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Description
RIDMARK ARBAN is the Gray Knight, banished and outcast from the High King's realm. Yet Ridmark alone sees the danger. The dread Frostborn shall return, and unless Ridmark can warn the realm, the Frostborn will entomb the world in ice forever. 
CALLIANDE wields mighty magic. Yet her memory is gone, her past forgotten. But her foes remember, and they are coming for her. 
GAVIN is the son of the praefectus of the village of Aranaeus, and men and women and children are disappearing from their homes as shadowy, bestial shapes prowl through the forest. 
Yet no one will heed Gavin's warnings of other creatures stirring in the darkness.
Creatures that feast upon the souls of their victims... 
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A Brief Prologue
An excerpt from the chronicles of the High Kings of Andomhaim:

In the four centuries after Malahan Pendragon and the Keeper of Avalon led the survivors of Camelot through the portal from Old Earth to a new world, the men of Andomhaim faced many fierce foes. They strove against the savage kings of the pagan orcs and the vile sorcery of the dark elves. Their knights rode against the fierce manetaur warriors and descended into the Deeps to battle against the skulking kobold tribes. Time and time again the knights of Andomhaim faced terrible enemies, with orcish hordes driving to the very gates of the High King’s citadel of Tarlion. 

Yet the men of Andomhaim stood fast, and God favored their swords. Though the orcs outnumbered them and the dark elves commanded fell magic, the knights of Andomhaim prevailed and tamed the land. After a crushing defeat, the pagan kings of the orcs submitted to baptism and accepted the High King’s authority. The manetaurs agreed to a treaty of peace, offering homage to the High King, and the kobolds and the dark elves were driven into the Deeps. After four centuries, peace settled over the realm of the High King at last.
And then, in the Year of Our Lord 953, the urdmordar came south.
The knights of Andomhaim had never faced foes as terrible as the great spider-devils of the north. Neither earthly steel nor flame harmed the urdmordar, and they wielded dark magic as easily as a man might breathe. The orcs and the kobolds worshipped them as goddesses, and the urdmordar kept the dark elves as useful slaves. 
And the urdmordar and their slaves came to the gates of Tarlion in a tide of blood and death, gorging themselves upon their victims…
 



Chapter 1 - Claw and Fang
Nineteen days after it began, nineteen days after the day in the Year of Our Lord 1478 when blue fire filled the sky from horizon to horizon, Ridmark Arban gazed across the River Moradel.

Had something been moving on the far bank?
“What is it?” rumbled his companion, a towering orcish man armored in blue metal. The hilt of a greatsword rose over his right shoulder, and his green-skinned head had been shaved, save for a black warrior’s topknot. 
Ridmark raised a hand, and Kharlacht fell silent. They stood motionless for a few moments, watching the western bank of the River Moradel. The trees were quiet, their branches budding with the fresh leaves of early spring. A wind whispered past, and the river splashed against its banks. 
Nothing else moved.
At last Ridmark lowered his right hand, his other tight against his staff.
“Foes?” said Kharlacht.
“Perhaps,” said Ridmark. 
“I’ve never traveled this part of the Wilderland,” said Kharlacht. “What manner of foes might we encounter?”
Ridmark shrugged. “Beastmen hunting for prey, or perhaps a wyvern or two. A pack of urvaalgs. Perhaps some of your kinsmen raiding down from Vhaluusk.” He thought for a moment. “No kobolds, though. God himself could force a kobold from its hole during the day, but no one else could.”
Kharlacht made the short, rumbling sound that passed for his laugh. “I have had enough of kobolds to last the remainder of my days.”
“Truly,” said Ridmark, remembering his frantic fight with the kobolds of the Blue Hand in their stronghold. He had almost died there, as had Kharlacht and Brother Caius and Calliande. 
He felt a twinge of guilt when he thought of Calliande. But his decision to leave her at Dun Licinia had been correct. He had promised to help her find her lost memories. But her memories were tied to the return of the Frostborn, and to learn the truth about the Frostborn, Ridmark had to travel to Urd Morlemoch and confront the Warden once more. 
He would almost certainly die in the attempt.
Better to go alone. Ridmark deserved death, but no one else needed to die with him. 
