms fell in to the ground. 
Ridmark turned again as Morigna began another spell, and Mara scrambled up the side of a horse and jumped on the back of a man-at-arms, a dagger flashing in her right fist. She drove the blade into the neck of the man-at-arms again and again, and the man slumped.  Mara jumped from the back of the beast as the dead man-at-arms fell forward. The horse screamed in panic as the smell of blood filled its nostrils, and bolted from the clearing.
A second horse followed suit, and the panic spread to the surviving men-at-arms. They had expected to run down a helpless woman, not face a sorceress and her spells, and they fled from the clearing.
“We should hunt them down and kill them,” said Morigna.
Ridmark shook his head. “No need. They’ll be too afraid to come after us again, not until they’ve got reinforcements. By then we shall be long gone.” 
She frowned. “They will alert Sir Paul that we are here.”
“Sir Paul already knows that we are here,” said Ridmark, turning to face Mara, “and that Mara has escaped. For that is your name, is it not?”
Mara said nothing, the bloody dagger in her right hand, and Ridmark took a good look at her. 
She was barely five feet tall, and would not have weighed more than a hundred pounds dripping wet. When Jager had mentioned that she had been an assassin of the Red Family, Ridmark had expected someone like the shieldmaidens of the Saxon invaders who had destroyed the realm of Arthur Pendragon upon Old Earth, a terrifying warrior like Boudicca of Britannia or Zenobia of Palmyra. Or a beautiful seductress, a woman who lured men into her bed to slay them.
Instead Mara had an ethereal sort of beauty, with large green eyes in a delicate face, her pale blond hair hanging around her head like a hood. She looked utterly harmless, but Ridmark had just seen her stab a man to death. 
And Agrimnalazur and Gothalinzur had known how to look harmless, too.
Morigna joined him, her staff ready in her hand.
“How do you know who I am?” said Mara at last. 
Morigna snorted. “Who else could you be?”
“That does not answer the question,” said Mara.
Morigna laughed. “I like her. Too good for Jager, in my opinion.”
Ridmark gestured her to silence. “An educated guess. Jager said you were held prisoner in the Iron Tower…and of all the prisoners in the Tower, I think a former sister of the Red Family would be the most apt to escape.”
“So you know Jager, then?” said Mara, the distrust plain upon her face. 
“Your suspicion is wise,” said Ridmark, “but we do not have much time, so I shall be blunt. Jager is with us.”
“Please forgive me,” said Mara, “if I remain dubious. Rescuers conveniently arrive and have Jager with them? It seems a little too good to be true.”
“Perhaps I can convince you,” said Ridmark. “Jager stole a signet ring from Dux Tarrabus Carhaine. Later that day Tarrabus’s men took you and Jager captive and brought you here. Tarrabus himself offered Jager a deal. Your life in exchange for something valuable.”
Mara nodded, though the caution never left her face. “Go on.”
Ridmark smiled. “Tarrabus wanted Jager to steal something from me. Or, more specifically, from a companion of mine.”
“You’re the Gray Knight,” said Mara. “A figure of renown and legend. If Jager stole from you, why is he still alive?” 
“We came to an understanding,” said Ridmark. “The thing he stole from me is a soulstone, a magical relic of great power. Tarrabus serves a mighty wizard called Shadowbearer…”
“A myth,” said Mara. “I have heard…well, suffice it to say Shadowbearer is a legend of the dark elves.”
“He is not,” said Morigna. “I have heard his voice.” Some of her mocking confidence faded. 
“Shadowbearer will use the soulstone to bring the Frostborn back to the world,” said Ridmark. “I intend to stop him. So Jager and I struck a deal. He will help me get the soulstone out of the Iron Tower, and in exchange, I will help him rescue you.” 
“A very compelling story, sir,” said Mara, “but I have my doubts.”
“Consider this, then,” said Ridmark. “I know you met Jager when the Matriarch sent you to kill him. I know he charmed you and stopped you from slaying him. I know the Matriarch and the Red Family turned against you, and together you fled Cintarra for Coldinium. And I know that when you fled the Matriarch, you stole a weapon from her, a dagger with three soulstones that shine with a sickly yellow light.”
Mara flinched. “How do you know that?” 
“Jager told me,” said Ridmark.
“Ridmark,” said Morigna. “We need to go. Those men-at-arms have likely returned to the castra by now.”
Ridmark nodded and turned back to Mara. “You can stay here and take your chances with Paul’s men. Or you can come with us, and we will take you to Jager.”
“Why would you help him?” said Mara. “Why would you help me?”
“Because,” said Ridmark. “I gave my word.”
Mara stared at him with her wide green eyes. 
“And if that does not convince you,” said Morigna, “then know that the Gray Knight has a compulsion to save people. It is a sickness with him, really. But I should not complain about it, because he did save my life repeatedly.” 
Mara hesitated, glanced over her shoulder, and then shrugged. “It appears, sir, that I do not really have a choice. Lead on.” 
Ridmark nodded. “Very well. This way.”
He started through the trees, Morigna and Mara following. 



Chapter 6 - A Dark Seed
The shadows boiled in Mara’s mind, demanding release, but she kept them at bay.

She did not think that the Gray Knight and the woman who called herself Morigna were her enemies.
At least, not yet. If they realized what she really was, they would try to kill her. Or Morigna would, at least. She was not sure what Ridmark would do.
She watched him as the shadows lengthened and the sun vanished to the west. Mara had known a great many killers in her life, master swordsmen and stealthy assassins both, and she suspected that Ridmark Arban could match any of them. Even without the aid of Morigna’s magic, he might have been able to drive off those men-at-arms. 
Mara sifted through what little she knew about him. He had been a Swordbearer, a Knight of the Order of the Soulblade, and had led the High King’s army against the Mhalekites in the Northerland. His wife had been killed during the battle, and so Ridmark had been banished from the realm and now wandered the Wilderland in hopes of redeeming himself.
Such a man did not seem the sort to let a dark-elven half-breed to live. 
Though Morigna’s presence argued against that. Only the magic of the Magistri was permitted within Andomhaim, and those who manifested magical abilities either joined the Magistri, left the realm, kept their skills hidden, or were executed. Mara had met a few renegade sorcerers in Cintarra, and they had all been dangerous and brutal men. Morigna seemed glib enough, though Mara suspected a dangerous woman lurked beneath that mocking veneer. Most of the nobles Mara had met would have killed a renegade sorceress or turned her over to the Magistri and the Swordbearers. Perhaps Ridmark found her useful. 
Morigna’s reason for following Ridmark was clear enough. She wondered if Ridmark ever noticed the starry-eyed glances that Morigna shot his way.
Mara decided to follow them with caution. The story with Jager seemed entirely too implausible, and she suspected it was a ruse to lure her out. Still, she thought Ridmark did not mean her ill, at least not yet. Likely he wanted her help with something. Perhaps to retrieve the soulstone he had mentioned. 
About three miles to the north they came to a sheltered ravine, and Mara spotted the orcish warrior standing guard. He stood nearly seven feet tall, clad in the blue steel of dark elven armor, the hilt of a greatsword rising over his shoulder. Likely he had looted the armor from some ruin or another, which meant he was either very skilled or very lucky. Curiously, he wore a wooden cross on a cord around his neck. 
Mara understood. The Dominus Christus, the priests claimed, forgave all sins…and Mara had a great deal of blood upon her hands. 
“You’re back,” said the orc in Latin, his black eyes shifting to Mara. “And you brought a visitor.”
“Aye, Kharlacht,” said Ridmark. “We had best find Jager. He’ll be able to confirm if this is Mara or not.”
Ah. He didn’t entirely believe her story. Wise of him.
Kharlacht snorted. “I imagine this is quite a tale.”  
“Come with us, please,” said Ridmark, beckoning to her. Mara followed, noting how his staff remained ready in his hand, how Kharlacht loosened his sword in its scabbard. A flicker of fear went through her. Did they know what she really was? No, then they would have killed her on sight. This was just sensible caution.
Pack horses waited in the ravine, along with several other people. The first was a blond woman in her middle twenties, calm-faced with long hair and blue eyes. A human boy of about sixteen stood next to her, clad in chain mail, an orcish sword on his belt and a shield slung over his shoulder. Nearby waited a dwarven man with a graying beard, clad in a friar’s robes and a cross hanging from his neck. A short halfling man in a black vest, white shirt, black pants, and black trousers tended to the horses, and…
Mara’s hands flew to her mouth. “Jager?”
It was him. God and the apostles and all the saints, it was really him. She remembered his curly hair, his amber-colored eyes, his clever fingers. He had lost weight since she had seen him on that awful day in the Iron Tower, his face grimmer and his eyes ringed with dark circles.
But it was really him.
She did not remember running across the ravine, but suddenly she was in his arms, her eyes stinging with tears.
“My God,” she whispered, “it’s you, it’s really you, I never thought I would see you again…”
“I promised to come back for you,” said Jager, “I promised…”
They stood in silence for a moment. In that instant Mara knew nothing but joy, nothing but overwhelming relief.
But the shadows kept stirring in her mind. 
“Well,” said Morigna at last, “it seems she is not an impostor after all.”
 
###
 
“We need to move,” said Ridmark as Jager and Mara finally broke apart. “Sir Paul’s men will be hunting for us, and the sooner we are gone from here, the better.”
Morigna kept watching Mara.
There was something…off about her, something that Morigna could not quite articulate. Quietly she worked the spell to sense the presence of magic. She detected the aura around the enspelled dwarven axe at Ridmark’s belt, around the dwarven daggers the others carried, and the dark, malefic magic within the soulcatcher Calliande had in her pack. But there was no magical aura around Mara. 
Calliande caught her eye and gave a shallow nod. Which meant Calliande, too, thought there was something odd about Mara. Calliande was far too self-righteous, but she was neither a coward nor a fool, and if she noticed something strange about Mara, that meant Morigna had not imagined it. 
“You’re right,” said Kharlacht. “Let us take the horses and leave the ravine.”
“The other side of the hill, I think,” said Ridmark. “That will put us a few miles north. So long as we are on the other side of the hill by dark, we should be safe. At least until dawn.” 
“Gray Knight,” said Jager. “Thank you.”
Ridmark blinked. “For what?”
“For keeping your word,” said Jager. “You said you would get Mara out of the Iron Tower…and you did. I never expected a noble of Andomhaim to keep his promises, but you did.”
“Actually,” said Ridmark. “Mara got herself out of the Iron Tower. I had nothing to do with it.” 
Which troubled Morigna. Just how had Mara escaped? She had avoided mentioning the details so far.
“Truly?” said Jager, looking at Mara. “How?”
“The Gray Knight and the sorceress saved my life nonetheless,” said Mara. “Six of the men-at-arms hunted me down. They would have taken me back to the Tower or killed me if Ridmark and the sorceress had not intervened.”
“You can call me Morigna,” said Morigna. “One thinks that ‘sorceress’ is simply too formal.” 
“Morigna,” said Mara, and she bowed. “Thank you for my life.” 
“Such fine manners,” said Morigna. 
Mara smiled. “Politeness is what separates us from the beasts.”
“How did you get out of the Iron Tower?” said Morigna. Perhaps this was a trap and Mara had been let free as an elaborate ruse to capture Ridmark. Still, Paul Tallmane did not seem that clever. And Ridmark was going to break into the Iron Tower and retrieve the soulstone regardless of what Paul did. 
But some of Paul’s men might be smarter than he was. The dvargir were, certainly. 
“I suggest we share tales later,” said Kharlacht, “once we are further from the Iron Tower.”
“Kharlacht is right,” said Ridmark. “Morigna. Can you bind any animals to act as scouts?”
“Deer see well in the dark,” said Morigna, thinking. “I can…” 
Mara shuddered, her eyes going wide. Jager grabbed at her arm, and Mara sagged against him, sweat appearing on her forehead, a tremor going through her thin limbs. 
“She’s likely exhausted,” said Ridmark. “Kharlacht or I can carry her…”
“No!” said Mara, pushing away from Jager. 
A hurt look went over the halfling’s face, followed by sudden fear. “Mara.” For some reason his eyes went to her left wrist. “Did they…”
“The bracelet,” she whispered. “I lost the bracelet, Jager. When I escaped. I couldn’t take it out of the tower of iron.” She shuddered again, the cords in her neck standing out, and began to blink. “I can’t…I can’t hold it back, I can’t hold it back any longer. Oh, Jager, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry…”
“No,” said Jager.
She closed her eyes, and opened them again. 
Kharlacht snapped a curse and drew his sword.
Mara’s green eyes had turned solid black, the color of the eyes of dvargir, a bottomless pit into a howling void. She shuddered again, and shadows swirled around her, rippling from her limbs like a torn cloak caught in the wind. 
“Mara,” said Jager, “Mara, listen to me, you can fight this. You can…”
“No,” said Mara. “Stay away from me. All of you, run! I’ll hurt you. I won’t be able to stop myself. Go! Please, go!”
“God,” said Gavin, drawing his sword. “She’s one of the Enlightened of Incariel, isn’t she? Jonas and Coriolus looked like that when they used their dark magic. Was this a trap, Master Thief? To string us along until she could kill us?”
“No!” said Jager. “It wasn’t, I swear it! She…she can control it. She just needs a moment.”
“Go!” said Mara, her voice a scream. The shadows condensed around her limbs like armor, seeming to harden into claws atop her fingers. “Please! I can’t stop it!”
Kharlacht and Gavin raised their weapons and stepped forward, and Jager cursed and drew his sword and dagger
“Stay away from her!” he shouted. “You have been good friends, but if you try to hurt her, I will stop you!” 
Morigna summoned power for a spell, focusing on Mara. The woman seemed in the grips of a transformation, one that reminded her of the Old Man’s shapeshifting within the stone circle. But Mara’s transformation seemed involuntary, which meant she might well lose control of herself. Morigna focused her magic, preparing to release it…
Forgotten in the confusion, Ridmark stepped behind Mara and swept his staff beneath her legs. Mara fell in a heap, her head bouncing against the ground. Jager whirled with a cry, but before the halfling attacked, the end of Ridmark’s staff came to rest against his throat.
“Hold a moment, please,” said Ridmark as Calliande stepped to his side.
White fire crackled around her fingers.
“I am sorry,” said the Magistria, her face solemn, “but this is going to hurt quite a bit.”
She thrust out her hands and white fire erupted from her palms and slammed into Mara. The shadows unraveled into nothingness, and Mara thrashed against the ground, screaming in agony as burns spread over her face and hands. 
Calliande could not harm another mortal…but her magic could attack creatures of dark magic. 
“You’re killing her!” said Jager. He started to move, and Ridmark prodded him with the staff.
The white fire faded out, the last of the shadows gone, and Mara slumped against the ground, moaning. The spell had left her clothing untouched, but hideous burns marked her face and hands. When she regained consciousness she would be in terrible pain.
Calliande took a deep breath, knelt next to Mara, put her hands on the smaller woman’s temples, and cast another spell. White light flared around Calliande and washed over Mara, and Calliande went rigid, her mouth drawn into a tight line, her eyes narrowed into slits. Mara’s burns began to shrink, vanishing beneath the power of Calliande’s healing magic. Morigna could not help but be impressed. She knew that the Magistria had to take on the pain of a wound in order to use healing magic. Some of the Magistri did not have the mental discipline to endure the pain and simply could not function as healers. 
Morigna had seen Calliande heal grievous wounds.
At last the burns vanished, and Calliande sighed and released the smaller woman. Ridmark helped her to stand, and Calliande regained her feet, her legs wobbling a bit.
“I really hate burns,” she said, wiping the sweat from her brow.
“What…what did you do?” said Jager, still holding his weapons.
“Dark magic was manifesting around her,” said Calliande. “So I dispelled it, and healed the resultant burns.” 
Jager lowered his weapons, and a flicker of shame went over his face “Forgive me. I…did not think the matter through.”
Ridmark shrugged. “A man will do mad things for a woman he loves.” 
“This is so,” said Kharlacht, his voice flat.
“But what is she?” said Gavin. “One of the Initiated of the Enlightened? A user of dark magic?”
“I’m not sure,” said Calliande, “but…”
“She is not,” said Ridmark, his voice quiet, “entirely human.”
Morigna followed his eyes. Mara lay on her back, her head turned to the left, her hair fallen away from her temple to reveal her ear. 
An ear that came to a delicate point.
“Her father was of the dark elven kindred,” said Ridmark, “was he not?”
Jager opened his mouth, closed it again. Morigna could see him searching for a lie, for an explanation.
“No. There’s no need, Jager.”
Mara sat up with a wince, her eyes returned to their usual green. Jager sheathed his weapons and knelt besides her. 
“The Gray Knight is correct,” said Mara. “There’s no more need to lie. I lost the bracelet, Jager. I can’t…I can’t keep fighting it. I’m almost done.” 
“No,” said Jager.
Mara looked at Calliande. “Thank you.”
“I do not like to kill,” said Calliande, “but I would like to know who you really are.” 
“My father was a dark elf,” said Mara. “Is a dark elf. I suppose he is still alive, though I have no way to know for certain. He…”
“A moment,” said Ridmark. “We need to move. As much as I wish to hear your tale, our disagreement may have been overheard, and I don’t know how far the light from Calliande’s spell might have carried. Once we make a safer camp, we can decide what to do next.”
“Sound counsel,” said Caius, who had remained silent throughout the confrontation. Odd, that. The dwarven friar never seemed to shut up. 
They quickly loaded the horses and led them from the ravine, and Morigna cast a spell and sent her mind seeking for animals to control. She touched the minds of two owls and set them to work. Owls were clever, much cleverer than most birds, and they were harder to control. Still, she persuaded them that prey was loose in the trees, and she set the birds to circling overhead.
And as she did, she kept an eye on Mara. 
Calliande had dispelled the dark magic and healed her. Morigna would have simply killed her.
That did not trouble Morigna in the slightest. Ridmark was a strong man and a bold warrior, but he was entirely too merciful. Perhaps guilt over his wife’s death. It sometimes clouded his judgment, caused him to make reckless and impractical decisions. 
Morigna had promised to help him, to repay her debt to him, and she would.
And if it proved necessary to kill Mara, Morigna would do so without hesitation or guilt.



Chapter 7 - A Jade Bracelet
It was past midnight by the time they found an adequate campsite. 

Caius and Kharlacht led the way, their keener senses allowing them to navigate the forest. Both Calliande and Morigna conjured lights, their pale glow throwing back some of the gloom. Ridmark disliked the necessity, since it would draw their pursuers, but they needed the light. 
If any of Paul’s men discovered them, they would have to fight.
But they came to the northwestern edge of the hills and sheltered in a small valley. It was a defensible location, and would be hard to spot at night. If Paul’s men-at-arms found them, they could choose between standing and fighting or falling back. Though Ridmark hoped it would not come to that.
They secured the horses, and Morigna summoned a sphere of pale blue light around her hand, just enough to let them see. Just as well that none of the thirteen moons were in the sky. The lack of light was annoying, but made it easier to hide. Then they gathered in a circle around Mara and Jager, the faint light throwing harsh shadows. 
“This seems like a trial,” said Jager.
Ridmark shook his head. “I am neither a Dux nor a Comes nor even a knight, not any longer. I simply want to know the truth.” 
Mara touched Jager’s arm. “If they wanted me dead, my love, the Magistria would not have healed me.”
“If they had wanted you dead,” said Jager, glancing at Ridmark, “they would have had to go through me.”
Mara’s smile was sad. “Could you have stopped them? Truly?”
Jager sighed. “No.” 
“I do not want to kill anyone,” said Ridmark. “My purpose, as I have told you, is to retrieve the soulstone from the Iron Tower before Shadowbearer takes it. I told Jager I would help to rescue you from the Iron Tower, and in exchange, he would help to retrieve the soulstone. Though I suppose there is no longer any need for that.”
“He stole it in the first place,” said Mara, “so we shall help you recover it.” Jager opened his mouth, closed it, and nodded. “If I can.”
“Then tell me,” said Ridmark. “Who are you?”
Mara raised a pale eyebrow. “You mean what am I?”
Ridmark did not answer.
Mara looked at the sky for a moment. “What do you know of the Prince of Nightmane Forest?”
“Only what I learned from my tutors as a child,” said Ridmark. “Nightmane Forest lies east of here, between Coldinium and the Northerland. A dark elven noble called the Traveler rules over it, and he is a wizard of considerable power. He was a vassal of the urdmordar, and marched with them against the High King. After the Swordbearers and the Magistri overthrew the urdmordar, the Traveler fled to Nightmane Forest and has not left it since. He commands several tribes of mutated orcs that worship him as a god. The High King would have destroyed his realm, but his wards are too strong. And in truth, he is not much of a threat. He only has a few thousand orcs. Sometimes he raids the realm to claim slaves, but the last time was…thirty years ago, I think, in the Year of Our Lord 1448. The lords of the realm gathered to defeat him. My father told me of it.” Ridmark had not thought about that in years. He tried to avoid thinking of his father and his brothers. Leogrance Arban did not approve of what his youngest son had become.
“You tell it true, sir,” said Mara. “Legend does not overstate the cruelty of the dark elves. The Traveler takes slaves for labor, or as victims for his cruelty. He also takes female slaves to slake his lusts, for he has not seen a dark elven woman in a very long time. My mother was one such slave. I believe she was the daughter of a freeholder of the Northerland.”
“What does the Traveler do,” said Ridmark, though he suspected he knew the answer, “with his half-breed children?”
“Some he kills,” said Mara, “in magical rituals to increase his own power. Others he transforms into his creatures. The weakest he makes into urshanes. The strongest he transforms into urdhracosi or even urvuuls. I suspect that what was he intended for me.”
“How did you escape?” said Ridmark.
“My mother,” said Mara. “She realized what would happen, outwitted the Traveler’s orcs, and slipped into the wilderness with me. She died when I was very young…no more than five or six years old, I think, though I don’t know for sure. I survived because of my abilities. I could make the shadows obey me, use them to hide.”
“Like a dvargir,” said Caius. 
She smiled. “They can merely turn invisible. I can make myself disappear entirely, or fill a room with darkness. Mother also taught me what plants were edible, and I learned more. I wandered across the Northerland and Khaluusk, stealing from farmers and eating what berries and fruits I found. Eventually I made my way to the city of Cintarra, and became a thief.” She smiled at the memory. “Cintarra was much more pleasant than the hills of the Northerland or the Shaluuskan Forest. Easy for one ragged orphan girl to disappear in the crowds…but then I started to lose control of my power.” 
“The dark elven blood,” said Calliande, her voice quiet. “It eventually overwhelms the human side of you.” 
“How did you escape that fate?” said Ridmark.
“The Matriarch of the Red Family,” said Mara. “She is a dark elven noblewoman, did you know that?”
“I’ve encountered the Red Family a few times,” said Ridmark.
“Really?” said Mara, blinking. “And you’re still alive?”
Kharlacht barked his harsh laugh. “It was a close business.” 
“The Matriarch has hidden herself in Cintarra since the defeat of the urdmordar and the first days of the Two Orders,” said Mara, “and she built the Family around her. She teaches them to worship Mhor, the orcish blood god of death, not out of piety but as a useful tool for controlling her servants. And when she sees a promising child, she recruits that child into the Family.”
“Such as you,” said Ridmark.
“Such as me,” said Mara. “She taught me to control the shadows within me. The masters of the Red Family taught me stealth and killing and disguises, all the tools a Sister of the Family needed. And the Matriarch gave me an enchanted bracelet. So long as I wore it, I could control the shadows…and I would not transform into an urdhracos or an urvuul or God knows what else.” 
“Yet you left the Red Family,” said Ridmark. Jager had already told them the story, but Ridmark wondered if Mara would say the same thing. 
She smiled. “I was sent to kill Jager, who had annoyed some powerful people. Instead of killing him, he charmed me. The Matriarch frowns upon betrayal, so we had to flee the city.”
“You took the Matriarch’s soulcatcher when you escaped,” said Ridmark.
“Jager considered it was a fitting farewell,” said Mara. “I thought it was foolish, and I told him never to use it.” She gave him a fond smile. “But it was audacious. He was always audacious.”
Gavin grunted. “We noticed.”
“And I wanted to leave the Red Family anyway,” said Mara. “I hated it. I hated the Matriarch. She helped me control the shadows…but only because she wanted a skilled assassin to use as she pleased. And I hated the killing, hated that I was so good at it. I prayed to God every day to forgive me, to help me get away from them. And then he sent me Jager.”
Caius smiled. “The Lord works in mysterious ways his wonders to perform.”
Morigna’s expression was sour. “And what prompted you to pray to the Dominus Christus?”
“Because the Traveler worshipped Incariel,” said Mara, “and I saw what that wrought. And the Brothers and Sisters of the Red Family worshipped Mhor, a cruel and merciless god. The Matriarch has no mercy in her.”
“That bracelet you mentioned,” said Ridmark. “You don’t have it now.” Jager touched her bare left wrist. “What happened to it?”
“I left it behind in the Iron Tower,” said Mara. “I…didn’t have a choice.”
Ridmark nodded. “It has to do with how you escaped, isn’t it?”
“How did you know that?” said Mara.
“Logic,” said Ridmark. “That bracelet is more important to you than life.” Mara offered a slow nod. “So you would only leave it behind if you had no other choice. How did you escape?”
“I don’t know,” said Mara. “It…I was chained in my cell, in the old dark elven vaults below the castra.”
“Would not your powers let you escape?” said Caius.
“I can make myself unseen, not immaterial,” said Mara. “Which is a pity. I can think of several instances when becoming immaterial would have been useful. But I was chained and shackled, which made disappearing useless. I had given up hope of escape…and then I heard the voice in the shadows.” 
“A voice?” said Ridmark.
“It unlocked the chains and told me to go,” said Mara.
“What was it?” said Ridmark. “The voice.”
“I don’t know,” said Mara, “but it called itself the Artificer.”
The title meant nothing to Ridmark.
But Calliande’s blue eyes widened, and she swayed a bit.
“Calliande?” said Ridmark, catching her elbow. “What is it?” She shook her head, blinked, and shook her head again. “You remember something, don’t you?”
“That name,” whispered Calliande, “I’ve…I’ve heard it before, I’m sure of it.” She closed her eyes. “Let me think.” 
“Magistria?” said Mara. “You…do not recall?”
“She can’t remember anything that happened earlier than fifty-six days ago,” said Jager. Mara raised a pale eyebrow. “It’s a long story. If we live through this I’ll explain.” 
“I remember,” said Calliande. “I must have heard the tale before I went into the long sleep.” 
Morigna opened her mouth, no doubt to make a biting observation, but Mara spoke first. 
“Then, please, tell us,” said Mara. 
“It is ancient history,” said Calliande. “Thousands of years before Malahan Pendragon and the survivors of Arthur Pendragon’s realm ever came to this world. I think the Magistri only ever learned fragments of the tale.” She looked at Ridmark. “The Artificer was a dark elven wizard, an apprentice of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch.” 
That sent a chill down Ridmark’s spine. He had gone to Urd Morlemoch nine years ago to fulfill a task for the high elven archmage Ardrhythain and had barely escaped with his life. But the Warden had warned him that the Frostborn would return soon after the omen of blue fire, and Agrimnalazur had claimed it would be within a year and a month of the omen. Ever since then, Ridmark had looked for answers. Now that the omen of blue fire had come, he was going back to Urd Morlemoch to wring the truth about the Frostborn from the Warden.
Or die in the process.
That the Artificer had been an apprentice of the Warden seemed like a disturbing coincidence.
“What happened to this Artificer?” said Ridmark.
“No one knows for sure,” said Calliande. “As I said, it was thousands of years before Malahan Pendragon raised the first stone of Tarlion, and the dark elves are not eager to share their history with us. Evidently the Artificer had a quarrel with the Warden, and fled to his citadel at a place called…Urd Mazekathar, that was it.”
“The Artificer said the Iron Tower used to be Urd Mazekathar,” said Mara.  
“And the Warden destroyed him there,” said Calliande.
“How?” said Ridmark. “The Warden is trapped within Urd Morlemoch, and Urd Morlemoch is hundreds of miles to the northwest. Not even the Warden’s magic would be powerful enough to reach here.”
“I don’t know,” said Calliande. “The Magistri believed the Warden taught a spell of great power to the Artificer, but deliberately withheld certain necessary aspects in anticipation of the Artificer’s treachery. So when the Artificer escaped the Warden, he thought himself safe and cast the spell of power…”
“And destroyed himself,” said Ridmark, remembering the Warden’s mad, mocking laughter. “That sounds like the sort of stratagem he would use.” 
“The Matriarch was terrified of the Warden,” said Mara. “Even if he is imprisoned within Urd Morlemoch. That was the one way to escape the Red Family, though no one ever knew it. If one of our targets went into the Torn Hills, within the Warden’s sphere of influence, the Matriarch let the target go.”
“Though if the Family’s targets come within reach of the Warden,” said Ridmark, “then they likely have larger problems.”
“Truly,” said Mara. 
“So this voice calling itself the Artificer let you out of your chains,” said Ridmark. “What happened then?”
“The Artificer told me to go to the base of the tower of iron itself,” said Mara. “A hidden door opened, and I climbed some stairs.”
Ridmark frowned. “I thought the tower was a solid mass of iron.”
“Evidently not,” said Morigna. 
“There was a stair that led to the courtyard,” said Mara. “Tendrils of shadow came out of the wall and…started to sink into my flesh. I felt them draining away the warmth, draining away my…life, I suppose. When I tried to leave, I couldn’t. The bracelet held me in place. It wouldn’t pass the doorway. I took it off and stepped through the door. I thought I could pull it after me, but the door vanished before I could get it back. By then Sir Paul’s men realized I had escaped, and I had to flee.” She shrugged. “You know what happened next.” 
They stood in silence for a moment. 
“Could the Artificer still be in the Iron Tower?” said Gavin at last.
“Magistri and Swordbearers visit the Tower on a regular basis,” said Ridmark. “Not recently, I expect, unless they are allied with the Enlightened of Incariel. But the Tower has been here since the defeat of the Frostborn. Surely the Artificer’s presence would have been detected.” 
“Could his spirit have been bound to the ruins?” said Caius. “Just as the Warden is bound to Urd Morlemoch?” 
“I’ve never heard of magic that can do such a thing,” said Morigna.
“Nor have I,” said Calliande. “But the dark elves were the unrivalled masters of dark sorcery, at least until the urdmordar came. Who knows what powers they had?” 
“More immediately,” said Kharlacht. “Why would the Artificer let Mara out of her cell?”
“I wish I knew,” said Mara. “And I want to know why he took my bracelet.”
“One suspects,” said Morigna, “that the Warden’s spell imprisoned the Artificer within that tower of iron. Perhaps the Artificer saw a chance to wreak vengeance, and hoped to transform Mara and gain a powerful minion.” She shrugged. “If I was the Artificer, that is the plan I would employ.” 
Jager gave her a flat look. 
“Then what shall we do now?” said Caius.
“First, we sleep,” said Ridmark. “I will take first watch, but we must have some rest before we proceed. Then we shall do what we came here to do. We will enter the Iron Tower, steal away the soulstone…and retrieve Mara’s bracelet while we are at it.”
Mara blinked. “You would aid me?”
“I gave my word,” said Ridmark. 
Mara looked away. “Thank you. Though…you take a terrible risk. The shadows are consuming me. I do not think I can control them much longer.”
“I can help with that, if you’ll allow it,” said Calliande. “I could maintain the spell I put on you, one that will summon the white fire if you start to transform.”
Jager frowned. “Won’t that hurt her?”
“It shall,” said Mara, “but the pain will help me regain control. Thank you, Magistria.” 
“Cast the spell, and then get some rest,” said Ridmark. “I suspect tomorrow will be a busy day.”
Calliande hesitated. She often hesitated when she spoke to him now. “You are sure you can take first watch?”
“He is not a child to require coddling,” said Morigna. 
“I know that,” said Calliande. She was always calm, but there was an increasing amount of asperity in her voice when talking to, or about, Morigna. 
“Your concern is kind,” said Ridmark, “but I will be fine. I shall take the first watch after you cast the spell on Mara.”
And he needed to think. The Iron Tower was well-fortified and well-garrisoned, and Paul would be on his guard now. And even if Paul was a negligent fool, Ridmark suspected that Tzoragar, Dzark of Great House Klzathur of the city of Khaldurmar, would not be nearly so lax. 
There was a way. There had to be a way.
He just had to find it before time ran out.



Chapter 8 - The Artificer
Calliande wrapped her cloak about her and lay down, trying to get comfortable. That turned out to be a wasted effort, so she settled for not lying upon any roots. The day had been long and exhausting, as had the last several days, and sleep ought to have come at once. 

But it did not. 
She had too many things upon her mind. 
The lost soulstone, for one. Shadowbearer had planned to kill her and bind her power within it, but with Ridmark’s help she had escaped and taken the soulstone with her. Shadowbearer needed that soulstone, required it to bring back the Frostborn, though Calliande did not yet know why.
And now the soulstone was secured within the Iron Tower, guarded by Shadowbearer’s servants. 
Her eyes wandered across the camp to where Jager and Mara sat together, speaking in low voices. She did not begrudge them the noise. They had been separated for almost a month, and both had endured trials. And there were trials to come, Calliande was sure. Especially if Mara lost control of herself and transformed. If she did, Calliande would have no choice but to kill her. Jager would likely blame himself. Calliande had seen what that kind of grief had done to Ridmark.
Almost against her will, she felt her eyes turn towards him. 

Though she almost couldn’t find the Gray Knight. He stood motionless at the base of a sprawling oak, the cowl of his elven cloak pulled up to conceal his head. If she had not known exactly where to look, she never would have seen him. 
And she felt the flicker of guilt and regret when she looked at him. 
She had blamed him for his wife’s death. Calliande had been crazed by the memories of Imaria Licinius infecting her mind. But Aelia’s death was his one weak point, and she had thrown it in his face. 
He said that there was nothing to forgive, that her bravery had saved their lives…but things had not been the same between them since. 
He had kissed her, and the memory of that sent a jangle of emotion through her. Kissing him had been a bad idea. They were on a quest of life and death, a mission with vast stakes. And she did not know herself. She remembered nothing of her life save for the last fifty-six days. She could have a husband and children she had betrayed by kissing Ridmark. 
And she did not like how much time he had spent with Morigna lately. It was necessary, she knew. Of their entire group, only Morigna could match Ridmark’s stealth in the woods. But it still upset Calliande…
“Fool,” whispered Calliande. She was a Magistria, not some lovesick child. And she had a duty. Somehow she had been connected to the Order of the Vigilant, the guardians sworn to defend against the return of the Frostborn.
And she would fulfill that oath.
With that thought, she drifted off to sleep.
 
###
 
And in her sleep, Calliande dreamed. 
Her dreams were an endless source of frustration. Her past was hidden, like mountains cloaked in heavy fog. But sometimes, in her dreams, the fog parted a little, and she caught glimpses of the past. Echoes, no more than fleeting impressions.
She saw herself standing before an assembly of old men and women in white robes with black slashes, making an impassioned speech. 
A kindly old woman in a green dress, leaning upon a twisted staff of oak, her iron-gray hair hanging in a braid to her hips. 
A scarred old warrior, tough and dauntless and grim, yet a humor that sometimes blazed to life and set everyone around him to laughing. 
Her father, a weathered old fisherman, laughing as they ate stoneberries at the end of a dock, Calliande’s feet dipping into the River Moradel. That memory was clearer than the others. Ridmark had brought her stoneberries on the day the wyvern had poisoned Kharlacht, and their taste had triggered the memory. For a moment Ridmark flashed through her thoughts, and she remembered him challenging Agrimnalazur in the courtyard of Urd Arowyn, remembered him driving off the orcs that had dragged her to the altar on the Black Mountain.
The endless pain in his eyes, the pain he carried for no reason.
The flashes of her past darkened then. 
She saw cities burning, saw desperate, starving men and women and children fleeing in vain hope of food and shelter. Legions of twisted creatures marched from the north, laying waste with fire and sword to everything in their path. Armies perished in the wrath of unleashed magic, men dying as their blood turned to ice in their veins. 
Ice followed them, covering the earth and choking away the fields and the forests, turning lakes and rivers into expanses of glittering, lifeless ice. 
Giants clad in armor the color of old ice crossed the frozen wastelands, their skin like crystal, their eyes glowing with blue flames. 
The Frostborn. They were coming. They had been defeated once before, but they would return. Calliande had to stop it. She had spent her life trying to stop it. She had to find Dragonfall, had to find her memory and her staff…
The dream images faded away, and Calliande found herself standing upon a featureless plain, gray mist swirling around her. 
The Watcher awaited her. 
The spirit wore the white robe of the Magistri, bound about his waist with a black sash. His eyes were sad beneath heavy gray eyebrows, and a tangled gray beard and a mane of gray hair encircled his head. 
“Watcher,” said Calliande.
The spirit had left a message for her in the darkness below the Tower of Vigilance when she had awakened. He had appeared in her dreams since, warning her about Agrimnalazur and Urd Arowyn, and had counseled her in the fight against Coriolus. 
She had not seen him since.
“Calliande,” said the Watcher, his tired voice filling with relief. “The Lord is merciful. It is good to speak with you. I feared I could not contact you again.”
“Why not?” said Calliande, puzzled.
“The damage to your mind,” said the Watcher. 
“Damage?” said Calliande. “Damage from what?” Then she understood. “The Challenge of Magistri with Imaria Licinius.” She had fallen into a stupor after that battle, and in that stupor Shadowbearer himself had appeared in her dreams, and would have destroyed her if Ardrhythain had not driven him off. 
“The mortal mind has natural defenses from magical intrusion,” said the Watcher, “and your Challenge damaged those barriers. They have recovered in time…but the Challenge allowed Shadowbearer to enter your mind. Calliande, forgive me, but I could not warn you. If I entered your mind at the same time as Shadowbearer, he would have seen me. I do not have the strength to stand against him. Had he entered my mind, he would have taken the location of Dragonfall and your staff from me. He would have used them to destroy you…and all hope would have been lost.” 
Calliande nodded. The thought of how close she had come to utter disaster chilled her. “Ardrhythain drove him away.”
“It is well that he did,” said the Watcher. 
“I knew Ardrhythain,” said Calliande. “I recognized him, and he knew me. Which meant I knew him from my previous life.”
The Watcher shook his head. “You forbade me to speak of your past.”
“I did,” said Calliande, wondering why the devil she had done that. “But I already know that I knew Ardrhythain. You can speak to me of things I have learned, things that I did not know in my previous life, and things happened since I went into the long sleep.” She pointed at him. “So since I know about Ardrhythain…tell me what you know about him. What you can, anyway.”
The Watcher chuckled. “Clever as ever, Calliande. If death came for you, you would haggle with him until the last moment, and perhaps change his mind.”
“I don’t have to change your mind,” said Calliande. “You are bound by my spell. You couldn’t tell me about my past if you wanted to.”
“Aye,” said the Watcher. “I wish I could. If it was within my power, I would.”
“Then see if you can tell me this,” said Calliande. “Why did Ardrhythain help me?”
“Because he has opposed Shadowbearer for centuries beyond count,” said the Watcher. “Shadowbearer must have stolen the empty soulstone from Cathair Solas, and Ardrhythain followed him. They will pursue each other across the world, using their magic to travel faster than the human mind can comprehend.” The Watcher shrugged. “Both Ardrhythain and Shadowbearer have lived for millennia. To them, spending twenty years locked in a magical duel would seem no longer than a short skirmish to us.”
“Tymandain,” said Calliande. 
The Watcher blinked. “You…know Shadowbearer’s name?”
“Shadowbearer was once a high elf,” said Calliande. “During their fight, Ardrhythain called him Tymandain.” 
“Yes,” said the Watcher. “And this likely why you are still alive.”
“I don’t understand,” said Calliande. 
“Why hasn’t Shadowbearer found you, killed you, and taken the soulstone?” said the Watcher. “Why send minions to deal with you instead of coming himself? You and the Gray Knight,” he frowned a bit at the title, “have defeated his servants every time.”
“I don’t know,” said Calliande. “I assumed it was because he couldn’t find me.”
“He cannot find you,” said the Watcher, “because Ardrhythain harries him. He can sometimes elude Ardrhythain for a few days, long enough to give instructions to his servants. But so far he has been unable to find you because Ardrhythain keeps interrupting his work.” 
“Oh,” said Calliande. “Then the sooner I find Dragonfall and recover my staff and memory, the better.” 
“Yes,” said the Watcher. “I…am uneasy about your decision to accompany Ridmark Arban to Urd Morlemoch. But the Warden has the answers you need. Assuming he does not kill you or ensnare you in one of his webs.” 
“You make him sound like one of the urdmordar,” said Calliande.
“He is more dangerous than the urdmordar,” said the Watcher. “Of all the dark elven princes, he alone defied the spider-devils. Of course, his defiance imprisoned him within Urd Morlemoch. But that makes him no less dangerous.”
“We shall be careful,” said Calliande.
“I haven’t come to you to speak of Shadowbearer or the Warden,” said the Watcher. “Instead I have come to give you a warning.”
“About what?” said Calliande.
“The dark elven half-breed,” said the Watcher. “She might kill you all.”
“If we can retrieve her bracelet from the Iron Tower,” said Calliande, “she won’t hurt anyone.”
“She is not the one you need to fear,” said the Watcher. “If she transforms, you have the power to destroy her. No, the Artificer is the one you need to fear.”
“Why?” said Calliande. 
“I can speak to you of the Artificer,” said the Watcher, “because I only learned of his tale after you went into the long sleep below the Tower of Vigilance. The story you know is largely true. The Artificer was indeed an apprentice of the Warden, and he fled to Urd Mazekathar and destroyed himself using a flawed spell of power the Warden had taught him. What you do not know is that the spell was a variant of the one the Warden used to seal himself within Urd Morlemoch.” 
Calliande frowned. “Wouldn’t the Artificer have realized the danger?” 
“The dark elves were never known for their humility,” said the Watcher. “Likely the Artificer thought he could modify the spell enough to cast it successfully. The spell the Warden cast granted him powerful wards and immense magical strength within Urd Morlemoch, but he can never leave the citadel. The Artificer sought to do the same thing at Urd Mazekathar, but the Warden had deliberately crippled the version of the spell the Artificer had learned. When the Artificer tried to cast the spell, it collapsed, and the amount of power he had summoned…backlashed.”
“Backlashed?” said Calliande.
“Exploded, to be precise,” said the Watcher. “It utterly destroyed the towers and walls of Urd Mazekathar, leaving behind only the dungeons. And the spell also created that tower of iron.”
“How do you know all this?” said Calliande.
The Watcher hesitated. “I can speak of some of it. For a time after your…departure, the Order of the Vigilant flourished. All feared the return of the Frostborn, and many lords made gifts of land to our cause. The High King offered us the ruins of Urd Mazekathar, but I persuaded the Order to decline. I feared that some evil still lingered in the ruins, some legacy of the Artificer’s power. So the Iron Tower was constructed instead and given as a benefice to the Dux of Caerdracon.” 
“So if the Artificer destroyed himself thousands of years ago,” said Calliande, “why is he still dangerous? And why was Mara hearing his voice in her head?”
“Because I understand the Artificer’s title,” said the Watcher.
“Explain.”
“The titles the dark elves use when dealing with other kindreds,” said the Watcher, “almost always have an element of mockery. The Warden is his own jailer. The Traveler rarely leaves Nightmane Forest. And the Artificer…”
“Wrought the tower of iron,” said Calliande as understanding came to her. “And the spell trapped his spirit within it.”
“Where it lay dormant for millennia,” said the Watcher, “until Sir Paul Tallmane made a grave error.”
“He brought Mara into the Iron Tower,” said Calliande.
“I suspect the presence of another dark elf, even a half-breed,” said the Watcher, “roused the Artificer’s spirit from its slumber. Even without a corporeal body, he still has considerable power. He stole Mara’s bracelet in hopes of forcing her to transform into an urdhracos or an urshane.”
“What will he do now that she has escaped?” said Calliande. 
“Likely he will try to take control of the Iron Tower’s garrison,” said the Watcher. “Are there any Magistri or Swordbearers among them? My sight cannot extend into the Tower, likely because of the Artificer’s influence.”
“I do not think so,” said Calliande. “If there are, they are probably among the Initiated of the Enlightened of Incariel.” 
“That is worse,” said the Watcher. “Any of the Initiated have a connection to Incariel, to the great void, to draw upon its strength. That is where Jonas Vorinus and the other Initiated gained their power. But that connection will make them all the more vulnerable to the Artificer’s manipulation.” 
“And Sir Paul,” said Calliande with a sinking feeling of alarm, “has the empty soulstone in the Iron Tower.”
The Watcher nodded.
“Would the Artificer be able to use it?” said Calliande.
“I do not know,” said the Watcher. “Perhaps he would require a corporeal form to use the soulstone. Or perhaps his magic is strong enough to let him use the stone without a physical body.” 
“It doesn’t matter,” said Calliande. “We have to get the soulstone back. And Mara’s bracelet.”
“Calliande,” said the Watcher, and the gentleness in his tone caught her attention. “Your mercy does you credit, and again and again you dare great risks to save those in danger. But I do not think you can save Mara. The power in her blood is too much. Sooner or later it will overwhelm her, and you will have no choice but to kill her.”
“Or we will get her bracelet back,” said Calliande.
The Watcher smiled. “I could never change your mind. Go and rest. You shall need your strength, I fear.”  
Calliande nodded, hesitated. 
“Watcher,” she said at last. “I need to ask you something else.”
“I will answer, if it is within my power,” said the Watcher.
“Before I went into the sleep below the Tower of Vigilance,” said Calliande, “before I left my old life behind…was I married?”
The Watcher said nothing.
“Did I have a husband or children?” said Calliande.
Still the Watcher said nothing.
“A lover, even?” said Calliande. “Anyone?” The Watcher said nothing, and Calliande closed her eyes and sighed, her hands curled into fists. “You can’t tell me.”
“I fear I cannot,” said the Watcher. 
“Because I commanded you not to,” said Calliande. “Because if I have the knowledge, Shadowbearer would use it against me.”
The Watcher nodded, his eyes sadder than usual.
“You can tell me nothing at all?” said Calliande.
“I am sorry,” said the Watcher. “But…this is about the Gray Knight, is it not?”
“He has a name,” said Calliande.
“Ridmark Arban, then,” said the Watcher. “The man to whom your heart has turned.” 
“Has it?” said Calliande. “Perhaps. I…I don’t know. I want to…but…I could be wed.” She struck a fist against her hip in frustration. “I don’t know anything about myself. Nothing that matters, anyway. I want…it would not be fair to Ridmark. If I…lead him on, and it turns out that I am wed. Or if I recover my memories and it changes me.” 
“I would not presume to counsel you, not in this,” said the Watcher. “I know very little of matters of the heart. But if you were my daughter or my sister, I would urge you to stay away from Ridmark Arban. His heart is scarred with grief, and it will lead him to destruction. Along with anyone who follows him.”
“He has saved my life again and again,” said Calliande. “Along with the lives of many others.”
“I know,” said the Watcher. “Which is why I think he is your best chance of surviving Urd Morlemoch with the knowledge you need.” He hesitated. “Forgive my presumption…but what you want is not important. Just as what I want is not important. We know the Frostborn will return. We know that they must be stopped, that they will destroy the world if they return. That is more important than what your heart desires…no matter how painful.”
“I learned that lesson before, did I not?” said Calliande. Her eyes stung a bit.
The Watcher said nothing.
“I must have,” said Calliande. “Even if you can’t tell me about it. Else I would not have locked myself away beneath the Tower of Vigilance.” 
“I am sorry,” said the Watcher. “You have suffered much. And there are others losses you have forgotten…losses that you will remember when you recover your staff and your memory.” 
Calliande opened her mouth to answer, and then closed it again. The Watcher had known her before she had entered the long sleep, had been so loyal to her that he had died in her vault, had bound his spirit to watch over her. What had it been like, she wondered, to see someone he admired and respected awake without her memory, a different woman than the one she had been centuries past? 
“Thank you,” said Calliande. “For helping me. For…everything. I may have suffered much, but you have suffered as well.” 
“We do what we must,” said the Watcher, “to protect the world. You know that in your very blood and bones, even if your mind has forgotten. We…”
He frowned and looked at the sky. 
“What is it?” said Calliande.
The mist rippled and began to darken. Calliande looked around, calling magic to her, and tendrils of shadow shot through the mist, curling and uncurling. 
Had Shadowbearer found her?
“The Artificer!” said the Watcher. “Calliande, beware! He is coming for the half-breed! I was wrong. He doesn’t want to transform her. He…”
The dream ended, and Calliande’s eyes shot open.
For a moment she lay stunned in her cloak, her mind frozen. The Artificer was coming for them? She sat up, eyes scanning for threats, but saw nothing…
Then the screaming filled her ears.
 