He would have gone without Kharlacht, had the orc not insisted on following him. 
Ridmark shook off the dark thoughts and gazed at the western bank. Death could very well find him at Urd Morlemoch. Unless, of course, he made a mistake and died long before he even reached the dark elven ruin. 
Nothing moved on the far bank.
“Come,” he said. “It’s not far to the ford. Keep your wits about you, and your sword close at hand. This is the only ford over the River Moradel for fifty miles in either direction.”
“An ideal spot,” said Kharlacht, “for an ambush.”
“Anyone seeking prey,” said Ridmark, “will look for it there.”
Ridmark made his way north, the river to his left and the forest to his right. Fallen leaves covered the uneven ground, yet long practice let Ridmark move without making any noise. 
“Prey?” said Kharlacht. “You expect to find beastmen?”
Kharlacht was many things, but he was not a fool.
“Aye,” said Ridmark. 
“I have never encountered the lupivirii before,” said Kharlacht. “I saw a dead one, when I was a child, slain by the warriors of my village. But I have never seen a living one.”
“I am not surprised,” said Ridmark. “They range across the southern parts of the Wilderland. The dark elves and the urdmordar exterminated those in the north.” He stepped around a root. “The lupivirii think differently than humans and orcs and dwarves and halflings.”
“How so?” said Kharlacht.
“Humans and the other kindreds have rational minds and animal passions,” said Ridmark. “A man can give into his savage side and kill, or he can follow his rational mind and refrain. The beastmen have rational minds, but their animal passions are far stronger. They live like beasts, and disdain the use of tools and weapons as crutches for the weak. If we must fight, it will be like fighting a pack of hungry wolves.”
“Show no fear,” said Kharlacht, “and strike down the biggest male.”
“Precisely,” said Ridmark.  
They kept walking, and a mile later came to the ford.
By the time the River Moradel flowed past the High King’s stronghold of Tarlion and entered the sea, it was almost a mile wide. Here it was sixty yards across, and no more than twenty feet deep. A ragged ford cut across the river to the western bank, a few damp white stones jutting from the water. 
“An odd place for a ford,” said Kharlacht.
“It isn’t natural,” said Ridmark. “In ancient days, dark elven strongholds stood to the west of here. The dark elves built a bridge so their slave soldiers could come and go more easily. The bridge fell into the river, and the ford built up around its wreckage.”
Kharlacht frowned. “How do you know this?”
“One of the high elves told me,” said Ridmark.
Kharlacht looked at Ridmark’s gray elven cloak and grunted. “Ah.”
“Over the ford,” said Ridmark. “Stay watchful.”
He walked into the ford, Kharlacht following, the water splashing around his boots. The river’s current was strong, and from time to time Ridmark drove his staff into the silt to catch his balance. Kharlacht hopped from stone to stone, boots scraping against the wet rock. Ridmark kept his eyes on the far bank. If anyone wanted to attack, now was an excellent time to do it.
But no one stirred on the western side. 
Ridmark climbed onto the western bank, Kharlacht a few steps behind.
“Where now?” said Kharlacht.
“There’s a human village a half-day from here,” said Ridmark. “A place called Aranaeus. We’ll head there and purchase supplies, and continue to Urd Morlemoch.”
“A human village? Are we not outside the boundaries of the High King’s realm?” said Kharlacht.
“We are,” said Ridmark, “but there are settlements of humans scattered outside the boundaries of Andomhaim, men who wished to live away from the High King’s authority for whatever reason and struck out on their own. A bold way to live, but dangerous. They are outside of the High King’s protection, away from the Swordbearers and the Magistri, and have no way to defend themselves from creatures of dark magic.”
“Are the men of Aranaeus dangerous?” said Kharlacht. “Worshippers of the urdmordar or the orcish blood gods?” He scowled, his tusks making his green face look fierce and bestial.
“Perhaps,” said Ridmark. “I passed through Aranaeus nine years ago, when I first traveled to Urd Morlemoch. The villagers were baptized sons of the church, though fearful and clannish. As one might expect of a lone village surrounded by the ruins of the dark elves. If they are hostile, we shall continue on…but some supplies would be welcome.”
“And a warm meal and a bed,” said Kharlacht.