###
 
Mara ought to have been able to sleep, but she could not.
She was exhausted from her imprisonment in the Tower and her flight through the forest, yet sleep remained out of reach. The shadows hissed and buzzed in her mind, whispering for her to release them. And the disturbing things she had learned from Ridmark and the others played upon her mind. Shadowbearer was real? The Frostborn were returning? Mara had seen some terrible and powerful creatures in her life, but even the Matriarch had spoken of the Frostborn in fearful tones. 
Besides her, Jager snored. She had never thought she would miss his snoring. At least he could sleep. She was relieved, so relieved, that he was safe. Every day in the Iron Tower she had worried for him. She knew how much Paul Tallmane hated him, had dreaded what Paul and Tarrabus would do to him. 
At least he was safe. 
Part of Mara, most of Mara, wanted to send him away. Jager could go, could vanish into the realm and start his life anew. Ridmark was a bold warrior, but even he could not break into the Iron Tower and survive. And if Jager fell into Paul’s hands, he would suffer and die. Jager could leave, find a halfling woman and raise a family, a woman not corrupted by dark elven blood.
Though the thought tore at her heart.
And that hum. That damned hum that moaned just at the edge of her hearing. Were one of the others singing? The fools, that would bring Paul’s men. Or, worse, urvaalgs or some of the other creatures that haunted the Wilderland.
The hum grew louder. It became a song, a terrible, beautiful song. Mara staggered to her feet, intent on finding it. It came from one of Calliande’s packs. The Magistria lay upon her side, sleeping. Mara glided in silence across the camp, knelt, and opened Calliande’s pack.
The strange moaning song rose from within the pack. 
Mara reached inside, her hand curling around something hard.
A horrible shock went up her arm, yellow light flaring from within the pack, and Mara realized that she had made a dreadful mistake. 
She had just picked up the Matriarch’s soulcatcher.
The Artificer’s voice filled her head, no longer a whisper, but a mighty blast of thunder.
“Mine!” said the Artificer. “You are mine, and my freedom is at hand!”
Mara screamed.



Chapter 9 - Purpose
Ridmark whirled at the sound of the scream, his bow coming up. 

He saw the others in the camp scrambling to their feet. Purple fire blazed around Morigna’s fingers, while Kharlacht drew his greatsword with a steely hiss. Ridmark spotted Calliande, white light glimmering around her hands, while Mara…
Yellow light and dark shadow writhed around Mara, illuminating the dagger she held clenched in her fists. The blue blade was a foot long, and three small crystals gleamed in its base, giving off a sickly, bruise-like yellow light. 
The soulcatcher.
“Mara!” shouted Jager, reaching for her. “Put that thing down! Are…”
“No!” said Mara. “Stay…stay away from me. I couldn’t stop myself. Go! He’ll kill you all!”
“Who?” said Kharlacht, looking around for foes.
“The Artificer,” said Calliande, the white light brightening around her hands. “I was wrong. The Artificer wasn’t trying to transform her. He’s trying to possess her.”
“What?” said Jager. 
“His spirit,” said Calliande. “It’s bound within the Iron Tower. When Paul brought Mara into the Tower, her presence woke up the Artificer’s spirit…”
“Because it could sense a host,” said Ridmark, lowering his bow. 
“Go!” said Mara. “I can’t…I can’t hold him back. He’s too strong. I…”
She flinched, shuddering, and another voice came from her lips. 
“Go, mortals.” The voice was deeper, colder than Mara’s. “I have no quarrel with you, and you need not die at my hand. Depart now, and I shall permit you to live. Contest me, and I shall slay you all, and raise your corpses to labor as my servants. If you…”
Mara shuddered, forcing her mouth closed.
“We have to kill her now,” said Morigna. “Before the Artificer takes complete control of her.”
“No!” said Jager. “She can fight it off, Calliande can use her magic, it…”
“Do you really think either Calliande or I could fight an ancient dark elven wizard?” said Morigna. “We must kill her now!”
“That is murder,” said Caius.
“That is self-defense,” said Morigna. “And if you do not have the nerve to do it, then I…”
Jager drew his weapons and stepped toward her.
“Enough!” said Ridmark, his shout cutting through their argument. “Calliande, can you break the spell?”
“I don’t know,” said Calliande. “It’s strong, Ridmark. Much stronger than the power in Mara’s blood.”
“Go!” said Mara in her own voice, and she fell to her knees, still clutching the soulcatcher. “Please! I can’t…I can’t…”
“Perhaps Morigna is right,” said Kharlacht. 
Caius, Gavin, Jager, and Morigna all opened their mouths to argue.
“Calliande, do it,” said Ridmark. “Now.” 
Calliande gave a sharp nod, took a deep breath, and lifted her hands.
 
###
 
The Artificer’s will hammered through Mara’s mind, his dark power infusing her veins. She felt her mind and thoughts withering beneath the black inferno of his magic.
“Yield yourself to me,” said the Artificer’s voice. “It will be easier. I shall prevail in the end. We shall be one. My spells can forge a new empire, and you shall reign as its empress. Do you not desire revenge? The Traveler will grovel at your feet and beg your forgiveness. You can hunt down the Matriarch and make her pay for all the innocent blood upon her hands.”
“No,” whispered Mara, despair closing around her…but then she saw a glimmer of hope.
Or, more specifically, the white fire burning around Calliande’s hands. 
“Pathetic,” said the Artificer. “A human whelp, wielding the feeble powers of the high elves and their Well. Let us show this fool the power of a true master of magic.”
Calliande gestured, brilliant white fire burning from her palms, the same fire that had beaten back Mara’s dark magic. But the Artificer took control of Mara’s left hand, raising it from the soulcatcher’s hilt, and gestured. Darkness gathered around her fingers, and a shell of shadow appeared around her. Calliande’s white fire slammed into it, and Mara flinched at the strength of her magic.
But the Artificer’s magic was stronger. The sphere of shadows flickered, but held fast, and Calliande’s fire faded away. 
“Now,” said the Artificer. “Observe true power.”
Mara felt her hand gesture again.
 
###
 
Morigna gathered her magic, preparing to strike as Calliande’s spell faded.
There was no choice left. Morigna did not particularly want to kill Mara, but she would not flinch from the task. She would likely have to deal with a grief-maddened Jager next. Hopefully Ridmark could make him see reason, or Caius could soothe him with some pious nonsense. Else Morigna would have to kill him, too. 
“You dare to raise your hand against me?” thundered the Artificer. “Then perish! This world belongs to the dark elves, and we shall rule it until the end of time.”
“As I recall,” said Ridmark, “this world used to belong to the dark elves. Then the urdmordar took it from you and made you their slaves. But not you. You ran off to hide behind the Warden’s skirts and…”
Mara lost control.
Or, rather, the spirit trying to seize control of her flesh lost control.
“Impudent worm!” screamed the Artificer. “Mortal ape! You mock your betters? Die!” 
Mara raked her hand through the air, fingers blazing with black fire, her face a mask of inhuman fury. The flames turned blue, and her shadow rotated around her, faster and faster. Jager reached for her, but the shadow slammed into him like something solid, throwing him to the ground.
For a moment Mara’s fear and horror broke through the Artificer’s sneering contempt. “Jager! I…”
Then Mara flung out her hands, and shadows erupted from her. 
Morigna cast her spell, intending to conjure enough acidic mist to kill Mara. But the shadows washed over Morigna, disrupting her magic, and the spell fell apart. Then the shadows hardened, taking shape and form, and became hooded wraiths of shadow and darkness, their eyes burning with blue fire.
“Kill them!” shouted the Artificer. “Kill them all!” 
The wraiths surged forward, reaching for Morigna and the others with immaterial hands. 
 
###
 
“No!” said Mara. “Don’t kill them. I refuse to allow you to kill them!” 
“You are mine!” said the Artificer. “And I shall prove it. The halfling thief? The halfling vermin are fit only to be our slaves and nothing more. For even a half-breed to take one into bed is a defilement of our entire kindred. Fortunately, the matter is easily rectified.” 
The Artificer pointed her right hand at Jager, who lay stunned from the eruption of the shadows. Shadows and blue fire spun around her fingers, gathering in a killing spell.
“No,” said Mara. “You will not hurt him!”
She struggled against the Artificer, bending every fiber of her will and strength against him. He was strong, terribly strong, and so old that her mind reeled at the vast span of years he had seen. He could crush her like an insect. 
But inch by inch she forced her right hand up, and the spell collapsed.
“You defy me?” said the Artificer. “You will be broken, foolish child.”
The full force of his wrath thundered into her thoughts. 
 
###
 
A wraith came at Morigna, and she drew on her magic. Roots erupted from the ground and wrapped around the wraith, holding it in place. 
And then the wraith flowed right through the tangled roots.
Stupid, stupid. The wraiths were immaterial, and Morigna’s magic could not affect immaterial things. Her magic gave her control over the earth and the air, the power to command the thoughts and wills of animals, but it did not give her the ability to harm creatures of dark magic. Calliande’s magic, the magic of the Well, gave her that power, but Morigna had no such advantages. 
Fortunately, she had other methods at hand.
She hopped out of the wraith’s reach and yanked the dwarven dagger from her belt. 
The bronze-colored blade of dwarven steel was a foot long, carved with blocky glyphs. The Taalkaz, the dwarven lord who had ruled over the Enclave in Coldinium, had given them the daggers for helping Azakhun and his companions against the Mhorite orcs. The daggers had been enchanted by the dwarven stonescribes, marked with wards to turn aside creatures of dark magic.
The dwarves had defended against the dark elves and the urdmordar for thousands of years, and they knew how to fight.
Morigna slashed the dagger through the wraith. The blade gave off a low thrum in her hand, the glyphs shining with a sullen orange-yellow light, the color of dying coals in a smith’s forge. The wraith loosed an eerie, piercing wail, and reeled back. Morigna slashed again, and the wraith dissolved into nothingness.
Mara screamed, her head thrown back, the soulcatcher clutched in her left hand, her right hand making random, drunken movements. Both Mara’s voice and the Artificer’s burst from her lips, an effect that Morigna found unsettling. Mara and the Artificer’s spirit were wrestling for control of her body. Which meant that the Artificer was distracted, and these summoned wraiths were only a fraction of his power.
And if the Artificer took full control of Mara, he would kill them all in short order. 
Morigna had to kill her, now, before it was too late.
A pulse of magic flared over the battle, and suddenly the dagger shone with a white glow in Morigna’s hand. Calliande had used her spells to augment the weapons of the others, imbuing them with power to strike creatures of dark magic. Kharlacht destroyed wraith after wraith with sweeping blows of his massive greatsword. Caius and Gavin fought back to back, as they often did, though Gavin’s heavy shield was useless against the wraiths. Jager charged forward, his sword and dagger glowing as he tried to fight his way to Mara, though Morigna did not know what he intended to accomplish. 
Mara staggered, waving the soulcatcher in front of her as she struggled against the Artificer. The shadows danced and swirled around her, more of the hooded wraiths rising from the ground. 
Morigna had to be quick. A single powerful spell, strong enough to overwhelm the Artificer’s defenses and kill Mara. Or perhaps she could simply get close enough to stab. 
She destroyed another wraith, moving closer, and then Ridmark ran past her.
 
###
 
The dwarven war axe thrummed in his hands like a living thing. 
The Taalkaz had given him the weapon, since his old axe had been left inside a malophage, and Ridmark had no desire to retrieve it from the malevolent creature. So instead he had an axe wrought by the dwarven smiths and enchanted by the dwarven stonescribes, a weapon fashioned to harm creatures of dark magic. That made it potent enough, but combined with Calliande’s augmenting spell, the weapon trembled with power in his hand.
It almost felt like his soulblade Heartwarden, the sword that had been stripped from him after his failure at Castra Marcaine.
Almost, but not quite. 
Yet it was more than enough to deal with the wraiths, and Ridmark carved his way through them, the axe leaving trails of fiery white light in his wake. A wraith reached for him, and Ridmark swept the crescent-shaped blade through its body, dissolving the creature into smoke. Two more lunged at Calliande, her face tight with concentration as she maintained her spell, and Ridmark destroyed them both. 
Then he spun, attacking with every step, and drove his way toward Mara. 
The former assassin staggered, Mara’s voice and the Artificer’s voice coming from her mouth in a torrent of fury. Shadows and blue fire burst from her left hand in ragged spurts, wraiths rising around her, while her right hand clutched the soulcatcher, the glow of its three small soulstones flickering wildly.
The soulcatcher. Mara had been in control of herself until she had taken the soulcatcher. Why Mara had picked up the damned thing, Ridmark had no idea. Perhaps she had thought to hide the weapon, to keep Jager from using it again. More likely she had been tricked or coerced into picking up the soulcatcher. 
Which meant that if Ridmark could get the weapon away from her, there was a good chance that the Artificer would lose his grip upon Mara, or that Calliande’s magic could drive the malevolent spirit away. 
It was a better solution than simply killing her.
Now Ridmark just had to disarm her without getting killed himself.
More of the hooded wraiths rolled from Mara, an icy chill spreading over the ravine, frost forming upon the branches. Ridmark destroyed one, two, three wraiths, trying to ignore the chill their presence sent through him. Aided by Calliande’s magic, his companions could fight off any number of the things, but sooner or later their strength would wane and Calliande’s stamina would weaken. 
Ridmark slashed through another wraith, destroyed a second, dodged the charge of another, and found himself standing before Mara.
“Artificer!” he roared.
Mara’s green eyes turned towards him and went utterly black, pits into an endless howling void. The Warden’s eyes had been just like that. 
“The Gray Knight,” sneered the Artificer. “Perish, and join your dead wife in oblivion.”
Mara raised her left hand, blue fire crackling to life around it. And as she did, her weight shifted forward, her right hand hanging at her side.
Ridmark swung the axe with all of his strength, and the flat of the blade slammed into Mara’s right wrist. He heard the bones shatter, and Mara’s eyes shifted from black to green as they widened with pain.
The soulcatcher fell from her twitching fingers. 
The Artificer bellowed and sent Mara to her knees, reaching for the weapon, but Ridmark kicked the soulcatcher and sent it tumbling away. Around them the wraiths flickered and vanished, evaporating into smoke, and Mara squeezed her eyes shut, her good hand flying to her head.
Her eyes opened and looked at Ridmark, desperate and full of fear.
“Kill me,” she said. “Quickly. Before the Artificer comes back. I can’t hold him off for much longer. Kill me now. It is the only way.” 
For an awful instant Ridmark remembered Aelia dying upon the black and white tiles of Castra Marcaine’s great hall, her blood pooling around her.
“I am sorry for this,” said Ridmark, lifting his axe.
“No!” Jager ran at Ridmark, but Kharlacht seized his shoulder and pulled him back. The halfling twisted, trying to break away from Kharlacht’s grip, but the orcish warrior was too strong. Caius and Gavin and Calliande hurried forward, no doubt intending to stop him, but for a moment Ridmark was free to act.
He brought the butt end of the axe down upon the back of Mara’s head. He had dealt such blows before, and knew exactly how much force to apply. The diminutive woman collapsed, stunned. She would wake up with a nasty headache, but should suffer no permanent injury.
The shadows and blue fire around her flickered and went out. Hopefully the Artificer would have left her head by the time she awakened. 
He turned and looked at the others, lowering the dwarven war axe.
“You…you didn’t kill her,” said Jager. He sounded almost bewildered.
“No.”
“Why not?” said Jager. 
“Because I will not murder a woman who has done nothing to me,” said Ridmark.
“You should have killed her,” said Morigna. “She even gave you permission. When she wakes up the Artificer will return, and this time we might not stop him.”
Ridmark shook his head. “The soulcatcher.” Calliande was already moving to retrieve the weapon. “Mara picked it up for some reason. I think its power drew the Artificer here and caused his spirit to enter Mara.”
“And why was she so foolish as to pick it up?” said Morigna, looking at Jager.
“I don’t know,” said Jager. “I was asleep. I awoke when I heard her screaming.” 
“Then the best course of action is to kill her,” said Morigna. “Otherwise we shall all be at the Artificer’s mercy when she awakens.”
“No,” said Ridmark. 
“Even if the Artificer does not come for her again,” said Morigna, “she might transform into an urdhracos or an urshane. Better to kill her now before…”
“I said no,” said Ridmark, his temper slipping. He pointed the axe at her, the words coming out hard and clipped. “Perhaps killing her would be the sensible course of action. And leaving you for the Old Man would have been the sensible course of action, would it not?” She flinched at that. “Yet here were are.” 
Morigna scowled, her face thunderous, but said nothing else.
“Thank you,” said Jager. “It…she did not mean to do this, I am sure of it.” 
“She did not mean harm,” said Caius, voice quiet, “but she nearly wreaked it nonetheless.”
“What is this, friar?” said Jager. “I would have thought you in favor of mercy and forgiveness.”
“The Dominus Christus loves both, and so should his followers,” said Caius. Ridmark had rarely seen the dwarven friar look so grim. “But only deliberately chosen evil acts can be forgiven. Mara does not wish to hurt us, I am certain of it. But she cannot help herself.” He sighed. “The stonescribes of my kindred recorded our wars against the dark elves and the urdmordar. Sometimes the half-breeds of the dark elves, men and women like Mara, escaped their masters’ cruelty and joined us. But no matter how strong their wills, no matter how fiercely they fought the darkness within, sooner or later they transformed. Most accepted it in time, and sought death in battle against their former masters. But some remained with us and transformed…and we were forced to kill them.” He looked at Jager. “I fear that shall be Mara’s fate.” 
“We still must retrieve the soulstone from the Iron Tower,” said Calliande. “If Shadowbearer takes it and brings back the Frostborn, far more people than just Mara shall die. Even if the Artificer takes control of it, he will work terrible harm with it.” 
“No,” said Ridmark. “We will not kill Mara out of hand.” 
“Then what are we going to do?” said Calliande. 
“I don’t know,” said Ridmark, “but we will decide tomorrow.”



Chapter 10 - It Would Be A Mercy
Slowly, Mara felt herself swim back to consciousness. 

God and the saints, but she had a headache.
She was lying on the ground, a cloak spread beneath her. Something warm and hard gripped her left hand, and after a moment she realized it was Jager’s hand. Apparently the Gray Knight had not killed her after all.
Mara could not imagine why. 
She heard the soulcatcher’s compelling, moaning hum, just at the edge of her awareness. And new songs, too, melodious and beautiful and terrible. 
After a moment she opened her eyes and winced at the light. It was morning, the sky blue overhead, the branches of the trees rustling in a mild wind.
“You’re awake,” said Jager. 
Mara sat up, her headache worsening. Jager’s arm coiled around her waist, helping her to sit.
She blinked a few times and saw the others staring at her.
Kharlacht, Gavin, and Caius all had their weapons in hand. White fire glimmered and played around Calliande’s fingers as she held a spell ready. Morigna’s bow rested in her right hand, a string set to the arrow. 
Only Ridmark did not seem tense. 
“Oh, good,” said Mara. Her voice was unsteady. 
“What, might I ask,” said Morigna, “is good about this?” Her black eyes were as cold and as unyielding as onyx.
“I didn’t kill anyone,” said Mara. “I thought I might have.”
“I am sorry that I broke your wrist,” said Ridmark. “It was necessary.”
“I know,” said Mara, flexing her fingers. Calliande must have healed it. “Thank you for repairing it.”
Calliande inclined her head, her expression sad. 
Apparently she had realized the truth.
“But you should have killed me,” said Mara. 
For the first time she saw a flicker of anger from Ridmark. The man had been calm during the fight with the men-at-arms, calm when the shadows had almost overwhelmed Mara the first time, calm when the Artificer had possessed her. But the suggestion of killing Mara seemed to anger him. 
She could not understand why.
“Why did you pick up the soulcatcher?” said Ridmark.
“It is a weapon of considerable dark magic,” said Calliande. “I think it gave the Artificer a…channel to reach you. Or it was like a beacon burning in the night. As soon as you touched it, he could find you and try to take control of your body.” 
“I didn’t know it was the soulcatcher,” said Mara. “I could…hear it.”
“It’s making noise?” said Jager. “I never heard it make noise.”
“Most likely,” said Calliande, “she is able to sense its aura.”
“Perhaps,” said Mara. “It was a horrible noise, yet beautiful. I had to find it to silence it. I had to know what it was. I reached into your pack – forgive me for that – and touched the soulcatcher before I knew what it was. And then the Artificer found me.”
“He wanted to possess you,” said Ridmark. “To claim your body for your own.”
“Yes,” said Mara. “He almost succeeded, too.” 
“How is that possible?” said Gavin. “We have seen this kind of black sorcery before from Coriolus.” Morigna gave the boy a hard glance. “I thought such a spell was extremely difficult, that possessing another body without killing it was a stupendous feat of sorcery.”
“It is,” said Morigna. “The Old Man spent years preparing me to become his vessel. Yet Mara was in the Iron Tower for less than a month,” it had felt like much longer, “and the Artificer almost took control of her in a few moments.”
“I think,” said Calliande, “that I know what happened.”
Ridmark looked at her. “You’ve remembered more?”
“Yes,” said Calliande. She hesitated for a moment, putting her thoughts in order. “That tower of iron. I think the Artificer created it…and more, I think he accidentally bound his spirit within it.” 
“Accidentally?” said Caius. “That is quite a large tower to construct by accident.” 
“He did it in imitation of the Warden,” said Calliande. “The Warden’s spell secured him within Urd Morlemoch, but he can never leave the citadel. The Artificer tried to improve upon the spell, to make himself invincible within Urd Mazekathar while still granting him the ability to leave. Yet either the Warden gave him a crippled version of the spell or the Artificer made an error.” 
“Or both,” said Jager. “If the last month has taught me anything, it is that everything that can go wrong at once likely will.” 
Kharlacht snorted. “Wise words.”
“Whatever the reason,” said Calliande, “I think the Artificer’s spell leveled Urd Mazekathar and created the tower of iron. It also destroyed the Artificer’s physical form and bound his spirit within the tower. His spirit hibernated within the tower for millennia, but then the High King built the Iron Tower over the ruins…”
“And Paul Tallmane held Mara as prisoner there,” said Morigna. “Which meant the presence of another dark elf, even half-blooded…”
“It was enough to awake the Artificer,” said Calliande, “who then tried to possess you. Those tentacles of shadow you saw inside the tower?” Mara nodded. “I think those were a manifestation of the Artificer’s spirit. That is why he kept your bracelet – he needed a way to force you to remain behind. When you escaped, he kept seeking you…and when you touched the soulcatcher, the weapon’s magic responded to the power in your blood.”
“So how is he able to possess her so easily?” said Gavin.
Calliande shrugged. “I don’t know. Perhaps her dark elven blood makes it easier. Or perhaps the Artificer is simply a far more powerful wizard than the Old Man.” 
“Then Mara is safe,” said Jager. “She won’t touch the soulcatcher again. If the compulsion is overwhelming, you can secure it.” He raised an eyebrow and grinned that familiar, confident grin. “And if I may say so, you really ought to secure your valuables more diligently, Magistria. This is twice now that we have stolen from you…”
“You think to make jokes?” said Morigna, her voice snapping like a whip. “This was wrought entirely from your foolishness. If you had not stolen the soulstone, it would not be in the Iron Tower now. And if you had not been so stupid as to steal Tarrabus Carhaine’s signet ring, then Mara would not face such danger.” 
Jager scowled and got to his feet. “And who are you to call me a fool? You trusted that Old Man of yours for years, never realizing that he was raising you as a sheep to the slaughter. You…”
Morigna’s eyes narrowed further. 
“Jager,” said Mara, touching his hand, and he fell silent. “She is right. It is our fault.”
Jager sighed and looked away. “I know. Why do you think I am so angry?” He looked back at Calliande. “But she is safe now. The Artificer can’t reach her again from here.”
“Yes,” said Calliande, “but…”
“I can hear the songs now,” whispered Mara. 
“Songs? What songs?” said Jager. “I don’t hear anything.”
“The soulcatcher’s power,” said Calliande. “Her mind interpreted it as a hum. How many other songs do you hear now, Mara?”
“Three,” she said, closing her eyes. The songs whispered through her head, thunderous and terrible, soft and insidiously beautiful. “The softest one is coming from the south. The next strongest one is from the southeast. But the most powerful one of all I can hear is coming from the northwest.” 
“I think you can hear the aura of powerful dark elven lords,” said Calliande. 
“The Old Man mentioned that,” said Morigna. “Or something similar. I asked him why the urvaalgs and the ursaars and the other creatures of the dark elves did not turn upon their masters more often. He said that the most powerful wizards of the dark elves had an aura that extended for miles. The urvaalgs and the other creatures found the aura irresistibly beautiful, and so had no choice but to heed their masters’ commands.”
“The song,” whispered Mara, opening her eyes. “The songs are beautiful. Hideous. And very hard to resist.” 
“I suspect the song from the south is the Artificer’s,” said Calliande. “The one from the southeast, the Traveler of Nightmane Forest.” Mara shuddered. She wanted nothing to do with her father, and certainly did not want his aura filling her head. “And the one to the northwest…”
“The Warden of Urd Morlemoch,” said Ridmark, his voice grim. “We are a long way from Nightmane Forest, and even further from the Torn Hills. Could the Warden’s power extend this far?”
“His power, no,” said Calliande. “But this aura…this song that only the creatures of the dark elves can hear, it might reach this far.”
“It does,” said Mara, who knew that for certain. “Gray Knight. The tales say you went to Urd Morlemoch. Did you truly?”
He nodded. 
“Were there…creatures within its walls?” said Mara. “The servants of the dark elves?”
“Uncounted thousands,” said Ridmark. “They would have killed me, but Ardrhythain drove them off.”
“He created them, as my father created monsters,” said Mara. “Or his song called them to his side.” 
“You’ve never said anything about hearing songs in your head before,” said Jager. 
“Because I never heard them before today,” said Mara, rubbing the heels of her hands against her temples. If she concentrated, she could block out the songs, ignore them. But if she was tired or hurt, it would become that much harder.
Maybe even impossible. 
And what would happen then?
“I fear she can hear the songs now,” said Calliande, “because her transformation is already underway.”
“Her transformation?” said Jager. “Into…”
Mara sighed. “One of the creatures of the dark elves. Probably an urshane, though maybe I’ll become an urdhracos.”
“But you look the same,” said Jager.
Mara shook her head. “That doesn’t matter. I don’t feel the same. It doesn’t happen all at once. Probably some of the changes are…internal, first. Like hearing the song.” Calliande nodded. “Then come the physical changes. Eventually I’ll lose control of myself.”
“Probably the Artificer’s attempted possession accelerated the process,” said Calliande.
“Then reverse it,” said Jager, looking at Calliande. “You did it before.”
“I arrested the process, and it nearly killed her,” said Calliande. “And I didn’t reverse the changes. I cannot. No one can.”
“Then we get the bracelet back,” said Jager.
Mara shook her head. “It might be too late for that. The process...the bracelet might not be able to hold it back.”
“Why not?” said Jager.
She took both his hands in hers. He had already lost so much. Mara had hated and feared her father, and could remember only a few things about her mother. But Jager had had a family that had loved him, until Sir Paul Tallmane had torn it apart. 
Now he was about to lose her, too.
“Because,” said Mara, taking a deep breath. “Because it would be better if you killed me now.”
 
###
 
Ridmark watched as Jager stared at Mara in astonishment. 
The look of dawning horror on the halfling’s face was hard to watch. 
“No,” said Jager. “No, I refuse to do it, I…”
Ridmark’s hand tightened against his staff. 
“It has to be done,” said Mara. “It would be a mercy.”
“A mercy?” said Jager. “Killing you would be a mercy? How can you say that?”
“Because,” said Mara, “I know what will happen to me if I live. I will transform. I will kill you all. I’ll kill you, Jager. I won’t be able to stop myself. And then I will hear the song, and I’ll become the slave of the Artificer or my father or the Warden.” She let out a bitter little laugh. “Or perhaps the Matriarch, if she comes north to discover what happened to all those Red Brothers that the Gray Knight slew. And the creatures of the dark elves live until they are killed. I could spend millennia as the Warden’s slave or my father’s slave. Please, Jager.”
“No,” said Jager. 
“Promise me you will move on,” said Mara, “that you will let me go. That you will find a woman and start a family. Please, Jager.”
Jager shook his head, his amber-colored eyes full of tears.
“The rest of you,” said Mara, looking up at them. “Thank you for trying to help me. I know…I know your consciences will trouble you. But do not let this weigh upon you. You are saving me from a terrible fate, from centuries or even millennia of enslavement.”
“It seems the prudent course of action,” said Kharlacht, though he looked grimmer than usual. 
“If you are decided,” said Caius. “Then…I am sorry, but you speak wisdom. And show great courage, for taking this burden upon yourself.”
“This is not just,” said Gavin. 
“When has the world ever been just?” said Morigna. 
“I wish that I could save you,” said Calliande. “But I do not have the power. I am sorry.”
“Do not blame yourself,” said Mara. “You did everything you could for me. More than I could have asked.” She looked up at Ridmark. “Gray Knight. Thank you for sparing Jager. You would have been within your rights to kill him.”
Ridmark nodded. He heard something creak, and realized it was his staff, his knuckles shining white in his hand as he gripped it.
They stood in silence for a moment.
“I can do it,” said Morigna, her voice gentler than Ridmark had ever heard it. “If no one else is willing. I can make it quick.”
“Thank you,” said Mara. 
“Mara,” said Jager, his voice a raspy whisper. 
“No, don’t,” she said. “Please don’t. You know this has to be done. You know there is no other way.”
At last Jager nodded.
“I love you,” said Mara.
“I love you, too,” said Jager. 
Mara kissed him and stood, her face pale and drawn. “I am ready.”
Morigna took a deep breath and reached for the dwarven dagger on her belt.
“No,” said Ridmark. 
The others looked at him. 
“This is not the way,” said Ridmark. 
“Mara wants it herself,” said Morigna. “You might have saved me, and you might have saved Calliande. You saved all of us at some point. But you cannot save her.”
“Perhaps not,” said Ridmark, “but she is not yet lost.” He strode forward, looking at each of them. “We are presuming that we know the future beyond all doubt. We are acting as God, deciding who shall live and who shall die, but we are acting on imperfect knowledge.”
“I know what will happen to me,” said Mara. 
“Do you?” said Ridmark. “You have resisted the transformation so far. We drove off the Artificer when he tried to possess you. Calliande stopped you from transforming. What is to say that you cannot continue? And if we retrieve your bracelet from the Iron Tower, what then? What if it can hold back your transformation indefinitely?”
“Do not taunt me with false hope,” said Mara. 
“I give you my word, upon whatever oaths you wish me to swear,” said Ridmark, “that if you transform, that if you lose yourself to your dark elven blood, that I shall kill you myself.” He touched the handle of the dwarven axe at his belt. “I have the means to do it. And if you insist that Morigna kill you now, I shall not stop her. But it is too soon. We do not know your fate beyond all doubt. What if we kill you and retrieve the bracelet tomorrow? Would you want Jager to live with the burden of that guilt?”
“That is a cruel argument,” said Mara.
“Is it wrong, though?” said Ridmark.
She stared at him for a while, blinking.
“No,” said Mara. She shook her head. “You are…persuasive. I can see how you led armies. Why all of you follow him.”
“Well and good,” said Morigna. “So you do not know the future, Ridmark? Fine. You do not know that the sun will set tonight, either…but it likely will. And we know what Mara’s future likely holds. So how shall we avert that future?”
“Simple,” said Ridmark. “We will storm the Iron Tower and take back the soulstone and the bracelet.”
Morigna raised an eyebrow. “Just like that?”
“Just like that.”
“We are but seven,” said Kharlacht.
“Eight, with Mara,” said Jager. He sounded a bit steadier than before.
“Eight, then,” said Kharlacht. 
“And while I doubt not our valor, having seen it firsthand,” said Caius, “eight against a fortified castra manned by men-at-arms and dvargir warriors is rather long odds.”
“In the scriptures of the church, did not Gideon prevail with three hundred warriors against the Midianite horde?” said Ridmark. 
Caius laughed, and Morigna rolled her eyes.
“Three hundred is still more than eight,” said Kharlacht. 
“To storm the Iron Tower,” said Morigna, “we need an army.”
“And where,” said Calliande, “are we going to acquire an army?”
“From people I can persuade,” said Ridmark. “We are going to Vulmhosk.”



Chapter 11 - Ascension
Sir Paul Tallmane stalked the Iron Tower’s ramparts, glaring at the forests to the north. The men-at-arms stood at rigid attention as he passed, for they knew that if he found anyone lax, the offender would be flogged in the courtyard. 