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “If we make haste, we can reach Aranaeus by nightfall. Let us…”
The trees rustled, and Ridmark stepped back. Kharlacht growled and drew his greatsword, the blue dark elven steel flashing in the sunlight. Ridmark swept his eyes back and forth over the trunks, watching for any signs of movement.
And then a naked man stepped out of the shadows of the trees and into the sunlight.
Or, at least, a creature that was not quite a man.
He stood eight feet tall, his lean body knotted with sinewy muscle and old scars. Stripes of black fur marked his arms and legs and torso, stark against his pale skin, and his hands and fingers ended with heavy black claws. His furred ears rose in points, and a steady stream of clear mucus came from his nose, a mouthful of yellow fangs waiting behind his thin lips. Brilliant golden eyes, like the eyes of a wolf, stared at Ridmark and Kharlacht. 
The creature was a beastman. Ridmark’s ancestors had called them the lupivirii, the wolfmen.
And the lupivir was hunting them. 
Ridmark had seen the tactic before. One beastman would challenge the prey, holding its attention, while the rest of the pack circled around to attack from the sides. The beastmen must have been watching from the far bank, and waited until Ridmark and Kharlacht had crossed the river. 
“Keep watch,” said Ridmark in Latin, grateful that Kharlacht knew the language. “Others will circle around behind us.”
Kharlacht gave a sharp nod. 
Ridmark watched the beastman, staff ready in his right hand. He expected the creature to issue some sort of challenge. Or the creature would snarl to keep his attention, or draw upon its innate magic and change shape to full beast form. 
“Where are the children?” said the lupivir, speaking in the orcish tongue.
Ridmark blinked. He hadn’t expected that. 
“The children?” said Ridmark, switching to orcish.
“The children!” said the beastman, inching closer. “We saw you take them. We know the scent of human and orc, and we smelled you as you took our young. Where have you taken them?”
“I know nothing of what you speak,” said Ridmark. He did not dare take his eyes from the beastman’s, since the lupivir would interpret that as a sign of weakness. Yet he was certain other wolfmen circled through the trees, preparing to strike. 
“Lies!” roared the lupivir. “I know how humans and orcs and halflings think. You fashion tools because you are weak, and you fashion cunning words because you lie! You will tell me where you have taken our young!” 
“I know nothing of this,” said Ridmark. “On the name of the Dominus Christus and all his saints, I swear that I have only today returned to this land.”
“Returned?” said the beastman. “Then you have traveled this land before, yes? You stole our young!”
“I did not,” said Ridmark. He started to shake his head, and realized the beastman would not understand the gesture. “I have not traveled in this land for nine winters.”
The golden eyes widened. Likely the beastman was no more than fourteen or fifteen years old. The lupivirii rarely lived beyond thirty. They died of disease, of hunger when prey grew scarce, of cold in the heart of winter, or beneath the claws of their kin in the endless struggle for dominance within their hunting packs. And the dark elves and the orcs and dwarves exterminated them without mercy as vermin, or enslaved them to use as war beasts. 
The beastmen looked down upon those who used tools, but those who used tools had the advantage. 
“How many winters have you seen?” said the beastman. “Both of you!” 
“Twenty-eight,” said Ridmark.
“Twenty-four,” said Kharlacht. 
“Then you are elders,” said the lupivir, “and you are wicked, for humans and orcs grow more wicked as they age. The great memory of the True People knows this.”
“Perhaps I am wicked,” said Ridmark. God knew he deserved death for what he had done, but he would prefer not to meet it beneath the claws of a confused lupivir. “But I know nothing of what you speak. I have traveled in this land before, aye, but that was many winters ago. I have only now returned, and you know I speak the truth, because you saw me cross the river. My friend and I travel to a place far from here, and if you let us go we will depart in peace.” 
And they would likely never return. 
“You lie,” hissed the beastman. “You fashion cunning lies from words. Tell me what you did with our young, or you shall perish!”
The beastmen changed.
He grew broader, extra muscle covering his limbs, and black fur sheathed his pale skin. His claws grew longer and sharper, and the lupivir’s face distorted, fangs sprouting from his lips, and became a terrifying blend of human features and a wolf’s muzzle. His limbs stretched and changed, allowing the lupivir to travel on either two legs or four. The beastman stretched, snapped his jaws, and snarled.