There had been too many mistakes already. 
And it was all Ridmark Arban’s fault. 
It had started so smoothly. The Dux had sent Paul from Coldinium with the soulstone, commanding him to secure it within the Iron Tower until Shadowbearer arrived. Ridmark and his ragged little band of followers would try to retrieve the soulstone from Tarrabus’s domus, but they would find Rotherius and the Mhorites waiting for them. Not even the fabled Gray Knight himself could escape from such a trap. 
The first inkling that something that gone wrong came a day later, when the dvargir had found them. They had almost come to blows, but Paul knew that Tzoragar, Dzark of the Great House Klzathur of the city of Khaldurmar, had been sent by Shadowbearer, and he knew better than to argue with the Master’s commands. Not all of his knights and men-at-arms were members of the Enlightened and were repulsed at the thought of marching with the enemies of the High King, but Paul had silenced the dissenters. They knew better than to question the Constable’s will. It helped that the dvargir had remained out of sight, guarding the soulstone. 
Paul’s hand twitched toward his sword hilt as he remembered what had happened next.
Somehow Ridmark Arban set that fire, and he had almost stolen the soulstone. If not for Tzoragar and his dvargir guards, the exile might well have escaped with the stone. Even the possibility of it made panic flutter at the edges of Paul’s awareness. Shadowbearer had not cared when Paul had failed to kill Ridmark Arban at Aranaeus, but he would definitely care if Paul lost the soulstone. 
He stopped and leaned on the battlements, staring into the forests, the guards standing rigid and at attention.
He had thought the soulstone would be safe in the Iron Tower. 
Then he had arrived and found that Mara had escaped. He had almost forgotten about the halfling rat’s half-breed whore. Greater matters were at stake, and as much as Paul would have enjoyed killing Jager (or killing Mara in front of Jager), he dared not fail the Dux and the Master.  
And then his scouts had reported that a man in a gray cloak had fought off the Tower’s men-at-arms and helped Mara escape.
That proved Ridmark and Jager and Mara were in league together. Perhaps they had plotted it together from the beginning. Paul struck the battlements with a fist, and the men-at-arms flinched. Those damned Red Brothers. Tarrabus had spoken so highly of them, yet they had failed to kill Ridmark at Aranaeus and again in Coldinium. 
The flutter of panic at the edge of his mind worsened.
Paul had tried to kill Ridmark in Aranaeus…and he, too, had failed. In fact, it had been worse than a failure. He had fought Ridmark with two of his men-at-arms and two brothers of the Red Family. Five against one, and Ridmark had beaten them. He would have killed Paul, but that pretty blond Magistria had changed his mind. 
Ridmark had promised that if he ever saw Paul again, Paul was going to die.
And Sir Paul Tallmane, vassal of Tarrabus Carhaine, Constable of the Iron Tower, and Enlightened of Incariel, believed him. He had never been afraid of anything in his life. He was strong, and the strong did what they liked and the weak suffered what they must. He had known that all his life. Joining the Enlightened of Incariel had merely codified that. 
But Ridmark Arban was stronger than him. 
Why couldn’t the damned Red Family and the damned Mhorites simply have killed him?
“My lord Constable.”
Paul looked up, realized that one of the men was speaking. “What?”
“Sir Marcast’s patrol,” said the man-at-arms, pointing. “It returns.”
Paul saw a dozen horsemen riding towards the gate. After Ridmark and his pet Wilderland witch rescued Mara, Paul had sent out six different patrols to find the exile and his followers. So far five of the patrols had returned empty-handed, which did not surprise Paul. Ridmark had survived in the Wilderland for five years after Mhalek’s death, and none of Paul’s men-at-arms were that skilled at woodcraft. 
Sir Marcast had gone out with twelve men, and returned with twelve men. Evidently he had failed as well. 
Paul descended from the ramparts, his boots slapping against the stone stairs. The tower of iron rose from the heart of the keep, a massive slab of rough metal. Ugly damned thing. The dark elves of old had raised the useless tower, or so the legends claimed, though Paul could not imagine why they had bothered. 
He reached the courtyard as Sir Marcast reined up, his men-at-arms following suit. Marcast Tetricus was a few years younger than Paul, a son of a noble family of Taliand. He was skilled with sword and lance and horse, a capable leader, a pious knight, and Paul utterly hated him. Marcast was not one of the Enlightened of Incariel, and the pious fool would likely turn violent against if he ever learned the truth. Paul would probably have to kill him, and found himself looking forward to it. 
But later. Right now protecting the soulstone was the most important thing. 
He wished the Master would arrive and claim it.
Marcast removed his helm, revealing a mop of curly black hair and a close-cropped black beard. “My lord Constable.”
“Well?” said Paul. “Did you find them?”
“We found the renegade’s camp,” said Marcast. “Peculiar thing. It was like some of the plants nearby had been killed by frost, but it’s the start of summer.”
“Yet I take it Ridmark himself was long gone?” said Paul. 
“We found no trail,” said Marcast. “The man knows how to conceal his movements.”
“Or you were too blind to see it,” said Paul.
Marcast’s expression did not change, but his eyes tightened. “Perhaps my lord Constable would care to point out the trail for the benefit of his inept men.” 
Annoyance surged through Paul, and he almost ordered Marcast arrested. But none of Marcast’s men were members of the Enlightened. If it came to violence, a good portion of the garrison might die then and there. 
And that was exactly the sort of chaos that Ridmark Arban would exploit. Maybe he had even planned it.
“No,” said Paul. “A waste of further effort. We shall send out the usual patrols for the next few days, but no more. I suspect the exile has escaped with the prisoner, and I doubt we shall see them again.”
“Then we are to let a prisoner escape without lifting a finger?” said Marcast. 
“If you had been able to find her,” said Paul, “then we would not have that problem.” 
“What was her crime?” said Marcast.
Paul had not expected that. “What?”
“Her crime,” said Marcast. “A woman that small…what did she do? What crime was so severe as to warrant imprisonment here, at the very edge of the realm?”
“That is not your concern,” said Paul. “Suffice it to say, she offended Dux Tarrabus, and so deserved her fate.”
Marcast’s eyes narrowed. “Is offending the Dux a crime worthy of imprisonment, then?”
Paul scowled. “It is, sir knight, and unless you come to wisdom and hold your tongue, it is a fate that you might share as well.”
Marcast opened his mouth to argue. “But…”
“Enough,” said Paul. “I am the Constable of the Iron Tower, and I command here. The matter is closed. The prisoner has escaped, and that is that. But I suspect she will be back, accompanied this time by that damned renegade. They will want to steal the treasure the Dux sent here from Coldinium.” That had been the story circulated among the men who were not part of the Enlightened. “When they make an attempt upon the treasure, we shall recapture them, or kill them if they resist.” He pointed at the knight. “Go about your duties, Sir Marcast. And remember. No man is to set foot in the great hall without my express permission.”
Marcast did not look happy, but he nodded. 
Paul stalked across the courtyard. His scabbard tapped against his leg with every step, and he gave it an impatient tug back into place. Soon he came to the double doors to the great hall, the massive iron monolith rising high overhead. Four trustworthy men-at-arms, all of them sworn to the Enlightened, stood guard. Their sergeant bowed and opened the doors to the great hall, and Paul stepped inside, the guards pulling the doors closed behind him.
The hall rose around him, its high, vaulted ceiling cloaked in shadow. The far wall was the rough iron surface of the tower itself, jagged and rippled in the light coming from the twin hearths. A dais rose from the far end of the hall, supporting a single wooden curule chair. Traditionally the Constable only sat in the chair when issuing formal judgments.
Right now the chair held the soulstone. 
As ever Paul found his eyes drawn to the thing. It was a lump of milky white crystal the size of his fist, a faint white glow dancing within its depths. It did not look that impressive, but whenever Paul looked upon it, he felt a terrible sense of…possibility. Like looking at the side of a mountain in the heartbeat before an avalanche, or great wave in the final instant before it struck the shore. 
The stone had power. Or potential power, perhaps. Paul did not fully understand what the Master would do with it, only that he required it to restore the Frostborn and establish the new order where Dux Tarrabus and the Enlightened of Incariel would rule the world as gods. But both the Master and the Dux had made it clear that they required the soulstone …which meant failing them would be a very bad idea. 
Fortunately, the dvargir stood in a ring around the crystal. Ten of the dvargir guarded the soulstone, their black swords and axes in hand. Tzoragar himself led them. Paul frankly could not tell the dvargir apart, but the reliefs of crimson gold on the Dzark’s armor marked him out.
“Lord Constable,” said Tzoragar, his lined, gray-skinned face expressionless.
“Lord Dzark,” said Paul, his tongue tangling around the strange title. He detested the dvargir almost as much as he detested Sir Marcast Tetricus. The dvargir were unfailing polite, and ferocious fighters in battle. They were also utterly convinced of their own superiority, that one day they would rule the world with all the other kindreds as their slaves. 
Well, the short gray-faced fools would learn otherwise when the Dux came into his full power. 
“I trust you are well?” said Tzoragar. 
“I am not,” said Paul. “A prisoner escaped from the Iron Tower in our absence, and the exile is prowling around outside my walls.” He wanted to blame the dvargir, but there was no possible way to do so. Additionally, the dvargir were as prickly as their dwarven cousins, and would likely challenge Paul to a duel. After having seen the Dzark fight, Paul had no wish to face him in battle. 
“These are serious matters,” said Tzoragar. “But they are concerns for your lord, not for my kindred or for the prophet of the great void. The soulstone shall be kept secure until the prophet arrives to claim it. The dvargir, the greatest servants of the great void and its prophet, shall see to that.”
Paul felt himself scowl. “And the Constable of the Iron Tower and the Dux of Caerdracon.”
“Of course,” said Tzoragar. “You played some small role in the prophet’s victory, and that should not be dismissed.”
Paul pointed at the Dzark. “It was my lord the Dux of Caerdracon who secured the soulstone, not the dvargir of Khaldurmar. The Iron Tower is his fortress, and I am its Constable. Not Tzoragar of Great house Klzathur.” Their featureless black eyes widened as he spoke. Good – perhaps the little bastards would at last respect his authority. “And when the Master arrives, I shall make sure that he knows who exactly delivered the soulstone to him.”
“You can speak to the prophet yourself,” said Tzoragar. 
Paul blinked, and then his eyes widened. Had Shadowbearer arrived at last? 
He turned, his eyes sweeping over the great hall, but it was empty.
“Look down,” murmured Tzoragar. 
Paul did and saw nothing but the flagstones of the floor and his shadow.
His shadow…which was pointing towards the hearths.
He shivered with sudden fear. “Master?” 
His shadow began to rotate around him, slowly, like a wolf circling its prey, and a voice filled Paul’s ears.
Or two voices, to be precise. One was deep and melodious and beautiful, far deeper than any human tone. The other was an inhuman, alien buzz, metallic and hideous, a voice than sent an icy shiver through Paul. Yet the two voices spoke in perfect harmony, and Paul had heard both those voices come out of the same mouth.
“Master,” he said, dropping to one knee, and the dvargir followed suit.
The shadow rotated around Paul.
“Tell me,” said Shadowbearer at last, “have my wishes been carried out?”
“They have, Master,” said Paul. “Tarrabus Carhaine, the Dux of Caerdracon, has obtained the soulstone for you. It is now secure in the Iron Tower. You need only arrive to claim it.”
He desperately hoped it was soon. Shadowbearer would sweep Ridmark from his path like chaff. Paul had once hoped to kill Ridmark himself…but watching Shadowbearer do it would be just as enjoyable.
Better, even, since Paul would not expose himself to any risk. 
“Good,” said Shadowbearer. Paul’s shadow twitched, seeming to turn toward the dvargir guards. “And the dvargir I sent reached you?”
“We have, great prophet,” said Tzoragar, his voice a bit hoarser than usual. “We are honored to have been chosen as the stone’s guardians.” 
“You have both done well,” said Shadowbearer. “I shall arrive to take the soulstone in eight or nine days.”
Paul blinked. “Nine days, Master?” That was nine days Ridmark had to work mischief. Nine days Ridmark had to think up some clever stratagem.
The damnable exile was good at clever stratagems. 
“There is no need for haste,” said Shadowbearer. “The threshold will lie open for another year, the moons and the stars in the necessary configuration. The work can be done at any time during that year.” A note of cold amusement entered the strange voice. “But…you are concerned, my lord Constable?”
“Ridmark Arban,” said Paul. He remembered some of the things Shadowbearer had discussed with Tarrabus. “And the Magistria who calls herself Calliande.” 
His shadow went motionless at that. Paul did not fully understand why Shadowbearer hated Calliande so much. He had not been privy to all of the Dux’s and the Master’s conversations. But he knew Shadowbearer wanted Calliande dead. 
“What about them?” said Shadowbearer, the shadow starting to revolve around Paul once more. 
“The Dux left a trap for them in Coldinium,” said Paul, “but they seem to have evaded it. A prisoner escaped from the Iron Tower, and yesterday my men fought Ridmark and his followers in the forest. I fear that Ridmark has some cunning plan to steal the soulstone.” He swallowed, knowing that he was about to take a risk. “Master, if you could arrive…sooner rather than later to claim the stone, I believe that would be for the best.”
Sweat trickled down his jaw. One did not question Shadowbearer and live.
But Shadowbearer seemed to have forgotten him for a moment.
“Ardrhythain,” hissed the Master. “If not for his meddling, I could be at the Iron Tower within the hour. How he has hindered me! But not for much longer. No. I shall have my freedom!” 
“Master?” said Paul.
The shadow spun faster and faster. 
“Tell me, Paul Tallmane, Constable of the Iron Tower,” said Shadowbearer. “Answer a question for me. And for your sake, answer truly. For if you lie to me, I will kill you here and now.”
Shadowbearer was not here, but Paul had no doubt the ancient wizard could work his death from any distance. 
“Of course, Master,” said Paul, more sweat trickling down his face, his heart a thunderous drum in his ears. “I am yours to command in all things.”
“Could you defeat Ridmark Arban?” said Shadowbearer.
Paul hesitated.
“Answer!” 
“No,” said Paul, the word dragging from his throat.
“Why not?”
“Because he is stronger than I am,” said Paul, the admission seeming to burn him. “Because he is smarter than I am. Because he is a better warrior.” 
His shadow went motionless.
“A true answer,” said Shadowbearer. “Good. There are others stronger and smarter than you, Paul Tallmane, but you have been loyal. And your loyalty shall be rewarded.”
“Master?” said Paul. 
“You are of the Enlightened of Incariel, but you are not one of the Initiated,” said Shadowbearer.
“No,” said Paul. 
“You have earned the title,” said Shadowbearer. “The power of Incariel shall enter you. Initiated of the First Circle gain the power to sense magic. Initiated of the Second Circle gain the power to break spells, defend themselves from magic, and to attack wielders of magic. Those of the Third Circle gain all these powers, and also the ability to make themselves faster and stronger. As of this moment, you are an Initiated of the Third Circle.”
“Thank you, Master,” said Paul, stunned. “I shall…”
Before he spoke another word, his shadow boiled up from the ground and wrapped over him.
And Paul screamed.
Agony flooded through him, his limbs turning to flame, darkness filling his vision. He collapsed to the floor, twitching and writhing, lightning bolts of pain shooting up and down his nerves. The darkness sank into him, deeper and deeper, and he felt as if he floated in a vast void.
A void that watched him, its tentacles tearing deeper into him. 
A voice thundered from the darkness, louder than the loudest storm Paul had ever heard. It was Shadowbearer’s voice, but the inhuman, buzzing, alien half of his voice, not the melodious and beautiful voice.
“And now,” rasped the alien voice, “you are mine. Now and forever, you are mine.”
The darkness faded away, and Paul found himself lying upon the floor, the dvargir looking down at him. 
“Back away,” commanded Tzoragar. “The blessings of the great void can often be…overpowering.”
Paul rolled to his feet, his dizziness passing. 
He felt cold, so cold, as if ice had sunk into his veins. 
But stronger than he had ever been. 
His shadow was still pointing the wrong way, but he felt…connected to it, somehow. As if it had become another appendage. 
“You are now,” said Shadowbearer, his dual voice hissing from Paul’s shadow, “an Initiated of the Third Circle. You will find yourself stronger. Put this power to good use, Initiated, and deliver the soulstone to me when I arrive.”
His shadow rippled, flickered, and pointed in the right direction once again. 
Paul and the dvargir stood in silence for a moment.
“You are now one of the blessed of the great void,” said Tzoragar, a hint of awe in his voice. Paul found that gratifying. “You have the strength and power to crush your enemies.”
“Do I?” said Paul, and by instinct he reached for his shadow. The power flooded him, and he hammered his boot into the floor.
The flagstone shattered into dust beneath his foot, the stone splintering. The blow should have broken Paul’s leg, but he felt no pain, felt nothing but the freezing cold of the void. He drew his sword and saw shadows swirl around it at his command, shadows to leach away the life and strength of his foes. 
Paul felt himself laugh.
He no longer dreaded his meeting with Ridmark Arban.
Now he looked forward to it…and how sweet it would be to break the Gray Knight.
And as he looked forward to it, a voice filled his head.
“I am the Artificer,” hissed the faint voice, “and if you heed me, you shall rule the world.”
Paul knew he ought to have been alarmed. 
But for some reason the voice fascinated him. 
 



Chapter 12 - Persuasion
Three days later, as they traveled the final few miles to the walls of Vulmhosk, Morigna decided to talk to Calliande.

The group made their way through the forest in a long column, leading the pack horses in a line. Ridmark took the front, and both he and Kharlacht frequently vanished into the trees to scout. Morigna had bound a dozen ravens and set them to circle over their heads, watching for any foes. Gavin and Caius walked in the center of the column, weapons ready if any attackers appeared. Jager walked with Mara, and they had spent most of their time together over the last three days. 
Both Mara and Jager likely knew that they would never see each other again. 
Calliande walked in the rear, lost in thought, her blue eyes distant. As ever, she wore her leather jerkin, trousers, boots, and a green cloak, the dwarven dagger at her belt. The Magistria showed no sign that she noticed Morigna’s approach.
“One would think,” said Morigna, “that a Magistria ought to pay better attention to her surroundings. Otherwise foes might surprise her.”
“One would think,” said Calliande, “that if you want to talk to me, you would get it over with already. You’ve been pacing back and forth for an hour. And will not your ravens see any foes?”
“Not even ravens,” said Morigna, “are infallible.”
“Oh?” said Calliande, meeting Morigna's eyes for the first time. “An important lesson, then.”
“You have to talk to him,” said Morigna.
“To who?” said Calliande. 
“Ridmark,” said Morigna.
Calliande hesitated for just a moment. “About what?” 
What had she thought Morigna would ask? “You have to change his mind.”
Still Calliande frowned. “Concerning what?”
“Are you being deliberately obtuse, Magistria?” said Morigna. “About Mara.”
Calliande nodded. “You think she cannot be saved, then.” 
“I know she cannot,” said Morigna. “I would like it to be otherwise. And while I am at it, I shall also wish for Nathan and my parents to be returned to life. That has just as much chance of happening.”
“Then you want to kill her,” said Calliande.
“I do not want to kill her, but I think it necessary, both for our sakes’ and for hers,” said Morigna. “You think that as well.”
“I did,” said Calliande.
“Then what changed your mind?” said Morigna. 
“You already know,” said Calliande. “Ridmark.” 
“Why?” said Morigna. “The facts have not changed. Mara is still too far into her transformation. Or she is at risk of being possessed by the Artificer. If either fate comes to pass, we shall have to kill her. But we changed our minds because Ridmark made a little speech.”
“He pointed out the truth to us,” said Calliande. “We do not know the future beyond all doubt.”
“We have a good idea of it,” said Morigna.
“We do, but we could be wrong,” said Calliande. “I don’t know how Mara’s transformation works, how the Artificer’s magic works, and neither do you. Perhaps the bracelet can hold it in check. Think of the day before you met us, the day before we found you fighting the Old Man’s undead near the orcish ruins. Did you have the slightest inkling that in a month’s time you’d be traveling to Vulmhosk with the rest of us?”
“No,” said Morigna, grudgingly. Calliande had a point. “But this is different.”
“How so?” said Calliande. 
“Because she is dangerous,” said Morigna. “If you had been sleeping or away when Mara started to transform, she would have killed us or we would have killed her. And if Ridmark had not knocked that weapon out of her hand, the Artificer would have overwhelmed us.”
Calliande narrowed her eyes. “Then why haven’t you killed her yet? Or tried to?”
“I have not yet decided,” said Morigna, “I am…”
“Oh, but you have,” said Calliande. “You would have done it already…but Ridmark doesn’t want you to do it. So you haven’t. Which is why you are talking to me. You don’t want to defy him, so you hope to change his mind.”
For some reason, a wave of anger and embarrassment went through Morigna. 
“I will do as I think best,” said Morigna.
“Of course,” said Calliande with a smile. “Which is doing what Ridmark thinks best, apparently.” She shrugged. “But why should that bother you? He saved your life. He saved my life. He is often right about such things.”
“Often, but not always,” said Morigna. “His judgment is compromised if something reminds him of his dead wife. Do you not remember Imaria Licinius?”
A flicker of shame went over Calliande’s face. “Better than you, I expect.”
“That man would defy death to the bitter end,” said Morigna, “but Imaria threw Aelia’s death in his face, and he stopped resisting. He could not save his wife from Mhalek, so instead he saved us and everyone else who crossed his path.”
“And now he is trying to save Mara,” said Calliande. 
“And I do not think he can,” said Morigna. “We need to get the soulstone back and continue to Urd Morlemoch. I think if we try to save Mara, we shall only get ourselves killed.”
Calliande shrugged again. “We are going to storm the Iron Tower anyway. If we can retrieve Mara’s bracelet in the process, there is no harm in the attempt. And why ask me to change his mind? Talk to him yourself.” 
“He listens to you,” said Morigna.
“He also listens to you,” said Calliande. “You have spent enough time with him lately.”
“That is because I am the best scout and tracker we have,” said Morigna.
“Then talk to him while you two are off scouting together,” said Calliande.
Morigna raised an eyebrow. Was Calliande actually jealous?
Another burst of embarrassed anger went through her. Morigna had lived alone in the Wilderland for years. She needed no one, and needed the approval of no one. Certainly she did not require the approval of Ridmark Arban or Calliande. Yet she was discomforted to realize that she cared what Ridmark thought of her. And she was even more discomforted to realize that she felt pleasure at Calliande’s annoyance. 
Damn it all, she was thinking like a child. That could get her killed. 
“You have been with him longer,” said Morigna. “He listens to you. You can change his mind. And I wonder why you have not…”
“Have not what?” said Calliande. 
Lured him into bed, Morigna almost said, but some scrap of wisdom made her keep the comment to herself. Ridmark would not pursue any woman, that was plain. He still blamed himself for Aelia’s death, but that had been over five years ago. Surely he did not wish to be alone for the rest of his life. Maybe he simply required some persuasion. 
Perhaps Calliande was unwilling to do that.
Morigna thought that foolish.
“Why you have not persuaded him that stopping the Frostborn is more important than saving Mara,” said Morigna. 
Calliande sighed. “Fine. We shall talk to him together. Perhaps the fact that we agree on anything will shock him into action.”
Morigna blinked, and then laughed. “Very well.”
 
###
 
“How are you?” said Ridmark.
“Well enough,” said Jager. The halfling’s mask of cheer did not surprise Ridmark. Jager had faced death in Tarrabus’s domus with a joke, and would likely die with a jest upon his lips. There were worse ways to cope with fear. “It is a fine and lovely day, and I am walking through the forest with a beautiful woman at my side. What more could any man want?”
Mara laughed. “Perhaps a walk through the forest without the constant risk of agonizing death?”
“Bah,” said Jager. “A man should not be greedy.”
“I am as well as can be expected,” said Mara, her smile fading. “I’ve…had a few bad moments. I can still hear the songs.” 
Ridmark nodded. “We should reach Vulmhosk within the hour.”
“This Smiling Otto,” said Mara. 
“He hardly ever smiles,” said Jager.
“Will he help us?” said Mara.
“I think so,” said Ridmark. “I have the means to persuade him.” 
“And then you will raise an army and wage war upon the Tower,” said Mara. “All to save me.”
“If it will make you feel better,” said Ridmark, “if you had been killed when the Artificer tried to claim you, I would take the same steps now. Shadowbearer cannot have the soulstone.” 
“All because of that ring,” said Mara, and Jager looked away.
Ridmark shrugged. “If it wasn’t Jager, it would have been someone else. Shadowbearer would not have stopped until he killed us and took the stone.” He looked up, saw Kharlacht and Caius heading towards him, Gavin trailing after. “Pardon me.”
“Of course,” said Mara, and Ridmark walked further up their line, joining Kharlacht.
“Well?” said Ridmark.
“Many tracks, and recent,” said Kharlacht. “All of them heading toward Vulmhosk.”
Caius frowned. “Do you think Tarrabus sent men to attack Vulmhosk?”
“I doubt it,” said Ridmark. “Likely Tarrabus neither knows nor cares that Smiling Otto’s boat carried us to Coldinium. And the men of the Iron Tower regularly buy supplies from Otto’s men.”
Which was central to Ridmark’s plan. 
“All the tracks are coming from the west,” said Kharlacht.
“West?” said Gavin. “Kothluusk is in that direction. More Mhorite orcs? Comes Corbanic said that the Kothluuskan orcs were stirred up.” 
“Perhaps,” said Ridmark. Mournacht was still out there, and Ridmark had no doubt that the shaman would one day seek vengeance for his defeat in Coldinium. 
“Warbands from Vhaluusk,” said Caius.
“Or creatures from the Torn Hills,” said Kharlacht. A tribe of mutated orcs lived within Urd Morlemoch, orcs that worshipped the Warden as a god. Sometimes the Warden sent them to collect items or people he found interesting. Though Ridmark could not imagine what the Warden might find interesting in a place like Vulmhosk. 
“We will deal with them when we arrive,” said Ridmark. “And if they are mercenaries, all the better. We can hire them for the attack on the Iron Tower.”
“I hope you have the money, then,” said Gavin. 
“We have little enough in the way of coin,” said Caius.
“You could always offer to pray for the mercenaries,” said Kharlacht. 
“Alas, while my prayers would be heartfelt,” said Caius, “I fear that mercenaries would not accept them as payment. Though it…”
He fell silent and turned his head.
Morigna and Calliande walked towards them, together. That set off a warning in Ridmark’s head. The Magistria and the sorceress rarely, if ever, agreed on anything, and never spent time together unless they could help it. Some of that stemmed from their differing personalities and beliefs. Some of it was Ridmark himself. 
“Calliande, Morigna,” said Caius. 
“Brother Caius,” said Calliande. “Might we borrow Ridmark for a moment?”
Gavin raised his eyebrows, turned, and coughed. He was trying not to laugh, damn him. 
“By all means,” said Caius. “Though if you are in agreement on a matter, I wonder if it is a sign of the imminent return of the Dominus Christus to judge the living and the dead.”
“That mouth of yours, friar,” said Morigna, “will get you in trouble yet.”
Caius smiled. “It was getting me into trouble long before you were born.”
Kharlacht grunted. “Though if it starts raining blood and the sun turns to ashes, I shall be alarmed.”
“Very well,” said Ridmark. “We’ll talk. Kharlacht, Caius, Gavin. Watch for foes. And for the sun to turn to ashes.” Gavin coughed, still trying to hold back a laugh. “And get Gavin something to drink before he chokes to death.”
Gavin turned bright red, and Ridmark walked ahead of the others until they were out of earshot, Morigna and Calliande following him.
“Well?” said Ridmark, turning to face them. “What is it?”
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” said Morigna. 
“No,” said Ridmark. He paused. “Which idea?”
“Raising an army and attacking the Iron Tower,” said Calliande.
Ridmark shrugged. “Battle is always a risk. So many things can go wrong. The Iron Tower is too well-guarded for us to infiltrate. Even if Paul is lax, the dvargir guards will not be. All it will take is for one guard to sound the alarm, and then we will be killed. We have one chance to get the soulstone back, and we cannot waste it.”
“I don’t dispute that,” said Calliande. “But…we may be taking an additional unnecessary risk.”
“Which one?” said Ridmark.
“Mara,” said Morigna. 
“What about her?” said Ridmark.
“She is dangerous,” said Calliande.
“I know that,” said Ridmark. 
“She could lose control of herself and transform,” said Calliande, “or fall victim to the Artificer again.” 
“I know this already,” said Ridmark.
“Yes,” said Calliande. She sighed. “Yes, I suppose you do. I…”
“Enough,” said Morigna, her voice hard. “I will be blunt. I do not think Mara can be saved, and I think you offer her false hope. Better to kill her now before she transforms and loses herself. You know that as well as I do, but your guilt over Aelia’s death is clouding your judgment.”
Ridmark stared at her, his fingers tapping against his staff. Morigna swallowed, a muscle twitching in her jaw. He could not tell if she was frightened or angry. Perhaps both. 
“You think this, too?” said Ridmark.
“I think,” said Calliande, “that she may have a point.” 
Morigna rolled her eyes. “How forceful.” 
“What of it?” said Ridmark. He felt himself growing angry. “Shall I walk up and beat her to death now, or shall we wait until we get to Vulmhosk so she can have one last drink?”
“No,” said Calliande. “But…”
He pointed at Morigna. “Or do you want to do it? You could shoot her. Burn her alive in acidic mist. What is stopping you?”
Morigna said nothing. 
“Well?” said Ridmark. “You keep saying that I blame myself too much for Aelia’s death, both of you.”
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. “You cannot save everyone.”
“I know that,” said Ridmark. “Did you think I had forgotten? I was there. I saw her die.”
“Then you are trying to save Mara,” said Morigna, “because you could not save Aelia. It will not bring her back…”
“I know that,” said Ridmark, his voice harsher than he intended. “Do you think me a fool? I failed to save her. I deserve this.” He jabbed a finger at his left cheek. “Nothing I do will ever bring her back, will ever make up for it. You can tell me to forgive myself, to move on from the past, but…”
He fell silent, staring to the south. Through the trees he saw the ruined tower of Vulmhosk, the light glinting off the waves of the Lake of Battles. They were almost there. Yet that was not what had caught his attention. 
The smell of blood…
“Ridmark,” said Morigna. “I do not have the right to tell you what to do. But, please. Do not destroy yourself over guilt.”
“It was not your fault,” said Calliande.
“Quiet,” said Ridmark, looking around. “Both of you.”
“We deserve that,” said Calliande.
“No,” said Ridmark, “there’s something wrong.”
He turned in a circle, staff ready, and spotted the head.
It was the head of an orcish man, and lay at the base of a tree, blood spilling into the earth. The neck was a ragged stump, the flesh and vertebrae shredded. The orcish man’s head hadn’t been cut from his neck. 
It had been torn by brute strength. 
A few heartbeats later he saw the orc’s body, or at least pieces of it, lying scattered against a nearby tree. He shot another glance at the palisade surrounding Vulmhosk, and saw that the gates were closed, that crossbowmen and archers waited ready atop the ramparts. 
“What is it?” said Calliande.
“Look,” said Morigna, pointing with her staff as purple fire crackled to life around her fingers. Calliande saw the severed head, her blue eyes widening. The others caught up to them, and weapons slid free of scabbards when they saw the dead orc. 
Ridmark chastised himself. He should have been paying better attention. He should not have let Calliande and Morigna distract him. 
“God and the saints,” said Gavin, shield and sword in hand. “What could do that?” 
“Nothing we want to meet,” said Ridmark, scanning the trees. A flicker of motion caught his eye, but when he looked, he saw nothing there. 
His suspicion hardened into certainty, and he cast aside his staff and drew the dwarven war axe from his belt. 
“Calliande,” he said, “augment our weapons, now.” She nodded and began the spell. “Morigna. Your spell to detect dvargir?”
Again he saw a rippling, a distortion in the air. This time it was heading towards him. 
“Aye,” said Morigna. “Dvargir did this?”
“No,” said Ridmark, looking around for any other distortions. The axe flared with white light in his hand as Calliande finished her spell, the haft vibrating against his fingers. “Worse. Brace yourselves.”
Morigna finished her spell. “Ridmark! There are six of them! I think…”
The blur shot forward, and Ridmark sidestepped, swinging the axe with both hands. The glowing blade cut through the air, and then struck something solid, black blood flying out of nothingness. A hideous snarl rang out, and Ridmark ripped the axe free and struck again. 
And as he did, the blur vanished, and his foe became visible. 
The creature looked like a ghastly hybrid of wolf and ape, rising nearly eight feet tall when it stood upon its hind legs. Its eyes burned like coals, and its black fur hung off its gaunt frame in greasy, spiky ropes. Thick muscles covered its arms and legs, and bubbling slime dripped from its fang-lined muzzle.
It was an urvaalg, one of the war beasts of the dark elves. They were faster, stronger, smarter, and far more vicious than normal wolves. Additionally, they had the ability to blend with their surroundings, becoming nearly invisible as they stalked their prey. Worse, they were immune to normal steel, and were almost impossible to kill without the aid of magic.
Fortunately, Ridmark had the enchanted axe and Calliande’s spells.
Unfortunately, a half-dozen urvaalgs surrounded them.
Ridmark sprang forward before the wounded urvaalg could recover, the axe flashing in his hands. The blade sank deep into the urvaalg’s right knee, and the creature stumbled with an enraged roar, going to all fours. Ridmark yanked the axe free and brought it down with both hands. He drove the blade into the urvaalg’s neck, just behind its head, and the creature went limp, the black slime of its blood leaking onto the forest floor.
But the other five urvaalgs charged, snarling and snapping.
 
###
 
Morigna cast another spell, fury fueling her magic. 
She hated urvaalgs. An urvaalg had killed Nathan Vorinus, ripping him to shreds before her eyes, and she had barely managed to kill the damned thing before it had killed her. Worse, her magic did no lasting harm to an urvaalg. She could hurt them, but an urvaalg regenerated injury so quickly that they could shrug off mortal wounds. Only a Soulblade or the magic of the Magistri could kill an urvaalg.
But Morigna had other ways she could hinder the beasts. 
She swept her free hand before her, her mind reaching to command the roots of the trees beneath their boots. The roots exploded from the earth like dirt-caked tentacles and wrapped around the urvaalgs. The thin roots did not hold for long against the strength of the urvaalgs, but the effort to rip free slowed them.
And in that moment, the others struck.
Ridmark attacked an urvaalg, ripping his axe through its leg. The beast stumbled, and Kharlacht stepped forward and hewed off the urvaalg’s head in a single sharp blow. Black slimed jetted across the melee, a few drops splattering on Morigna’s boots. Caius dodged the slash of jagged talons and struck with his mace, the bronze-colored head glowing with white light, and the snap of breaking bone filled Morigna’s ears. The urvaalg screamed, and Gavin drove his orcish sword into the creature’s chest once, twice, three times, and then the urvaalg collapsed with a gurgling snarl. 
Again Morigna summoned roots from the ground, slowing the creatures. Calliande leveled her hand, face tight with strain as she held the augmentation spell in place, and struck. A shaft of dazzling white fire burst from her fingers and drilled into the nearest urvaalg, sinking into its muscular chest and erupting from its back in a burst of cinders. The urvaalg fell in a twitching heap, the scent of burning meat flooding Morigna’s nostrils. Morigna turned, gathering power for a spell…
The air in front of her blurred, and the urvaalg came out of nowhere.
The creature drove her to the ground before she could react, her staff bouncing from her hands. Its heavy paws pinned her shoulders in place, and its maw yawned, vile breath washing over her face like a wind as the urvaalg’s jaws descended toward her…
Then the urvaalg threw back its head and screamed. Morigna glimpsed Mara dashing around the urvaalg’s haunches, a glowing dagger in her hands. Even as Morigna watched, Mara hamstrung the urvaalg’s other leg with the cool precision of a weaver cutting cloth. The urvaalg screamed again, twisting around to reach for her.
Jager stepped forward, daggers in either hand, and drove both weapons into the urvaalg’s eyes. The urvaalg reared up with a shriek of fury, exposing its chest and neck, and Mara buried her dagger between the urvaalg’s ribs. 
The hulking beast shuddered and fell off Morigna, and she scrambled to her feet, looking around for any other attackers.
But the fighting was over. 
Ten dead urvaalgs lay scattered beneath the trees. Two of the horses had been killed, and Caius and Gavin were hurrying to calm the remaining animals. Morigna turned in a circle, but none of the others had been hurt. 
“Morigna!” said Ridmark, stepping towards her. He looked relieved. “You are wounded?”
She shook her head, still stunned. 
“Check for any other urvaalgs,” said Ridmark.
She nodded, cursing herself as a fool, and cast the spell. She sensed the weight of the others upon the earth, but no others. 
“None,” said Morigna. “At least not within a hundred yards.” 
“Urvaalgs tend to hunt in packs,” said Kharlacht. “Likely that was all of them.”
Morigna nodded.
“Thank you,” she said.
“Do not thank me,” Ridmark said. “Thank Jager and Mara. By the time I could have gotten to you, that urvaalg would have slain you.” There was a haunted look in his eye.
Morigna nodded and turned to see Jager pulling his daggers out of the dead urvaalg’s skull, while Mara cleaned her blade with the economical motions of long practice.
“Bloody hell,” said Jager, looking at his blades in dismay. “This black slime. It will etch the steel.”
Mara smiled and put her dagger away. “That is why you clean the blades immediately, my love.”
Jager sighed and began wiping down his blades. “I bought these from the best smith in Coldinium. And now they have urvaalg slime on them. Truly, I have gone down in the world.”
“Mara,” said Morigna.
The shorter woman smiled. “Yes?” Her calm surprised Mara. Morigna supposed one could not survive as an assassin of the Red Family for ten years without keeping a cool head in a crisis.
“Thank you for my life,” said Morigna. “That urvaalg would have killed me.”
Mara made a dismissive gesture. “I simply stabbed it in the back.”
“It is my favorite way to fight, I confess,” said Jager, squinting at his daggers. 
“You did stab it in the front,” said Mara. 
“Well, it was a risk,” said Jager, “but it was entirely worth the risk, just to see Morigna shocked into silence for even a moment.”
Mara giggled, actually giggled, her hands flying to her mouth. “Oh! My pardons, Morigna…”
“You,” said Morigna, pointing at Jager, “are an odious little man, and she is entirely too good for you.”
“I completely agree,” said Jager. 
Mara gave him a fond smile. “Fortunately, I happen to like odious little men.”
Morigna opened her mouth, closed it again. She could not reconcile Mara’s cheerful attitude with her grim fate. And if Morigna could have worked her will, she would have killed Mara three days ago outside the Iron Tower. 
And then the urvaalg would have killed Morigna. 
Perhaps Ridmark had been right. Perhaps it was foolish to assume they knew the future beyond all doubt. 
Morigna swallowed and went to help calm the terrified horses. 
 
###
 
An hour later, Ridmark led the way to the gate of Vulmhosk. 
A round tower of rough stone rose from the edge of the Lake of Battles, surrounded by crumbling stone ruins. Once the stronghold of an orcish chieftain, it had fallen in one of the endless wars fought on the shores of the lake. Waves lapped at the tower’s base, ruined walls and pillars jutting from the waters. 
A maze of ramshackle wooden structures sprawled at the foot of the tower - an inn, a marketplace, and a dozen warehouses. A stout wooden palisade ringed the entire complex, incorporating the ruined stone walls here and there. Tough-looking men with crossbows stood atop the walls, keeping a careful watch over the woods.
Ridmark stopped a dozen paces from the gate and folded his arms. “Quintus!”
A grizzled, middle-aged man with a crossbow stood over the gate. “I’ll be damned. Ridmark Arban, is it?”
“Aye,” said Ridmark.
“You’d best get out of here,” said Quintus. “There’s an urvaalg pack in the woods north of here. Smiling Otto isn’t letting anyone in or out of Vulmhosk until the fanged devils move on.”
“That won’t be a problem,” said Ridmark.
“You killed them,” said Quintus, his disbelief plain.
“All ten.”
Quintus’s scowl deepened. “But you haven’t been a Swordbearer for years.”
Ridmark looked at Kharlacht, who nodded, reached into one of the packs, and drew out a wrapped bundle.
He held up the head of an urvaalg.
“God and the saints!” said Quintus. “You killed them?”
“I believe I just said that,” said Ridmark. 
“I’ll be damned. Never thought to see you again. Smiling Otto’s boat came back,” said Quintus, “and told tales of all sorts of trouble in Coldinium. Figured Dux Tarrabus would have killed you. Or the Constable of the Iron Tower would have hung you. Or that Mournacht would have made a drinking goblet out of your skull.”
“I do have a knack for making friends,” said Ridmark. 
“What brings you back here?” said Quintus. “I don’t think Smiling Otto will be glad to see you.”
“Oh, he will be,” said Ridmark. 
“Why is that?” said Quintus. 
“Because,” said Ridmark, “I am here to propose an enterprise that shall make us all wealthy men.”
Or it would get them killed.
But Ridmark had no other choice.



Chapter 13 - Haggling
Armed orcs filled most of the empty space within the walls of Vulmhosk.

Morigna looked around warily, her magic ready. After a moment, she realized the orcs were not from the Wilderland or Kothluusk. The pagan orcs of Vhaluusk tended to wear fur and leather in battle, while the pagan orcs of Kothluusk tattooed their faces into the hideous image of a red skull in honor of Mhor. Yet these warriors wore leather and chain mail, each man’s armor identical. Their tents had been pitched in orderly lines, their supplies stacked and guarded. And many of the warriors wore wooden crosses similar to Kharlacht’s and Caius’s.
“I’ve never seen orcs like this before,” said Morigna.
“You wouldn’t have,” said Ridmark, looking around as Gavin and Caius guided their surviving horses through the gate. “They’re from Rhaluusk.”
“Rhaluusk?” said Morigna.
“One of the three orcish kingdoms of the south,” said Calliande, her voice growing distant, “that accepted both the High King as their overlord and the baptism of the church. The orcs of Rhaluusk keep to their old ways, but with some changes. They form warbands, but instead of raiding each other, they wage war against the orcs of Kothluusk, or the kobolds and dvargir and other creatures of the Deeps. Or they take mercenary service where they can find it.”
“And how do you know all that?” said Morigna.
“I don’t know.” Calliande blinked. “It must have been true two hundred years ago.”
“It still is,” said Ridmark. “I wasn’t expecting to find them here. This is a good sign. Hopefully I have not offended their commander in the past.” 
Morigna almost asked if Ridmark customarily offended orcish mercenary commanders, then remembered the vast constellation of enemies that he had collected. Compared to the Dux of Caerdracon, the Enlightened of Incariel, and Shadowbearer, an orcish mercenary commander was somewhat less daunting.
Yet the orcish warriors themselves recognized Ridmark. They began speaking to each other in low voices. Caius and Gavin finished herding the horses through the gate, Kharlacht bringing up the rear, and more orcs began to speak. 
One of the orcish warriors stepped forward, a tall man with green skin, his tusks polished, his black hair bound in a warrior’s topknot.
“I know you, do I not?” said Ridmark. “I am sure of it.”
“Aye, Gray Knight,” said the orc in accented Latin. “I was at Dun Licinia, and we arrived upon the day of the great battle.”
Alarm shot through Morigna. If those orcs had been at Dun Licinia, that meant they were Mhalekites. Perhaps they had even followed Qazarl, had tried to kill Calliande and Ridmark a few months past. Morigna started to summon magic, but Ridmark laughed.
“I remember now,” said Ridmark. “Crowlacht’s warband, no?”
“This is so,” said the warrior. “The headman will want to speak with you.”
“I expect so,” said Ridmark. “Lead on.”
The warrior bowed and turned to go, and Ridmark followed. Morigna looked at the others, shrugged, and followed Ridmark deeper into Vulmhosk. More of the orcish tents lined the street, and Morigna wondered if the Rhaluuskan mercenaries had simply taken over the village. Or perhaps Smiling Otto had decided to hire an army. 
They reached the tavern where Morigna, Ridmark, and Gavin had first met Jager. Several of the orcish mercenaries stood on the tavern’s broad porch, drinking beer and speaking to each other. In their midst stood a towering orcish man of middle years clad in gleaming steel plate armor that did not quite manage to conceal his paunch. His iron-gray hair was bound in a warrior’s topknot with a steel ring, and his yellowing tusks jutted from his gray beard, rising past the scars that marked the leathery green skin of his face. One hand rested upon the handle of a massive iron warhammer that looked as if it outweighed Morigna. 
“Headman,” called the warrior who had recognized Ridmark.
“Aye, lad, what is it?” said the old orc in a rasping, snarling voice, and then his black eyes widened. “Well, damn me. The Gray Knight himself.”
“Crowlacht,” said Ridmark. “It has been a long time.”
The big orc grunted and descended from the porch, the boards creaking beneath his steel-armored boots. A massive scowl darkened his craggy features, and Morigna tensed. For a moment the two men stared at each other, and Morigna braced herself for violence.
Then Crowlacht let out a booming laugh and clapped Ridmark on the shoulders. 
“Damn me, boy, I thought you were dead!” said Crowlacht. “It is good to see you. You ought to have come with me back to Rhaluusk. We always need strong men to fight off the Mhorites and the kobolds. And it would have been worth it to see the expression on that preening jackass Tarrabus’s face.” 
The other orcs laughed. 
“I had things to do,” said Ridmark.
“Yes, the Frostborn,” said Crowlacht, sobering. “We saw the omen of blue fire, just as you said would come to pass. The lords ought to have listened to you.”
“It is not too late,” said Ridmark, “which is why I have come here.”
“Pardon,” said Calliande, “but how do you know each other?” 
Crowlacht gave Calliande the approving smile older men often gave pretty young women.
“You have followers, Ridmark?” said Crowlacht. “A warband of your own?” He craned his thick neck. “An…eclectic group.”
“They are,” said Ridmark, turning towards Morigna and the others. “This is Crowlacht, a headman of Rhaluusk and a sworn liegeman of the King of Rhaluusk. The King of Rhaluusk sent warbands to fight alongside the High King’s armies against Mhalek and his followers at Dun Licinia, and Crowlacht and his men were foremost among them.” 
“Ha!” said Crowlacht. “The battle was your victory, my boy. If you hadn’t taken charge, the lords and the knights would have chased each other in circles.”
Ridmark ignored the compliment. “This is Calliande, a Magistria of the Order. Kharlacht, a warrior of Vhaluusk.”
Crowlacht’s eyes narrowed. “A follower of the blood gods? Or of that old fraud Mhalek?” A hint of the red orcish battle fury came into his black eyes.
“Neither,” said Kharlacht. “My mother had me baptized, and I hold to the teachings of the church.” 
“Good man,” said Crowlacht. 
“Morigna of Moraime, an expert hunter and tracker,” said Ridmark. He did not mention her magical abilities. Likely Crowlacht and his men would not have responded well. “Caius, a brother of the mendicant order.”
“A dwarven friar?” said Crowlacht. “I have never seen such a thing.” 
“Well,” said Caius, “we do live in strange times. And if orcs can follow the Dominus Christus, why not the dwarves?”
Crowlacht laughed. “A good answer.”
“And this is Jager and Mara, both of Coldinium,” said Ridmark, “and Gavin, once of Aranaeus, a village in the Wilderland.” All three offered formal bows to the old headman, which seemed to amuse him to no end. 
“A pleasure to meet you all,” said Crowlacht. “You must be men and women of wisdom and valor to follow the Gray Knight, to see past that ridiculous brand those fool nobles insisted upon giving him.” To Morigna’s amusement, he bowed over her hand and kissed her fingers, and did the same to Calliande and Mara. “And the ladies are lovely. At least for women who are too short, too skinny, and not green enough.”
“With such honey upon your tongue, my lord headman,” said Calliande, “you must have a dozen concubines waiting for you at home.”
His men laughed at that. 
“What brings you to Vulmhosk, headman?” said Ridmark. 
“War,” said Crowlacht. “The Mhorites of Kothluusk have been restless of late.”
“I’ve noticed,” said Ridmark. 
“So the Dux of Durandis has called for aid,” said Crowlacht. “The King of Rhaluusk has agreed to send men, as have the Comes of Coldinium and the King of Khaluusk. My warband was sent to Coldinium to join the levees there. Then we shall march south, circle around the Lake of Battles, gather warbands from Khaluusk, and then return to Durandis to teach those Mhorite dogs a lesson.”
“Then you are heading east?” said Ridmark. 
“Aye,” said Crowlacht. His scowl returned. “At least that was my plan. A pack of urvaalgs lurks outside the walls, and we have neither Swordbearers nor Magistri to fight them. We shall have to wait until the devils move on.” He looked at Calliande. “Unless, of course, the fair Magistria is willing to help us.” 
Calliande opened her mouth to answer, but Ridmark spoke first. “If she does, would you consent to a favor?”
“Perhaps,” said Crowlacht. “What is it?”
“Merely that you entertain a proposal,” said Ridmark.
Crowlacht shrugged. “I see no harm in that.”
“Good,” said Ridmark. “The urvaalgs are dead. With the aid of Calliande’s magic, we slew them when we arrived at Vulmhosk.”
Crowlacht blinked, and then let out a booming laugh. “Clever as always! Well, then, Gray Knight. What is your proposal?”
“That we attack and sack the Iron Tower,” said Ridmark.
Dead silence fell over the orcs upon the porch. 
“You are jesting,” said Crowlacht. 
“I wish I was,” said Ridmark, “but I fear I am not.”
Crowlacht grunted. “Why? Have you turned against the High King?”
“No,” said Ridmark. “Rather, the Constable and his lord have turned against the High King, the realm, and the church itself. Where is Smiling Otto? I wish for him to hear the proposal as well.”
“In the tavern, overseeing his shabby little domain,” said Crowlacht. “Very well. You have piqued my interest. Though hope you have good reason for this.” 
“He does,” said Calliande. “Headman, please believe me when I say the fate of Rhaluusk, Andomhaim, and the world may rest upon what we decide here.”
“Grim words,” said Crowlacht.
“They are,” said Caius, “but I fear she does not exaggerate in the slightest.”
“Then let us find Otto,” said Crowlacht, “and hear this proposal.”
 
###
 
Ridmark led the way into the cavernous tavern, his companions and Crowlacht and a few of the other orcish warriors following.
He had not expected to see the Rhaluuskan headman here, and Crowlacht’s appearance had brought back a storm of memories. The Battle of Dun Licinia had been a desperate day, made all the worse by the loss of the nobles and knights and Swordbearers that Mhalek had murdered during the parley. Then the sudden desperate hope as they won the battle, smashing the Mhalekite horde to pieces below the slopes of the Black Mountain. But then had come the news that Mhalek had fled southeast to Castra Marcaine, vowing to take vengeance upon the man who had thwarted him…
Ridmark remembered his conversation with Calliande and Morigna in the moment before the urvaalgs attacked, their claim that he only wanted to save Mara because he had failed to save Aelia.
Maybe they were right. But what of it? He knew he could not redeem himself for what he had done.
But that would not stop him from trying.
The tavern was empty, oddly enough. Crowlacht must have kept his men in their tents, perhaps to remain vigilant if the urvaalgs tried to go over the walls. Smiling Otto sat at his usual table, scowling. He was a halfling, his face gaunt, almost skull-like, his hair a tangled graying mass. He wore a ragged gray coat and trousers, his boots worn and dusty. A vicious scar went down the left side of his face, giving his eyelid a permanent droop and his lip a twisted, mocking smile.
He rarely smiled, and never looked surprised, but his bloodshot eyes widened as Ridmark approached.
“God and the apostles and all the saints,” said Otto in his gravelly rasp. “The Gray Knight himself. Still alive? I am astonished.”
“In all candor, so am I,” said Ridmark, standing over Otto’s table. 
Otto chuckled. “Your mission must have been a success, then.” He looked at Kharlacht. “I see you cured your large friend.”
“Cured?” said Crowlacht. 
“Wyvern venom,” said Kharlacht.
Crowlacht grunted. “No one can survive wyvern venom.”
“It is an extremely long story,” said Ridmark. 
“I should like to hear it,” said Otto. “Since I expect you shall be here for a while. There is a pack of urvaalgs outside the walls, at least seven strong.”
“Closer to ten,” said Ridmark.
“You encountered them, then?” said Otto. “It is fortunate that you did not lose anyone to their talons. Crowlacht lost three strong warriors. We have neither Swordbearers nor Magistri among us, so we shall have to wait until they pass.” His eyes turned towards Calliande. “Though if your lovely Magistria would deign to…”
“There’s no need,” said Ridmark. “Our lovely Magistria has already put her magic to use. We slew the urvaalgs on our way into Vulmhosk.”
“Ah,” said Otto. “Splendid. What shall you charge for this little service?”
“Nothing,” said Ridmark. “In fact, I shall give you an opportunity to join a profitable venture.”
“I am most curious,” said Otto.
“To sack the Iron Tower and raid its treasury,” said Ridmark.
Silence answered him. 
“Why not?” said Otto. “After that, why don’t we attack Tarlion and carry off the High King’s crown and sword? Or steal one of the thirteen moons and keep it in a glass jar? That would almost be easier.”  
“Such an act would be treason,” said Crowlacht. “The Dux of Caerdracon holds the Iron Tower as a vassal of the High King.” 
“You know who I am,” said Ridmark. “You know what I have done. More to the point, you know what I set out to do.”
“The Frostborn,” said Otto. 
“I don’t know why they are returning or how, but I know who will accomplish it,” said Ridmark. “Shadowbearer.”
“A myth of the dark elves,” said Otto. 
“He is not,” said Calliande. “I met him.”
“As have I,” said Kharlacht.
“And I pray that you never meet him,” said Calliande. 
“The ancient lore of Rhaluusk speaks of the bearer of shadow,” said Crowlacht. “In the days before the coming of the High King, when we were yet slaves of the blood gods and the dark elves, the dark elves feared and revered the bearer of shadow. For he brought them power, great power,” Morigna watched the orcish headman, her black eyes keen, “but his power always came with a cruel price.” 
“Shadowbearer has been a force for evil in this world long before humans ever came to what is now Andomhaim,” said Ridmark. He gestured at Otto and Crowlacht. “Before even the halfling and orcish kindreds came to this world. For if the ancient tales are true, it was the bearer of shadow who taught the dark elven wizards of old to open doors to other worlds, to summon other kindreds as their slaves and soldiers. And he is still active and working evil today.”
Otto grunted. “So what evil does he intend to work?”
“He acquired an empty soulstone,” said Ridmark.
Crowlacht blinked. “Do not the swords of the Swordbearers have soulstones in their blades?”
“They do,” said Ridmark. “It is the source of their power.”
“Then an empty one would be useless,” said Otto. 
“No,” said Calliande. “Empty soulstones are only found in the city of Cathair Solas, for only the high elves have the knowledge of their making. In the hands of a wizard of sufficient skill, an empty soulstone can become…almost anything, really. A weapon of terrible power.”
“So Shadowbearer wants this wizardly tool to…bring back the Frostborn, is that it?” said Crowlacht.
“You have it true,” said Ridmark. “We took it from Shadowbearer’s minions outside of Dun Licinia, but lost it soon after.” He saw Jager tense. No doubt the halfling feared that Ridmark would reveal his part in the theft, but they had larger concerns. “Sir Paul Tallmane took it to the Iron Tower, and is holding it there.”
Otto snorted. “I know the noble Constable. He is a brutal and mindless thug, but easy enough to bribe. I have made quite a bit of money smuggling supplies to the soldiers of the Tower. So why would he traffic with this dark wizard of legend?”
“Have you ever heard of the Enlightened of Incariel?” said Ridmark.
Smiling Otto and Crowlacht shared a look.
“You have heard the name, then?” said Ridmark.
“That was the title of the great void the dark elves worshipped in the days of old,” said Crowlacht, crossing himself, “though I shall not speak it out loud.” He looked at Ridmark, his lined face impassive behind his tusks. “And in recent years, there have been…rumors about the nobility of Andomhaim.”
“What kind of rumors?” said Ridmark.
“Ever since the War of Five Princes,” said Crowlacht, “many of the nobles and Magistri and Swordbearers have grown…cruel, indifferent to their duties. Such foolishness is not permitted in Rhaluusk, of course, for we are loyal subjects of the High King and zealous sons of the church. But some say that the nobles of Andomhaim have turned away from the Dominus Christus to worship a darker power.”
“I have heard similar tales,” said Otto, “though I did not think you would credit them, Gray Knight. Many who come to the Wilderland and to my establishment are fleeing trouble in the High King’s realm. Some of them told stories of a cult that met in secret places, a cult that swore oaths to dark powers and killed any who knew of their existence. They fled to Vulmhosk and then deeper into the Wilderland to avoid this cult.”
“Five years ago I would not have believed such rumors,” said Ridmark. “Even a year ago. But I have seen these Enlightened of Incariel. I have heard their boasts and their declarations. And they have tried to kill me repeatedly. Paul Tallmane is among their number. His liege Tarrabus Carhaine holds high rank among the Enlightened.” 
Perhaps even the highest rank, though Ridmark did not know it for certain. 
“The Dux of Caerdracon is one of the most powerful men in the realm,” said Crowlacht. 
“And you were right about the Magistri as well, Master Otto,” said Calliande. “My lord headman, I have seen two Magistri who turned to the Enlightened. One named Alamur, a Magistrius of Dun Licinia. The second a Magistrius named Coriolus who fled to the Wilderland, where he…”
“He murdered my mother and father,” said Morigna, “and the slew the man I would have wed.” 
“And the Enlightened serve Shadowbearer,” said Ridmark. “Shadowbearer wishes to restore the Frostborn to this world, even though they were destroyed. That is why Paul and the Enlightened are keeping the soulstone in the Iron Tower. In a few days Shadowbearer will arrive to take it…and the Frostborn will return.” 
Ridmark decided to tell them nothing of Mara and the Artificer, at least not yet. If Crowlacht knew what Mara really was, he might try to kill her out of hand. Otto might refuse to have anything to do with them.
“You realize what you are asking,” said Crowlacht. “You want us to take arms against a castra of the High King, to make war against one of his vassals.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “I am asking you to make war against a traitor, against a man who has betrayed both the church and the High King. I am asking you to help me stop Shadowbearer from restoring the Frostborn. You both know I have sought the secret of the Frostborn for years. Well, the answer is right in front of us, and the hour is now. The fate of the realm and the world depends upon the decision we make. And if that is not enough, I am asking you to become rich.”
Otto snorted. “Rich? Just how shall you achieve that?”
“Tarrabus Carhaine keeps part of his treasury secured in the Iron Tower,” said Ridmark. “You can have it. All I want from the Tower is the soulstone.” And the jade bracelet, but Ridmark had no doubt Mara could retrieve it. “If you doubt my surety, take this as proof.”
“Take what, precisely?” said Otto, amused. “You are a fell warrior, Gray Knight, but you are a penniless wanderer. You do not have a single copper coin to your name.”
“I disagree,” said Ridmark. “I spent years wandering the Wilderland, looking for lore about the Frostborn. I looked in dark elven ruins, burned villages, abandoned dwarven strongholds, anywhere.” He reached into his jerkin and drew out a leather pouch and tossed it upon the table. “I didn’t find what I sought…but I found a few other things.”
Otto frowned, opened the pouch, and his eyes went wide at the glitter of rubies.
“God and the saints!” said Jager, his voice awed. “You’ve been carrying that around with you the entire time?” 
“You can split that,” said Ridmark. “There is more, if you like. I have caches hidden throughout the Wilderland, and I can tell you how to find a few of them.”
“You could have retired in comfort years ago,” said Otto, examining one of the rubies. “Where did you find these?”
“An abandoned dvargir mine,” said Ridmark. “The Frostborn destroyed it, and a tribe of deep orcs had taken it over. I thought the dvargir might have records of the Frostborn. They didn’t, but I found the gems instead.”
“You could have returned to Andomhaim,” said Otto, handing the pouch to Crowlacht, who began counting out gems. “You could have taken a new name and lived in luxury in Cintarra. Or simply bribed the appropriate lords and had your exile lifted. Why?” He looked at Ridmark, bewilderment on his lined face. “Why wander the Wilderland?”
“I could have returned to Andomhaim,” said Ridmark, “but the Frostborn are coming back, whether you believe me or not. Unless Shadowbearer is stopped, they are returning. You both know the history of the realm. You know the High King and the Swordbearers and the Magistri barely defeated the Frostborn the first time. What do you think will happen if they return?” 
Again Crowlacht and Otto shared a look.
“I believe you, Gray Knight,” said Crowlacht, “and doubt not your word or your honor, unlike the foolish lords of Andomhaim. But even if we agree to your venture, how shall we accomplish it? I have two hundred men, all valiant fighters, and I expect Otto can scrape together a hundred mercenaries. But the Iron Tower is a strong fortress. We cannot possibly storm it. We cannot even besiege it.”
“You can,” said Ridmark, “if the gates are opened from within.”
Both Calliande and Morigna looked at him. No doubt they had guessed his plan. 
“Do you have a friend within the curtain wall?” said Otto. 
“No,” said Ridmark. “But I saw your docks on the way to the gate. You have a boat going to the Iron Tower soon, do you not?” Otto said nothing. “I propose that Crowlacht’s men and your mercenaries take cover in the trees north of the Iron Tower. If you are observed and questioned, you can say you are on your way to Coldinium and then to Durandis for the Dux’s muster against the Mhorites.”
“And you will hide aboard the boat and sneak into the Tower with the supplies,” said Crowlacht. “Bold. I like it!” 
“Myself and a few of my stealthier companions,” said Ridmark. “We shall open the gates from within and light the signal fire upon the wall. When we do, you will storm the gate. The Iron Tower is a strong castra, but Sir Paul is lax, and his men have picked up his bad habits. We can drive them before us and seize the castra.”
“Why not simply steal the soulstone away?” said Otto. “If you are so confident that you can creep into the fortress unnoticed?” 
“Because I might fail,” said Ridmark, “and this is too important to leave to chance. Perhaps I will be cut down after I open the gate.”
“Ridmark,” said Calliande, but he ignored her.
“Or I might be wounded and slain in the fighting,” said Ridmark. “But if I am, Calliande will know what to do with the soulstone. Or even if we are all slain, the soulstone will still be liberated from the Tower. It can be taken somewhere safe, somewhere out of Shadowbearer’s reach.”
“Why not just the destroy the damned thing and have done with it?” said Crowlacht. 
“I don’t think it can be destroyed,” said Calliande. “There are…other things we can do to fight Shadowbearer.” No doubt she referred to Dragonfall and her staff. “But if he gets the soulstone, it is over.”
“What happens if you fail?” said Otto.
Ridmark shrugged. “What happens to you, I assume? If I am captured or killed before I open the gates, nothing at all. You can say I hid myself aboard the boat without your knowledge, and Crowlacht can claim his men were simply passing by on their way to Coldinium.”
“But once you open the gate,” said Crowlacht, “once my men strike into the courtyard…then we are committed. There will be no turning back.” 
“No,” said Ridmark. “But if we do not stop it here, then the Frostborn will return…and the fight will come to your homes sooner or later. Likely sooner.”
“Then I shall do it,” said Crowlacht. “Too many dark things have been stirring of late. The Mhorites raiding out of the mountains. Urvaalgs have not been seen in Rhaluusk for decades, but a dozen have been slain in our villages over the last year. And if these worshippers of the great void have infiltrated the ranks of the lords and the Two Orders…then we are all in danger.” He slapped the table so violently that Otto flinched. “Aye, Gray Knight, I am with you.” He looked at the scarred halfling. “Otto?”
Smiling Otto was silent for a long moment.
“It’s not safe in Vulmhosk any longer, you know,” he said. “The urvaalg pack you slaughtered? It was the third we saw since you left for Coldinium, and four days ago we saw something flying to the north. Most of the men thought it a wyvern, but I know better. Wyverns do not look like black-armored women with a dragon’s wings.”
“An urdhracos,” said Mara in a small voice. 
“Aye,” said Otto. “I traveled near Nightmane Forest in my youth. I know what the devils of the dark elves look like.” He shook his head. “I thought Vulmhosk was safe…but maybe there are no safe places left. The Wilderland is seething, and the world is starting to boil.” He shrugged. “You’ll have my help. If this works, at least I’ll have enough money to retire comfortably until the Frostborn kill us all.”
“So be it,” said Ridmark. “We should leave tomorrow.”



Chapter 14 - A Branched Path
Morigna sat alone a corner of the tavern with a mug of Otto’s beer and watched the festivities. 

Otto had thrown open his larders, giving both Crowlacht’s warriors and his own mercenaries a feast before they departed in the morning. The men had cheered the old smuggler’s generosity. Though for what Ridmark had paid him, Morigna thought sourly, Otto could have bought food for a thousand times as many men. 
She sat alone, sipping the beer and watching. From time to time one of Otto’s mercenaries came to join her. Crowlacht might consider her too short, too skinny, and insufficiently green, but Otto’s men did not. Yet a frosty glare served to send them away. They remembered her from Mournacht’s attack upon Vulmhosk, and no man wanted to cross a sorceress. 
Caius, Kharlacht, Jager, and Gavin sat together, availing themselves of Otto’s food. As usual, Caius regaled the mercenaries with tales of their exploits, but this time Jager added embellishments. Morigna had to admit that like Caius, Jager had a flair for storytelling, and his deep voice and confidence made him an excellent orator. She supposed if they lived through this, Caius would likely write a book about it. 
Jager made a joke, and the mercenaries roared with laughter, humans and orcs both.
Aye, Caius would write a book, Morigna reflected, and all the details would be completely wrong.
The floorboards creaked, and she saw Calliande approaching. 
“Come to enjoy the show?” said Morigna. “One supposes you are starved for entertainment after two centuries sleeping below a ruin.” She gestured at Caius and Jager. “If preaching and thieving do not prove profitable, perhaps they could go into business together as actors. They could sing for their suppers.” 
“I need your help,” said Calliande. 
Morigna blinked. “With what?” 
“You recall how we kept Kharlacht alive until we got him to Coldinium?”
“In great detail,” said Morigna. 
“Can you cast a similar spell upon Mara?” said Calliande. “To filter her blood?”
“To what purpose?” said Morigna. “It is not as if she is poisoned. But…” Her voice trailed off as her mind worked through the possibilities. “But a spell to sense the presence of shadow-tainted blood upon her, yes, that would work. And then you could cast a ward upon her to hold her power at bay. My spell would mark the blood, and yours could subdue it.”
Calliande smiled. “You see it, then.”
“It will not last long,” said Morigna. “No more than a few days. And if she tries to use her powers even once, the spell will collapse, which would likely result in her immediate transformation.” 
Calliande raised her eyebrows. “Do you have a better idea?”
Morigna scowled at her beer. “No.”
“And she did save your life,” said Calliande. “I believe you are fond of repaying debts.” 
“Very well,” said Morigna, getting to her feet. “I can think of nothing better. And as enjoyable as it is to watch men drink themselves incoherent, I suppose I can find better ways to spend my time.” 
She glanced around the hall, but saw no sign of Ridmark. 
Calliande led her across the tavern and out the back door. They crossed a small courtyard of dry earth and came to a sagging wooden house that held the tavern’s rented rooms. They were ramshackle, but they were nonetheless the finest rooms in Vulmhosk. Though for what Ridmark had paid, Morigna supposed he could have just bought the entire damned village.
She shook her head.
“What is it?” said Calliande.
“I wonder why Otto and Crowlacht do not betray Ridmark,” said Morigna. “Tarrabus left an impressive bounty upon his head.” 
“Because this is what Ridmark does,” said Calliande, opening the door. Beyond stretched a narrow hallway, doors lining either wall. “He convinces people to follow him and believe in his vision. He did it at Dun Licinia when we first met. Sir Joram Agramore commanded the defense against Qazarl, but by the time the battle was done, the men followed Ridmark. Even Sir Joram heeded him. That’s what he did to us too, you know. You could have left at any time.”
Morigna scowled. “I have a debt, and I shall see it discharged.”
Calliande shrugged. “All of us do. I would see the Frostborn stopped, for it is my duty…and I believe Ridmark Arban is the best chance I have to stop the return of the Frostborn.”
Morigna laughed. “Your duty. You do not know that.”
Now it was Calliande’s turn to scowl. “I do.”
“No, you do not,” said Morigna. “You lost your memory, remember?”
“You’re asking me if I remember that I lost my memory?” said Calliande. “You do see the logical error there?”
Morigna rolled her eyes. “Fine. I phrased that imprecisely. But you see my point? You do not remember why you were at the Tower of Vigilance. For all you know, you were the kitchen scullion. The commander’s mistress. Or both. All this talk about your stern duty shall be amusing if you discover that your chief task at the Tower of Vigilance was to scrub the floor…”
Calliande stared at her for a moment, and started to laugh. 
“What?” said Morigna. “What is so funny?” 
“If that is true,” said Calliande, “I shall be immensely relieved. Someone else can have the responsibility, then.” 
“You will not be that fortunate,” said Morigna.
“Alas, likely not,” said Calliande, opening one of the doors. Beyond was a small room with a narrow bed. Mara sat cross-legged upon it, eyes closed, her breathing slow and regular. 
“I could hear you two,” said Mara, her eyes still closed, “coming from a considerable distance.” 
“Then you need not worry that we are assassins of the Red Family come to kill you,” said Morigna.
“Have you been drinking?” said Mara, opening her green eyes.
“No,” said Calliande.
“A little,” said Morigna. “But not enough to affect me. Otto’s beer is deplorably weak.”
“True,” said Mara, “if the two of you were drunk, I fear you would likely try to kill each other.”
“For a woman who could die in the next three days,” said Morigna, “you are annoyingly cheerful.”
Mara smiled. “I have lived with that danger as long as I can remember. I got to see Jager once more. I have repented my sins, and placed my soul in the care of the Dominus Christus. If I die, then I shall die.” She sighed. “Death is better than many other fates that might await me.”
“Hopefully we can stave that off yet,” said Calliande. “The spell we discussed? I think it shall work.”
“Do as you think best,” said Mara. 
“Morigna,” said Calliande.
Morigna nodded, stepped forward, and summoned earth magic, probing Mara and her blood. The half-breed woman’s blood pumped through her veins, blood charged with dark power. Morigna drew on more magic and cast her spell, keeping the dark power in the blood from bonding with Mara’s flesh.
The diminutive woman shivered. “That’s cold.”
“It is done,” said Morigna, and Calliande stepped forward, white light flaring around her fingers as she worked a complex spell of her own. The light jumped from her hands to sink into Mara, fading away as it did so.
“How do you feel?” said Calliande
“Cold,” said Mara, “and a bit…light-headed, I think? Yes, that is the right word. I can still feel the shadows, but it’s like there is a sheet of ice holding them away.”
“The spell should last for a few days,” said Calliande. “It will arrest the transformation, and keep the Artificer from claiming you again. But if you use your power, the spell will break…and I fear your transformation will start irrevocably.” 
“I understand,” said Mara. Remarkably, she smiled. “A few more days with Jager is worth it.”
“Good,” said Calliande.
“This is a blunt question,” said Morigna, “but…what the devil do you see in Jager?”
“Oh?” said Mara.
“Morigna,” said Calliande, but Morigna ignored the warning. 
“He is a thief,” said Morigna. “He talks too much. The man will not shut up for any reason. He has an entirely too high of an opinion of himself. His taste for fine clothing, jewels, and weapons is...ridiculous, frankly. He is reckless to the point of madness, and I will not be surprised if someday he speaks one smart word too many and gets himself killed.” She almost commented upon his height, but Mara was short, too, so Morigna supposed that did not bother the former assassin. 
Mara sighed. “All that is true.”
“So why are you…with him?” said Morigna.
Mara smiled. “He was the first man I ever met who did not try to turn me into a weapon. My father wanted to turn me into a monster. The Matriarch and the Red Brothers made me into an assassin. Rich nobles and merchants used me as a poisoned knife against their enemies. I was sent to kill him, but Jager…Jager never tried to use me as a weapon against his foes. He makes me laugh, yet is brave, brave enough to ignore his fear. There is more to him than you know, Morigna of Moraime, and he has lost as much as I have. As much as any of us.”
“Well spoken,” said Calliande.
“Thank you,” said Mara. She considered for a moment. “Also, he is really quite an excellent lover.”
“I do not want to hear this,” said Morigna, turning towards the door.
Now it was Calliande’s turn to laugh. 
“He was not my first,” said Mara, “but he is my best. His stamina…”
“No,” said Morigna, stepping into the hall and closing the door behind her.
She shook her head and walked for the stairs to the house’s brick cellar, half-amused, half-annoyed with herself. She was not some blushing maiden to faint at the slightest hint of impropriety. Still, she had absolutely no wish to hear about Jager’s exploits with Mara. She descended the stairs to the cellar, to a brick corridor lined with wooden doors, and Morigna chose one at random. The cellar seemed deserted, the air damp and warm, and some solitude would serve her well, she decided. Perhaps some rest, too. The next several days promised to be arduous. 
Morigna opened the door. A blast of hot, wet air washed over her face, and she blinked just in time to see Ridmark emerge from a steaming brick tub of water, his clothes and weapons piled against the wall.
For a moment she stared at him, caught between embarrassment and something else, something that definitely was not embarrassment. He showed no sign of chagrin or surprise, and remained calm as ever. 
Yet he did not look away, either. 
“Ah,” said Morigna at last. Her mouth had gone dry. “I did not know…”
“You spent the last several years living in a cave,” said Ridmark, a note of asperity in his voice. He reached for a towel and began drying off. “So I assume you never learned how to knock.”  
“I did not know anyone was down here,” said Morigna. She desperately wanted to look away from him, but could not seem to manage the will to do it. 
“This is the bathhouse,” said Ridmark. “I was surprised Otto had one.”
“I did not know this was the bathhouse, either,” said Morigna. 
“For a woman so at ease in the woods,” said Ridmark, reaching for his clothing, “I am surprised that you are lost within a building.”
“Well,” said Morigna, recovering some of her poise, “you can consider this balancing the scales.”
“For what?” said Ridmark, pulling on his trousers. The motion made the muscles of his legs and back do interesting things. 
“You already have seen me unclad,” said Morigna, “so this is only just.”
That finally brought a flicker of embarrassment to his face. 
“I suppose so,” said Ridmark. “Though as I mentioned earlier, the paint was in the way.”
“If you wanted to let me paint you,” said Morigna, “we…”
He looked at her, and the moisture fled her mouth again. 
“The women’s bath is at the other end of the hall,” said Ridmark. He stepped to a wooden table and began to rub soap over his jaw and chin. “It is likely in pristine condition, since women rarely come to Vulmhosk. Given that we have spent the last week running back and forth through the forest, I suggest you make use of it.”
“What are you doing?” said Morigna as he picked up a long razor.
“Shaving,” said Ridmark. “My face itches.”
“You do not have a mirror,” said Morigna. “You shall cut yourself.”
He shrugged, his shoulders rippling. “I will make do.”
“Yes, a fine idea,” said Morigna. Before she knew what she was doing, she stepped forward and plucked the razor from his hand. “If you cut yourself and it putrefies, we shall have no one to lead this ragtag little army you have assembled.” 
A quiver of fear shot through her, and she expected him to take the razor back, to demand that she leave at once.
But he did nothing but stare at her.
“Hold still,” said Morigna, and she titled his face to the side and lifted the razor. 
“Do you really know what you are doing?” said Ridmark. 
“I told you to hold still,” she said, gently tugging the razor down his right cheek, the bristles rasping beneath the blade. “And I have done this many times while preparing pelts.”
Ridmark snorted. “That is not reassuring.” 
Morigna put her fingers to his temple and titled his head the other way. “If I had damaged the pelt, I would not have gotten a good price for them in Moraime.”
He made no answer to that, and she worked the razor over his jaw and cheeks inch by inch. She took care on the left side of his face, avoiding the hard ridges of his brand. At last she finished, and she picked up a towel and wiped away the leftover soap. 
“Better?” Morigna said.
“Much,” said Ridmark. “Thank you.”
“It looks smoother,” she said, running a finger along the right side of his jaw. 
“You were right,” said Ridmark. “You do good work.”
“Thank you,” said Morigna, lifting her hand to his cheek, feeling the warmth of his skin beneath her fingers.
“Morigna,” said Ridmark, his voice soft.
Before her courage failed, she leaned up and placed a quick kiss upon his lips. 
She stepped back, her mind racing as fast as her heart. This time she had gone too far. He would push her away, would…
He closed the distance, pulled her close, and kissed her long and hard. A shiver went through Morigna, a warmth spreading from her chest and into her limbs. Her heart thumped hard against her ribs, and…
Ridmark stepped back, shaking his head.
“No,” he said. “This is a bad idea.”
“What?” said Morigna, blinking. Was it something she had done? Or was he thinking of Calliande? Or his dead wife, perhaps?
“We are about to go into battle,” said Ridmark. “And the last time…the last time I did that, she died.” He turned away, leaning on the table. “I’m sorry.”
“Yes,” said Morigna. “Yes, you are right. I am sorry. That was…imprudent, yes. I…will see you tomorrow, when we depart.”
He nodded, not looking up from the table.
Morigna left the bathhouse, went back to the tavern, and sat alone in the corner as Caius and Jager told their tales.
And she wondered what had come over her. 



Chapter 15 - Shadows
Calliande sat in the chair near Mara’s bed, waiting.

“You don’t need to wait here with me,” said Mara, yawning. “I think I shall be fine.” 
“I know,” said Calliande. “But I would like wait until you fall asleep. I want to make sure the spell doesn’t act oddly when you fall unconscious.”
That was the truth, but it was not the entire truth. Calliande wished she could have told Mara more, but she had promised the Watcher that she would never reveal his presence. And she suspected she would hear from the Watcher tonight.
For unless Calliande missed her guess, the Artificer would make another attempt upon Mara. 
Calliande intended to be ready. 
Ridmark had overlooked one thing in his battle plans, one thing he simply could not anticipate. What would the Artificer do once they entered the Iron Tower? Perhaps the ancient spirit cared nothing for the Enlightened of Incariel or the soulstone and would simply ignore the battle. Or perhaps the dark elven wizard would try to claim the soulstone for himself. If the Artificer could control the soulstone, Calliande dreaded to think of what the spirit could do with it. 
“What are you thinking?” murmured Mara, closing her eyes and resting her head against the pillow.
“I was thinking,” said Calliande, “that I fear what might happen if the soulstone falls into Shadowbearer’s grasp, but perhaps I should be more worried that it is already in the hands of the Artificer.”
“He doesn’t have hands,” said Mara. “At least not at the moment.” 
“Nevertheless,” said Calliande.
“I don’t think you need to worry yet,” said Mara.
“Why not?” said Calliande. 
“Because if he could control the soulstone,” said Mara, “I suspect the first thing he would have done was claim me. He can’t rule the world if he’s a ghost trapped in the Iron Tower.” 
“Perhaps,” said Calliande. Mara fell silent, and her breathing slowed. Calliande waited a few minutes, watching as Mara sank into sleep. Then she reached out, placed her hand upon the smaller woman’s forehead, and cast a spell. The spell created a ward around her, linking it to the ward upon Mara’s blood. 
Calliande closed her eyes and put herself into a trance.
And then she fell asleep.
 
###
 
In her sleep she dreamed, and in her dreams the Watcher came to her.
But this time, the Watcher looked surprised. 
“You called me,” he said.
“I did,” said Calliande, the gray mist swirling around her. 
“You’ve never done that before,” said the Watcher. The old man looked pleased. “You…remembered how?”
“No,” said Calliande, looking around in the gray mist. “But I worked it out. You only appeared to me when I am sleeping, never when I am awake. That means you can only access my unconscious mind. Or my conscious mind when it is not fully conscious.” 
“That is clever,” said the Watcher. “But why? I will tell you what I can, though much of what I know is still restricted by your command.”
“I know,” said Calliande. “But this time, I need help, not information.”
She gestured, concentrated, and the mist retreated a few yards, revealing Mara sleeping upon the bed. She looked different in the dream. Her physical appearance had not changed, but a web of shadow and blue fire seemed to pulse and throb just below her skin. A pale haze of white light danced around Mara. The veins of shadow and blue fire tried to expand, soaking into her flesh, but the white glow held them at bay.
Yet with every pulse of the veins, the white glow diminished slightly. It would last for a while longer, but when it failed, only Mara’s will would stand between her and the final transformation. 
“How did you do that?” said the Watcher, peering at the web of spells. 
“Morigna’s magic,” said Calliande. “Her spell filters Mara’s blood, binding itself to the dark elven power in her veins and allowing my ward to stand against it.” 
“A subtle solution,” said the Watcher, “but I fear you place too much trust in the child of dark magic. She loves power far too much.”
“I know,” said Calliande, “but for this, trust is not required. The spells will work together to hold back Mara’s transformation.” 
“It will work,” said the Watcher, “but only for a time. In the end, the spell will fail and her legacy will overcome her.”
Calliande shrugged. “Hopefully it will last until we can get her bracelet back.”
“Even that may not be enough,” said the Watcher. “In the past four days her transformation has advanced farther than it did for all the years she carried her bracelet. The bracelet may no longer have the power to hold it back. She is strong of will, but she cannot deny her nature. Sooner or later it will overwhelm her.” 
“She can fight it,” said Calliande. 
“I fear it is her nature,” said the Watcher with a shake of her head. “She cannot change her nature, much as she might wish to. It has been remarkable that she resisted it for so long. But sooner or later, it will consume her.” 
“Not today, though,” said Calliande, scanning the mists.
She saw a pulse of blue fire in the distance, like the beam of a lighthouse cutting through the fog.
“Why have you summoned me?” said the Watcher, looking at the light.
“Because,” said Calliande, “I am reasonably sure the Artificer will try to possess Mara, and I would like your help to stop him.” 
“That is dangerous,” said the Watcher.
“Obviously,” said Calliande as the blue light brightened. 
“If the Artificer learns of my existence, he might pry the knowledge of Dragonfall from my mind,” said the Watcher. “If he claims a body and reaches Dragonfall before you, if he claims your memory and staff, that would be catastrophic. There would be no one to stop the return of the Frostborn, and the world would perish in ice.” 
“I know,” said Calliande. “But it is a necessary risk. You know everything that I know. We have to get the soulstone back.” She felt the presence of an alien mind brush over her, seeking for Mara. “If we storm the Iron Tower and the Artificer disrupts our attack, Shadowbearer will claim the soulstone. Or the Artificer claims the soulstone for himself and creates an empire of his own. Or, worse, he simply hands it over to Shadowbearer.” 
The Watcher sighed. “All that you say is true. Very well. How can I aid you?”
“Can you lend your strength to mine, if necessary?” said Calliande. The Watcher nodded. “Very well. Conceal yourself from the Artificer. I do not want him to learn of your presence. But if he attacks me, lend me your strength if you think it necessary.”
“May God be with you,” said the Watcher, and he faded into the mists.
Calliande waited before Mara’s bed, holding a spell ready as the blue fire and the alien will swept back and forth. She felt it brush against her like tentacles, like the seeking antennae of some deformed, misshapen insect. It sensed her presence, and she felt the Artificer’s rage and hunger.
And then, all at once, he appeared before her. 
The Artificer, or at least the form the Artificer chose to wear in this dream-place, was at least seven feet tall. His face was long and gaunt and bone-white, his pale-blond hair hanging lose around his shoulders, the tips of his elven ears rising from the pale hair. His eyes were utterly black and empty, colder and darker than Mara’s eyes had been in the grip of her transformation. He wore black clothing beneath a long blue coat with black trim. A memory stirred in Calliande’s mind. Shadowbearer’s long red coat, she realized, was the traditional garb of the high elven archmages.
The archmages of the dark elves wore these blue coats. 
She wondered if the Artificer had truly possessed that kind of power, or if he wore the coat as an affectation.
Most likely she would find out in the next few moments.
The Artificer’s freezing black eyes fixed upon Mara, and then rotated towards Calliande.
“You,” hissed the Artificer, his voice the same deep, rasping whisper that had come from Mara’s throat. “The broken child. The little mageling. The fool playing with the powers of the Well.” 
“You have named me thrice, sir,” said Calliande. “Is that always the custom among the dark elves?”
“Do not play games with me, child,” said the Artificer. “I know what you are. I have seen into the half-breed’s mind, and I hear the thoughts of the short-lived mortal worms that wander the ruins of Urd Mazekathar. You are a human, a short-lived mayfly playing at the games of gods. Worse, you attempt to wield power that you can neither comprehend nor control.” The towering figure took a step towards her, the blue coat stirring in an invisible breeze. “And you dare to challenge me, a true master of magic? Impudent little fool.”
“A true master of magic?” said Calliande, forcing herself to stand firm against the Artificer’s overwhelming aura. “That tower of iron was an impressive feat of sorcery. It must have been a work of great power and skill.”
The Artificer said nothing, but ghostly blue fire began to burn around his long, pale fingers.
“A great feat,” said Calliande, “or you botched the spell, and the Warden imprisoned you here for betraying…”
“The Warden!” spat the Artificer, his voice rising to a roar. “The Warden is a fool. Short-sighted and petty. He is content to rot behind the walls of Urd Morlemoch. I had a vision of the world cleansed of the urdmordar, of the high elves broken, of all other kindreds made our slaves for eternity. The Warden lacked the courage to follow my vision, so he tricked and betrayed me.” 
“That hardly convinces me,” said Calliande, “that you are a master of magic. You were the Warden’s bumbling apprentice, and he…”
The Artificer bellowed in fury, pointed at her, and cast a spell. A lance of dancing blue flame burst from his fingers, and Calliande cast a spell of her own. White light flared around her, and the burst of flame slammed into her ward. The impact rocked her, knocking her back a step, and Calliande gritted her teeth. The Artificer’s strike had been strong…but she had faced far worse. Agrimnalazur had been stronger. 
“I thought a master of magic would have been able to strike harder,” said Calliande.
The bottomless black eyes narrowed. “That is but a fraction of my power.”
“I suspect so,” said Calliande. “You’re much stronger in the Iron Tower…but you were not strong enough to manifest outside the tower of iron. You could keep Mara’s bracelet, but you couldn’t stop her from leaving. And when you are projecting your magic this far from the Iron Tower, I don’t think you’re very strong at all.” 
“She will be mine, foolish mortal,” said the Artificer. “Do you think you can defy me? I shall live again in her flesh, and I shall rule this world.”
“No,” said Calliande.
The Artificer moved closer. “Must we be enemies? I know what you seek. You desire to retrieve the soulstone and thwart the bearer of shadow. Do not lie to me. The bearer of shadow shall summon the Frostborn demons back into this world. You are right to fear them. Long my kindred and I struggled against both the urdmordar and the high elves, and the Frostborn are more potent by far.”
“I thought you would aid Shadowbearer,” said Calliande. “Did he not teach you to worship the great void long ago?”
“I wish to rule this world, not destroy it,” said Artificer, “and my kindred realized too late that the bearer of shadow did not share our desires.” For a moment a strange note entered the rasping voice. Regret, perhaps? “We sought to rule the world, to bring order, to transcend our limitations. The bearer of shadow offered us the power to achieve that. But we learned he wished to destroy the world, not rule it.”
“Why?” said Calliande, baffled. “Why destroy this world?”
“You do not know, do you?” said the Artificer, a malicious amusement replacing the regret in his voice. “Ah, but I can see your aura. You cut out some of your memories, did not you not? Wise of you. For the bearer of shadow could tear them from your thoughts, and you are not strong enough to defy him.” 
Calliande said nothing as the Artificer began to circle to her left, closer to Mara’s bed.
“Why not join me?” said the Artificer. “We both want the same thing, do we not?”
“I don’t want to rule the world,” said Calliande. 
“But we both want to stop the bearer of shadow and reclaim the soulstone,” said the Artificer, “and to keep the Frostborn from destroying our world. Why shall we not work together?”
“Because,” said Calliande, “if you claim Mara’s body and take up the soulstone, you’ll be as ruthless a tyrant as the dark elves of old. Because I don’t believe you when you say you have turned against Shadowbearer. The Enlightened of Incariel operate in the shadows, hiding their true allegiance…and I suspect you are little different.” 
“Then,” said the Artificer, blue fire blazing to life around him, “I shall sweep you from my path.”
He thrust out his hands, but he pointed at Mara, not at Calliande. Shadows burst from him, a hundred different tendrils, and coiled around Mara like hungry serpents. He was trying to possess her, to claim her body for his own as he had done within the Iron Tower. But the white light of Calliande’s ward flared around Mara, repulsing the Artificer’s attack. 
“Now!” said Calliande, raising her hands, and she felt the Watcher’s power flood into her. The Artificer whirled to face her, blue fire crackling around his fingers, but Calliande struck first. A lance of white flame shot from her hands and slammed into the Artificer. The dark elven wizard screamed, trying to summon power for a ward, but Calliande’s magic drilled into him. He was strong, but he had projected himself too far, and could not match her power. More, Calliande’s magic let her harm creatures of dark magic…and the Artificer was nothing but a creature of dark magic. 
The Artificer retreated, arms coming up to ward away the spell, and Calliande poured all her strength into the attack. If she could defeat him here, if she could break his power, perhaps he would be no threat when they reached the Iron Tower…
Then the Artificer vanished into nothingness. 
Calliande let out a long breath and lowered her hands, the white fire fading away. No blue flames burned in the mist, and she saw no trace of the Artificer. She cast a spell, seeking for his dark magic, but she felt nothing but her own wards.
“He is gone.” The Watcher shimmered into existence next to her. “He has fled back to the Iron Tower.”
“That was easier than I expected,” said Calliande. 
The Watcher shook his head, his gray beard rustling against the collar of his white robe. “I fear you gambled correctly. His spirit is bound within the tower of iron, and so far from it his power was weakened. Had you tried that within the Iron Tower itself, he would have crushed you easily.”
Calliande nodded, sobered by the warning. “I will take care.”
“No, you won’t,” said the Watcher. He laughed, his eyes still sad. “In your previous life, you never took care, and you won’t now, I am utterly certain.” He looked at Mara and sighed. “But your efforts shall be in vain.”
“What do you mean?” said Calliande. 
“Even if you retrieve the bracelet, even if it can still hold back her transformation in this advanced stage,” said the Watcher, “it won’t last. Sooner or later the dark elven blood will overwhelm the bracelet.”
“I know,” said Calliande. 
“The sensible thing to do would be to kill her now,” said the Watcher. “Before she transforms and kills everyone she can reach.”
“I know,” said Calliande. “She even asked us to do it. She convinced me that it was the right thing to do. And then…”
“And then the Gray Knight changed your mind,” said the Watcher.
Calliande nodded. “He has…a knack for convincing people of his view.”
“You should be wary of him,” said the Watcher, “and of the child of dark magic.”
“Why?” said Calliande. “I mean, Morigna, I understand why I should be wary of her. But Ridmark? Ridmark is not an evil man.”
“No,” said the Watcher, “but he is a wounded man. That is why he is trying to save Mara, why he saved you and the child of dark magic. He could not save his wife, so he tries to save others again and again, though it shall never bring him any peace.” 
“Given that he saved my life, repeatedly,” said Calliande with some acerbity, “perhaps you should not criticize him.” 
“I do not criticize him,” said the Watcher, “for I, too, have known grief. But I do counsel you that it is unwise to give your heart to such a man. He cannot accept it, and it will wound you terribly.” 
“If you could tell me if I was married,” said Calliande, “if there was someone else who already had a prior claim on my heart, then the problem would resolve itself.”
He closed his eyes. “I cannot. By your own command.” 
“I know,” said Calliande, but her hand tightened into a fist with frustration. 
“May God go with you, Calliande,” said the Watcher. “And beware Mara. You mean the best. She means the best. But that means little when weighed against the dark power within her.” 
The dream faded away.
Calliande awoke with a lurch, blinking. Mara lay asleep in the bed, her chest rising and falling. The sun had gone down, and pale moonlight leaked through the windows. It had a blue tinge, which meant that Aqaeus, the moon of water, had risen tonight, accompanied by…three or four others. She could never keep track of the calculations to predict the comings and goings of the various moons. 
She stood and yawned in silence. She felt worse than she had before falling asleep. Which was not surprising, since working magic while conscious was tiring, and doing so while unconscious had to be as much of an exertion. Calliande slipped out of Mara’s room and made her way to her own room down the hall. She needed her rest. Tomorrow, they would set out for the Iron Tower once more.
And then, one way or another, they would see this done.



Chapter 16 - Water Gate
Three days after leaving Vulmhosk, Ridmark stood on the prow of Smiling Otto’s boat. 