“The children!” he growled, his voice far deeper. “You will tell me where the children are, or I shall…” 
Ridmark whirled, his staff a blur, and the heavy weapon connected with the jaw of a beastman erupting from the trees. 
He had expected the attack. The towering lupivir’s transformation had been intended to distract attention from the others circling around from the side. 
The lupivir Ridmark had struck tumbled to the ground with a snap of bone, dead leaves rattling around him. The creature rolled to his hands and knees with smooth, deadly grace, just in time to catch Ridmark’s heavy staff on the forehead. The beastman’s head snapped back with the crack of breaking bone, and the creature slumped motionless to the earth. 
Kharlacht dueled another lupivir, blood flashing crimson on the blue steel of his sword. The leader of the lupivir pack charged at Ridmark, and he could spare no more thought for Kharlacht. The creature snarled, reaching for Ridmark with clawed hands and yawning jaws. There was no subtlety to his attack. The beastman intended to drive him to the ground and tear out his throat. 
Ridmark decided not to oblige.
He dodged the charge, his staff blurring in a two-handed swing. He aimed for the beastman’s head, but caught him at the joint of the right arm. Bone shattered, the vibration shooting up the staff, and the lupivir stumbled with a yelp of pain. He caught his balance and raked at Ridmark with claws sharp enough to part skin and muscle in a single swipe. Ridmark dodged the blow and thrust his staff. The steel-capped end slammed into the lupivir’s jaw, and the creature stumbled. The beastmen reared up, ready to bring his clawed fingers down on Ridmark.
Ridmark jabbed his staff into the beastman’s gut. The lupivir doubled over with a strangled grunt of pain, and Ridmark landed a blow on his head. As he did, he heard a gurgling scream, saw Kharlacht rip his blade free from the second beastman’s chest.
Kharlacht raised his greatsword. The remaining lupivir scrambled to his feet and looked at Ridmark, at Kharlacht, and then back at Ridmark.
The beastman turned and fled into the trees, vanishing into shadows.
Kharlacht growled and started forward, his eyes glimmering red with the battle rage of his orcish blood.
“Hold,” said Ridmark, lowering his staff. “Chasing a wounded lupivir into the forest is unwise.” 
Kharlacht stopped and made a brief nod.
“Did they wound you?” said Ridmark, looking the dead lupivirii. Their bodies shrank as they reverted to their human-like form, the magic leaving their corpses in death.
“No,” said Kharlacht. “Why? If they wound me, will I turn into one?”
“What?” said Ridmark. “No. That’s a legend. But their claws are filthy, and if you don’t clean any cuts at once, they will fester and kill you.” 
“I am unharmed,” said Kharlacht. He cleaned the blood from his blade. 
“As am I,” said Ridmark, examining at the dead beastmen.
“What are you looking for?” said Kharlacht.
“Signs of disease,” said Ridmark. Both the dead lupivirii looked a bit gaunt, but otherwise healthy. Save for the crushed skull and the sword wound. 
“You think they were rabid, then?” said Kharlacht. “This behavior was not normal?”
“No,” said Ridmark, “it’s not. I would like to know why. How does a bear react if you take her cubs? Or an orcish woman if you take her children?”
“Violently,” said Kharlacht.
Ridmark nodded. “I think that is what happened here.”
Kharlacht returned his greatsword to its sheath. “But who would take the children of the beastmen?” He shook his head. “I suspect they would be just as truculent as the adults.”
“I don’t know,” said Ridmark. “It is a mystery. The last time I encountered a mystery was when Brother Caius disappeared from Dun Licinia. A week later Qazarl came out of the hills and Dun Licinia was under siege.”
“If the Frostborn are truly returning,” said Kharlacht, “then their threat is far greater. Perhaps we should continue on to Urd Morlemoch.”
“Perhaps,” said Ridmark. The blue fire had been the omen the Warden had warned him against. Ridmark needed more information, and Urd Morlemoch was the only place he could find it. 
Yet the question of why the beastmen thought orcs and humans had taken their children gnawed at him. 
And perhaps, a small voice murmured inside him, perhaps if he looked into the matter, it would lead him to the death he had earned for his mistakes at Castra Marcaine five years past.
“We’ll go to Aranaeus for now,” said Ridmark at last. “Perhaps this was merely a coincidence, or perhaps the beastmen were mistaken or deranged from some disease. If so, we’ll continue to Urd Morlemoch. But if not, I may wish to look into it.”
To his surprise, Kharlacht nodded in approval. “As the Gray Knight would.”
Ridmark said nothing. He had once been a Swordbearer, a Knight of the Order of the Soulblade. After the battle at Dun Linicia five years past, he had been stripped of his soulblade Heartwarden and marked with a coward’s brand on the left side of his face. After that he had gone in pursuit of the mystery of the Frostborn, but his consequent deeds had given rise to the legend of the Gray Knight. Even Sir Joram and the other men at Dun Licinia had believed it. 
Folly. 
After what had happened at Castra Marcaine, Ridmark did not deserve to live, let alone honor and renown. But he would not commit the final sin and take his own life. The Frostborn were returning, and neither the Magistri nor the Swordbearers nor the nobles of Andomhaim saw the threat. Ridmark would find proof so the realm of Andomhaim could prepare itself.
Or he would die trying. 
“As you like,” said Ridmark. He peered into the trees. “There was a trail leading to Aranaeus from here. We…”
A howl rang out in the woods, followed by three more. 
“They have found us!” said Kharlacht, yanking his sword from its sheath.
Ridmark listened for a moment.
“No,” he said, “they haven’t.”
Kharlacht scowled. “Can you not hear them?”
“I can,” said Ridmark, “but they’re chasing someone. They’re getting farther away.”
In the distance he heard the sounds of pursuit, the snarls of the beastmen.
“Perhaps answers to the riddle are at hand,” said Kharlacht.
“Indeed,” said Ridmark. “Follow me.”
He ran into the trees, Kharlacht following.



Chapter 2 - Scales and Bone
In her sleep, Calliande dreamed.

At least, she thought her name was Calliande. She had awakened, alone and helpless, in a lightless vault below the ruined Tower of Vigilance. The only thing she had been certain of was that her name was Calliande, but she had no way to know if that was true or not. 
She had awakened the moment the blue fire filled the sky, and she had been sleeping in that stone vault for two centuries.
Possibly longer. 
Skills had resurfaced as she fled with Ridmark and Brother Caius from Qazarl’s minions. She spoke both Latin and orcish with equal felicity, and knew many details about the first eight hundred years of Andomhaim’s thousand years of history. She could treat wounds with great skill, an ability that had proven useful when Qazarl’s warriors attacked Dun Licinia.
And she knew the magic of the Well, the spells of a Magistrius, a power that surfaced when the corrupted Magistrius Alamur tried to take her captive. 
But no memories returned with her skills. 
She knew things, but could not remember how she had learned them, or why.
And in the swirling mist of her dreams, she sometimes saw the Watcher.
The spirit gazed at her, his heavy eyes sad beneath gray eyebrows. He wore the white robe of the Magistri, tied about the waist with a black sash. The spirit had left a message for her in the vault below the Tower of Vigilance, and had spoken in her dreams after her magic returned.
“Watcher,” said Calliande.
“You intend to go to Urd Morlemoch,” said the Watcher.
“I do,” said Calliande. “Or, rather, I intend to follow Ridmark Arban there. The truth of my memory, I think, is tied to the return of the Frostborn. The Warden of Urd Morlemoch gave Ridmark warning of their return. My best hope of regaining my memory is…”
“No!” For the first time the Watcher looked alarmed. “No. You must not go to Urd Morlemoch, Calliande. You must seek out Dragonfall.”
“Then tell me,” said Calliande, “where it is.”
“I cannot,” said the Watcher.
Calliande felt herself scowling in frustration. “Why not?”
“Because you have forbidden it of me,” said the Watcher. 
“Then I shall seek out the answers myself,” said Calliande.
“If you look in Urd Morlemoch for your answers, you will find more than you wanted,” said the Watcher. “Only destruction waits within those walls.”