It was the same boat that had carried them to Coldinium after Mournacht’s attack on Vulmhosk, and Otto had loaded it up with a fresh supply of cargo. The Dux of Caerdracon sent supplies to the Tower from Coldinium, but the soldiers of the garrison had wants that the Dux’s supplies did not meet. Such as barrels of powerful spirits, produced in the villages of the Wilderland near Vulmhosk. Or certain elixirs brewed from the herbs and flowers of the Wilderland, drugs that dulled pain or induced sleep or enhanced a man’s prowess with a woman. Bundles of pelts taken from the beasts of the Wilderland, pelts the men-at-arms could resell in Coldinium. Nuggets of gold and silver taken from abandoned dvargir mines, or relics looted from dark elven ruins. 
Smiling Otto himself stood on the prow of the boat, his coat flapping in the breeze.
“And there it is,” murmured Otto.
The Iron Tower rose from the shore a mile ahead, the massive iron monolith of its central tower stark against the blue afternoon sky. The castra’s watchtower-lined curtain walls extended to the very edge of the rippling waters. Yet a barbican jutted from the walls and into the lake itself, the only entrance a single massive arch sealed off by an iron portcullis. It created a fortified harbor within the lake itself, allowing the Tower to take on supplies with ease even when besieged.
It also meant any boat that entered the barbican was at the mercy of the Tower. Ridmark saw the ballistae and catapults waiting atop the walls. Likely the engines were there to defend from any raiders upon the lake, but they could just as easily be turned against any boats within the barbican.
Such as boats that happened to be carrying the Constable’s bitter enemies.
“You needn’t have brought all this cargo here,” said Ridmark. “If the Tower falls, you can steal it all back anyway.”
“Aye,” said Otto, “but it would look suspicious if we showed up with an empty boat. The Constable is not a sociable sort, but so long as we amply bribe him with spirits and silver, he welcomes our merchandise.” 
Ridmark nodded, his eyes tracing the lines of the engines upon the walls.
“You had best go below and hide,” said Otto. “If any of those men-at-arms recognize you, we’ll be dead in short order. Don’t come out again until the boat is unloaded. The only way into the courtyard from the harbor is a flight of stairs that leads up from the quay to an inner gate.”
“Guarded?” said Ridmark.
“Rarely,” said Otto. “The garrison expects attack from the north, not the south. They keep a watch upon the lake walls, but the inner gate is hardly ever closed.” He looked up at Ridmark, his scar twisting his smile into a smirk. “Unless you have spooked them so badly they close the gate at night.” 
“If it comes to that, we’ll handle it then,” said Ridmark. 
“They won’t let us stay in the barbican overnight,” said Otto. “Usually they’ll have us put out to the lake, and we’ll drop anchor and continue west once the sun comes up. You have only a short time to get into the castra proper before we leave.”
Ridmark nodded. “We’ll be quick.”
“And if you’re caught,” said Otto, “we’ve never met, and I had no idea you and your villainous cohorts hid yourselves aboard my boat.”
“Agreed,” said Ridmark. 
“Go hide,” said Otto. “If one of the sentries happens to spot a man in a gray cloak with a staff, they’ll likely start throwing ballista bolts at us.”
Ridmark nodded, wove his way through the bales of cargo upon the deck, and descended to the hold. More stacked cargo filled most of the space. Jager sat against one of the walls, cleaning and polishing his daggers, his eyes distant. 
Morigna stood nearby, her head bowed, both hands on her staff. Ridmark felt a peculiar tangle of emotion as he looked at her.
They had not spoken at any length since leaving Vulmhosk, since the night of their kiss. There had been too much work to do, and they hadn’t been alone since boarding the boat and sending Calliande, Caius, Gavin, Kharlacht, and Mara with Crowlacht’s warband. There had been no chance to talk.
And no chance for anything else to happen. Not that Ridmark wanted anything else to happen.
No, that was a lie. 
But he knew it was for the best. Calliande had been one matter. She bore a heavy responsibility, and once she recovered her staff and memory she might recall that she had a husband and children hidden in some other ruin. It had hurt to push her away, but it had been for the best. She had responsibilities. She didn’t know herself, not truly. It was for the best.
And it was for the best to push Morigna away. She was abrasive and prickly, and she loved power entirely too much, was too willing to kill as the easiest solution to a problem. And she was brave and bold, willing to stand defiant against powerful enemies. She moved like a ghost through the trees, and he had been astonished to find that she could keep up with him while hunting. 
And her kiss had been like fire against his mouth and lightning down his veins, and it had taken every last shred of self-control he possessed to keep from taking her right there next to the bath.
Her black eyes met his, and he felt an echo of that fire. 
“We ought to remain out of sight for now,” said Ridmark, gesturing toward the rear of the hold. “We’ll dock at the Iron Tower within a few moments. Then Otto will unload his goods and gouge Sir Paul for every penny.”
“A waste of time,” said Jager, checking one last dagger and sliding it into its sheath. “He can steal all the money once the Tower falls.”
Morigna scowled. “Likely he wishes to ensure that he comes out of this with some profit if we fail.”
“A sensible attitude,” said Ridmark. “The men-at-arms will unload the boat, and then Otto will head to the open lake. We will have to be within the Iron Tower by then.”  
“And how shall we accomplish that?” said Jager.
“With disguises,” said Ridmark, reaching into one of the bundles of cargo. 
He drew out a chain mail hauberk, removed his leather jerkin, and donned the armor and the quilted gambeson beneath it. Then he pulled on a blue tabard adorned with the black dragon sigil of Caerdracon. 
“A disguise,” said Jager. “Clever enough. I suppose Morigna and I shall be your prisoners?” 
“Not quite,” said Ridmark, handing Morigna a coat of leather armor. She removed her tattered cloak and donned the coat, its steel studs glinting in the dim light, its edge hanging to her knees. Heavy leather bracers went on her forearms, and she donned a blue tabard with Tarrabus’s sigil. With the addition of a cloak and a quiver at her belt, her black hair pulled back into a tail, she could pass as a short man. If one did not look too closely. 
“That will never work,” said Jager. “You obviously walk like a woman.”
“A cloak will help with that, one suspects,” said Morigna, hanging a green cloak from her shoulders. With the leather armor, she looked like a scout returned from the forest. Hopefully no one would question why a scout was aboard Otto’s boat. 
“And I am too short to pass as a man-at-arms,” said Jager. “Or a woman-at-arms, if anyone looks at Morigna too closely.” 
“No,” said Ridmark, producing a tarp and looping his staff around it. “You will not disguise yourself as a man-at-arms, but as cargo.”
Jager looked at the tarp and sighed. “Truly?” 
“Unless you can think of a better way to get into the Iron Tower,” said Ridmark. 
“Unfortunately not,” said Jager. He sighed and lay down upon the tarp. “Truly, we do mad things for love. Mad, mad things.” 
“Aye,” said Ridmark. 
“One thing,” said Morigna. “That tower of iron? Do not touch it. I worked the spell to sense magic earlier, and it is radiating dark magic like heat from a forge.”
Ridmark frowned. “Was it doing that the day we found Mara?”
“No,” said Morigna. “I would have felt it otherwise. Which makes me wonder what has changed.”
Ridmark nodded. It was another danger. But so long as the Artificer remained a disembodied spirit, hopefully he could not work any harm. 
They waited as the boat came to a stop, and Ridmark heard the faint thump as it bounced off the quay. Men shouted as the lines were tied, and the deck shuddered as men strode aboard. Shadows appeared at the stairs leading up to the deck, and men-at-arms in blue Carhaine tabards descended, hauling bundles of cargo up to the deck.
“Now,” said Ridmark.
Jager went rigid, and Ridmark wrapped him in the tarp, threading his staff through the heavy canvas cloth, and Morigna followed suit with her staff. He waited, watching as four men-at-arms began wrestling a barrel up the stairs to the deck, and then nodded to Morigna. She took one end of the staves, and Ridmark the other, and they lifted Jager in the tarp. To anyone watching, it would look as if they were carrying a bundle of cargo.
Morigna grunted. “What did you eat for breakfast, master thief? A bucket of mud?”
“If you were not so weak and feeble,” said Jager, “then…”
“For God’s sake, be quiet,” said Ridmark, and he started forward, Jager swinging in his tarp. “And hold still.” 
He made his way across the hold and followed the men to the deck, Jager swaying back and forth behind him in the tarp. The sun stabbed into Ridmark’s eyes, and he saw that the boat had pulled within the Iron Tower’s lakeside barbican, bobbing next to a stone quay. A flight of broad stairs led to a gate in the curtain wall, and groups of men-at-arms moved up the steps, carrying barrels and bundles. 
Ridmark pulled up the cowl of his cloak, hoping it would conceal the brand upon his face. 
Otto stood on the quay, speaking with a stout, florid-faced man in the gleaming steel plate and blue surcoat of a knight. The knight’s eyes turned towards Ridmark, his jowly face darkening with a scowl. Ridmark tensed. Did the knight recognize him? 
“Eh?” said the knight. “What’s this? An extra bundle?”
Otto clapped the knight on the shoulder, which required him to strain on his tiptoes. “Good news for you, sir. Cured wyvern meat. A fortunate hunter managed to take down one of the beasts.”
The knight grinned behind his bushy mustache. “Any leather, then? There is nothing tougher than leather made from a wyvern’s scales.”
“I fear not, sir,” said Otto. “The hunter kept it all for himself, the selfish bastard. But wyvern meat is something of a delicacy, so I had some it cured in hopes of presenting it you in gratitude for all of your…discretion.”
“Yes, I see,” said the knight. “Very well. You two, take that bundle up to the kitchens. Tell the cooks to prepare it for my evening meal.”
“As you say, sir knight,” said Ridmark, bowing his head, and walked with Morigna toward the stairs. They climbed alongside the other men-at-arms, ignoring their grumbles and complaints, and passed through the gate and into the inner courtyard. The massive tower of iron rose in front of them, dark and scarred and grim. Four drum towers sat clustered at the base of the iron monolith, and its bulk made the drum towers look like a child’s toy. Ridmark’s eyes flicked over the towers, nothing the details. The one on the left would hold the armory. The one on the right likely held the quarters for the Constable and the other high officers. The great hall faced the northern gate, and the kitchens would likely be near it. Ridmark circled around the base of the towers, and Morigna followed him, wincing a bit as she shifted Jager’s weight upon the staves. 
Ridmark circled to the northern half of the courtyard, sweat trickling beneath his shoulder blades. More men-at-arms went about their tasks, and others stood upon the wall, keeping watch to the north. None of them bothered to look into the courtyard, but there was a good chance at least some of the men had been at Dun Licinia during Mhalek’s attack, or had accompanied Tarrabus Carhaine to Coldinium.
If any of them recognized Ridmark, they would have to fight their way out. That would likely end in their deaths.
He saw the great hall jutting from the base of the tower of iron, a long rectangle of mortared stone with a tiled roof. Six men-at-arms stood on guard before the doors, hands resting upon their sword hilts. That was peculiar – usually a castra’s great hall stood open during the day. 
Perhaps Paul had the soulstone secured within the great hall. Which meant that Tzoragar and his dvargir warriors were likely within. 
Ridmark spotted the kitchens, a long, low building standing near the great hall. A small courtyard stood between two of the drum towers, and the kitchens filled most of the space. Chickens pecked at the hard-packed earth, and barrels stood stacked against the brick wall. Ridmark led Morigna around the barrels, out of sight of the main courtyard. 
“Here,” said Ridmark, lowering his end of the staves. Morigna nodded and stooped, letting the staves fall the rest of the way to the earth, and Jager emitted a quiet yelp. A moment later he emerged from the tarp, scowling at Morigna.
“Did you drop me on purpose?” he said, getting to his feet.
“Are you so heavy on purpose?” said Morigna.
“Enough,” said Ridmark, picking up his staff and the tarp. Leaving it abandoned in the courtyard might draw suspicion. Morigna plucked up her staff and examined it for damage. “We need a hiding place. This way.”
He hurried across the narrow courtyard to one of the drum towers. A narrow, iron-bound wooden door stood in the tower’s base, the wood splintered and old. Ridmark tried the handle, but the door was locked.
“Jager,” he said.
“Child’s play,” said Jager, producing a lockpick with a flourish. He went to work, poking and prodding his tools into the keyhole. “Damned rust.” Ridmark shot a glance over his shoulder. No one had noticed them yet, but if anyone emerged from the kitchens, or if the florid-faced knight came looking for his wyvern meat…
A metallic click came to his ears. 
“There,” said Jager with satisfaction. The door swung open, flakes of rust falling from its hinges. Ridmark pushed Jager through the door, and then went through with Morigna, swinging the door shut behind him and securing the lock. A gloomy staircase descended into a dank cellar, the ceiling supported by thick stone pillars. A few pale rays of sunlight leaked through a pair of high, narrow windows. The cellar held a miscellaneous array of supplies – moldering bundles of hay, empty barrels, rusting gears for the catapults and ballistae. To judge from the dust, no one had been down here for some time. 
“This should make a satisfactory hiding place,” said Jager. “How did you know to come down here?”
“The dirt below the door,” said Ridmark. “It hadn’t been opened in a while. Morigna.”
She nodded and cast a spell, whispering under her breath, her eyelids fluttering.
“Nothing,” she said. “No dvargir here. It is safe to wait.”
“Well,” said Jager, settling down against the wall. “Whatever shall we talk about?”
“Nothing,” said Ridmark. “Noise might draw attention. We shall wait until midnight and make our way to the gatehouse.”
“And if someone comes down to the cellar?” said Jager. “It would be just our luck that somebody happens to need a bundle of moldering straw.”
“Then we overpower him and secure him here,” said Ridmark. He paced to the stairs and tossed the tarp into a corner, his staff ready in his hand. “Meanwhile, we wait.”
Jager sighed. “I always seem to get carried into the Iron Tower. So undignified.”
“If all goes well,” said Ridmark, “you’ll leave with Mara’s bracelet.”
“Ridmark,” said Morigna. 
He turned to look at her.
“If it comes to a fight,” said Morigna, “we will have to kill our foes.”
“Just as you were so eager to kill Mara?” said Jager. 
“And are you so eager to show these men mercy?” said Morigna. “You remember what they did to you. And Mara was hardly in the best of health when she came to us. But perhaps you have taken the church’s teachings of forgiveness to heart, and when you see Sir Paul Tallmane you will beg his pardon for burning his domus to the ground.” 
“Quiet,” said Ridmark. “You can argue later, when we are not surrounded by hundreds of foes that mean to kill us. If we are discovered, we shall have to fight. So we shall do our utmost not be discovered.”
He turned back to the stairs, gripped his staff with both hands, and waited.
 
###
 
Paul Tallmane sat alone in his chambers atop the drum tower.
He was cold, so cold…but that did not trouble him in the slightest.
In fact, the cold made him feel stronger than he had ever been in his life. 
The Constable’s apartments were the most comfortable chambers in this entire dismal heap of stone and iron, but Paul was used to the more luxurious accommodations he had enjoyed back in Castra Marcaine. Still, the chamber had a balcony and its own fireplace, a desk, a set of cushioned chairs, and a bed large enough for three.
Not that Paul had ever been able to enjoy female company in this godforsaken wilderness. If he wanted a woman, he had to travel to Coldinium and visit the brothel there. He would have enjoyed Jager’s whore, but the Dux had commanded that she was to be left unharmed until he gave instructions otherwise, and that under no circumstances was anyone to remove that green bracelet of hers.
Well, she had escaped. Paul ought to have disobeyed the Dux and had her brought to his bed. On the plus side, sitting alone in his bedchamber had its advantages. He could drink in peace without that damnable fool Marcast Tetricus hovering over his shoulder and asking questions and making suggestions and putting his nose where it did not belong. Really, Paul only had two pleasures as the Constable of the Iron Tower. One was hunting. The other was locking himself in his bedchamber and drinking until he passed out. Which gave Paul an excellent chance to listen to the marvelous voice inside of his head, the voice that called itself the Artificer.
It should have concerned him. Hearing voices was a sign of madness, and at first he had wondered if becoming an Initiated of the Third Circle had damaged his mind. Certainly some of the other Initiated he had met did not seem particularly stable. But the voice claimed to belong to the spirit of a millennia-dead wizard of the dark elves, and Paul was sure he would not have hallucinated the voice of a dead dark elf. 
And for some reason listening to the voice pleased him. 
“Then you were a prisoner here,” said Paul, taking another long drink of wine. He had not bothered to mix it, and the undiluted wine burned down his throat.
“I was betrayed,” said the Artificer’s deep whisper, “and left to slumber through the long millennia as the urdmordar dominated this world. When the half-breed crossed the portal and entered the ruins of Urd Mazekathar, I was awakened.”
“Ah,” said Paul. “I knew I should have killed her.” 
“I could not speak to you earlier,” said the Artificer. “But then the bearer of shadow bestowed power upon you, giving your soul a channel to the great void…and I could access your thoughts.”
“So now here you are,” said Paul, “promising me the world and all the kingdoms thereof.” 
He did like the thought of that. 
“You could rule this world,” said the Artificer. 
“I am a loyal man of the Dux Tarrabus of the Carhainii,” said Paul, belching. He finished off his wine and poured himself another cup. 
“Yes, your master,” said the Artificer. “A master who esteems you so much that he has sent you from the heart of your realm to this wretched outpost on the edge of the wilderness. Tell me, how much loyalty do you feel to such a master as that?”
The Dux had never treated Paul badly. Tarrabus Carhaine valued loyalty above all things, and was willing to forgive the failures of his servants so long as they did not betray him. And despite Paul’s occasional (and excusable) failures, he had remained in the Dux’s favor. Yet had the Dux ever rewarded him as his talents deserved? By now Paul ought to have been named a Comes, or one of the household officials of Castra Carhaine. Instead Paul had been named the Constable of the Iron Tower and shunted off to the desolation of the Wilderland, left to fight Mhorites and Vhaluuskans and kobolds raiding out of the wild lands. 
“I feel,” said Paul, gesturing with his wine cup, “that he has not rewarded me as he ought.”
“Are you a dog, to beg scraps from your master?” said the Artificer. “You should take what is yours. You could rule a realm of your own, all the lands from Urd Mazekathar to the southern sea. All this can be yours if you but reach out and take it!” 
“No,” said Paul, “no, it can’t.” The Artificer’s words stirred something in his memory. The tale of the Dominus Christus’s temptation in the desert, which he had heard from the village priest of Caudea as a child. Of course, he had thought the priest’s teachings to be rubbish even then, and that was before Tarrabus had inducted him in the Enlightened. Had any priest of the church ever wielded power to match that of an Initiated?
Yet the Artificer’s words seemed similar to the temptations the Dominus Christus had experienced in the desert. 
“Why not?” said the Artificer.
“Because,” said Paul, “I am only a knight and an Initiated of the Third Circle. Tarrabus is the Lord of House Carhainii, the Dux of Caerdracon, and the Initiated of the Seventh Circle. And when Shadowbearer takes the soulstone, Tarrabus will be the High King.”
“Then he is stronger than you?” said the Artificer.
“Obviously,” said Paul, draining and then refilling his wine cup. “For the undead spirit of an ancient wizard, you are remarkably obtuse.” 
“But you can be stronger,” said the Artificer, “if you but accept my power.”
Paul laughed. “Come now, sir. I’m sure your power will have a price. Or you’ll want something from me. I haven’t lived this long by betraying Tarrabus Carhaine, and I certainly will not start now.”
“You are wise to doubt me,” said the Artificer, “but my words are sincere. Take my power, and the world shall be yours. Tarrabus Carhaine shall bow before you, and whatever you wish shall be yours for the taking.”
“How very generous,” said Paul, wondering why the Artificer’s words did not alarm him. They really should have. No one offered power without a price.
Yet he could not bring himself to care. A side effect of his new power, perhaps?
“To prove my good faith,” said the Artificer, “I shall give you a warning.”
“Of what?” said Paul, casting aside an empty wineskin and reaching for another. 
“Of the impending attack,” said the Artificer. “Your foes and mine shall assail the walls of this fortress tonight, within a matter of hours.”
“I’m sure,” said Paul. 
“Your scouts have grown lax,” said the Artificer, “and failed to notice the raiders gathering in the woods. Soon they will strike.” 
“I very much doubt,” said Paul, “that they have enough men to get over the walls.” He took a sip of the wine and winced. It wasn’t as good as the wine from the first skin. “And if they do attack, the crossbowmen and the engines will make short work of them.” 
“Are you so sure?” said the Artificer.
“Entirely,” said Paul. “I suppose you’ll offer me your power next, and then I’ll accept it in desperation and you’ll exact your price.” He snorted. “I am not so much a fool as you think.”
“Presumably not,” said the Artificer. Was there a note of mockery in that rasping whisper? “But you shall see soon enough.”
Paul hesitated, a hint of unease worming into the chill of the shadows filling him. Perhaps he ought to check. Command the guards to extra vigilance. 
But why bother? No one would attack the Iron Tower. Who would bother? Ridmark, yes, but Ridmark was a renegade with a ragged band of fools. Let him make all the mischief he wanted outside the walls. If he tried to break into the Iron Tower, the guards would kill him, and if he actually got past the guards, Tzoragar and the dvargir would dispose of him in short order. 
And if not…why, Paul would just have to kill the Gray Knight himself. 
The power of the shadows filling him made his victory certain.
He found himself looking forward to it.
Paul smiled and took another drink of wine as he contemplated that pleasant thought.
 
###
 
“Now,” said Ridmark.
It was almost midnight, and the only light was the pale blue glow of moonlight through the narrow windows. Morigna got to her feet at once, while Jager yawned and stood.
“Close to midnight,” said Jager. “The ideal time for thievery.” His grin flashed in the gloom. “You have natural instincts for this sort of thing, Gray Knight.”
“How splendid to know,” said Morigna, “that if we do in fact save the world from the Frostborn, the Gray Knight can turn to petty burglary to finance his retirement.” 
Jager’s grin turned in her direction. “Though if you need to provide for yourself in your old age, Morigna dear, Mara and I shall hire you to stand in our gardens to scare away crows.”
“You, little thief,” said Morigna, “could not afford me.”
“Let’s go,” said Ridmark. 
He glided up the stairs and opened the lock, pushing the door open as silently as he could manage. The small courtyard was deserted, though he saw the dull glare of the ovens’ flames from the kitchens. Ridmark led the way to the main courtyard, and then risked a quick walk to the base of the curtain wall. Fortunately, no one noticed them. The night guards had their attention on the forests. Ridmark circled around the base of the wall, Morigna and Jager following him. He scanned the ramparts as his eyes adapted to the pale, blue-tinted moonlight. He saw no guards upon the ramparts of the northern wall, but firelight flickered in the windows of the towers over the gate. The guards would be within.
Unfortunately, so was the mechanism for the gate’s portcullis. 
Ridmark let out a long breath. They would have to overpower the guards, open the gate, and hold it open until Crowlacht and the others got inside. He looked at the gate towers for a moment, thinking. 
Then he turned to whisper in Morigna’s ear.
“Your sleeping mist,” said Ridmark. “Can you cast it through the door?”
She thought for a moment. “I think so. It will likely be effective, as the mist will be concentrated in a confined area.” 
He nodded and stooped to whisper in Jager’s ear. “Morigna will stun the guards. When she does, secure them. I will open the gate.”
“And then?” said Jager.
“And then we send the signal,” said Ridmark, “and hold the gate until Crowlacht arrives with Calliande and the others.” 
“The signal is likely to draw attention,” said Jager.
“Aye,” said Ridmark, “which is why we shall have to fight.”
Jager nodded in the darkness and took a deep breath. “Well. Let’s get on with it, shall we? I’d like to give Mara a bracelet by dawn.”
Ridmark expected Morigna to make another cutting remark, but she only nodded, her face set in the hard mask she assumed when going into danger. He beckoned, and they climbed the stairs to the ramparts. Beyond the battlements Ridmark saw the dark forests of the Wilderland, eerie in the pale moonlight. There was no sign of Crowlacht’s warband, though that meant nothing. The cunning old headman knew how to keep his warriors in order. 
Ridmark strode along the ramparts until they came to the door of the western gate tower. It was closed and locked, firelight leaking through the narrow windows. Ridmark gestured to Morigna, and she crept forward, craning her neck to peer through the window into the guard room. Then she closed her eyes and started gesturing with her free hand, murmuring under her breath as she summoned magical force. Purple fire blazed around her fingers, and she pointed at the gatehouse. The light from the windows dimmed as the guard room filled with mist, and Ridmark heard a muffled shout of alarm, followed by the clatter of armor as the guards collapsed. He looked around, wondering if the purple light or the shouts had attracted notice, but the Iron Tower remained quiet.
So far. 
“Hurry,” murmured Morigna. “It will not last for long.”
“Jager,” said Ridmark. 
The halfling thief nodded, produced his tools, and went to work. In short order he opened the lock, and Ridmark pushed through the door and into the guardroom. The room was round, with a table in the center and racks of spears and crossbows upon the wall. Five men-at-arms lay slumped on the floor, unconscious from Morigna’s spell. Jager started tying them up, using their belts to bind their hands and wrists and stacking their weapons upon the table. Ridmark crossed the guard room and opened the door on the far side. Beyond was a rectangular room over the gate itself, the walls lined with a clever array of gears and chains and counterweights. The machine would let one man raise or lower the portcullis and open the gates unaided. 
“Go to the top of the gate tower,” said Ridmark, “and light the signal fire on the count of ninety. When you do I’ll open the gate.”
“Why not do it now?” said Morigna. 
“Because,” said Ridmark, “the moment that signal fire goes up, every man-at-arms and knight in the Iron Tower will realize the gates are open. We’ll have to hold them off until Crowlacht can arrive. Go.”
She ran from the room, and Ridmark began counting, moving to the two massive steel levers in the center of the floor. At the count of ninety, he gripped one of the levers and pulled with all his strength, his muscles straining. For a moment the lever did not move, and then shifted toward him with a massive, resonant click. Clanging noises rose around him, and the gears upon the wall began to spin, the chains rattling as the machinery raised the portcullis.
Ridmark looked around in dismay. He had not realized that the apparatus would be so damned loud. The other guards would surely notice the noise. A sudden shout came to his ears, and Ridmark saw a door on the eastern side of the lever room.
He had made a mistake. The gate had two towers. Both towers would be manned. Morigna had neutralized one, but not the other. 
He took his staff in both hands.
The door burst open a moment later, and five men-at-arms raced into the lever room, skidding to a stop when they saw Ridmark. They wore chain mail and blue tabards. 
“Leave,” said Ridmark. “Now. No one need die today. The Constable is a servant of dark powers.”
“It’s him,” said one of the men-at-arms. “The Gray Knight.”
“Kill him!” shouted another. “Kill him and the Dux’s reward shall be ours!” 
The men-at-arms charged, and Ridmark jumped into motion.
He dodged the first thrust of a sword, his staff moving in a blur, and shattered the man’s hand. The man-at-arms fell with a bellow of furious pain, clutching his broken hand, and the other end of Ridmark’s staff slammed into his temple and sent him sprawling. The remaining four men-at-arms fanned out around Ridmark, trying to surround him, but he whipped his staff in a circle, the blur of the weapon driving them back. Before they recovered their balance, Ridmark charged to his left, his staff striking the knee of the nearest man. The man-at-arms bellowed, and Ridmark finished him off with a strike to the head, reversing his staff to deflect a sword thrust aimed at his back. 
The other three men attacked in a rush, and Ridmark retreated, his staff blurring right and left. They were driving him toward the whirling gears and clanking chains of the machinery. If his cloak got caught in the gears, or worse, his leg, the fight and then his life would be over in short order. 
He feinted to the right, and his target flinched. Ridmark changed course at the last second, his staff striking left, the power of his blow ripping the sword from the hands of a man-at-arms. The blade struck the gears with a clang and bounced away, and Ridmark drove the end of his staff into the man’s stomach. The man-at-arms doubled over with a wheeze, and Ridmark brought his staff down across the back of his neck.
The man-at-arms collapsed, but the remaining two kept attacking. Ridmark retreated, the clank and groan of the gears filling his ears.
Then one of the men-at-arms stiffed with a scream of pain, and Jager appeared behind him, sword and dwarven dagger dripping with blood. Jager stabbed again, and the man-at-arms collapsed. The final man-at-arms threw himself at Ridmark with a terrified scream, and Ridmark dodged. The man-at-arms lost his balance and stumbled, falling face-first into the gears.
There was a hideous crunching noise, a spray of crimson mist, and then the headless corpse fell to the floor. 
“God and the apostles,” said Jager, stepping away from the corpse. “A bad way to go.” 
“There are better ones,” said Ridmark. The western door burst open, and he lifted his staff. But Morigna came running into the room, her own staff at the ready. 
“Ridmark!” said Morigna. “What happened?”
“I miscalculated,” said Ridmark. “Did you light the signal fire?”
“Aye,” said Morigna. 
“Any sign of Crowlacht yet?” said Ridmark.
“No,” said Morigna, “but it is so dark in the woods I could not see. But the gate was noisy, and the fire was visible. The castra is roused, and…”
The clanking of the gears faded as the gates finished opening, and the sound of horns rang over the Iron Tower. 
The guards were calling the men to battle.
“Now what?” said Jager.
“Barricade the doors, both of them,” said Ridmark. “Now we hold this room until Crowlacht and the others arrive.”



Chapter 17 - Assault
Mara crept through the gloom of the darkened forest, gazing at the shadowy bulk of the Iron Tower. No fires burned upon the castra’s walls, though she saw lights in the windows of the gate towers. She thought that foolish. The firelight would hinder the guards’ night vision. Perhaps Sir Paul Tallmane was too lax to care. 

Certainly he had been too lax to send out patrols. Crowlacht had dispatched scouts, seeking for any sign of the Iron Tower’s garrison, but they had found none. She thought Paul would have sent out men to recapture her, but apparently Paul had given up. 
Which would have been something of a relief, were she not about to walk boldly into the Iron Tower. 
Calliande thought that Paul had given up on finding Mara or Ridmark, and intended to wait behind the walls of the Iron Tower until Shadowbearer arrived for the soulstone.
And as Mara looked again at the strong, grim walls of the Iron Tower, she had to admit that was a good plan. 
She turned and crept back through the trees until she found Crowlacht and Calliande. The orcish headman stood as silent and motionless as a statue of steel, his gleaming plate armor hidden beneath a rough cloak. Calliande waited at his side, the hood of her green cloak thrown back, her blue eyes narrowed. Gavin, as ever, waited near the Magistria, his hand never far from the hilt of his sword. Kharlacht stood with Crowlacht, waiting with grim patience. There was no sign of Brother Caius. Likely he was circulating among the mercenaries, offering prayers and hearing confessions before the men went into battle.
Going into battle had a way of turning a man’s mind toward his mortality.
“Nothing yet,” said Mara. “No fires.”
“What do we do now?” said Gavin.
Crowlacht shrugged. “We wait, my boy. We wait.” He squinted at the sky, his black eyes reflecting the pale moonlight. “It is not yet midnight. We shall wait until we see the signal fire and the gate opens.”
“And if it does not?” said Gavin.
“Then the Gray Knight and his companions are likely dead,” said Crowlacht. Mara felt a ripple of fear-tinged admiration for Jager, walking so boldly into the place where he had suffered so much.
“He will succeed,” said Gavin.
“Most probably,” said Crowlacht, and Kharlacht nodded. “Your Gray Knight has performed some remarkable feats.” He stretched. “The waiting before the fighting, that is the hardest part.”
Calliande caught Mara’s eye and beckoned, and Mara went to join the Magistria. They walked away a few paces.
“How do you feel?” said Calliande.
“Well enough,” said Mara. “Cold. But the shadows haven’t tried to overwhelm me, and I haven’t felt the Artificer’s presence in days.” She wondered at that. Surely the Artificer would have tried to break through Calliande’s spells. Perhaps the Magistria’s magic had been enough to drive off the malevolent spirit.
Or perhaps the Artificer was busy with something else. 
“Nothing at all?” said Calliande.
Mara shook her head. 
“That tower is crawling with dark magic,” said Calliande. “I can sense it from here. Even Morigna would not have missed that, which means the power has awakened since we departed from here. The Artificer is doing something.”
Mara nodded. “I shall be careful.”
“Are you sure you do not want to remain here?” said Calliande. “If the Artificer is preparing some dark magic for you, it will be harder for him to reach you outside the walls.”
“You are risking your life on my behalf, as are the others,” said Mara. “I cannot wait in safety while you do that. And,” she shrugged, “if I transform, if the shadows overwhelm me…you’re the only one who can kill me. I need to be near you for that.” 
Calliande said nothing. 
“I know it weighs heavily upon your conscience,” said Mara. “But you had every reason to kill me when we met…and even more reason to do so if I transform. Please. If it comes to it…kill me quickly, before I have the chance to hurt or kill anyone. I was an assassin of the Red Family for years.” She spread her hands. “There is already enough innocent blood upon my hands, and I want to spill no more upon them before I face the last judgment.” 
“You have my promise,” said Calliande. She took a deep breath. “But only if it becomes necessary. And not a moment sooner.”
“Thank you,” said Mara. 
“Stay near me,” said Calliande. “If the Artificer’s spirit comes for you, I might be able to ward it away. And do not fight, not unless it is necessary. I suspect violence would…excite the shadows.”
“You suspect correctly,” said Mara. She had always avoided fighting unless absolutely necessary, preferring to take her targets from ambush and surprise. Yet it had always been easier to draw the shadows around her when in combat.
But she did not have the bracelet to keep them at bay now.
“Once the Tower is secured, we will locate the bracelet,” said Calliande.
“You should find the soulstone first,” said Mara.
“There’s no danger that the soulstone will transform and kills us all,” said Calliande.
She had a point. “But I know where the bracelet is. It’s in the tower of iron itself. We will have to repel the Artificer’s magic to obtain it.”
“Leave that to me,” said Calliande, flexing her fingers. 
“He is powerful,” said Mara.
“I know,” said Calliande, “but without a body through which to channel his magic, his powers are not nearly as potent. If we do this, if we take the Iron Tower and reclaim the bracelet and the soulstone, we can send Crowlacht with a message to the Comes in Coldinium. Let the Iron Tower be abandoned, and let the Artificer’s spirit slumber for eternity in its iron prison.” 
Mara said nothing, and Caius joined them, solemn in his brown robes. 
“Magistria,” he said. “We should join Crowlacht and the others. Ridmark will have the gate open soon.”
“You are awfully certain of that,” said Mara, thinking of Jager. 
“I am,” said Caius. “The Gray Knight will prevail.”
“Faith, Brother?” said Calliande.
“Of course,” said Caius. “I believe faith is a requirement of my vows, yes. Faith in God, true. But we must also have faith in each other. We…”
“You can preach the sermon after the battle is won,” said Calliande, though she smiled as she said it. “Let us ready ourselves.”
Mara walked with Calliande and Caius to Crowlacht and the others. 
“Well, Brother?” said Crowlacht. “Shall God be on our side in this battle?”
“He will,” said Caius, “for we may truly say that our cause is just. Still, no man knows the day or the hour of his death, and the responsibility for victory lies in our hands.”
“Cheering,” said Kharlacht. 
Calliande opened her mouth to say something, and then fell silent.
A fire burned atop the western tower of the gate.
“Look,” said Mara. 
Even as she spoke, she glimpsed a flicker of movement in the shadows of the gate’s arch.
The gate was opening. Ridmark had done it. Jager had done it.
“The hour has come,” said Kharlacht.

“Aye,” said Crowlacht, and he began to shout, his raspy voice booming through the trees. “Charge! To the gate! Form up once you’re in the courtyard. I will take a squad to secure the gatehouse. If they try to stop you, cut them down! Forward, lads! For God and the High King!”
“For God and the High King!” roared the warriors of Crowlacht’s warband, their deep voices thundering through the forest. Otto’s mercenaries simply cheered, though no less loudly. Crowlacht brandished his huge hammer and started forward at a jog, and around them the mercenaries surged forward, weapons in hand.
It seemed mad, charging towards the fortified wall in a ragged mass, but it was madness with a method. If the mercenaries could seize the walls, they need not fear crossbow quarrels or bolts from the ballistae. If they got a foothold within the courtyard, Paul Tallmane would never drive them out again. 
“Stay with me,” said Calliande. 
“I will,” said Mara, and they started running after the orcs, Kharlacht, Gavin, and Brother Caius flanking them.
 
###
 
Ridmark dropped the bar into place and stepped back, retrieving his staff.
“The other door is barred,” announced Jager, running back to the levers in the center of the room. “But it won’t stop a determined man with an axe, and I suspect our new friends will be most determined.”
“Your winning charm, no doubt,” said Morigna, purple fire flickering around her fingers as she held a spell ready. 
“I make friends wherever I go,” said Jager. 
“Can you hold the doors with a wall of mist?” said Ridmark. “As you did when we fought the undead upon the slopes of the Old Man’s hill?”
Morigna blinked. “Aye, I can. But only one of the doors. I can’t split my concentration that much.”
“Very well,” said Ridmark. “Which requires more effort, acidic mist or the sleeping mist?”
“Acidic,” said Morigna.
“Then use sleeping mist to seal off the western door,” said Ridmark, pointing. “You might need your strength for later.” And Ridmark did not want to kill more of the men-at-arms than he already had. He did not know if all of them were Enlightened of Incariel, or if some of them were simply loyal men trying to serve their lord.
Morigna cast the spell, and a rippling curtain of white mist covered the western door. Anyone who stepped through it would fall asleep at once. 
An instant later, the sound of axes striking wood came through both the western and the eastern doors. 
Ridmark headed for the eastern door, wishing he had been able to bring his bow, or that he had thought to take a crossbow from the guard room. He cast off his blue cloak and tossed it to the floor, freeing his limbs for battle, and kept a light grip upon his staff, the dwarven war axe waiting at his belt.
“Here we go again,” said Jager. “Fighting together against impossible odds. First Mhorites and Red Brothers, and now men-at-arms. Could we not have a battle where the odds are in our favor?”
An axe blade bit through the eastern door. 
“Apparently not,” said Ridmark.
“And this time Morigna cannot conjure a horde of rats to save us,” said Jager.
“I suggest, master thief,” said Morigna, her voice tight with strain as she held the spell in place, “that you focus upon staying alive. Though if you do fall, I shall rejoice in the silence.” 
Jager grinned and moved to the side of the door, his short sword and dagger gripped to stab. 
Ridmark raised his staff, and the eastern door exploded open. 
Three men-at-arms stormed inside, the first man carrying a heavy axe. Ridmark could not block the heavy weapon with his staff, so he struck first, his staff landing across the man’s wrists, shattering bone and sending the axe clanging to the floor. The man-at-arms shouted in pain, and Ridmark sent him sprawling with a sweep of his staff. The other two men attacked, and Ridmark backed away, parrying and dodging. The men were quick and skilled, but Ridmark’s longer weapon gave him the better reach, which he put to good use by driving the butt of the staff against the knee of the man on the left. The man-at-arms groaned, and Ridmark struck again, his staff hitting the side of the man’s head with a loud crack. The man-at-arms on the right took a step forward and then let out a gurgling scream as Jager buried his blades into the his back. The man-at-arms collapsed, blood pooling around him, and Ridmark turned to face more foes.
Five men-at-arms rushed into the lever room, and more clogged the guard room behind them. 
 
###
 
Morigna held her spell in place, and laughed as the men-at-arms stormed through the western door.
Or tried to, anyway.
The first man collapsed as he took a breath of the mist. He sprawled to the floor, his sword bouncing away. The second man followed and fell atop the first, followed in short order by the third. It was like some sort of absurd children’s tale.
By the fourth man, the rest of them figured out that something was wrong, and stopped in the guard room, trying to peer through the mist. For the moment, the western door was secure, so long as Morigna held her spell in place.
She risked a glance over her shoulder.
She spotted Jager first, his short sword and dwarven dagger wet with blood. He kept to the edge of the fray, and used his shorter height to good effect, dodging in and out of the fight and vanishing behind his larger opponents, turning their size against them. It helped that he was quicker and more agile than most humans. He always struck from behind, and Morigna had to approve of his prudence. 
But Ridmark held the attention of the men-at-arms, as he held Morigna’s.
He moved through them like a wolf through sheep, his staff snapping right and left to block his enemies’ attacks and strike telling blows of his own. He made good use his staff’s longer reach and the narrow walls of the room, forcing his foes to attack him two at a time. Whenever Ridmark landed a hit, his opponent staggered beneath the force of the blow, and Jager was there to ram his sword and dagger between their ribs. Or Jager hamstrung a foe, and Ridmark landed the killing blow with skull-crushing force. Or Ridmark simply knocked his foes from their feet and struck home.
Moraime had been a wild town, and most of the men Morigna had met knew how to fight out of simple necessity. Yet she had seen only a few who could hope to match Ridmark Arban. 
What must he had been like, she wondered, with an enchanted soulblade in his hand?
But despite his prowess, his foes were too many, and step by step they forced themselves into the room, advancing over their dead and wounded. Morigna gritted her teeth, trying to summon more power. She had to keep the wall of mist in place, but unless she summoned extra power to aid Ridmark, the men-at-arms would overwhelm him. 
And then they would kill her.
She started to lift her hand, and heard the metallic ratcheting sound coming from the mist-blocked western door. 
A crossbow. 
Morigna snapped her head around and lifted her staff, drawing upon its power. Her thoughts reached out, and she felt the wood of the crossbows in the hands of the men-at-arms outside the door. Morigna swept her staff before her, commanding the wood of the weapons to shatter, and she heard the cry of dismay as the crossbows fell apart. 
But as she did, her concentration wavered, and the wall of mist vanished.
A knight in gleaming steel plate rushed the door, sword aimed at her heart. 
 
###
 
Mara had been trained to kill in silence, to strike from the shadows and vanish back into them when the target was slain.
Yet she found herself yelling with the orcs as she ran for the Iron Tower’s gate. 
It was almost intoxicating. Terror pulsed through her, but a wild sort of excitement burned alongside it. She wanted to run away, yet kept sprinting forward with the others. 
The first orcs reached the gate and raced into the castra, and Mara heard the ring of steel on steel. Crowlacht roared a command and then a battle cry, and plunged through the gate himself, his massive hammer rising high over his head. A chorus of screams rang out, and a war horn wailed in the distance.
Then Calliande hurried through the gate, and Mara followed her into the courtyard of the Iron Tower. 
A knot of men-at-arms and knights stood below the gate, struggling against Crowlacht’s howling warriors. Crowlacht’s men were rested and ready, while Mara suspected that the men-at-arms had been roused from their beds. Many of them were only half-dressed. And the black eyes of Crowlacht’s men gleamed red as the battle fury of their orcish blood came upon them. The men-at-arms gave way, falling back beneath the assault. 
And Ridmark’s companions were formidable. 
Kharlacht waded through the melee, his massive sword of blue dark elven steel flashing, and he left a trail of severed heads and limbs in his wake. Gavin and Brother Caius fought back to back. Gavin covered the dwarven friar with his shield, and Caius struck with his heavy bronze-colored mace. Or Caius stunned their foes with blows of his mace, and Gavin’s sword darted home. 
Calliande trailed after them, tending to the wounded. Her eyes narrowed as she healed the wounds of those who had been injured. Mara knew that a Magistria had to endure the pain of the wound as it healed, that many Magistri could not cast healing spells because they could not handle the pain. Yet Calliande never flinched, white fire flaring around her hands as she healed wound after wound. The men-at-arms began to break, falling back towards the drum towers as more mercenaries poured through the opened gate. Mara risked a look up at the ramparts, saw knots of men struggling at the entrance to either of the gate towers.
Jager was up there. Possibly fighting for his life. 
“Calliande,” said Mara.
Calliande looked at the walls. “My lord headman!” Crowlacht glanced at her, the head of his hammer matted with pieces of someone’s head. “We need to secure the gate. If they get back into the gatehouse…”
Crowlacht bellowed a command, and several squads of mercenaries broke off from the melee, running for the stairs. 
 
###
 
The knight lunged at Morigna. 
He was too close to hit him with a spell of acidic or sleeping mist. She could command the stone beneath his feet to ripple, but the spell might accidentally bring the ceiling crashing down upon their heads. And because they were indoors, she could not summon any roots to entangle him. Nor did he bear any weapons made of wood. 
His scabbard, however, was made from polished wood and gleaming brass.
Morigna’s will flowed down her staff as the knight raised his sword for a killing blow. The scabbard shattered, and the knight stumbled, his eyes widening as he looked for the source of the sound. That gave Morigna the time she needed to take several steps back and unleash as much magic as she could muster. A wall of billowing white mist appeared before her and rolled to the west. The knight collapsed as the white mist filled his lungs, as did the men-at-arms who had followed him. Yet it was too much space for Morigna to fill, and the mist dissipated as her control wavered. 
The mist cleared away, leaving a half-dozen sleeping men in its wake, and revealing a score more waiting in the guardroom. 
 