Her scowl deepened. “Then tell me who I am. Tell me why I did this to myself. Tell what Dragonfall is. For God’s sake, just tell me where it is!” 
“I cannot!” said the Watcher, and she saw her frustration mirrored in his expression. “You forbade it.”
“Then I will follow Ridmark to Urd Morlemoch,” said Calliande.
The Watcher shook his head. “Folly. You follow him not because the dark elven ruin holds your answers. You follow him in admiration…”
“Why not?” said Calliande. “He is a valiant man.”
“He is a branded outcast from the Order of the Soulblade,” said the Watcher.
“He saved Dun Licinia from Qazarl and the Mhalekites,” said Calliande.
“And his pride brought about the death of his wife,” said the Watcher. “To follow him is folly, I say. Once again your heart runs before your head…”
“Do not question me!” said Calliande. “Ridmark saved my life from Qazarl and his minions. He saved the men and women of Dun Licinia. And where was the Order of the Vigilant? If you were supposed to keep watch over me while I slept, you failed! If Ridmark had not come along, Vlazar would have slain me and trapped my power within Shadowbearer’s damned soulstone.”
The Watcher bowed his head with a sigh, and Calliande felt a stab of guilt. 
“You are right, mistress,” said the Watcher. “We were tasked to guard you as you slept, to remain vigilant against the return of the Frostborn, and we failed. Forgive me.”
“No,” said Calliande. “There is nothing to forgive. You struggled valiantly. You left a warning for me.”
“Thank you. Perhaps you are right to trust Ridmark Arban,” said the Watcher. “But going to Urd Morlemoch is madness. If you do…if you enter those ruins, the consequences will be terrible. You alone, Calliande, you alone stand between the return of the Frostborn and our world. If you perish, there will be no one left to stop them.”
“Then I shall have to be careful, will I not?” said Calliande. “Tell me about the dangers of Urd Morlemoch. Or have I forbidden you to speak of that as well?”
“You have not,” said the Watcher. “An undead dark eleven wizard of great power called the Warden rules Urd Morlemoch. For millennia he has thrown back every host that ever assailed the walls of Urd Morlemoch, whether high elven, dark elven, dwarven, orcish, or dvargirish. Not even the urdmordar could force him to submit. And if you go to his stronghold, you will put yourself in the grasp of this creature.”
“Ridmark bested him once before,” said Calliande.
“When I was still a living man,” said the Watcher, “the freeholders had a proverb. Lightning never strikes the same tree twice. Perhaps they still speak it.”
“I will be careful,” said Calliande. “But if I am to find the truth, if I am to locate Dragonfall and my staff, then I must do so myself. That means I must take risks.”
“I know,” said the Watcher with a sad smile. “Go with God, Calliande. I will aid you, if I can, though I have but little power. Be wary. There will be perils you cannot see. And beware of Shadowbearer. He will never stop hunting you, for you alone can stop him.”
The dream dissolved into gray mist.
 
###
 
Calliande awoke to the sound of a deep, rich voice singing the twenty-third Psalm.
For a moment she lay motionless, blinking the tears of frustration from her eyes. Sometimes she came so close to recovering her memory, like glimpsing a distant landscape through swirling fog. She felt that if she pushed a little harder, took another step, she could break through and learn the truth. 
But the mists always closed around her memories.
Calliande bit her lip, her hands curled into fists.
Still, at least she was no longer helpless. The powers of a Magistria were hers to command. If she encountered another foe like Vlazar or Talvinius or Alamur, she could defeat them.
She would never again be as helpless as she had been when the orcs had dragged her naked to that dark elven altar.
Her hand strayed to the empty soulstone, secured its pouch alongside her blanket. 
Then she stood, stretched, and looked around their camp.
A few wisps of smoke still rose from their fire. The four mules Sir Joram Agramore had given her stood a few yards away, watching her with sullen indifference. Rays of dawn sunlight leaked through the trees, their branches green with new leaves.
Brother Caius of the order of mendicants stood facing the sunrise, clad in his brown robes and singing the twenty-third Psalm in Latin.
He was of the dwarven kindred, with gray, stone-colored skin and blue eyes like disks of polished crystal. Most of the hair had receded from the top of his head, and white streaks marked his black beard. He looked like a statue hewn from granite, albeit a statue that happened to be wearing a friar’s robe and singing the twenty-third Psalm.