###
 
Ridmark whirled, dodged, struck, and struck again, his blue tabard and armor speckled with blood. His arms and chest burned from the exertion of fighting, his breath coming in a short, steady rasp. He had held his own against the men-at-arms, but his endurance was flagging. Already he had been hit several times, and though the chain mail had turned aside the edge of the swords, the blows had still hurt. He had been forced to the levers that controlled the gate, and soon he would be back to back with Morigna, who flung spell after spell at the western door. Jager dared through the melee, bleeding from several cuts, his weapons wet with blood. 
They had fought well, but they were about to be overwhelmed.
Calliande had warned him over and over again about throwing his life away. It turned out that she had been right, though she would never get the satisfaction of telling him so. 
Another man-at-arms attacked, his flanged mace rising. Ridmark ducked and retreated, knowing better than to try and block the heavy weapon with his staff. The attack forced him towards the gears and chains upon the wall, leaving him with no room left to retreat. Ridmark jabbed with his staff, but the man-at-arms danced around the blow, bringing his mace back to strike.
Then Crowlacht appeared behind the man-at-arms, his steel plate spattered with blood, his hammer coming down. Ridmark had a brief glimpse of his opponent’s stunned face, and then his head vanished in a crimson spray between the wall and Crowlacht’s massive hammer. The headless corpse slid to the ground, blood and brains pooling upon the floor. 
“Good timing,” said Ridmark, catching his breath.
Crowlacht grinned, his red-gleaming eyes and tusks making it a terrifying sight. “Ha! A good fight. These men of Caerdracon, they run like whipped dogs!” 
Ridmark looked around, and Morigna and Jager joined him. Morigna took a deep breath, looked at him, and licked her lips. 
“That was,” she said, “even by your usual standards, quite mad.” 
“Aye,” said Ridmark, looking at the carnage in his wake. At least sixteen men-at-arms lay dead or wounded upon the floor. But it had been necessary. Shadowbearer could not take the soulstone.
And the men had been trying to kill him.
“The men-at-arms and knights are falling back to the keeps,” said Crowlacht.
“We had best move, then,” said Ridmark. “I don’t want to give them time to fortify themselves.” Paul’s most logical course of action was to barricade himself in the keeps and wait for Shadowbearer to arrive. “Some of these men are only stunned. Have your warriors bind them, and then secure the war engines upon the curtain wall. If need be, we can turn them upon the keeps.”
“Your counsel is sound,” said Crowlacht. “It shall be done.”
“Come,” said Ridmark, and Jager and Morigna followed him from the lever room. They had to move quickly. The longer they waited, the more time Sir Paul would have to fortify himself in the keeps. If he dug in too deeply, they might never get him out.
To say nothing of what the dvargir might do.
 
###
 
“Do you not see?” said the Artificer’s hissing voice. “Did I not warn you?” 
As Paul Tallmane stood upon his balcony and looked at the chaos in the courtyard, he conceded that the Artificer had a point.
Somehow orcish warriors in chain mail and leather, accompanied by humans with the look of mercenaries, had gotten through the gate and into the castra. Paul saw his men falling back and retreating into the keeps. His sword hand tightened into a fist. How the devil had those orcish warriors gotten into the Iron Tower? Treachery, it had to be treachery. Perhaps that wretch Sir Marcast had even admitted them. 
And somehow, he knew, this had to be the work of Ridmark Arban. 
“You need my power,” said the Artificer. “Allow me into your mind, and I shall give you the power you need to prevail.”
Paul threw back his head and started to laugh.
He did not need the Artificer’s power. He had his own strength. He felt the freezing shadows of the Initiated filling him, giving him strength. With that strength, he feared nothing. With that strength, he would butcher the intruders. With that strength, he would kill Ridmark at last.
Paul drew his sword, shadows swirling around the blade. 
His balcony stood a hundred feet over the courtyard below, but he gripped the railing, vaulted over it, and jumped.
The freezing power of Incariel wrapped tight around him.



Chapter 18 - Shadows’ Fury
The fighting in the courtyard died away, and a tense hush fell over the Iron Tower.

Mara looked around. The men-at-arms and knights had fled into the keeps, leaving the orcish warriors and mercenaries with control of the gatehouse and the walls. Crowlacht’s warriors swept along the ramparts, making sure that no men-at-arms remained to turn the ballistae against them. Mara found herself eyeing the top of the keeps, the dark bulk of the tower of iron blotting out the stars overhead. The engines atop the keeps could easily fling bolts and burning barrels into the gathered warriors and mercenaries. 
Crowlacht saw the danger, too, as he returned from the gate towers. 
“Have the men disperse,” he told one of his lieutenants. “Loose formation. If any of those ballistae move, scatter and prepare for an attack. If the Constable wants to make trouble for us, he’ll open up with the engines and then charge at us from the great hall.” 
“That would be a foolish move,” said Kharlacht. The towering warrior remained impassive, though his black eyes glimmered with orcish battle rage. “Wiser to remain in his stronghold and wait for aid, force us to come to him.”
Calliande shook her head. “The Constable is not a wise man. But he is afraid of Ridmark, and will not face him unless he must. We will have to take the keeps by storm.”
“My thought as well,” said Crowlacht. “We’ll bombard the doors to the great hall with the captured engines and then charge. If we…”
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. 
Mara turned her head, relief flooding through her. Ridmark, Morigna, and Jager walked toward them, stained with sweat and blood. Jager had blood on him, but he did not look hurt, thank God. Mara hurried toward him and caught him in a hug.
“You’re not wounded,” she said.
“Well, they did scratch me a few times,” said Jager, “but it did more damage to my pride than to my flesh. I fear the Gray Knight did most of the work.”
“You are not injured?” said Calliande, touching Ridmark’s arm, and he shook his head.
Mara noted the relief that flashed over Calliande’s face, the brief glare Morigna shot the Magistria’s way when she touched Ridmark’s arm. 
“I am well,” said Ridmark, “but it was a close thing.” He turned toward Crowlacht as Calliande released his arm. “The engines are secured, and the curtain wall is ours.”
Crowlacht nodded, his massive hammer in one hand. “The best course is to bombard the doors to the great hall and storm it.”
“I concur,” said Ridmark, “though if the engines upon the keeps…”
“Headman!” shouted one of the warriors. “The doors to the great hall open. The enemy comes forth!” 
Crowlacht snarled a curse as a man in steel plate emerged from one of the keeps, flanked by a dozen men-at-arms. 
“Wait!” said Calliande. “He has a parley banner.”
The knight did indeed hold a white parley banner flying from an upraised spear. He was a handsome man in his early twenties, with curly black hair and a closed-cropped black beard. He stopped halfway between the great hall and the gathered mercenaries and began to shout.
“I am Sir Marcast Tetricus!” said the knight, his voice ringing over the courtyard. “I am a knight in service to the Constable of the Iron Tower. In the name of the High King of the realm of Andomhaim, I demand that the commander of the enemy force step forward and present his terms.”
“Where’s Paul?” murmured Calliande.
“I don’t know,” said Ridmark with a frown. “My lord headman, I suggest we have a guard upon the gate. I suspect Paul will try to escape with the soulstone.”
“Very well,” said Crowlacht. “You should talk to him, Gray Knight. This whole thing is your idea.” 
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “Perhaps I can convince him to see reason.”
“You’ll need this,” said Calliande, handing him a bundle, “if you are to be the Gray Knight.”
It was his gray elven cloak. During their travels, Mara had noticed that the thing never seemed to become dirty, never slowed or hindered him, and seemed to blend with his surroundings whenever he needed stealth. Quite a useful garment. Mara wondered where he had obtained it.
“Thank you,” said Ridmark, swirling the cloak around his shoulders. One of Crowlacht’s warriors produced a worn white peace banner. Ridmark tied it around the end of his staff, raised it over his head, and headed towards Sir Marcast. 
 
###
 
Ridmark stopped a dozen paces from Sir Marcast, the peace banner hanging over his head.
“Sir Marcast,” said Ridmark.
“Gray Knight,” said Marcast. “It has been a long time.”
“Aye, I remember,” said Ridmark. “When my father visited your father at his hold of Castra Tetricus. We played at swords in the courtyard while our fathers discussed matters of the realm.”
“Many things have happened since then,” said Marcast, his eyes lingering on Ridmark’s face and the brand of the broken sword there. 
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “Most of them ill.”
“I agree,” said Marcast. “Such as the youngest son of Dux Leogrance raising an army of brigands and mercenaries and assaulting a castra of the High King.” He shook his head. “Your father would be grieved to see how low you have fallen, Gray Knight.” 
“Undoubtedly,” said Ridmark. “He would be equally grieved to see a nest of evil in one of the High King’s strongholds.”
“Evil?” said Marcast with a frown. “What evil? To serve at the Iron Tower is a noble endeavor. We shield the realm from the evils of the Wilderland, and stand guard over the High King’s subjects.”
“You may not know of the evil,” said Ridmark, “but it is here nonetheless. Do you have complete confidence in the Constable?” 
Marcast hesitated for just a moment. “The Constable was appointed by the Dux of Caerdracon, to whom the High King has entrusted this fortress.”
“Paul Tallmane is one of the Enlightened of Incariel,” said Ridmark, “and he has stolen an empty soulstone in service of Shadowbearer.”
A ripple went through the men-at-arms. At least some of them had heard the names. Ridmark wondered how many of them were members of the Enlightened. But Marcast seemed only confused. 
“Incariel? Shadowbearer?” said Marcast. “Those are names of legend…”
“But you’ve heard the rumors, haven’t you?” said Ridmark, remembering the things Crowlacht and Otto had told him. “Of a society that moves in the shadows and kills any in its path? The Enlightened worship Incariel, their name for the great void of the dark elves. Both Sir Paul and Dux Tarrabus are among their number. Tarrabus stole the stone at the command of Shadowbearer, and sent Paul to secure it here. If Shadowbearer takes the stone, he will use it to unleash the Frostborn upon the realm once more.”
“That is a fanciful tale,” said Marcast, but Ridmark heard the doubt in his voice.
“You know there is something wrong here, do you not?” said Ridmark, taking a guess. “The Constable keeps more secrets than he should. Strange people come and go. So many prisoners held in the dungeons. You know there is something wrong in the Iron Tower.”
Marcast said nothing, his face grim. 
“No one else need die tonight,” said Ridmark. “Surrender the Iron Tower to us, and we will allow you to depart in peace.”
“Would you have us abandon a charge of honor based upon your word alone?” said Marcast.
“No,” said Ridmark. “Question my companions. The Magistria who saw Shadowbearer with the soulstone. The thief the Dux hired to steal the stone. The woman he held hostage to ensure the thief’s obedience. All will tell you the same tale.”
Marcast hesitated, and for a moment, Ridmark thought him convinced.
Then a scream of fury rang out from one of the keeps, and every eye in the courtyard looked up.
Sir Paul Tallmane stood upon the balcony, clad in his steel plate armor and blue Caerdracon surcoat, a sword in his hand. 
And then in one smooth motion, Paul gripped the stone railing, vaulted over it, and plummeted to the courtyard.
Ridmark stared in astonishment. It was a hundred feet from the balcony to the ground. The impact would kill him instantly. Had Paul succumbed to despair and decided to kill himself?
The shadows seemed to wrap around Paul, billowing around him like a cloak of darkness. 
“Oh, no,” said Calliande. “No, no, no.” 
Paul landed in the courtyard, his legs flexing beneath him to absorb the impact. Cracks spread across the flagstones beneath his boots, the echo of his impact booming against the curtain walls. Paul straightened up, grinning at Ridmark. 
He looked…different. Stronger, somehow, a wild, manic gleam in his black eyes. 
And even in the gloomy courtyard, his shadow billowed long and black behind him.
Pointing in the wrong direction. 
“What the hell?” said Jager. “His shadow, it’s…”
“He’s changed,” said Calliande. “He’s one of the Initiated of the Enlightened now.”
Ridmark mouthed a silent curse. Jonas Vorinus, an Initiated of the Second Circle, had almost killed them all at the Old Man’s circle of standing stones. 
And Jonas had never performed a physical feat like surviving a hundred-foot fall.
The men-at-arms gazed at Paul in terror, and Marcast’s hand twitched towards his sheathed sword. 
“My lord Constable?” said Marcast. “How…how…”
“Ridmark Arban,” said Paul, his voice full of glee. “Oh, but I have been looking forward to this.”
“As I recall,” said Ridmark, “when we last met, I defeated you and promised to kill you if we ever met again.” 
“And Jager and his little whore,” said Paul, his black eyes shifting to Mara and Jager. “I was disappointed that the Dux did not let me kill you. But I suppose all things come to those who wait.”
Jager offered the knight a defiant sneer. “I burned down your father’s domus. Maybe I’ll get to burn down the Iron Tower now.”
“No,” said Paul, his black eyes turning back to Ridmark. They seemed harder and colder now. “Instead, I’m going to kill you all. You first, Ridmark Arban. Then I will break that pet Magistria of yours.” He laughed and pointed his sword. “And then I think I’ll kill your whore in front of you, little thief. I’ll make you watch. And only then will I let you die.”
“Lord Constable,” said Marcast. “What is this? How did you survive that jump?”
“You talk too much,” said Paul. “Do you want the truth, fool? I am an Initiated of the Third Circle of the Enlightened of Incariel.” 
“What?” said Marcast, and some of the men-at-arms drew their weapons. “Then…you have forsaken the truth of the church, the…”
“The truth?” said Paul. “The truth is that the strong rule and the weak suffer. The new order will arise when I present the soulstone to Shadowbearer. Dux Tarrabus shall become the new High King, and the Enlightened shall rule this world as living gods forever.”
“You speak treason and blasphemy,” said Marcast. 
Ridmark looked back and forth between Marcast and Paul. Paul might have become one of the Initiated, might have gained the same sort of shadow-powers that Jonas Vorinus had wielded at Moraime, but he still could not believe that Paul would recklessly confront so many foes at once. 
Unless…
Ridmark kept his expression calm.
Tzoragar and his dvargir warriors would be able to move unseen, especially at night.
“Morigna! Calliande!” he shouted. “Thainkul Dural.”
Morigna frowned, and then her eyes widened in understanding. Both Morigna and Calliande began casting spells. They had fought dvargir in Thainkul Dural, and Morigna had been able to detect the presence of the dvargir while Calliande had been able to dispel their shadow-granted invisibility. 
“I speak the truth,” said Paul with a confident sneer. “I reject your church and your High King, Marcast Tetricus. The future belongs to the Enlightened of Incariel.”
“God and the saints,” said Marcast. “You were telling the truth, Gray Knight.” He threw aside the peace banner, drew his sword, and pointed it at Paul Tallmane. “In the name of the High King, I charge you with treason and command you to lay down your weapons and surrender yourself to my custody.”
Paul laughed. “Are you so sure the men will obey you? Many of them have sworn to Incariel.”
Some of the men-at-arms moved to Paul’s side, while others stayed with Marcast.
Morigna cast a spell, purple fire flickering around her fingers. She pointed in several places, and Calliande summoned her own magic. Ridmark pulled the peace banner from his staff and readied the weapon, taking deep breaths.
“I will give you one chance,” said Paul, pointing his sword at Marcast. “Surrender and swear yourselves to the Enlightened of Incariel. Or I’ll kill you all where you stand.”
“You will try, traitor,” said Marcast.
“Oh,” said Paul, “I don’t think that will be a problem.”
Calliande clapped her hands, and a pulse of white light erupted from her and washed across the courtyard. Columns of shadow swirled behind the men-at-arms, and a score of black-armored dvargir warriors appeared, their swords and axes ready. Tzoragar stood at their head, his sword drawn back to strike. 
“You collude with the enemies of the realm?” said Marcast. “Is there no end to your treachery?”
“Kill them!” said Paul. “Kill them all!”
“Take them!” said Crowlacht, his voice booming like a thunderclap.
The courtyard dissolved into screaming chaos. Tzoragar and the dvargir charged at Marcast and his men, who lifted their shields to defend themselves. Crowlacht and the orcish warriors rushed at both Paul and the dvargir, while the men-at-arms loyal to the Enlightened hurried to attack Marcast and his followers. Morigna and Calliande both began new spells, and Kharlacht and Caius ran into the fray, while Gavin moved to shield Calliande and Jager stood before Mara, sword and dagger in hand. 
Ridmark sprinted at Sir Paul, his staff coming around to strike.
But Paul moved first.
He moved inhumanly fast, as fast as a Swordbearer drawing upon the power of a soulblade. Shadows wreathed his sword like a cloak of freezing smoke, and Paul leapt at him, sword coming down for Ridmark’s head. At the last instant Ridmark managed to get his staff up to block, and Paul’s sword struck like a thunderbolt. 
The force of the impact knocked Ridmark from his feet and threw him to the ground, the breath exploding from his lungs, the shock of the landing throwing pain through his bones.
Paul raced after him, sword drawing back for the kill as his shadow billowed around him. 
 
###
 
The dvargir, the men-at-arms, the orcish warriors, and the mercenaries came together in a confused melee, sword and axes and maces rising and falling, men and orcs and dvargir shouting and screaming and dying. 
The dvargir were by far the most dangerous, so Morigna focused upon them.
She drew on her magic and cast a spell, focusing her will upon the ground. The earth rippled and wavered, and the shock wave knocked a half-dozen dvargir from their feet. Kharlacht, familiar with her tactics, charged into the opening, and killed two dvargir before they could regain their balance. The rest surged to their feet, and Kharlacht retreated, Caius swinging around to cover him. Morigna looked around, trying to find a target for her next attack. Their allies and their foes were tangled together, and her spells were not precise enough. If she unleashed her magic, she risked killing her allies alongside their enemies. 
Then she saw Ridmark topple backwards, knocked from his feet by Paul. The Initiated of Incariel stalked after him, his shadow-wreathed sword drawn back for the kill. Morigna cursed and flung her power at him, conjuring a column of acidic mist. Yet the shadows around Paul darkened and absorbed Morigna’s magic, unraveling the spell.
He thrust a hand at her, and a column of darkness burst from his fingers and slammed into Morigna’s chest. She stumbled back with a scream, icy cold flooding through her and disrupting her magic. It was the same attack Jonas Vorinus had used against her in Moraime, and Morigna had no defense against it. She gritted her teeth and growled, trying to fight off the cold shadow-magic.
But it was no use. For most of her life she had sought to find enough power that no one could ever hurt her again, but the Initiated had strength that she could not resist. 
A shaft of dazzling white flame shot past Morigna, so bright that for an instant it seemed like the noon sun had risen. Calliande’s spell drilled into Paul, and the Constable staggered with a surprised shout, his eyes going wide with pain. The column of shadow unraveled into nothingness, the terrible chill leaving Morigna. She caught her breath, leaning on her staff for balance. Paul snarled in fury and pointed his sword at them, the shadows darkening.
Ridmark attacked first.
 
###
 
Ridmark whipped his staff around, driving its length for the side of Paul Tallmane’s head.
Paul’s sword snapped up with superhuman speed, deflecting the strike. Paul turned to face him, but Ridmark did not slow. He drove forward with all the speed he could muster, swinging and jabbing, and Paul retreated toward the doors of the great hall. Even with his superhuman speed, Paul could not recover the initiative. It was harder to land a killing strike with the staff than with a sword, but the weapon’s greater reach gave him an advantage over the Constable of the Iron Tower. Paul’s stumbled against the doors to the great hall, and Ridmark drove his staff towards the knight’s head. 
Paul’s free hand caught the staff and shoved it aside, and Ridmark’s blow bounced harmlessly off the doors. He tried to retract the staff, but Paul held it fast. Ridmark grabbed the staff with both hands, but the weapon did not slip from Paul’s grasp.
The shadows had given him inhuman strength. 
Paul shoved away from the wall, thrusting the staff at Ridmark, and he topped backward to land on the ground again. The breath exploded from his lungs, and Paul charged towards him, sword drawn back for the kill.
Another gout of white flame struck Paul, knocking him back for a half-second. That gave Ridmark the time he needed to regain his feet, his back and chest throbbing with pain, and recover his balance. Paul raced down the stairs, his sword swirling with shadows, and Ridmark ran to meet his attack.
 
###
 
“We have to help him,” said Mara. 
“Calliande told you not to fight,” said Jager.
Before them the melee screamed, the orcish warriors and Otto’s mercenaries struggling against the men-at-arms and the dvargir. Yet Sir Marcast and his followers had thrown in with Crowlacht’s warriors, and Sir Paul’s men and the dvargir were falling back. The battle was going their way.
Except, of course, for Paul Tallmane’s duel with Ridmark Arban.
Paul had always been strong, but the shadows of Incariel had made him inhumanly potent. He moved with hideous speed, his sword writing a veil of darkness before him. Calliande struck him with blasts of white fire, and Morigna conjured bursts of acidic mist, but none of it seemed to slow him. Ridmark was holding his own against the furious assault, but Mara could see that he was overmatched. Sooner or later Paul’s attacks were going to kill him.
Unless he had more help. 
“He saved us,” said Mara. “I won’t let him die. And I certainly won’t let him die at the hands of Paul Tallmane. Not after all the pain he has caused you.”
“It will cause me even more pain if he kills you,” said Jager.
“And if Paul kills Ridmark when you could have helped,” said Mara, “could you live with that pain?”
Jager hesitated, looked at the furious duel, and sighed.
“You were always persuasive,” said Jager.
“You distract him,” said Mara. “Hold his attention. I will strike while you do.”
Jager nodded, and ran to the left while she ran to the right. Chaos ruled in the courtyard, but as Jager always said, in chaos lay opportunity. Mara dashed through the melee, dodging and weaving through the fighters. Some of the enemy saw her, but she was too quick and too small to catch. She saw Kharlacht kill the Dzark, his massive blade splitting the dvargir’s skull in twain. Crowlacht and a knot his of his warriors drove towards the doors of the great hall, the enormous hammer whirling over his head as if it weighed no more than a light branch. 
Then Mara was past the fighting, watching as Ridmark and Paul whirled around each other in a lethal dance. Paul’s speed and strength were terrifying, and only Ridmark’s superior skill had kept him alive for so long. 
But it would not, she thought, keep him alive for much longer. 
“Paul Tallmane!” Jager’s voice rang out, and Paul’s head turned toward him. Jager ran to Ridmark’s side, his sword and dagger pointing at the Constable of Iron Tower. “Remember me? You wanted to kill me for years! Now’s your chance, you murderous dog.”
Paul sneered. “Do not think to taunt me, worm. Once I kill the Gray Knight, I will deal with you. Slowly and painfully.”
“Go,” said Ridmark, his face glistening with sweat. “You needn’t die alongside me.”
Mara crept forward, sliding her daggers from their sheaths. Another dazzling blast of white flame shot across the courtyard, followed a column of acidic mist. The shadows pulsed and hardened around Paul, dispelling the magical attacks. 
“So you have some tricks with shadows,” said Jager. “How terrifying. For your next act, will you pull a rabbit from a hat? Or some cards from your sleeves?”
Paul growled. “Enough!” He lifted the sword in both hands. “Perhaps I will deal with you before…”
Mara sprang upon his back, her legs wrapping around his waist, and buried her daggers in his exposed armpits. Paul’s snarling threat dissolved into an agonized scream, and hot blood soaked into his blue tabard. He spun, the back of his armored fist slamming into Mara’s face, and the power of the blow ripped her from his back and into the wall. She slumped to the ground with a groan, blood flowing from her lip and nose, her head ringing with pain. The shadows boiled up within her in response to the pain, but she concentrated, forcing them back with the aid of Calliande’s spell.
She saw Jager running at her as Ridmark charged Sir Paul.
 
###
 
Ridmark whipped his staff around, and Paul raised his shadow-wrapped sword with a snarled curse.
But this time, even with his shadow-enhanced power, Paul was not fast enough. Ridmark’s blow struck his armored shoulder with a clang. Paul stumbled with a groan of pain, and before he recovered his balance, Ridmark’s staff hammered into his cuirass with enough force to leave a crease.
Paul still possessed inhuman strength and speed, but that power was bound to the flesh of a seriously wounded man. A trick of crimson blood leaked from Paul’s lip, and Ridmark wondered how deep Mara had sunk her daggers. He wondered if Paul’s blow had killed Mara, or if the pain would cause her to lose control and transform. 
Paul swung his sword with both hands, bellowing in fury, but winced in pain as the movement tugged at his wounds. The swing went awry, and Ridmark dodged and swung the staff with both hands. The steel-capped end of the weapon struck Paul’s right knee, and Ridmark heard something crack. Paul screamed again, and Ridmark went on the offensive. He struck again and again on Paul’s left, forcing the Constable upon his wounded leg. Ridmark launched high blow after high blow, forcing Paul to raise his arms to block, tearing at the wounds in his armpits. The Third Circle of the Initiated granted inhuman speed and strength, but not the ability to heal wounds. 
Then Paul stumbled, his face going gray.
Ridmark’s staff hammered down onto Paul’s wrists, and the crack of breaking bone filled his ears. Paul shouted, the sword tumbling from his numbed fingers, the shadows flickering into nothingness. Calliande flung another blast of white fire at him, and this time the spell shattered the darkness. Paul fell backwards with a clatter of armor, his face contorted with pain.
Ridmark raised his staff for a killing blow.
“Wait,” rasped Paul, raising his ruined hands. “Wait! I…I yield. I yield! I yield, damn it!” 
Ridmark hesitated and looked around, wondering if Paul was trying to distract him.
But the battle was over. Crowlacht’s men had overwhelmed the Enlightened men-at-arms, killing most of them and forcing the rest to surrender. Calliande and Morigna hurried to Ridmark’s side, while Caius and the others oversaw the surrender of the prisoners. Jager ran to Mara, and helped her to stand. Her face was bloody, but she was alive, and her inner darkness seemed under control. 
“Yield,” croaked Paul. “I… I yield.”
“Are you hurt?” said Calliande. 
Ridmark shook his head, trying to catch his breath. If not for Mara’s and Jager’s intervention, he would likely be dead. 
“Thank you,” said Ridmark as Jager helped Mara forward.
Mara wiped the blood from her face and offered a tired smile. “Given the risks you have run on my behalf, it seemed only just.”
“The dvargir,” said Paul. “The dvargir…the dvargir will…”
“The dvargir are dead,” said Mara. “I saw Kharlacht cut down their Dzark.”
“Here, hold still,” said Calliande, white light flaring around her hands. She put her palms to Mara’s temples, and Mara gasped, the bruises and the cuts vanishing from her face as Calliande winced.
“Thank you,” said Mara.
Calliande looked at the twitching Paul. “Do you want me to heal him?”
Ridmark hesitated. Paul was in too much pain to draw upon the power of the shadows. But if he was healed…
“Kill him,” said Morigna and Jager in near-unison. They gave each other a suspicious look, and then Morigna kept talking. “He is too dangerous to leave alive. If he recovers, he will try to kill us, summon Shadowbearer, or contact Tarrabus Carhaine.”
“While it pains me to admit it, I agree completely with Morigna,” said Jager. “And he deserves it. He let my father take the blame for his crimes.”
“No,” muttered Paul. “No, it is a trick. I…I won’t listen. You’re trying to trick me.”
He was delirious, likely from blood loss. 
“We can keep him asleep,” said Calliande.
Morigna frowned. “Mercy?”
“No,” said Calliande. “He is a witness to the corruption of the Enlightened. Ridmark, if we send him to Comes Corbanic, or to Sir Joram and Dux Gareth…they can use him to expose the Enlightened before the High King. The Enlightened are a cancer within the realm, but if they are unmasked, the loyal nobles and uncorrupted Magistri can drive them out.” 
“He deserves to die for what he has done,” said Jager.
“I do not contest that,” said Calliande. “He killed your father, Jager…but how many other fathers has he killed? How many sons and brothers? How many more will the Enlightened kill? If he is to die, then let his death bring down the Enlightened.”
“That…makes sense,” said Jager. “I leave it in your hands, then.”
Ridmark nodded and rested the end of his staff on Paul’s throat.
The Constable’s black eyes fixed on him, terrified and full of pain. 
“Tell me where the soulstone is,” said Ridmark, “or I’ll kill you here and now.”



Chapter 19 - Reborn
Paul could not believe this was happening.
It was not possible. Shadowbearer himself had made Paul an Initiated of the Third Circle of the Enlightened of Incariel. He had jumped from a hundred-foot balcony and survived. He had moved with speed and strength beyond anything a mortal man possessed. 
Yet the damned Gray Knight and his damned companions had still defeated him. 
And now he was going to die.
That halfling rat would kill him in vengeance for his stupid fool of a father. Or Ridmark’s pet sorceress would kill him out of prudence. And even if Ridmark spared him, Paul had failed. The exile would take the soulstone with him and depart. Tarrabus Carhaine valued loyalty above all things, but even he would never forgive a failure of that magnitude. 
And Tarrabus’s wrath would pale next to Shadowbearer’s vengeance.
Perhaps it would be better if Ridmark killed him right now.
“But there is no need,” said the Artificer, his rasping voice hissing inside of Paul’s skull, “for you to die here. There is no need at all. Not when my power can bring you victory and elevate you above all men.”
“It’s a trick,” said Paul, “I know it is a trick.”
“It is no trick,” said Ridmark. The cold steel of his staff’s end tapped Paul’s throat. “Tell me where the soulstone is, or I’ll kill you right now.”
Paul looked at Ridmark, at the hard blue eyes and the grim face, and a fresh wave of terror rolled through him. The Gray Knight was going to kill him. He had known that since Aranaeus, had he not?
Paul did not want to die.
“The great hall,” said Paul, his voice trembling. “The curule chair. The dvargir were guarding it.”
The sorceress’s lip twisted with contempt. 
“Jager, Mara,” said Ridmark. “Go get it.” A dry note entered his voice. “I trust you remember what it looks like.”
Jager offered a wry grin. “All too well.”
Both the halfling and the assassin walked out of Paul’s field of vision. 
“It is not too late,” said the Artificer. “Take my power. I cannot bestow it upon you without your permission. Give me permission. Let me power enter you, and you shall destroy your foes.” 
“The Iron Tower is ours, Gray Knight,” said a towering orc in steel plate. “What shall we do with this one?”
“Sir Marcast?” said Ridmark. “He fought valiantly on our side, and turned against Paul once the truth was known.” 
“I urge you to keep the Constable alive, Gray Knight,” said Marcast. Paul turned his head, saw the damned traitor standing with Ridmark. “Your story of the Enlightened…I would not have believed it unless I saw Sir Paul’s powers with my own eyes. The thought that this…this cult has spread among the nobility…”
“And the Magistri,” said Calliande. 
“It is shocking,” said Marcast. “You will require proof, and Sir Paul can provide proof.”
That thought made Paul quail. Dying in battle was one thing. Getting chained up and dragged through the realm like a trophy, forced to testify against the Dux and the Enlightened…that thought was far worse. 
How his father would have laughed, if the damned old fool was still alive. 
Though Shadowbearer and Tarrabus would likely have Paul killed long before it came to that. 
“Fool,” said the Artificer. “Will you die when your salvation is at hand? Take up my power and save yourself, or lie down and become a prisoner of your foes.”
Paul shuddered and closed his eyes.
The Artificer’s voice compelled him, fascinated him…but he knew, deep in his bones, that it was a trap. A trick.
But he really didn’t have any choice left, did he?
 
###
 
Morigna kept a wary eye on Sir Paul, ready to summon her power at the slightest hint of a threat. 
But Paul Tallmane was beaten, his face going gray, his surcoat sodden with blood. The man looked unable to stand, let alone capable of summoning powers of darkness. In fact, he looked on the verge of death. 
“If you want to keep him alive,” said Morigna to Calliande, “you had better heal him soon. I do not think he will last much longer without aid.”
“You’re right,” said Calliande. “Can you put him to sleep?” Morigna nodded. “Use a weaker version of the spell. He’s lost enough blood that if the spell is too strong, it will likely kill him.” 
Morigna opened her mouth to argue that she knew what she was doing, but decided not to pursue it. Calliande had a point. Morigna could put too much power into the sleeping mist and kill Paul. And, perhaps, that would be for the best. Ridmark might think to expose the Enlightened of Incariel before the realm, but Morigna doubted the proud lords of Andomhaim would heed him. They might even try to kill him for having the temerity to make such an accusation.
All of which could be avoided if Morigna “accidentally” killed Paul now.
“We found it!”
Jager and Mara emerged from the great hall. The soulstone rested in Jager’s right fist. Morigna shivered at the sight of it. Even without summoning magic, Morigna could sense the power within the pale crystal, the vast potential.
It was dangerous beyond anything she had ever encountered. 
“Since I stole this from you, my lady Magistria,” said Jager, performing an elaborate flourishing bow before her, “it seems only just that I return it to you.” 
“Why, thank you, Jager,” said Calliande, accepting the soulstone and returning it to a leather pouch on her belt. “I am glad to have it back.” 
“Now let’s find that bracelet and get the hell out of here,” said Jager. 
“It’s in the tower of iron,” said Mara. “I don’t know how to get inside.”
“We will secure the Tower and empty the treasury,” said Ridmark, which brought a frown from Marcast. “Crowlacht and his men need to be paid, and any prisoners liberated from the cells. I suspect many were imprisoned unjustly.” 
“We’ll find a way into the tower of iron and keep the Artificer’s spirit at bay,” said Calliande. She looked at Morigna. “First, though, I need to heal Paul. He cannot expose the Enlightened if he’s dead.”
“Very well,” said Morigna. She decided to put Paul to sleep for now. Perhaps he would be useful later. She gestured with her free hand, and purple fire blazed around her fingers.
Paul looked at her, his black eyes hardening and deepening until they seemed like pits into a bottomless black void. 
 
###
 
“Yield to me,” said the Artificer. “Surrender to me, and I shall give you the power you need to crush your foes.”
Paul hesitated, his pulse throbbing in his ears. Perhaps there was another way out. Surely the dvargir had not all been slain. But Paul was wounded, his hands broken, his body crippled. He was at the mercy of his foes. 
And he had no way to protect himself from the retribution of his masters. 
“If you have my power,” said the Artificer, “no one shall ever harm you again. You can destroy your foes. You can make your masters your slaves. Take up my power, and you shall be invincible. But if they take you outside of the Iron Tower, you will be outside of my reach…and your fate will be your own.”
The black-eyed sorceress gestured, purple fire crackling around her fingers.
“Fine,” said Paul. “Fine. Do it. Do it!”
“Then I have your permission?” said the Artificer.
“Yes, yes, you have my permission,” said Paul. “Do…”
Agony exploded through Paul.
He screamed, or he would have screamed, but his muscles no longer obeyed him. Blue flame filled his vision, drowning the world. The Artificer’s voice boomed inside of his skull, no longer a raspy whisper, but loud enough to crack the world. 
“Mine,” roared the Artificer, “you are mine!”
Paul screamed as chains of blue fire bound him, sealing him in a prison of shadows.
“I live again!” said the Artificer. “The Warden thought to imprison me, but I have escaped! Now vengeance shall be mine.”
“You promised,” said Paul, struggling against the chains that wrapped tighter around him. “You promised that I would have vengeance upon my foes!”
“And so you shall,” said the Artificer. “I keep my word. Your foes will be crushed utterly, as shall anyone else who stands in my path. I merely require your mortal vessel for that. I do not need you.”
Paul screamed again, but the chains wrapped tighter, and he sank into darkness and silence.
 
###
 
Morigna gestured, and white mist swirled around Paul. 
But Paul sat up, his eyes bottomless black pits. He lifted his broken right hand, the bones snapping and crackling as they forced themselves back into place. Blue fire blazed around his fingers, and Morigna felt a massive pulse of dark magic from him.
Her spell shattered like glass. 
In one smooth motion, Paul got to his feet. More crackling noises came to her ears as his broken wrists and hands healed, the flow of blood from beneath his arms tapering off. Blue fire flickered and danced around his fingers, and his fear and horror had vanished into a mask of cold indifference.
With a yell of alarm, Morigna cast another spell. This time she put all her strength into it, conjuring enough mist to burn the skin and muscle from his bones. Clearly, sparing him had been a mistake. Well, someone else could testify to the lords of Andomhaim about the dangers of the Enlightened…
Paul made a slashing motion with his left hand, and again Morigna felt the surge of mighty dark magic. Her spell collapsed, and Paul gestured with his right hand.
“Ridmark!” shouted Morigna, beginning another spell. “He’s…”
Dark magic closed around her, lifted her from the ground, and held her immobile and paralyzed. The spell was stronger, far stronger, than anything Coriolus had ever worked.
Far stronger than anything Morigna had ever seen.
“Pathetic,” said Paul. His voice had changed, growing deeper, raspier, rougher. No human had a voice like that.
The Artificer.
“A flicker of earth magic and nothing more,” said the Artificer through Paul’s mouth. A lance of white flame burst across the courtyard and drilled into him as Calliande attacked, but Paul gestured with his left hand and the flames vanished. “The feeble powers of  a pathetic kobold shaman, and you presume to strike at a wizard of the dark elves? Learn the price of your impudence, foolish child.”
Desperately Morigna wished she had more power. With more power, she could have defended herself, could have saved Ridmark.
Because she knew that the Artificer was going to kill them all.
Paul gestured, and the invisible force flung Morigna across the courtyard.
Her head bounced off the ground, and she knew no more.
 
###
 
Morigna rolled to a stop, and Ridmark faced Sir Paul Tallmane, his staff ready in his hands. 
No. Not Paul Tallmane. Paul had always been cruel, but his expression had never been so cold and remote and arrogant. His eyes had turned solid black, like the Warden’s eyes, pits into a bottomless freezing void. Blue flames burned and crawled up his arms, and he looked back and forth over the shocked mercenaries and men-at-arms like a man contemplating insects. 
Like a dark elven prince regarding his slaves.
Calliande ran to Morigna, while Jager and Mara moved to Ridmark’s side. Kharlacht, Caius, and Gavin joined them, weapons ready. Both Crowlacht and Sir Marcast shouted commands, and the orcish warriors and the loyal men-at-arms fanned in a circle around Sir Paul.
“It’s him,” said Mara, her voice unsteady. “His song…his song is so much louder.” She pressed her hands to her temples. “It’s the Artificer.” 
Still Paul regarded them in silence.
Calliande ran to Ridmark’s side.
“Morigna?” he said.
“She will live,” said Calliande. “I healed her in time. She won’t wake up for a while, though.” 
Ridmark nodded, relieved. When her head had struck the ground, it had brought back terrible memories of that day in Castra Marcaine…
“Did you?” said the Artificer, his voice booming from Paul’s lips. “That is just as well. I may have acted rashly. She will make a useful slave, once she is broken and tamed. As you shall, healer. Your powers are little more than feeble tricks, siphoning some of the power of the great Well at Cathair Tarlias…but you shall serve me well.” 
“You presume much,” said Calliande. “I…”
Ridmark lifted his staff and strode forward, stopping halfway between the waiting soldiers and Paul. The black eyes focused upon him, and Ridmark felt the same sense of weight and power as he had felt in the presence of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch. The Artificer had indeed claimed Paul’s body for his own. 
“I am curious,” said Ridmark.
“Oh?” said the Artificer, a corner of Paul’s mouth curling in a contemptuous smile. Ridmark dared not show any fear. If the Artificer possessed even a fraction of the Warden’s power, they were in deadly danger. 
“You went to such efforts to claim Mara’s body for your own,” said Ridmark, “but now your spirit inhabits Sir Paul Tallmane? If you could claim a human body, why did you not do it decades ago? The Iron Tower has stood over the ruins of Urd Mazekathar for a century and a half.”
“My spirit remained dormant for millennia beyond count, until the half-breed’s presence roused me from my slumber,” said the Artificer. “To obtain a new physical vessel, I required one with dark elven blood, and the half-breed was the only one at hand.” Paul’s face smiled. “But then this human fool became one of the Initiated of Incariel. The bearer of shadow made a grievous error. For the Initiated of Incariel are directly connected to the shadow of Incariel, can draw upon its power in the same manner as the dark elven kindred. All I needed then was for this fool to grant me permission to enter his flesh, which he did once his situation grew dire enough.” 
“It seems Paul Tallmane made the wrong choice for the final time,” said Ridmark.
“Indeed.” The Artificer spread Paul’s hands, the blue fire casting eerie reflections in his steel armor. “Now I walk the world once more. The Warden thought to trap me here for eternity, but he failed! Now he is bound in Urd Morlemoch, and I am free.”
“And now that you are free,” said Ridmark, “what do you intend to do with that freedom?”
“What I should have done millennia ago,” said the Artificer. “The world is mine. I shall forge an empire of sorcery and dark magic, and defeat both the bearer of shadow and the Enlightened. Our slave kindreds shall return to their rightful places and serve their rightful masters once more.” 
Crowlacht spat upon the ground. “We left your slavery behind centuries ago, tattered spirit. The orcs of Rhaluusk are now free men, and serve only the High King and the Dominus Christus.” 
“You serve a feeble mortal warlord and revere his insipid superstitions,” said the Artificer. “I shall teach you anew the true nature of power. I will break you of your folly and return you to your proper place as slaves.” The bottomless black eyes shifted to Jager. “And the halfling kindred shall learn their role as drudges, and cast aside their pretensions that they are anything but beasts of burden.”
Jager sneered. “Bold words from a ghost possessing a dying man.”
“Why are you even talking to us?” said Ridmark. “If you have the power to do as you say, why have you not already begun?”
Paul’s face stretched into a cold smile. “Because of you, Ridmark Arban.”
“Me?” said Ridmark. “Why?”
“I have seen the thoughts of the men of the Iron Tower,” said the Artificer. “I know the history of your realm of Andomhaim. Only the elves are truly native to this world. All other kindreds came through gates opened by dark elven wizards, summoned to be our slaves and servants.”
“Including the urdmordar,” said Ridmark, “who then made you their slaves in turn.”
“That was an error,” said the Artificer. “Even the Warden was right about that. But you humans…you are an aberration. A wild gate opened, and you came to this world by chance. Your ancestors should have been enslaved or slain within weeks. Instead you have built a civilization that has stood and grown for a thousand years. Humans are not as strong as the orcs, as agile as the halflings, as clever as the dwarves, as fierce as the manetaurs, or as magically potent as the urdmordar…but you are more lethal predators by far. For how else could you have conquered for so long? And how much more deadly did you become when Ardrhythain granted you the magic of the Well, permitting you to wield magical force against your foes! I see you for what you are. Your own scriptures say that the curse of Cain is in your very blood, that you are born murderers, bred to war and conquest. Yet you have turned that curse into a weapon, and your realm of Andomhaim has defeated every foe that assailed it.”
“A fine speech,” said Ridmark. “I presume it has a point?”
“Join me,” said the Artificer. 
“It would be presumptuous for me to speak of all mankind,” said Ridmark. 
“I wish for you, personally, to join me,” said the Artificer. “Swear allegiance to me, and I shall make you my strong right hand and the commander of my armies. I will grant you weapons of power, and make you invincible against any who stand against you.” 
Ridmark blinked. “Why?” 
“Because I have seen you,” said the Artificer. “In the memories of my vessel, in the thoughts of the humans here, and in your actions. You are the greatest warrior of a kindred of warriors.” Paul’s flame-wreathed hand swept over the waiting soldiers. “Look at them. Orcish rabble, bandit vermin, a Magistria, a wild sorceress, even a dwarf…and they all follow your command. You have built them into an effective force that has overthrown a strong fortress. What could you do with the resources of nations at your command? You could build me an empire worthy of the dark elves.”
“And why should I do that?” said Ridmark. 
“Because then the realm of Andomhaim shall not be my slave, but my favored vassal,” said the Artificer. “The High King can even keep his throne, if you wish it. Under my guidance, humanity shall thrive as it never has before.”
Calliande laughed. “So spoke the butcher to the sheep.”
“You speak correctly, though you know it not,” said the Artificer. “Does not the shepherd care for his sheep? The knight may ride the horse as his beast of burden, but he feeds and cares for it. The curse of Cain makes you fearsome killers…and often you turn your skill against each other. The War of the Five Princes. The Enlightened of Incariel. The Eternalists. Under my rule, humanity shall be unified and orderly. We shall conquer this world…and then I shall open gates to new worlds, and those in turn shall fall.”
“And why do you think I would want any of that?” said Ridmark.
Again the Artificer made Paul’s face smile. “Because I shall stop the Frostborn from returning.”
Ridmark said nothing.
“You know they are returning,” said the Artificer, “and you know the danger they represent. Not even the dark elves in the fullness of their power could have conquered them, nor could the urdmordar have overcome them. If the bearer of shadow brings them back, they shall destroy this world utterly. You seek to stop them, but you are more overmatched than you know. But swear to me, and I shall transform your empty soulstone into a weapon of power that shall destroy the bearer of shadow and forever prevent the return of the Frostborn.”
“No,” said Ridmark. 
“Consider your answer carefully,” said the Artificer. “You have two choices. Join me of your own free will. Or die here with all the others.” The blue flames blazed brighter. “I urge you to decide now.”  
Ridmark took a deep breath, thinking. He would never accept such an offer. The Artificer might have power, power enough to stop the Frostborn and defeat Shadowbearer, but with that power he would be as black a tyrant as the world had ever seen.
“I decline,” said Ridmark.
“Pity,” said the Artificer. He crooked a finger, and Paul’s sword flew from the flagstones and landed in his waiting hand. At once blue flames swirled up the blade, cold and eerie. “You would have made a useful servant. But if I animate your corpse, it will retain many of your memories and prove almost as adept.” 
“Prideful wizard,” said Sir Marcast. “The knights of Andomhaim will oppose you to the death. You shall not find us so easy to dominate as you think.”
“We are many,” said Crowlacht, the orcish battle fury gleaming in his eyes, “and you are but one, sorcerer. You might strike down many of us, but we shall prevail in the end. Not even all your magic will save you.” 
“Poor fools,” said the Artificer. “You have lacked a strong master for too long, and come to believe all manner of falsehoods. It is time you learned otherwise.”
“Kill him!” roared Crowlacht, raising his hammer. The orcs, the mercenaries, and the men-at-arms followed suit. Ridmark discarded his staff, drawing the enchanted dwarven axe from his belt, and Calliande began a spell, white fire snarling around her fingers.
The Artificer beckoned, and sizzling fingers of crimson lightning leapt up and down the tower of iron.
And invisible force exploded in all directions from him, throwing down the mercenaries and the warriors like a hurricane tearing through a field of ripe wheat. The force threw Ridmark to the ground, and he struggled to stand, but the Artificer’s mighty magic held him fast. The ruby lightning dancing around the massive tower grew brighter, throwing off glittering sparks.
The Artificer cast another spell, and a wave of blue fire washed out from him. It passed through Ridmark without touching him, but it came to rest upon the corpses scattered across the courtyard. The fire settled in their eyes, and one by one the corpses started to move, getting to their feet with jerky, twitching motions, their eyes burning with blue fire.
Undead.
“And now,” said Artificer, “you, half-breed, shall learn the price of disobedience.”
He raised his free hand, and the surface of the tower of iron rippled. Something small and shining erupted from the tower and landed in his outstretched hand. 
A jade bracelet.
“No!” said Jager, struggling to his knees. “That is…”
Mara stared at the Artificer, her face slack with horror.
“Your fate,” said the Artificer. “Ever and always, this has been your fate. Running from it was futile. Your destiny has always been this. To transform, and to serve me.”
He closed his fist. The bracelet fell in glittering fragments to the ground, and Jager screamed.
“Now,” said the Artificer, “transform, cast off your old form, and rise again as the first of my new servants.”
A bolt of blue fire erupted from his left hand and slammed into Mara, flinging her to the ground.
Mara screamed, and shadows erupted from her, flowing around her like living things. Her eyes darkened, the shadows condensing and hardening. 
She was transforming.
The pressure vanished from Ridmark, and he surged back to his feet as the undead attacked the living men. Screams and shouts rang out, the undead impervious to normal steel as they killed. 
The Artificer strode towards Ridmark, the blue-burning sword in his right hand, the tower of iron snarling with crimson lightning behind him.
“And you, Gray Knight,” said the Artificer, “it has been too long since I wore a body of flesh, and I miss the pleasure of killing with my own hands. You shall have the honor of being my first kill.”
“Try,” said Ridmark, taking the dwarven axe in both hands. 
The Artificer laughed. “I mastered magic millennia ere your ancestors ever walked this world. I waged war against the high elves of Cathair Solas and Cathair Tarlias for centuries beyond count. I defied the Warden of Urd Morlemoch himself, and I have conquered death to walk the waking world again! Gray Knight, I shall do more than try!”
He charged at Ridmark, the sword a blur of ghostly blue flame in his fist. 