As he did every morning. Calliande was not prone to oversleeping, but even if she had been, she could have relied upon Brother Caius’s morning devotions to wake her.
“Ah,” said Caius, once he had finished. “Magistria Calliande. I hope you slept well?” 
“I did,” said Calliande, squatting by the fire. She stirred the coals to life and retrieved some bread and sausage from the mules. She wore only trousers and a loose shirt, her feet barefoot against the grass, but found that the morning chill did not trouble her. 
It was better than waking up alone in the cold darkness below a dead castle.
“We should reach the River Moradel today, I think,” said Caius as Calliande prepared breakfast. “I fear the countryside will grow ever wilder once we reach the western side of the river.”
Calliande nodded. “Are not the Three Kingdoms of your kindred west of here?”
“Aye,” said Caius, “but a long distance away. And in the Deeps. Pagan orc tribes and petty dark elven lords and worse things rule the surface of the Wilderland. I fear we shall soon encounter them.”
“We are not far from Ridmark,” said Calliande. “I’m sure of it.”
She carried two objects with her constantly. One was Shadowbearer’s empty soulstone. The other was the dagger of a common man-at-arms of the Northerland. Ridmark had given her the dagger before Qazarl’s final assault upon Dun Licinia, and she had used it to save her life from Alamur. That had given the dagger a link to Ridmark, a way she could track him using magic. 
With the dagger, she could follow him to the ends of the earth.
“Another day,” she said. “Maybe today. Then we will catch up to him.”
Caius nodded, and she passed him a biscuit and some sausage. “And have you given any thought as to what you will say when we find him?” 
Calliande shrugged. “I’ll greet him, to start. Tell him that we have come to help him.”
“He may not,” said Caius, “want our help.”
Calliande said nothing. 
Ridmark had promised to help find the secret of her memory, and she in turn had promised to help him discover the truth of the return of the Frostborn. Yet he had left Dun Licinia without her. She guessed at his thoughts easily enough. Calliande was somehow connected to the Frostborn, and by finding the truth of the Frostborn, he could learn the truth about Calliande without putting her at risk. But she was a Magistria, with magic at her command, and to go without her seemed like a mad risk. 
But then she had heard the story of his wife, slain at Mhalek’s hands. Ridmark blamed himself for her death, hated himself, and so courted death without fear.
“When we find him,” said Calliande, “we shall tell him that he needs our help. He has a better chance of entering Urd Morlemoch and finding the answers he seeks with our aid than without it.”
“True,” said Caius, “and I think you have a better chance of persuading him of that than I do.” 
“Why?” said Calliande.
Caius laughed. “Because I am neither young nor lovely.” He thought that over for a moment. “Nor human, for that matter.” 
“I could be married,” said Calliande. “I could have children.” But if she had, her husband and her children would have been dead for a long, long time. 
“Indeed,” said Caius. “Well, if you are correct, and we catch up to him today, you can decide what to say.”
Calliande nodded. They finished breakfast, broke camp, and headed west.
 
###
 
A few hours later they came to the River Moradel. 
The river was only sixty or seventy yards wide here, but Calliande knew that by the time it reached Tarlion and the great southern sea, it was nearly a mile wide. A wave of frustrated anger rolled through her. She knew countless things about the realm of Andomhaim, but she had no idea how she knew these things. 
Caius waited at her side in silence, holding the mule train. Somehow the dwarven friar knew when the angry frustration came upon her, and he never tried to soothe her with empty words. 
She was grateful for his wisdom.
“Is Ridmark close?” he said at last.
“I don’t know,” said Calliande, rebuking herself. If the Frostborn were truly returning, there was too much at stake to waste time feeling sorry for herself. And even if the Frostborn were extinct, if Ridmark only chased a phantom of his grief, standing in the Wilderland and brooding was an invitation to a quick death.
She put a hand on her dagger’s hilt, closed her eyes, and summoned magic.
And the power of the Well came at her call.