Chapter 20 - Metamorphosis
Mara screamed as freezing agony poured through her limbs.

Battle raged around her. There were far more living men than dead men, yet the undead moved with ferocity and power. The undead did not discriminate between the orcish warriors and the Enlightened prisoners, and butchered any who came into their grasp. The orcs and the loyal men-at-arms fought back, shouting the name of the High King and the Dominus Christus, yet their efforts did nothing. Their swords and maces rebounded from the flesh of the undead without leaving a wound. More warriors fell to the undead…only to rise again a few heartbeats later, blue fire burning in their eyes.
The Artificer was already building his army. 
Ridmark and the Artificer whirled in a furious dance, sword and axe flying. The sigils upon Ridmark’s dwarven axe glowed with a sullen yellow-orange light, the light of a dying coal. The sigils burned hotter when they met the Artificer’s blue-wreathed sword, the magic of the dwarven stonescribes striving against the Artificer’s dark power. 
But Mara barely noticed all of that.
Icy pain filled her body…and the Artificer’s song thundered inside of her skull. 
It overwhelmed her, commanding her flesh and bone to reshape itself to the Artificer’s will. Darkness swirled around her limbs, condensing at the end of her fingers, clinging to her skin beneath her clothing, gathering in piles upon her back. Part of her mind realized that the shadows would harden into talons and armored scales and vast wings to blot out of the sun. 
An urdhracos. The dark power of her blood was reshaping her into an urdhracos. 
She felt Jager’s touch upon her trembling shoulder.
“Calliande,” he said, “I’ll get Calliande.”
“No,” said Mara, her voice thick and rough. “It’s too late. It can’t be stopped now.”
“The bracelet,” said Jager. She risked a look at his face, saw his expression fill with despair. “We can fix it, we…”
“The spell is broken, Jager,” said Mara. She closed her eyes, her entire body shaking. “It’s too late. You have…you have to…”
“To do what?” said Jager.
She looked at him again. “Kill me. Please. Before I lose myself.”
 
###
 
The Artificer attacked, Sir Paul’s sword burning in his stolen hand. He did not move with the superhuman speed and strength that the shadows had granted Paul. That gave Ridmark hope, but the hope soon faded away. 
The Artificer was the best swordsman that Ridmark had ever faced. 
The blue-burning sword moved in a series of flickering blows, and Ridmark backed away, docking and dodging and parrying. A slain man-at-arms started to rise near him, and Ridmark wrenched away the dead man’s shield and slung it over his left arm, retreating as the Artificer pursued him. 
“You fight well,” said the Artificer, Paul’s face maintaining its calm arrogance. “Well enough for a man of your years at the peak of his strength. But I mastered the sword millennia before your ancestors ever came to this world. For centuries beyond your ability to comprehend, I practiced the blade with swordsmen of unparalleled skill. A true dark elven noble is a master of both spell and sword.” He rolled his blade in a lazy salute. “This body is limited, of course, but still more than sufficient to defeat you.”
Ridmark kept backing away, shield held before him. His mind raced through the possibilities before him, noting the undead, the darkness swirling around Mara. 
They had lost.
But there was still a way to snatch hope from this disaster, because the Artificer had made a mistake.
Ridmark just had to kill Paul’s body. The Artificer had already triggered Mara’s transformation, and would not be able to possess her. If Ridmark killed Paul’s body, the dark elven wizard would not be able to take another host. Then Calliande could take the soulstone from the Iron Tower and resume her quest to find Dragonfall and stop the return of the Frostborn.
But she would do it without Ridmark.
Because Ridmark thought he could kill Paul’s body, even with the Artificer’s masterful skill, but he would not survive the process. 
But that was all right. Ridmark’s life had been forfeit for five years, ever since that awful day in Castra Marcaine. At least this way his death would have some use. He could still save the others, Crowlacht and Otto’s mercenaries and Sir Marcast’s loyal men-at-arms. Calliande and the others could escape, could keep the soulstone from Shadowbearer. And Ridmark himself could prevent the Artificer’s dream of an empire of dark magic from becoming a reality.
All that seemed a fine price for Ridmark’s life.
He set himself, fingers tightening around the axe’s handle. 
“If your stolen flesh is more than sufficient to defeat me,” said Ridmark, “then I suggest you stop talking and do it.”
The Artificer laughed. “Well spoken! So often the lesser kindreds cringe and cower when faced with death. It pleases me to kill a worthier man!”
He ran at Ridmark, his sword trailing blue flame.
 
###
 
Calliande gathered her power.
Ridmark needed her help. The Artificer had decided to amuse himself by defeating Ridmark with Sir Paul’s sword rather than simply killing him with a blast of magic. Yet Mara and Jager also needed her help. The Artificer had triggered Mara’s transformation, and Calliande had promised to kill her before that happened. 
And everyone else needed her help, as well. The orcish warriors, mercenaries, and men-at-arms had no weapons that could harm the Artificer’s undead. Gavin, Kharlacht, and Caius fought with the dwarven daggers they had received in Coldinium, the enchantments upon the blades letting them strike the undead flesh. Yet a dagger was a poor weapon against an undead creature, and three daggers alone could not stem the tide. 
Calliande made her choice
She summoned power, as much power as she could hold, and thrust out her hands and cast a spell. White light erupted from her, rolling over the courtyard, and lingered around the weapons of the human and orcish warriors. An instant of hesitation went through the battle, and then the warriors and men-at-arms went on a furious offensive, their blades rising and falling. Enhanced by Calliande’s magic, their weapons now cleaved into the undead flesh.
Calliande groaned and toppled to her knees, white fire flickering around her hands.
She had often augmented the weapons of Ridmark and her friends in battle. But there were hundreds of men fighting in the courtyard, and the strain of spreading her power across so many weapons was enormous. 
She did not know how long she could maintain the spell. 
Kharlacht, Caius, and Gavin ran to her side.
“Magistria,” said Gavin. “You are…”
“Go!” shouted Calliande. “Aid Ridmark! I can’t…I can’t do this for long.” Her chest heaved with her breath. “Cut down the Artificer and this ends. Go!” 
They ran for the furious duel between the Artificer and the Gray Knight. Yet as they did, three of the new-raised undead turned towards Calliande and charged, their faces slack and eerie in the blue glow of their eyes. Calliande reached for more power to work a spell, but there was nothing left. She had no strength to spare. And if she released the spell upon the weapons, the undead would resume their rampage through the men.
She gritted her teeth, trying to force herself to work another spell, but Gavin moved first.
The boy wheeled, his white-glowing orcish sword a blur, and took the head from the leading undead. The head rolled away in a burst of blood, while the corpse collapsed, the Artificer’s dark magic broken. Gavin cut down a second undead before the third realized the threat and turned to face him, and he bashed the undead corpse in the face with his shield. The undead felt neither fear nor pain, but the power of Gavin’s blow rocked the undead back. Before the creature recovered its balance, Gavin severed its head in two swings, and the corpse slumped to the flagstones.
Even through her exhaustion and pain, Calliande felt a burst of pride. Gavin had taken Ridmark’s and Kharlacht’s lessons on the use of the sword and shield and put them to good use. 
“I will guard you,” said Gavin. 
Calliande nodded and closed her eyes, her whole body trembling, every last shred of strength and will focused upon maintaining the spell.
She desperately wished she had more power to aid Ridmark and Mara.
But there was nothing left.
Their fates were in their own hands. 
 
###
 
“I can’t,” said Jager. “I can’t do it.”
“Please,” said Mara. A violent spasm went through her limbs, and she felt the shadows sinking into her flesh, hardening as they became scales and talons and wings. “I’ll kill you, Jager. I’ll transform and I’ll kill you, and I will have to live with that knowledge for all time as the Artificer’s slave. Don’t make me do that. Please don’t make me do that.”
Jager hesitated, shaking his head. “I…”
“I’ll kill all the others,” said Mara. Her voice had gotten deeper, rougher. “The Artificer will command me to do it. Please don’t let me do it.”
A pulse of white fire washed over the courtyard, and for a desperate, terrified instant Mara hoped that Calliande had unleashed a killing spell. But the white light passed Mara and settled around the weapons of the battling men, and the warriors and men-at-arms drove at the Artificer’s undead with renewed vigor. 
“If I get you out of here,” said Jager. “If we escape from the Iron Tower, leave all this behind, maybe you can fight it off.”
“No,” said Mara. “No, I can’t. Jager, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, but this is the end.” 
Jager said nothing, the battle of steel and sorcery screaming around them.
“We’ve lost,” said Mara. “Jager, you have to kill me, take the soulstone, and run. Don’t let the Artificer or Tarrabus have it. Anyone who stays here is going to die. Promise me you’ll get away. Promise me!”
Jager shook his head, unable to speak.
Mara shuddered again, and heard a rasping noise as her fingers dragged along the ground.
Her new talons carved splinters from the flagstones.
 
###
 
Ridmark braced himself for the end. 
The Artificer circled around Ridmark, driving him toward the wall of the keep. Once he was pinned there, it would be simple for the Artificer to batter down Ridmark’s defenses and land a killing blow. 
And that was Ridmark’s chance.
One the Artificer’s sword pierced his flesh, he would have a moment to act. An instant, no more, given that he suspected the Artificer would drive the sword through his heart. He would have to inflict a mortal wound before he succumbed and died. 
His back thumped against the keep, and Ridmark found himself thinking of Aelia. He had failed her, but this time he would not fail. His death would ensure that. 
Though, oddly, he found himself thinking of Calliande and Morigna as well.
“Well done,” said the Artificer, “but useless in the end.”
He raised the sword for the kill, and Ridmark braced himself.
Then at the last moment the Artificer’s bottomless black eyes widened, and he threw himself to the side. Kharlacht’s sword bounced off the keep’s wall in a spray of sparks. The Artificer righted himself, only for Caius’s mace to sweep for his leg. The Artificer dodged, recovered his balance, and Ridmark had his opening. 
He swung the axe with both hands. The Artificer jumped sideways, the movement almost dance-like, and the tip of the axe’s blade brushed the side of his jaw. The possessed knight turned, and Ridmark saw that the axe’s blade had left a cut down the left side of Paul Tallmane’s face.
Light flared in the darkness of the gloomy night, and Ridmark risked a glance up. A molten gash had appeared on the rough face of the tower of iron, a glowing yellow-orange rip perhaps twenty feet across. 

A rip the exact same size and shape of the gash upon Paul’s face. 
Slowly the gash upon Paul’s face began to shrink, while the rip upon the surface of the tower of iron remained in place.
Ridmark wondered what it meant. 
“Three of you?” said the Artificer. “All the better.”
He blurred into motion, his sword writing lines of blue flame in the air.
 
###
 
“Go!” shouted Mara. She felt the last threads of her mind slipping away. “If you can’t kill me, then take the soulstone and go.”
“No.” Jager took a deep breath and drew the dwarven dagger from his belt, the sigils upon the blade shining with dull light. “You’re right. I…should have done this earlier. Forgive me.”
“No, forgive me,” said Mara. She closed her eyes and got to her knees, tilting her head back. “I love you.”
Jager took a deep, rasping breath. “I love you, too. And I’m sorry.”
And then the final transformation took hold.
Shadowy power exploded from her, and Mara screamed as the darkness enclosed her mind, as the darkness shaped her flesh like a sculptor molding clay.
Nothingness devoured her, and she fell into the void.



Chapter 21 - I Am You
Mara fell for centuries. Perhaps millennia.

Or maybe the world had never been anything more than an illusion, a lie she had told herself, and only the void had been real. 
The she felt something cold beneath her face and hands. 
Grass. Damp grass.
Mara rolled to her knees, puzzled. 
She was in the Nightmane Forest again. The ancient trees rose over her, tall and strong but twisted, their gnarled trunks spotted with lichen. Weathered menhirs of black stone jutted from the ground here and there, their sides carved with the glyphs of the Traveler’s potent warding spells, the spells that had kept him secure in the forest for many long centuries. 
Perhaps she was dead, and this was…well, if not heaven, it was not hell. Purgatory, maybe? Or perhaps the transformation had locked her mind within her memories. Or maybe she had been brought to the Nightmane Forest by magic. 
Yet how could she possibly be here? 
She did not realize she had spoken the question aloud until the deep, quiet voice answered her.
“You are not.”
Mara turned and saw the old man.
He had gray hair and a tangled gray beard, his face scored by lines of care and worry. The old man wore the white robe of the Magistri, bound about his waist with a black sash. Mara had never seen him before, and yet…
“I know you, I’m sure of it,” said Mara.
“I fear not,” said the old Magistrius. “I lived for a very long time, far longer than I wished…but I still died decades before you were born. We never met in the flesh.”
“Then we have met in the spirit?” said Mara, puzzled. 
“You can call me the Watcher,” said the Magistrius. “Once I was a Magistrius of the Order of the Vigilant, sworn to protect the realm against the return of the Frostborn. But our Master chose the wrong side in the War of the Five Princes, and our order was destroyed nearly a century ago. Yet my spirit lingered on, bound to fulfill my oath to the Order's mistress.”
“Your mistress?” said Mara, and then she remembered the things Jager had told her about Calliande, the things she had observed about the Magistria. “Calliande. She was your purpose.”
“It was the duty of the Vigilant to guide her and guard her when she awakened,” said the Watcher. “Alas, we failed, but my spirit lingers, bound by my duty and my final spell.”
“So how do I know you?” said Mara.
“When you slept in Vulmhosk,” said the Watcher, “Calliande stood guard over you, and tried to use my power to trap and destroy the Artificer’s spirit. Alas, we failed, and here we are.” 
“And where are we?” said Mara.
“Your mind,” said the Watcher.
“Alas,” said Mara, looking around, “I hoped it would not be so damp.” She swallowed. “Then I am transformed, and even now I am killing my allies…”
“Not yet,” said the Watcher.
“What do you mean?” said Mara. 
“Time does not have the same meaning for the spirit as it has for the flesh,” said the Watcher. “We are between heartbeats, as it were.” He sighed. “It is all I can do for you.”
“What have you done?” said Mara.
“I have given you a chance,” said the Watcher. “It is not much of a chance, I fear. But it is better than nothing.”
“Explain,” said Mara.
“Your transformation is irrevocable,” said the Watcher. “Through the magic of the Matriarch’s bracelet and your own remarkable strength of will, you have held it back for all of your life. But it can be stopped no longer. The change is coming, and you cannot resist it.”
“I know this,” said Mara.
“But there is a chance,” said the Watcher, “a small chance, that you can yet…steer the transformation.” 
“Steer?” said Mara. “What do you mean, steer it? It’s not a wagon.” 
“No,” said the Watcher. “But it is irresistible. As is a flood. But with canals and ditches, a flood can be diverted. So it is with you.”
A shudder went through the ground, and a blaze of blue fire shone in the distance.
“What is it?” said Mara, stepping back. She felt a weight upon her belt, looked down and saw her daggers hanging there.
“It is coming,” said the Watcher.
“What is coming?” said Mara. Little wonder Calliande seemed so exasperated at times, if this riddling spirit never offered a straight answer.
“You are,” said the Watcher. 
“Me?” said Mara. “I’m right here.”
“The dark elven half of your heart and soul,” said the Watcher.
Suddenly the misty forest seemed far colder.
“Oh,” said Mara.
“You will have to face the dark elven power within you,” said the Watcher. “If you can defeat it, if you can overcome it…perhaps you can yet avoid transforming into an urdhracos. Perhaps you can become something else.”
“Like what?” said Mara.
“I do not know,” said the Watcher. “I fear it has never before been attempted in the history of this world.”
“That is not reassuring,” said Mara. 
“It is all I have the power to do for you,” said the Watcher.
“Thank you,” said Mara. 
“May God and the saints be with you,” said the Watcher.
He vanished into the mist, and the blue flame grew brighter. Mara took a deep breath and drew a dagger in either hand, the familiar weight of the weapons both comforting and disturbing. She had killed with these daggers before. Yet she was an assassin, not a warrior. She struck from the shadows. What was she supposed to do here? Fight the darkness within? Overcome it in a knife fight? 
The blue flame dimmed, and a little girl stepped from the mists.
She was gaunt and thin, clad only in rags, her pale blond hair a ragged nest of grease and dirt. Bloodshot green eyes filled with hunger and madness turned towards Mara and narrowed. 
Mara gasped and stepped back.
The child was her. Mara as she had been, years ago, after her mother had died and she had wandered alone in the wilderness. 
“What are you?” said Mara.
“I am you,” said the girl in a croaking whisper. “You as you were. As you could have been.” Her eyes turned black and bottomless, like the eyes of the Artificer, the Traveler, the Matriarch. “And as you could yet be.”
She changed, her thin body twisting and distorting, her clothes crumbling as black scales sheathed her limbs. Her black eyes blazed with crimson flame, and hundreds of jagged spines erupted from her armored hide, each one dripping with poison. The creature moved forward with sinuous, serpentine grace, its movements deadly and efficient.
An urhaalgar. 
The dark elves of old, the Matriarch had told her, had used the creatures as spies and assassins. With their stealth and speed, they could infiltrate their foes with ease, and the poison upon their spines was utterly lethal.
The urhaalgar raced forward in silence, clawed hands reaching for Mara.
She danced aside, moving as the weapon masters of the Red Family had trained her, and dodged the creature’s first swipe. The urhaalgar wheeled with fluid speed, talons reaching for her throat, and Mara ducked and rolled. The ground blurred beneath her, and she came out of her roll and slashed. Her daggers cut through the scaly hide like cloth, and black blood leaked from the wound. The urhaalgar threw back its head and screamed, the first noise it had made. 
Mara took advantage of its distraction to drive one dagger into its left eye and another through its throat. The urhaalgar shrieked once more, the scream dissolving into a liquid gurgle. The creature shuddered, went limp, and collapsed motionless to the ground.
Mara stared down at it, breathing hard. She had killed it. But she was a killer. She had always been a killer, even before the Matriarch had recruited her into the Red Family.
It was who she was. 
The urhaalgar dissolved into swirling black smoke, a twisting mass of shadows. It looked a great deal like the darkness that had flowed around Mara when she had fought the transformation. The writhing smoke rose up, spreading into a towering column of shadow.
And then it flowed into her.
Mara stumbled back with a gasp, an icy chill washing through her. The chill passed in an instant, and when it did, she felt…stronger. Colder. Faster.
She looked at her hands and saw the shadows coiling around them, saw the ghostly shape of insubstantial talons around her fingertips. The veins beneath her pale skin pulsed and shimmered with blue fire.
The transformation was continuing.
“No!” shouted Mara. “I will defeat you. I will not succumb! I will not become a monster!”
The echoes of her defiant cry faded away, absorbed by the swirling mist. 
“It is too late, you know,” said a woman’s voice, low and sultry.
Mara whirled, and saw a woman step out of the mist.
It was herself. Or, rather, a slightly different version of herself. This version of herself was more muscular. Mara knew this because the duplicate wore only a close-fitting cuirass of crimson leather that left her arms and most of her legs bare, the muscles shifting beneath the pale skin. The red-armored woman carried a short sword in her right hand and a dagger in her left, and she turned a mocking smirk in Mara’s direction, a glaze of red light covering her green eyes. 
“And just who are you?” said Mara, circling the red woman.
The duplicate smiled. “I am you. As you are now. The killer, the assassin. As you could have been, had you been wise enough to obey the Matriarch, to see that she was your superior. If only you had obeyed, you might have been spared this fate.”
“And what fate it that?” said Mara.
“Why, this,” said the red woman.
She charged at Mara, stabbing with the dagger and swinging with the short sword. Mara kicked aside the stab and caught the sword in a cross-parry with her daggers. Steel clanged and shivered, and Mara retracted her daggers and slashed. Her duplicate danced aside, laughing like a madwoman, the crimson gleam in her eyes brightening.
“How weak you are!” said the red woman. “How pathetic. Killing is your nature! Embrace it and you can be strong. Resist it and you shall be overcome.” 
Mara glared at the duplicate. “Try it.”
“With pleasure,” said the red woman, her voice a purr. 
Again she attacked, slashing with the sword and stabbing with the dagger. Mara retreated, trying to stay ahead of her opponent’s longer reach. Yet it was not hard. The strange coldness gave Mara speed and strength, and the red woman was not a skilled fighter. Soon Mara saw the pattern to the red woman’s attacks.
Then it was only a matter of time.
Again the duplicate repeated her pattern, and Mara moved first. She stepped past the slash and stabbed her daggers. One drove into the duplicate’s chest, piercing the leather armor and sinking into her heart. The other plunged into the red woman’s neck. She shrieked, stumbled to her knees, and dropped her weapons.
“Fool,” croaked the duplicate, blood bubbling from her lips. 
“You will not take me!” said Mara. 
The red woman laughed.
“I have already taken you,” said the duplicate. “You have already transformed. For I am you. I have always been you.”
She shuddered and lay still, her lifeless eyes staring up at Mara…and she dissolved into black smoke and shadows.
Mara stepped back in alarm, trying to shield herself, but it was no use. Again the shadowy smoke flowed into her, filling her with cold, with strength, with speed. She looked at her hands in horror and saw the blue fire shining brighter in her veins, the immaterial claws around her fingers growing more substantial. 
And she could hear the Artificer’s song inside her head again, even in this strange dream-world. It was still faint, but growing stronger. 
“No,” said Mara, her voice reverberating with new power. “No. I will not transform. I will not become a monster! I will not!”
“Foolish girl,” said another voice, a woman’s voice of unearthly beauty. “You need not transform. You are what you always have been. Only now shall you realize it.” 
Mara looked up as a shadow descended from the mists over her head. 
A winged shadow.
The urdhracos, one of the mightiest creatures of the dark elves, landed a dozen paces away.
She wore armor of overlapping black steel plates, the gauntlets tipped with razor talons. The great black wings furled behind the urdhracos like a cloak of darkness, her pale blond hair blowing around her head. The eyes were bottomless pits into an eternal black void, and the face was unearthly beautiful, a face that could madden with its terrible cold beauty.
Mara’s face, altered.
Transformed. 
“Who are you?” said Mara, her voice unsteady.
“I am you,” said the urdhracos. “I am you as you soon shall be.”
Mara shook her head, her pulse pounding in her ears. “No. I refuse. I refuse!” 
“As well to refuse the sunrise and the sunset, to refuse the rain and the drought,” said the urdhracos. “Or the beating of your own heart and the blood flowing through your veins. I am you, Mara daughter of the Traveler. I am what you are meant to be. I am what you shall become.”
“No,” said Mara. 
“You are a killer,” said the urdhracos. 
“I am not,” said Mara.
The urdhracos laughed. “Liar. You are a killer. And soon you shall understand when the Artificer’s song fills your blood and you kill at his will, every life that you take at his command filling you with joy beyond all understanding.”
“I will stop you,” said Mara.
“Shall you stop yourself?” said the urdhracos, flexing her talon-tipped fingers. 
“I will,” said Mara.
“No,” said the urdhracos. The creature sounded almost sad. “You will not. Soon you shall understand.”
The great black wings flexed, and the urdhracos sprang into the air. 
Mara wheeled, her daggers ready as the urdhracos spun over her head, bobbing and weaving with grace and speed. Some part of her mind, the part that listened to the Artificer’s song, whispered that such power was hers by right, that she need only surrender and claim it. Another part of her mind screamed against such a course, warning that it would devour her forever. And a much larger part of her mind kept track of the urdhracos’s erratic flight, watching for an attack.
Instead the urdhracos shot higher, hovering for a moment. Then she looked down at Mara, her mouth yawning wide. For an absurd moment Mara wondered if the urdhracos intended to sing at her. 
Then she remembered something the Matriarch had told her. The urdhracosi had been made in imitation of dragons.
And dragons breathed fire. 
Mara raced to the side as the urdhracos loosed a long blast of yellow-orange flame. The cone of fire swept across the ground, vaporizing the grass and turning the tangled roots of the trees to smoking charcoal. Mara ducked behind one of the towering black menhirs. The flame washed against it, the stone growing hot, but the pillar shielded Mara from the fire. 
At last the flames winked out, and Mara spun around the pillar, daggers ready. 
The urdhracos swooped toward her in a black blur, claws extended and reaching for Mara’s throat. The winged creature moved with terrible speed, but the cold shadows burned through Mara, giving her the speed to match. She ducked under the slash of the talons and stabbed with both her daggers. The blade in her left hand skidded off the black armor, but the dagger in her right hand darted between the armored plates and sank into the urdhracos’s flesh. The creature hissed in fury and beat its wings, springing back into the air. 
Mara whirled, trying to keep the urdhracos in sight as the creature spun and twisted over the trees. The wings gave the urdhracos an advantage that Mara could not match. Sooner or later the urdhracos’s fire would return, and then the she would need only hover and roast Mara like a piece of meat on a spit. 
And then…
Mara blinked.
What would happen if the urdhracos died here in this strange dream-place? Would Mara die in the waking world? No – the Watcher had said she had to face the darkness within her. Her past selves and the urdhracos had to be manifestations of that darkness. If she killed them, if she slew the urdhracos, then perhaps she could overcome the shadows of her dark elven blood. 
Yet when she had killed her past self and her present self, they had dissolved into shadows, transforming her further. Was there no escape? If the urdhracos slew her, would she transform? And if she killed the urdhracos, would she absorb its power than then transform? 
The urdhracos dove for her again, and Mara had no more time for thought. She dodged the swipe of the black claws, but this time she aimed the slash of her daggers at the urdhracos’s right wing. The wings looked like black leather wreathed in shadows, but Mara’s daggers tore through the strange material and the right wing collapsed. The urdhracos plowed hard into the ground, and Mara sprang for the kill. One of her daggers started to bite through a gap in the black armor, but the urdhracos hissed and rolled away, regaining her feet. 
For a moment Mara and the urdhracos faced each other warily. The urdhracos’s talons made metallic rasping noises as she opened and closed her hands. 
“I will not yield,” said Mara. “I will not.”
The urdhracos shook her head. “Fool. You cannot deny what you are.”
“I will not be a monster,” said Mara. “Not while I have strength left to resist.” 
“Fire cannot war against itself,” said the urdhracos. “Water cannot drown itself. As you shall soon see.”
She lunged at Mara, and Mara retreated, dodging and blocking with her daggers. Sparks flew when the urdhracos’s talons raked against the daggers’ blades. Once, twice, three times, the urdhracos attacked, and then Mara caught her foe’s left hand on her right dagger, raising the hand up. 
Then Mara spun and drove her remaining dagger into the urdhracos’s exposed armpit.
The creature threw back her head and screamed as the blade sank into her chest. Mara ripped the weapon free, the dagger glistening with black slime, but the urdhracos fell upon her back. Mara tensed, preparing for another attack, but the urdhracos lay helpless, her body trembling.
“Finish it,” said the urdhracos, her beautiful voice a faint whisper. “Finish it and become what you were meant to be.”
The Artificer’s song thundered inside Mara’s skull, growing louder, the veins beneath her hands burning brighter. 
She hesitated.
Perhaps the urdhracos was the manifestation of her dark elven blood. If Mara slew it, she would be free of the shadows. Or would she? Killing the other manifestations had only sent their power into Mara. If she killed this manifestation, would that be the final step of her transformation? 
Yet if she did nothing, the urdhracos would recover and kill her.
“Why do you hesitate?” whispered the urdhracos. “Finish it and claim your fate.”
“If I kill you,” said Mara, “what will happen?”
“You cannot kill me,” said the urdhracos. 
“I killed the other two,” said Mara. “No, that’s not right, is it? This is a dream, a symbol. I can’t kill them. I can’t kill them because…”
Her voice trailed off.
She couldn’t kill them because they were her.
Fire could not fight against itself. Water could not drown itself. There was no one else here. Only Mara.
And the shades she had fought were her. 
It had been useless. The Artificer had been right. This had always been her fate, no matter what she did, no matter how hard she struggled. To become a monster, a killer.
And yet…
She blinked, a strange thought coming to her.
Killer and monster. Those were separate things. She had always been a killer, ever since her mother had died and she had been forced to defend herself. Yet Ridmark Arban was a killer, too. Kharlacht and Caius and Gavin were killers, and they were warriors, not monsters. Mara had killed for the Red Family, had been a murderer. Yet she had been a killer before that. It was in her nature, in her blood. Just as the nature of a wolf was to hunt. 
But there was a time and place to kill, an hour to lift the sword and an hour to put it down. 
Mara had murdered…but that did not mean she had to kill unjustly. 
Did the mean she had to become a monster?
She lifted her head and saw the others staring at her.
The child, the red woman, and the urdhracos stood in a half-circle, waiting.
“You are me,” said Mara, “and I am you. I’ve always thought the dark elven blood was…like a disease, a blight, something I had to fight. A poison I had to keep bottled up. But I was fighting against myself all those years.” Her eyes widened as understanding came at last. “That is how the transformation works, isn’t it? Our soul is divided, warring against itself…and then the dark elves can conquer it and make it a slave.”
“But unified,” said the ragged child, “what would become of us?”
“The cord of three strands is not easily broken,” said the red woman.
“Let that which is unified,” said the urdhracos, “be never torn asunder.” 
“We are…no, I am a killer,” said Mara. “That is in my very blood. But I will use my nature for justice, as I have seen Ridmark do. I will not be a monster.”
She spoke in her usual quiet voice, but the final word thundered through the forest.
The ragged child, the red woman, and the urdhracos all transformed into pillars of blue flame. The fire flowed into Mara, and she stumbled back with a gasp. As the flames entered her, the strange cold and strength drained from her limbs…but the Artificer’s song faded away.
And a new song echoed through her thoughts.
“What is happening?” said Mara, looking around as the forest began to burn with blue fire, cracks of blue light spreading beneath her feet.
“You did it.”
Mara turned her head, saw the ghostly, translucent image of the Watcher, wavering as the mist billowed past them in a hurricane wind. The old man looked awed, uncertain, perhaps even a little frightened.
“You changed the course of your transformation,” said the Watcher. “It is starting.”
“The song,” said Mara. “What is the song?”
“I think,” said the Watcher, “I think that is your own song you hear.” The ground began to shake. “I don’t know what is going to happen next. I don’t think this has ever happened before in the history of the dark elves. May God and good fortune go with you, Mara. If you live, tell no one of me. But if you live, I think we shall meet again at Dragonfall.”
The blue fire exploded, the thunderclap tearing the world in half. 
 
###
 
As the molten rip gleamed across the face of the tower of iron, Calliande realized the Artificer’s weakness. 
But it was too late to do anything about it
His spell was flawed. Perhaps it was by design, one final cruel trick from the Warden. Or perhaps the Artificer’s mastery of magic was not as deep as he claimed. Regardless, his spells had never been designed to allow his spirit into a human body. The geometry was wrong, like trying to force a square peg into a round hole. The Artificer’s magic let him accomplish it, let him heal any damage done to Paul’s body while he inhabited it.
But the damage was transferred back to the tower of iron, and his magic and spirit were bound within the tower. Which meant that if they did enough physical damage to Paul, the damage would be amplified within the tower, and if the tower of iron was destroyed, it might take the Artificer’s spirit with it…
But they had no way to deal that kind of harm to the Artificer. He was simply too powerful, his undead driving back the orcish warriors and mercenaries. And his swordplay was masterful. Even Ridmark had only managed to scratch him once, a scratch that had soon healed.
Though the gash on the side of the tower remained molten and raw. 
Calliande wanted to scream in frustration. If only she had more power to spare. If only she could strike at the Artificer. If…
A shriek of agony filled her ears.
She risked a look to the side, and saw Mara stand, wreathed in shadows and blue fire. Jager stumbled back from her, his dagger in hand, and the finality of defeat closed around Calliande’s heart. Mara’s transformation had come, and she would likely become an urdhracos. And once she joined the battle on the Artificer’s side, it would end all the quicker.
They had failed. Calliande had failed. She had promised Mara that she would help her, that…
The shadow and the blue fire winked out, and Calliande expected to see an urdhracos standing there, expected to see a monster with Mara’s features, armored in black steel and great black wings stretching from her shoulders.
Instead Mara stood there.
Unchanged.



Chapter 22 - Fire and Iron
Ridmark, Caius, and Kharlacht whirled around the Artificer, their weapons glowing with the power of Calliande’s magic.

It was not enough. 
Even when faced by three opponents, the Artificer did not slow, the blue-burning sword flicking left and right to pick off Ridmark’s blows. Ridmark had managed to land three minor hits upon the Artificer, but the wounds in Paul’s flesh had closed almost at once, though the resultant molten gashes still shone in the tower of iron’s dark face. It was as if the Artificer’s wounds vanished and reappeared upon the tower. 
That did Ridmark little good. 
He bled from wounds upon his left arm, his chest sore and battered from a blow that had rebounded off his chain mail. Kharlacht and Caius had both been wounded, their movements slowing. 
“A worthy effort,” said the Artificer, avoiding the sweep of Kharlacht’s massive sword, “but insufficient. Perhaps your kindred shall learn the folly of taking arms against their rightful masters.” 
“You,” growled Kharlacht, “are not my master.”
“I shall soon unburden you of that delusion,” said the Artificer. 
Ridmark tried to close, hoping to force the Artificer to strike him, and then land a mortal blow while the Artificer’s sword was immobile in his flesh. Yet the Artificer saw the danger, and never let Ridmark close, always performing the precise sequences of attacks and blocks that let him stay ahead of his opponents. Ridmark had to end this soon. If he did not force the Artificer to strike him on his terms, the Artificer would simply kill him and then dispose of the others. 
Then a pillar of shadow-wreathed blue fire erupted from behind the melee.
“Ah,” said the Artificer. “Her transformation begins. Fear not, Gray Knight. Your sufferings will be at an end soon enough.”
He attacked again, and Ridmark retreated, barely able to avoid the blows.
 
###
 
“Mara?” said Jager, gazing at her in shock.
Mara blinked, looking around at the battle.
She felt…different. 
Her sight had changed, for one. She saw the flare and pulse of the dark magic within the iron tower, Calliande’s power gleaming in the weapons of the orcish warriors and the mercenaries, the nexus of dark power swirling around the Artificer. She saw the necromantic power, corrupt and malignant, binding the corpses of the dead. She also saw the chains of power linking the Artificer to the tower, chains that pushed his spirit into the body of Sir Paul Tallmane.
“Mara?” said Jager again. 
“I think,” she said, dazed, “I think I still am.”
The shadows were gone. 
All her life, she had felt the shadows within her, waiting to come at her call, and now they were simply gone. 
But something else had taken their place. 
“You didn’t transform,” said Jager.
Fire burned within her in the place the shadows had once occupied. A song of fire, a song loud enough to resist the power of the Artificer’s song. Oh, she still heard the Artificer’s song, dark and powerful and compelling…but she had no more compulsion to obey than to thrust her hand into a blazing fire. 
The burning song within her was stronger.
Her song, the Watcher had called it. 
“I did transform,” said Mara. “Just…not the way I expected.”
A wave of delirious relief went through her, and she seized Jager’s vest, pulled him close, and kissed him hard upon the lips at the battle raged around them. 
At last they broke apart.
“As delighted as I am by this development,” said Jager, “I fear this is neither the time nor the place.”
“No,” said Mara. “The others. We have to help Ridmark and the others.”
“I don’t know if we can do anything for them,” said Jager. “Maybe it would be best to take the soulstone and flee.”
Mara hesitated, listening to the song within her.  
“Maybe not,” said Mara. “Come on. Let’s help Calliande.”
She ran towards the Magistria, Jager following. Gavin stood guard over Calliande, who knelt on the ground, her face and clothing drenched with sweat, her upraised arms trembling. Mara stared at her in amazement, at the web of power spreading from Calliande to the weapons of the fighters. The feat of magic was astonishing, like watching a man hold an iron weight over his head as his veins bulged and his body quaked from the strain. 
“Mara!” said Calliande. “You’re…you’re not…you didn’t transform?”
“No,” said Mara. “I did. But I managed to…control the transformation, direct it. I’m not sure what it did to me, but the Artificer has no power over me.” 
“Oh,” said Gavin. “I don’t know what that means…but it sounds good.” 
“Listen to me,” said Calliande. “The Artificer. We can defeat him. He can heal his wounds, but some of the damage is transferred to the tower of iron. That damage doesn’t heal, and his power is bound within the tower. If we can hurt him enough…”
“Then we’ll shatter the tower and kill him,” said Mara, gazing at Paul Tallmane’s form with grim certainty.
She was a killer…and the Artificer had tried to enslave her, wanted to enslave the world. And Paul Tallmane, if some spark of him still existed within his body, had murdered Jager’s father. He had sworn his soul to the Enlightened. 
Here was someone she had no qualms about killing.
“I don’t have any power left,” said Calliande. Mara listened with one ear, the fiery song filling her thoughts. “If I could just strike at him…”
“Your daggers,” said Mara. “The dwarven ones, the enchanted ones.” She reached down and drew the dagger from Calliande’s belt. “Jager, I’ll need yours, too.”
“What for?” said Jager, handing over the dagger.
“Because,” said Mara, grim certainty closing around her, “I’m going to kill the Artificer.”
She reached for the fiery song, which blazed in the place the shadows used to occupy.
Blue fire rose up to devour her, and the world vanished.
 
###
 
Ridmark stumbled, went to one knee. The Artificer’s sword swooped for his neck, and Ridmark rolled. He came back to his feet, breathing hard, blinking blood and sweat from his eyes.
“Ah,” said the Artificer. “And so it ends.” 
He drew back his sword for the kill.
At exactly that instant a column of blue flame swirled behind him, and Mara appeared out of nowhere. Veins of blue flame shone beneath the pale skin of her hands and face and neck, and in either hand she held a dwarven dagger, both blades glowing with the fire of Calliande’s magic and the enchantments of the dwarven stonescribes. 
The sight was so unexpected that Ridmark froze for a second, and the Artificer glided towards him.
Mara took both daggers and plunged them into the Artificer’s back, driving the blades through gaps in the steel plate armor. The Artificer screamed, the first sound of pain Ridmark had heard him make, his black eyes growing wide. Mara ripped the daggers free and plunged them into the Artificer once again.
And as she did, giant molten pits appeared on the side of the tower of iron, their fiery light falling across the courtyard.
The Artificer spun, his sword hammering down towards Mara. The diminutive woman made no move to dodge, to block, or even to run.
Instead she stood motionless, and then vanished in a pillar of blue flame.
The Artificer’s sword plunged through the empty air and clanged off the flagstones. The wounds on his back were already shrinking, but the molten gashes remained upon the side of the tower. Ridmark sprang forward, bringing his axe down upon the Artificer’s back. The Artificer whirled with cat-like speed and brought his sword up to block. But Ridmark’s axe clanged off the cuirass, denting the steel plate and sending the Artificer stumbling back. 
Another, smaller gash appeared on the face of the tower.
Blue fire flickered behind the Artificer, and Mara reappeared, ripping her daggers through the back of his right knee in a vicious cross-cut. The Artificer screamed in fury as his leg collapsed beneath him, his right hand driving his sword at Mara, only for her to disappear again. Ridmark had no idea what Mara was doing, but she had given him an opportunity. He sprang forward, raising his axe for a killing blow, while Kharlacht and Caius followed suit.
The Artificer raked his left hand through the air, shadows and blue fire curling around his fingers. Invisible force lashed out from him, raw and unfocused, and the blast threw Ridmark and Kharlacht and Caius to the ground. For a moment Ridmark lay stunned, his aching and exhausted body refusing to obey his will, but he levered himself to his feet.
Fortunately, it had taken the Artificer that long to regain his footing. Behind him a dozen glowing rips shone in the face of the tower of iron. Kharlacht and Caius stood and lifted their weapons, the melee against the undead raging behind them.
Blue fire flared next to Ridmark, and Mara appeared, sapphire flame pulsing through her veins, the dwarven daggers ready in her hands. 
“Gray Knight,” said Mara.
“How,” said Kharlacht, his voice a tired rumble, “are you doing that?”
“I don’t actually know,” said Mara. “Useful, though, isn’t it?” 
The Artificer stared at her, his face working. 
“What have you done?” he hissed.
“I transformed,” said Mara. “It’s your fault. You triggered the transformation. Except I didn’t want to be an urdhracos after all. So I became something else.”
“A new creature, then?” said the Artificer, his smile returning. “Very well. You shall make a useful servant.” He pointed at Mara with his free hand. “By my power and by my will, I compel you to obey me. Slay the others. Start with that damned Magistria, and my servants will kill the orcish animals.” 
There was a pulse of power in the air, a low wind blowing past Ridmark as the full weight of the Artificer’s will fell upon Mara.
But Mara only laughed at him.
“That won’t work any longer, I am afraid,” said Mara. “I can hear your song, Artificer, but my song is louder.” 
The Artificer roared in fury, blue fire crackling around him. 
“Then you are a corruption!” he said. “An abomination. You are a slave, born to serve and die for your dark elven masters! You are nothing but a beast of burden! And if you dare to rebel, then you shall perish.”
“And you know what you are, Artificer?” said Mara, her calm unruffled. “You’re a dead man.”
The Artificer sneered. “And you shall kill me, then?”
“Why bother?” said Mara. “The Warden already killed you. You were dead for millennia before any of us were born. The Warden outsmarted you and sent you to your death. Even your title shows just how stupid you are, the Artificer who forged the instrument of his own imprisonment. And now you’re nothing but a ragged ghost riding the body of a dimwitted traitor. A pathetic relic of a forgotten age. Your new empire is nothing but a fantasy, and you’re only a…”
The rest of Mara’s speech was cut short by the Artificer’s scream of rage. The courtyard echoed with it, and the tower of iron crackled and sizzled with fingers of ruby lightning, the molten gashes shining brighter. 
“You are a corrupted animal,” screamed the Artificer, “and you dare to mock me! Then perish! No more games! Perish, all of you!” 
He cast aside his sword, fingers hooking into claws as he summoned power, a blue fireball snarling between his palms. Suddenly every last undead in the courtyard stiffened and fell, collapsing as the blue flames in their eyes vanished. 
The Artificer had drawn away their power to fuel his mighty spell.
Ridmark cursed and raced towards the Artificer, axe ready. 
 
###
 
Calliande blinked the sweat from her eyes.
The undead simply…stopped. 
They collapsed motionless. Calliande looked around. Had Ridmark and Mara killed Paul’s body and driven out the Artificer? No, she felt the currents of dark magic stirring around her, faster and faster.
The Artificer was casting a spell, one so powerful that it took every scrap of his formidable power. 
Calliande released the augmentation upon the weapons, her power flooding back into her. She felt an overwhelming wave of relief, as if she had just put down a heavy burden. Yet she was exhausted, her limbs trembling and cramping with pain. She did not have much strength left. 
The power snarling around the Artificer trebled, and then trebled again.
Calliande began her spell.
 
###
 
Mara drew on the fiery song, and the world vanished around her.
She reappeared behind the Artificer as he cast his spell, Ridmark and Caius and Kharlacht all charging at him. The Artificer started to turn, bringing his power to bear upon her, but Mara was already moving, her left dagger slashing open his neck and her right tearing into his shoulder. Larger versions of the wounds appeared upon the tower of iron, the molten light falling over the courtyard.
The Artificer flung a bolt of invisible power at her. The blast caught her in the chest and hurled her into the air. Mara reached for the burning song and the blue fire swallowed her, depositing her upon her feet in the courtyard behind Ridmark. Hundreds of other warriors ran at the dark elven wizard. With the undead dispatched, every last fighting man in the courtyard turned his attention upon the Artificer. Even with his skill with the blade, the Artificer could not hope to defeat so many. 
But his prowess with magic was far greater than his skill with the blade, despite Mara’s taunts.
And to judge from the vortex of dark magic swirling around him, he had summoned enough power to kill every living thing in the Iron Tower.
Mara reached for her burning song, and shadows exploded in all directions from the Artificer.
 
###
 
The wall of shadows slammed into Ridmark, and an icy chill poured through him. 
His limbs went numb, and his legs buckled beneath him, the dwarven axe falling from his trembling fingers. He struck the ground, shivering, and tried to stand, tried to move, but the shadows washed over him, hissing and whispering. Their touch sucked away his energy and warmth, leaving him cold and helpless. 
Once more he tried to stand, and only managed to turn his head. He saw Kharlacht and Caius collapse, saw the charging warriors and mercenaries and men-at-arms fall like wheat beneath a scythe. The vortex of rippling shadows covered the entire Iron Tower, and no one remained to stand against the Artificer.
He had indeed been toying with them.
Ridmark waited for the killing blow, or for the terrible shadows to leech away the rest of his life.
But the Artificer was not focused upon him. 
 
###
 
The shadows did not touch Mara.
They flowed around her, whispering and snarling, but they did not harm her. With her newfound sight, she saw the spells underpinning them, and realized that they would not harm dark elves. She had enough dark elven blood that the shadows could not touch her.
Unfortunately, no one else in the Iron Tower possessed such protection, which meant that the Artificer was free to focus his wrath upon her. 
The Artificer flung a bolt of shadow and blue fire at her, and Mara walked into her own fire, reappearing behind him to stab. But the Artificer was ready for her, unleashing a blast of invisible force that flung her into the air. Again Mara vanished into the maelstrom of blue flame, reappearing twenty paces away. 
But the Artificer had already turned to throw a lethal spell at her.
Mara disappeared back into the fire and reappeared, Crowlacht’s warriors lying prone and helpless around her. Again the Artificer threw killing magic at her, and again Mara had to vanish to dodge the furious spell.
She could not keep this up. Using the burning song that had taken the place of the shadows took a great deal of effort, and Mara felt herself tiring. Her jumps were becoming shorter and shorter, and soon she would need to rest. But without the fire, she could not possibly move fast enough to avoid the Artificer’s magic.
Again she strode through the blue fire and appeared behind the Artificer, but the wizard flung a blast of invisible force that knocked her to the ground.
 
###
 
Calliande gritted her teeth, trying to hold the ward in place.
The shadows hammered at it, trying to break down the ward so they could feast upon her life. Yet her ward held them off, the shadows flowing around her like a stream flowing around stone. It was a considerable strain in her exhausted state, and she did not have enough strength left to strike at the Artificer.
But she did have enough strength to ward some else.
Her eyes focused on Ridmark’s prone form, and she cast the spell.
 
###
 
White light blazed before Ridmark’s eyes, and all at once the terrible coldness vanished. His limbs still ached, the cuts on his arms burned, and his chest throbbed from the blows his chain mail had turned aside. But the terrible chill was gone, and he could move again.
He rolled to his feet, snatching up the dwarven axe, and saw the white glow shimmering around him.
Calliande must have warded him. He spotted her behind the fallen warriors and men-at-arms, sheathed in a white glow her own, her face tight with strain. She looked as tired as he felt, and he did not know how much longer she could hold the ward.
Best to make that time count.
The Artificer and Mara danced in their mad battle, Mara disappeared and reappearing in flashes of ghostly blue flame. The Artificer, for his part, showed no sign of tiring. Despite his battered and bloody armor and clothing, all his wounds had healed, and Paul Tallmane’s body looked the picture of vigorous health. He threw bolts of shadow and blue fire at Mara, who disappeared whenever he cast them at her. She reappeared near him, managing to land minor hits with her daggers, but the Artificer always forced her to retreat, and his wounds always closed in short order. 
But a jagged maze of molten gashes now covered the face of the tower of iron, bright enough to banish the night. None of them ever healed, and the tower was starting to look battered. What would happen if it took too much damage and collapsed under its own weight?
Ridmark did not know, but he wanted to find out. 
The Artificer turned, spinning to track Mara, and his black eyes widened to see Ridmark on his feet. Ridmark charged, all his speed and strength driving the dwarven axe forward. The Artificer had discarded Paul’s sword to cast his shadow-spell, and the ancient wizard had no way of blocking the attack…
The Artificer gestured, and Paul’s sword leapt from the flagstones to land in his right hand, blue flames bursting to life around the blade once more. Ridmark’s axe hurtled towards his chest, and the Artificer snapped his sword up in time to deflect the blow. Ridmark stumbled as he overbalanced, and he barely dodged the Artificer’s answering thrust, the blade tugging along his shoulder to draw blood. 
Ridmark expected more boasts, more taunts, but the Artificer remained silent, jumping back as Mara appeared next to him. The Artificer slashed his sword to the side, deflecting Mara’s stab, and swung for her head. Her eyes, bloodshot and ringed with dark circles of exhaustion, widened in alarm, and she disappeared in a swirl of blue flame to reappear a dozen yards away. 
She stumbled and caught her balance. Exhaustion was taking its toll on her, too.
The Artificer turned and came at Ridmark, and he backed away, losing all hope of landing an effective blow as he struggled to hold back the Artificer’s attacks.
 
###
 
Slowly, slowly, Morigna swam back to consciousness. 
She lay upon her back, her borrowed leather armor heavy against her, the smooth wood of her staff pressed against her palm. She saw the night sky overhead, and then turned her head and saw yellow-orange light spilling across the flagstones.
Flagstones. Why was she lying on flagstones?
The memories swam back to her mind. The stolen soulstone. The raid upon Sir Paul Tallmane’s camp. The shadows wrapping around Mara. Vulmhosk and the urvaalgs. 
The kiss she had shared with Ridmark in Vulmhosk.
And on the tail of that memory came a darker image, the Artificer’s spirit possessing Paul’s body, the ancient wizard’s spell throwing her across the courtyard…
Morigna blinked. Apparently the Artificer had failed to kill her after all.
She got to her feet, leaning upon the staff for balance, and saw that the battle was lost.
Crowlacht’s warriors, Otto’s mercenaries, and Sir Marcast’s men-at-arms lay sprawled upon the ground. Dead or alive, she could not tell. A vortex of shadow swirled around them and through them, centered upon the Artificer. Only Ridmark remained upon his feet, wielding the dwarven axe with both hands as he fought. He was battered and bloody and looked on the edge of defeat. 
The tower of iron blazed like a torch over them, its surface marred by dozens of molten cuts. 
Blue fire flashed, and Mara appeared out of nowhere, slashing at the Artificer with a pair of daggers. The Artificer dodged, but one of the daggers scraped his cheek, and an identical gash ripped across the surface of the tower of iron. The Artificer stabbed at her, but Mara vanished in a pillar of blue fire, reappearing a half-dozen yards away, her chest heaving and her body trembling from exhaustion.
Mara had never been able to do that before. The vortex of shadows reached towards Morigna, the same shadows that had killed or incapacitated the others. Morigna had no way to ward that kind of magic, no defense. It would kill or overwhelm her. 
But she had one second left in which to act.
Her magic could do nothing against the Artificer himself, not with the kind of warding spells around him.
But the ground beneath his feet enjoyed no such protection.
Morigna flung all her power in a single spell, and then the cold shadows washed over her.
 
###
 
Ridmark retreated, and then the ground rippled beneath his feet.
Or, rather, the ground around him rippled. The Artificer, his attention fixed on Ridmark, never saw it coming. He stumbled and fell to one knee, his battered armor clattering.
And Ridmark had his last chance.
He threw himself at the Artificer with all his remaining strength, the axe raised high over his head, and brought it plunging down. The dwarven steel ripped through the weaker metal of the Artificer’s cuirass and sank into his chest, tearing through skin and muscle and shattering bone. The Artificer’s black eyes widened, his arms twitching. No matter how powerful his healing magic, no matter how skillful, no one could shrug off a blow like that.
A huge vertical gash appeared in the tower of iron.
The Artificer started to rise, and Mara appeared behind him, sinking both of her daggers into his neck.
The top of the tower of iron cracked, molten metal spraying from its sides.
The Artificer let out a croak of pain and fell back to his knees, even as Mara pulled her daggers free and the wounds in his neck started to close. Ridmark put one boot upon his chest and ripped the axe free, the motion sending the Artificer falling upon his back, his wounds shrinking even as he fell.
Ridmark raised the axe again and let it fall.
This time the entire blade sank into the Artificer’s chest, and he let out a gurgling scream.
Another huge gash appeared in the tower of iron, crossing the one Ridmark had made a moment earlier. The entire tower quivered, crimson lightning bursting from the molten tears to lash at the sky. The ground began to shake, and the vortex of crawling shadows around the Artificer began to unravel and fray.
“What have you done?” hissed the Artificer. The tower shuddered again.
“As it happens,” said Mara, her voice soft, “your mastery of magic is not as profound as you thought.”
The tower of iron fractured with a thunderous crack. Great slabs fell from the side of the tower, smashing into the keeps, the molten core shining hotter. The red lightning grew brighter, and the Artificer screamed. Ridmark felt a pulse of uncanny power through the handle of his dwarven axe, and he tore the weapon free from the Artificer’s chest, the sigils glowing through the blood coating the blade. At once the Artificer’s wound started to shrink, and Ridmark raised the weapon again.
But the Artificer kept screaming. 
“I am immortal!” he shrieked. “I defied death itself! I am immortal! Immortal! Immortal!”
With a second thunderous crack, the tower of iron shattered, collapsing on itself in a burst of molten sparks, the ground trembling and heaving, and a net of red lightning spread across the sky. One of the bolts arced down and coiled around the Artificer, his screams redoubling. His back arched as the last of his wounds closed, and something dark and shadowy, almost like a hooded wraith robed in shadows, erupted from him. 
The net of lightning pulled it up and ripped it apart, a final scream echoing in the air.
The glow from the tower of iron faded, leaving it as a jagged, twisted stump. The red lightning vanished, and the shadowy vortex unraveled.
One by one men started to rise from the ground, looking around in amazement.
“It’s gone,” said Mara. Ridmark looked at her. “The song, I mean. The Artificer’s song. I think…I think he’s truly gone. I think the spells upon the tower broke and cast his spirit into the void.” 
A groan came to Ridmark’s ears.
He looked down and saw Sir Paul Tallmane staring up at him, his eyes returned to their normal, human black, his face twisted with terror. He started to sit up, and Ridmark rested the blade of the axe upon his throat. 
“I accept,” said Ridmark, “your surrender.”
Paul managed a feeble nod. 
“We won,” said Mara. She sounded stunned. 
“We did,” said Ridmark.
“Was this…was this your plan?” said Mara.
“Not at all,” said Ridmark.
“Then…then you really are just a madman with a stick, aren’t you?” said Mara. She began to laugh, and then covered her face. “Oh, God. Ridmark Arban. Thank you. Thank you. If you had not convinced them to spare me, I would have…I would have…”
“I do not fully understand what happened to you,” said Ridmark, “but I think you saved yourself.” 
“Mara!”
Jager raced towards them, and Mara flew into his arms, laughing and crying at the same time. Kharlacht and Caius regained their feet, and Calliande ran toward them, Gavin following.
“You’re alive,” said Calliande, relief in her voice.
Ridmark nodded. “Thanks to you and your spells.”
Morigna came next, leaning on her staff, followed by Crowlacht and Sir Marcast.
“It seems we are victorious,” said Crowlacht. 
“And the traitor has been captured,” said Marcast, glowering at the prone Paul.
“The Iron Tower is yours,” said Ridmark to Crowlacht. “Take whatever you wish from it, save for the possessions of Sir Marcast and his loyal men. Oh, and send word to Otto so he can take his share of the loot.”
“And you will take nothing?” said Crowlacht.
Ridmark shook his head and glanced at the leather pouch on Calliande’s belt. “We have what we came to find.”
“Was there not talk of a bracelet of jade?” said Crowlacht.
“I think,” said Mara, her voice filled with wonder, “that I will never need it again.”
 
###
 
Paul Tallmane stared up at Ridmark, the hate and terror bubbling within him.
He had been beaten, his fortress taken, his men driven back. He had been made the Artificer’s thrall, made a prisoner within his own flesh. If Ridmark had not destroyed the Artificer’s spirit, Paul would have been a prisoner forever. But the destruction of the Artificer’s spirit had also destroyed Paul’s connection to the great void. He could no longer command the shadows, was no longer an Initiated of Incariel.
He was doomed. That damned orc headman would drag him back to Coldinium, and Paul would be executed for treason against the High King. Or the Dux and Shadowbearer would have him killed before he could reveal the secrets of the Enlightened.
Either way, Paul’s life was in ruins.
And it was all Ridmark Arban’s fault.
Paul was finished…but there was still a way he could revenge himself upon his enemy.
The Artificer’s magic had healed his wounds, and Paul felt fresh and rested despite the loss of his power over the shadows. Even better, Ridmark’s attention was on his friends. 
And Paul still had a dagger on his belt. 
Inch by inch he drew his hand back, his hand coiling around the dagger’s hilt. 
Yes, his life was finished…but this was going to be sweet.
In one smooth motion he sprang to his feet and drove the dagger towards Ridmark’s back.
 
###
 
“Ridmark!” shouted both Morigna and Calliande.
Ridmark spun and saw Paul standing behind him, teeth bared in a snarl, a dagger raised to stab. Ridmark jumped back, raising his axe to parry, but Paul remained motionless, a tremor going through his body.
Blood bubbled over his teeth.
Ridmark saw the point of a short sword jutting from Paul’s throat, a hand wrapped around the wrist of his dagger arm.
“I would tell you,” said Jager, twisting his short sword, “to greet my father in the next world.” Paul’s black eyes rolled back and forth, filling with terror. “But I am quite certain that your final destination is very different from his.” 
Jager pulled the sword free, and Paul collapsed dead to the ground.
For a moment they stood in silence as Crowlacht’s warriors dispersed to commence looting.
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. “I wasn’t paying attention. He would have killed me.” 
Jager grinned and cleaned his sword blade. “Well, you did save my life. It seems only fair, you know.” 



Chapter 23 - The Assassin and the Thief
The next morning, Mara sat against the curtain wall and let Calliande examine her.

“I don’t understand it,” said Calliande again, shaking her head. 
Mara shrugged. “I cannot blame you. I do not understand it myself.” 
The half-ruined Iron Tower buzzed with activity. Crowlacht’s men and Otto’s mercenaries looted the treasuries and the apartments in an organized fashion, piling the valuables in the center of the courtyard for equitable distribution. Smiling Otto actually smiled when he looked at the pile of loot. It seemed Tarrabus Carhaine had kept a great deal of money and jewels within the Tower for safekeeping. 
Ridmark descended into the old dungeons of Urd Mazekathar and freed the prisoners. Tarrabus had also kept numerous prisoners at the Iron Tower, men and women and even children who had crossed him or who would make useful hostages to ensure the compliance of their powerful relatives, just as Tarrabus had used Mara as a lever to bend Jager to his will. The prisoners agreed to accompany Crowlacht back to Coldinium and testify against Tarrabus Carhaine and the Enlightened of Incariel.
Perhaps Tarrabus would find his power hampered. Though knowing what she did about the nobles of Andomhaim, Mara doubted it.
Few of them were men like Ridmark Arban. 
“I suspect,” said Calliande, “that you have acquired the Sight.”
Mara looked at the taller woman, and saw the pale glow of the magic of the Well waiting within her. 
“I think I know what you mean,” said Mara. As she looked at Calliande, she saw flashes of other things, of gray mist and a vault of stone, of a twisted staff and a grinning dragon’s skull. “But I don’t understand what the Sight is.”
“A magical talent,” said Calliande. “Incredibly rare. In ancient days, the Keepers of Avalon were alleged to have it, until they perished fighting the Frostborn. I have to cast a spell to sense the presence of magic, but you do not. You need only to look to see the presence of a spell, to discern its nature and kind. And sometimes the Sight grants glimpses of the past or the future or far-off places. It is…little understood.” She tilted her head to the side, frowning.
“What is it?” said Mara. 
“I did not know that I knew that,” said Calliande. She sighed. “Evidently I had forgotten.” 
Mara frowned. “Is it dangerous?”
“Anything can be dangerous if misused,” said Calliande. “But I don’t think the Sight poses any immediate danger to you. You might see things that will disturb you.” Mara’s eyes wandered to the jagged, half-melted stub of the tower of iron. She saw see the residual dark magic clinging to the ruined tower. “But I don’t think it can hurt you. The traveling, on the other hand…”
Mara lifted her hand, listening to the burning song inside of her head. If she concentrated, if she drew on the song, the veins beneath her skin started to glow, and she could step into the fire and let it carry her somewhere else.
“I don’t think I can go more than thirty or forty yards at a time,” said Mara. “And the farther I go, the harder it is. It’s like…piling rocks, I suppose. The first one is the easiest, but every one after gets harder unless you rest.”
Calliande considered that. “The use of magic is much the same way. I suspect you have gained the ability to transport yourself using the power of your dark elven blood. Ridmark told me the Warden could cast such a spell within the walls of Urd Morlemoch. And Shadowbearer can travel wherever he wishes with his magic. It might be dangerous. Traveling too far using magic can drive a human insane, but if you cannot move more than thirty yards at a time…”
“And I am not fully human, anyway,” said Mara. “I suppose that it is an effective tool.”
“As the Artificer found out,” said Calliande. 
Mara got to her feet with a grunt, and they stood in silence for a moment, watching the warriors and the men-at-arms sort the loot. 
“What am I?” said Mara at last.
“Yourself, of course,” said Calliande with a smile.
“I knew that,” said Mara. “But what am I now? I always thought I would become an urshane or an urdhracos. But the transformation came…and I don’t know what I am now.” 
“Something new,” said Calliande. “Your father intended you to become a monster. But you turned the transformation to a new direction.”
“Thanks to the Watcher,” said Mara, voice quiet. Calliande had asked her not to tell anyone else of the Watcher, and Mara saw no reason not to comply.
“He gave you the chance,” said Calliande, “but you took it. I do not believe this has ever happened before, a dark elven half-breed who resisted the transformation and retained her free will. So what you are now is entirely up to you.”
“I suppose,” said Mara, “in that regard I am no different than any other man or woman.”
“No,” said Calliande. “Paul Tallmane made his choices, too.”
“Thank you again,” said Mara. “For everything.”
To Mara’s surprise, Calliande laughed. “For a former assassin of the Red Family, you are perhaps the most studiously polite woman I have ever met.” 
“My mother was always polite to everyone,” said Mara. “To the very moment she died.” She took a deep breath. “I thought I would be polite until the moment I became a monster. Since that is apparently not to be my fate, instead I shall be polite until I die.”
“If you come with us to Urd Morlemoch,” said Calliande, “that may be sooner than you like.”
“I know,” said Mara, “but Jager’s mind is made up, and I agree with him. I would like to live quietly somewhere, but I fear that is impossible if the Enlightened of Incariel come to rule Andomhaim. Or if Shadowbearer brings the Frostborn back.” She shrugged. “And Jager feels guilty, so guilty, over stealing the Dux’s signet ring and dragging us into this. He wants a chance to make up for it, and I will go with him.”
“He never shows it,” said Calliande.
“My Jager is a brave man,” said Mara, “and he would rather go to his death than show weakness to anyone. So we shall accompany you.” She hesitated. “If the Gray Knight will have us, of course.” 
“I think he will,” said Calliande. “In his heart, he wants to go to Urd Morlemoch alone. But he knows he has a better chance of success with companions.” 
“As do we all,” said Mara.
“I feel rested,” said Calliande, “and I shall spend some more time among the wounded.”
“Are you sure?” said Mara. Calliande had healed wound after wound last night, focusing upon the most badly injured until she had collapsed from exhaustion and Ridmark had carried her to a cot. “Surely you cannot have recovered already.”
“I have not,” said Calliande, “but the work must be done. If politeness is your compulsion, then this is mine.”
“A more admirable one by far,” said Mara, and Calliande laughed and went about her work. 
Mara watched the courtyard, marveling. She had been so certain that she would die here, or that she would become a monster. But neither had happened…and she did not quite know what to make of the new possibilities before her. But did not the scriptures say that the judgments of God were beyond understanding?
Jager strolled over to join her, and Mara grinned and kissed him.
“I had a thought,” said Jager.
“Only one?” said Mara. “Perhaps we should consult Calliande.”
“Ha! Well, several thoughts related to the same topic,” said Jager. “Crowlacht’s men liberated a great quantity of food from the Tower’s stores, more than we can carry. It would be a shame to waste it all.”
“This is so,” said Mara. “Everyone should have a good meal before we depart.”
“It also occurs to me,” said Jager, “that Brother Caius is a friar.”
“Yes,” said Mara. “He’s mentioned it.”
“It means that he’s also a priest,” said Jager.
Mara opened her mouth to answer, and then her mind put the pieces together, and she started to laugh. 
“I have to ask you a question,” said Jager.
 
###
 
Ridmark emerged from the battered keep and saw Kharlacht and Gavin talking.
“It is not surprising,” said Kharlacht. “You have observed how they look at each other.” 
“But why here?” said Gavin.
“What is surprising?” said Ridmark. 
Kharlacht and Gavin looked at him, and Gavin grinned. Even Kharlacht looked almost pleased, or at least less grim than usual.
“Jager and Mara,” said Gavin. 
“What about them?” said Ridmark.
“They’re getting married,” said Gavin.
“Here?” said Ridmark.
“Here and now,” said Kharlacht.
“Apparently Jager simply planned to have Caius marry them then and there,” said Gavin. “But we have all this food and wine looted from the larder, and Crowlacht and Otto want to get drunk and feast anyway…and what better excuse than a wedding?” 
“Among some of the tribes of Vhaluusk,” said Kharlacht, “it is traditional for a man to present his bride with the weapons of defeated foes to prove his prowess and courage.” He shrugged. “I suppose the Iron Tower and the sword of Paul Tallmane are trophies enough. Perhaps Jager can carry Paul’s head at the wedding.”
“Calliande would object,” said Gavin.
“Mmm. This is true.”
“They love each other,” said Ridmark, rolling his staff between his fingers, “and they have gone through great perils for each other. Why not?”  
“Then you will not insist that we depart for Urd Morlemoch at once?” said Gavin.
The boy wanted to attend the wedding. Ridmark almost smiled.
“We need a few days of rest in any event,” said Ridmark. “I see no reason why not.”
“And Jager and Mara will accompany us,” said Kharlacht.
“Of course they will,” said Ridmark. “I am marching to certain death at Urd Morlemoch, determined to go alone…and somehow I have acquired followers. By the time I reach the walls of Urd Morlemoch I will likely have an army.”
“Crowlacht could be convinced,” said Kharlacht. “And Otto bribed, I suspect. Some of the tribes of Vhaluusk are not adverse to mercenary work…”
“No,” said Ridmark.
“He was joking,” said Gavin. “Wasn’t he?”
“You never joke,” said Ridmark.
Kharlacht offered a curt shrug. “A wedding is a special occasion. Exceptions can be made.” 
Ridmark opened his mouth to answer, and fell silent as Mara approached them.
“Gray Knight,” said Mara. “Might I ask you a favor?”
“Come, Gavin,” said Kharlacht. “We shall let them speak alone.” 
Gavin nodded and followed Kharlacht into the courtyard, leaving Ridmark with Mara.
“What is it?” said Ridmark.
“I am sure you have heard I will wed Jager in a few hours,” said Mara. “When Brother Caius performs the rite, I would like you to stand as my father.”
Ridmark had not expected that. “That is an honor…but why? I cannot be more than five or six years your senior, for one.”
“Well,” said Mara with a smile, “my real father would be a most unwelcome guest.”
“Truly,” said Ridmark, “but why me?”
“Because you saved my life,” said Mara. 
“You seemed to have done that yourself,” said Ridmark.
“And I would not have had the chance,” said Mara, “if I had died before we even returned to the Iron Tower. I was ready. I asked you to kill me. I begged Jager to kill me. I would have welcomed it, had you done it. And…you convinced me otherwise. You made me believe. And you were right. If we had not heeded you, the Artificer would have slain us all, and would even now be building his new empire.”
Later Ridmark would wonder why he said what he said next. Perhaps because Mara, out of everyone he had met since the day of the blue fire, understood. She had wanted to die, wanted to die as Ridmark had wanted to die after Aelia had perished. Maybe that was why he could be honest with her. 
“Perhaps I did it for the wrong reason,” said Ridmark.
Mara lifted her pale eyebrows. “What reason would that be?”
“Morigna and Calliande were right,” said Ridmark, his voice quiet. “I saved them because I could not save my wife. I would not kill you because I failed to save my wife. I know…I know that it will never bring her back, that it will never make up for what I did. I know this with my mind, but my heart screams otherwise. So here we are.”
“And here we are,” said Mara, “and I think a noble deed done for an incorrect reason is still nonetheless a noble deed.” She stepped forward and kissed him on the cheek, which required her to stand on the tips of her toes and strain. “Thank you. May I presume to offer counsel?”
Ridmark sighed. “Permit me to guess. I should stop blaming myself for Aelia’s death?”
“Well, that is a good idea,” said Mara, “but I was going to say that you should really do something about Calliande and Morigna. They will likely kill each other at some point.”
“Why?” said Ridmark.
“Because of you, I am afraid,” said Mara. 
Ridmark had suspected that was the answer. 
“They are wrong to think that,” said Ridmark. “Calliande does not know herself. She could be wed. And Morigna is…”
“Brave,” said Mara. “And fond of you. So because of that…you are afraid that they will meet the same fate as your wife, and you could not bear that.”
Ridmark said nothing. Which, he supposed, was answer enough.
“I understand that,” said Mara. “Better than you know, I think. But do not live your life in despair, I beg of you. I did that. I thought I knew the future beyond all doubt. And look what happened instead.”
Ridmark tried to smile. “Perhaps, when this is done. If we live through this, if we stop the return of the Frostborn. Then…perhaps I will be able to think on what you have said.” 
“Well, Jager and I will be there to advise you,” said Mara, “all the way to Urd Morlemoch.”
Ridmark sighed. “I suppose there is no way to dissuade you.” 
“No,” said Mara. “Not any more. We have as much of a stake in this as you, Gray Knight. Shadowbearer wants to bring back the Frostborn, and Shadowbearer’s servants kidnapped me and forced Jager to steal from you. No, we shall see this through to the end.” 
“So be it,” said Ridmark.
Mara blinked. “I would have expected more of a fight.” 
“This has happened enough times,” said Ridmark, “that I know better than to fight it by now. If you want to follow me to Urd Morlemoch, then follow. I will not stop you.” 
“Then we shall indeed see this through to the end,” said Mara. 
“I would be honored,” Ridmark said, “to stand as your father at the wedding.”
 
###
 
So Ridmark stood as Mara’s father as she wed Jager in the courtyard of the Iron Tower. 
The mercenaries and the orcish warriors stood and watched as Caius led them through the rite. It did not surprise Ridmark in the least that Caius had the entire rite of marriage memorized, and recited it in flawless Latin, leading Jager and Mara through the ceremony.
At last Caius pronounced them one flesh, warned that God would pronounce stern judgment any who tried to tear asunder what he had brought together, and the new husband and wife kissed. The mercenaries cheered, while the orcish warriors bellowed in approval, shaking their weapons in the air. The feast began soon after, and Otto and Crowlacht and Sir Marcast and many others raised toasts to the health of the new couple.
Ridmark suspected it was more of an excuse to drink than anything else, but one could hardly disapprove of the sentiment. 
He stood apart from the others, watching the feast.
“You will not drink?”
He turned his head, saw Calliande approach with a cup of wine in her hand.
“No,” said Ridmark. “Someone needs to keep their wits about them if we are attacked.”
“Crowlacht did keep watchmen upon the walls,” said Calliande, “and the gate is shut.” 
“Even so,” said Ridmark. 
She smiled. “We did noble work here.”
“It was a close thing,” said Ridmark. “We could just have easily been slain.”
“I know,” said Calliande. “But it ended well.” She gestured at the feast. “This is why we are trying to stop the Frostborn, Ridmark. So people can live in peace, free from fear and terror. So they can marry, build lives, raise children, and make a home for themselves.”
“Given that Jager is a halfling and Mara only half-human,” said Ridmark, “it is unlikely they will raise children.”
“True.” Calliande took a sip of her wine. “But there are always orphans in need of a home.” 
Despite himself, Ridmark laughed. “That will be an interesting household. The master thief and the former sister of the Red Family. Their adopted orphans shall have a unique upbringing.”
“I suspect,” said Calliande, “that the children shall learn to be brave, to show kindness to those weaker to themselves.”
“And to always be polite,” said Ridmark.
“True,” said Calliande.
Ridmark watched Mara and Jager talk with Caius and Crowlacht, and felt a deep melancholy settle over him. The feast reminded him of his own wedding to Aelia in the great hall of Castra Marcaine nine and a half years ago, the same great hall where she would die thanks to Mhalek’s magic and Ridmark’s folly. 
He wondered what would happen if he succeeded, if he did in fact find a way to stop the Frostborn, if he helped Calliande locate her staff and her memory. If they were victorious, the others would go to their lives, or start new ones. But Ridmark…he was an exile, his face marked by the brand of cowardice. Stopping the return of the Frostborn had driven him since Aelia’s death, but if he succeeded, what would he do then? Wander the Wilderland alone until he died of old age, or until something killed him? 
But the odds against them were so high that it seemed an unlikely possibility. 
“I’ve upset you,” said Calliande.
“No,” said Ridmark. “You deserve credit for what happened here, not me. Without your magic the Artificer would have made short work of us, and many men would have perished if you had not been able to heal their wounds.”
“I only did what I could,” said Calliande. “I wish I could have done more, that I could have saved more men.” Ridmark opened his mouth to answer, and she pointed a finger at him. “And do not lecture me about not blaming myself, Ridmark Arban. If there were ever a starker example of the crow calling the raven black, I have not yet heard it.” 
He smiled. “Perhaps you are right. I am going to take a look around the walls.”
“Why?” said Calliande.
“For my own peace of mind,” said Ridmark, and it was only half a lie. He did not tell Calliande that watching the feast brought back memories he would rather not recall.
Likely she knew it already. 
“As you think best,” said Calliande. “I will have Crowlacht save some food for you.”
“Thank you,” said Ridmark, and he turned, took up his staff, and walked through the gate, leaving the wedding feast behind.



Chapter 24 - The Choice
Morigna glided through the trees, her staff slung over her back, her tattered cloak rippling around her. Her bow rested in her hands, an arrow waiting. She could raise the bow, draw it, and release in a heartbeat.

She suspected she would need to do so soon.
Morigna had left the feast soon after Caius had finished his interminable recitation. She rather liked Mara, though she still did not like Jager, and was pleased that Mara had overcome the cursed blood that threatened to twist her into a monster. But Morigna disliked crowds, and had no wish to watch Crowlacht and Otto and their men become roaring drunk. 
So she slipped off unseen into the woods for a walk, alone with her thoughts. 
Then she found someone moving with equal stealth through the trees. 
A scout, perhaps? One of the Enlightened who had escaped the Iron Tower? A raider from Vhaluusk? 
If there was a danger, Morigna would deal with it.
She stepped around a tree, her boots making no noise against the ground, and lifted her bow.
Ridmark Arban waited for her, his gray cloak fallen back from his shoulder, his staff in both hands.
Morigna let out a long breath, and they stared at each other for a moment.
“If you want to shoot me,” said Ridmark, “it would be more effective to do it from the back.”
“You surprised me,” said Morigna. “I spotted someone moving through the trees, and thought it might be a threat.”
“As did I,” said Ridmark, lowering his staff. “It appears that we were hunting each other.”
Morigna snorted. “After everything we have survived, would that not have been a fine ending? We accidentally kill each other.”
“Hardly a poetic ending,” said Ridmark. 
“No,” said Morigna. “What are you doing here?”
“I wanted to take a look around,” said Ridmark. “I did not want some enemy to take us unawares as we feasted. I assume you had the same thought.”
Morigna shrugged. “Close enough. I tired of the noise. And I thought you would be at the feast.”
“Why?” said Ridmark.
“You were its founder, after all,” said Morigna. “You saved Mara, and you slew the Artificer.”
“Mara saved herself,” said Ridmark, “and it was Calliande’s magic that let me strike the Artificer.” He gestured at her. “And your magic, as well. He had the upper hand throughout our fight. If you had not tripped him, I would not have been able to overcome him.”
“But you made it possible,” said Morigna, “by persuading Mara to live.” She shook her head. “I was so sure of it.”
“Of what?” said Ridmark.
Morigna pushed some loose hair away from her forehead. “That we had to kill her before she transformed. That leaving her alive was too great of a threat. I tried to get Calliande to change your mind, since I thought you would listen to her.” She stepped closer to him. “But I was wrong. As wrong as I ever have been about anything.”
Ridmark said nothing, looking down at her. 
“How did you know?” said Morigna.
“Know what?” said Ridmark.
“That she could do it,” said Morigna. “That she could survive the transformation and not become a monster.”
“I didn’t,” said Ridmark. 
Morigna let out a long breath. “You are…the strongest man I have ever met.”
“I don’t…”
She cut him off. “I would have killed Mara then and there, just on the chance she might become a threat. But you did not. That took great courage. More than I possess, truly.”
“I hardly…” said Ridmark.
“Stop,” said Morigna. “Just stop. I do not want to hear you denigrate yourself. I do not want to hear about how you deserve death, how you earned that brand upon your face. Because they are lies, every last word of them. Mara may have saved herself, yes, but she only had that chance because of you. The Iron Tower only fell because you fought Paul, because you convinced Crowlacht and Otto and Sir Marcast to work together. And you…you deserve better than what you think of yourself. I wish you could understand how I see you. I wish you could understand how much I admire you.” 
He turned his head and stared into the forest, and she saw a twitch of a muscle in his jaw. 
“You are too kind,” said Ridmark.
“Really,” said Morigna, taking another step towards him. They were only a pace apart now. “Kind? In the time that you have known me…do you truly think one could describe me as kind?”
He looked back at her, incredulous, and laughed.
“Blunt, certainly,” said Ridmark. 
“Then you know,” said Morigna, “that I am telling you the truth.” 
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. “Perhaps…if we live through this, perhaps it is time I should rethink some things.”
Morigna nodded, and they stared at each other in silence for a moment. She felt her heart drumming in her ears, felt a flicker of fear and anticipation, as she stared at the man who sought to stop the Frostborn. The Frostborn might have commanded the ice, but Ridmark Arban was the one who was frozen. His heart had turned to frozen grief years ago, and on his own he would never break free of it.
Unless he had some help. 
She came to a decision.
“Ridmark,” she said. “I…know you would not do this. So I shall simply have to do it myself before my courage abandons me.” 
Before she could change her mind, she leaned forward, caught him by the collar, and pulled down his face for a kiss. 
He could have stopped her. He was stronger and faster. But he did not stop her, though he flinched with surprise, and Morigna drew back a little, her hands still on his collar. His blue eyes bored into her, his breath hot against her face. 
He started to speak, fell silent. He was talking himself out of it.
One of her hands strayed to the side of his neck, the warmth of his skin soaking into her fingers. 
“When was the last time you have been touched?” she whispered.
“I’ve gotten hit in the face quite often,” said Ridmark.
She smiled at that. “Do you not miss it? Someone touching you? Wanting you?” Her other hand strayed down his chest. “Are you not tired of being alone?” 
His pulse throbbed beneath her hands, his eyes unblinking.
“I am tired of it,” said Morigna, still tasting him on her lips. “I…I think you are, too.” 
Still he said nothing, and a wave of embarrassed chagrin rolled through Morigna. Once again she had made a fool of herself. He would not shake off his grief, not for any reason, and…
Something cracked in his expression. Like a dam shattering.
He pulled her forward so forcefully that she lost her balance, his arms pressing her body tight against his, and kissed her long and hard upon the lips. She wrapped her arms around him, partly to keep her footing, but mostly because she wanted to feel him. On and on the kiss went, her fingers digging into his back, his arms like iron bands around her. 
At last the kiss ended, her chest heaving with her breath.
“We…” started Morigna.
He silenced her with another kiss. 
In short order they ended up on the ground together, their clothes spread beneath them to form a blanket. Morigna had been with a man before and knew what to expect, but even so the sensation thrilled her, overwhelmed her, his whole body pressed against hers, her limbs coiling around him, his strength holding her against the ground.
Toward the end she was loud enough that every creature for a mile would have heard her, but she did not care. 
After they finished, Morigna lay back and closed her eyes, her arms and legs still twitching, her breath slowing, a pleasant warmth radiating through her. 
She turned her head, pushed the sweaty hair from her face, and smiled at Ridmark, and he smiled back at her.
 
###
 
Ridmark gripped Morigna’s hand and pulled her closer, the sweat cooling upon his skin.
If he lived through his journey to Urd Morlemoch and the quest to stop the return of the Frostborn, if he survived, he did not know what he would do next.
But as he kissed Morigna, some ideas came to him. 
And for the first time in five years, Ridmark Arban started to hope that he would survive his quest.



Epilogue
In a land blasted by ancient sorcery and dark magic, a half-ruined fortress of white stone rose from the poisoned land like bones jutting from a rotting corpse. Urd Morlemoch spread over an entire hill, its slopes terraced, an elaborate maze of domes and towers and halls covering its slopes. A great tower of white stone rose from the hill’s crown, five hundred feet tall, stark against the eternal night overhead. Three ribbons of blue fire wound their way around the tower, lashing at the darkness. 

And atop the highest tower stood the Warden of Urd Morlemoch, the endless cold wind tugging at his black-trimmed blue coat. 
A ring of black standing stones crowned the highest tower, and the Warden stared into one of the stone arches. Light and shadow flickered within the arch, and through it the Warden gazed into the shadows of time itself.
Or, more specifically, the future.
For the past was like stone, frozen and unchangeable. The present was an inferno, forever changing and altering. But the future was the shadow cast by the fires of the present…and shadows could be steered. Altered. 
The Warden felt no joy at the visions he saw in the arch. He had left behind such petty emotions long, long ago.
But he did feel anticipation. 
Perhaps even glee. 
“Ah,” murmured the Warden.
With the choices he had made, Ridmark Arban had forever and irrevocably altered the future.
Just as the Warden had foreseen. 
For the shadows of Ridmark’s decisions would ensure the return of the Frostborn. It was now inevitable. The Frostborn would return, and this time they would not be repulsed. They would utterly destroy this world, and nothing could stop them.
But there were other worlds, countless other worlds scattered across the silent darkness of the cosmos.
And thanks to Ridmark Arban, the Warden would soon rule them. 
He strode into the dark heart of Urd Morlemoch. There were preparations to be made.
His guests would be arriving soon.
And the Warden’s laughter echoed over the walls at the thought of the welcome that he would give them.
THE END
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