Four centuries ago, when the urdmordar and their armies of orcish and dark elven slaves laid siege to Tarlion, the high elven archmage Ardrhythain had come to the High King’s aid. He had unlocked the ancient Well at Tarlion’s heart, summoning its power, and signed the Pact of the Two Orders with the High King, creating the Order of the Magistri and the Order of the Soulblade. Ever since then, the Knights of the Soulblade had wielded their enchanted swords in battle, and the Magistri had called upon the magic of the Well.
As Calliande did now. 
The power filled her, and she worked it into a spell, focusing it through the dagger and its link to Ridmark, the link created when the blade had saved her life.
Her eyes shot open.
“He’s just across the river,” she said. “Maybe…two or three miles to the west. We should catch up to him today, if we hasten.” 
Caius nodded. “The map Sir Joram gave us claims that the ford is a half-mile north of here, if I have read it correctly.”
“If the map is even correct,” said Calliande. “Dun Licinia was only an outpost five years ago. Save for Ridmark, I doubt anyone from the High King’s realm has come this way and returned for decades.”
“Well, let us find out,” said Caius. He tugged at the reins. “Assuming that we can coax these truculent rogues across the river.”
They headed north, and soon found the ford. Caius goaded the mules into the water, and Calliande helped him urge the beasts along. At last they got the mules onto the far bank, and Calliande climbed up, grateful for the good boots that Sir Joram had given her.
Caius drew his mace from his belt, the bronze-colored dwarven steel flashing in the sunlight.
“What is it?” said Calliande, and then she saw the corpses.
At first she thought two dead men lay naked upon the ground. Then she saw the clawed fingers and toes, the fanged mouths, the golden eyes. 
“Beastmen,” said Caius, mace in hand.
“Lupivirii,” said Calliande. 
“I think Ridmark killed that one,” said Caius, pointing at the dead lupivir on the left. “His skull was crushed.”
“The other one,” said Calliande. The sight of the gore unsettled her, and she forced herself to remain calm. “He took a sword through the chest, I’m sure of it.” That, at least, was not a memory from her past life. God knew she had seen enough sword wounds at Dun Licinia. “Ridmark wouldn’t use a sword.”
He had been stripped of his soulblade after the Order had expelled him, and Calliande knew a former Swordbearer would not pick up a sword. The pain would be too much. Most Swordbearers severed from their soulblades despaired and killed themselves after a few months. 
Ridmark had not.
“Perhaps he had aid,” said Caius. “Or he came to the aid of another traveler.”
“Maybe,” said Calliande. She looked at the ground, wishing she had Ridmark’s skill at reading tracks. Instead she gripped her dagger and cast the tracking spell again. “But he’s still alive, and not far ahead.” 
“Then we should hasten,” said Caius. “He may have need of help.” 
“Aye,” said Calliande, “but why would the lupivirii attack him? Or anyone?”
“Packs of beastmen range along the foothills of the mountains of Kothluusk,” said Caius. “They are hardly peaceful, and are not above feeding upon orcs and dwarves if they are hungry.”
“I know,” said Calliande, “but only if they are starving, or feel threatened. Otherwise they stay away from the other kindreds.” She shook her head. “They call themselves the True People, and think the use of tools and weapons is wicked and corrupt.”
“You sound as if you admire them,” said Caius.
“I do not,” said Calliande. “I pity them. I saw many a man who would have died at Dun Licinia, if I had not treated his wounds with needle and thread and boiling wine, all things made with tools. Did not God give us minds and hands? Yet the lupivirii have both minds and hands, but use them in service of their animal nature.” She frowned. “I must have dealt with them in my former life, if I know so much about them.” She shook her head. “I am rambling. I can deal with them again, if they threaten Ridmark.”
Caius nodded. “If he is fighting the beastmen, he should easy to find. Lead on.”
Calliande stepped forward, touched her dagger, and cast the spell again. “Less than a mile ahead. He’s not moving. I think…”
Her voice trailed off. 
She felt something else, something cold and icy, something that crawled with rotting corruption and freezing fire.
Dark magic.
“Shadowbearer,” hissed Calliande, turning.
“What?” said Caius, alarmed. “Here?”
“Yes,” said Calliande, her eyes sweeping the eastern bank of the Moradel. She had stood before Shadowbearer, naked and defenseless, soon after awakening beneath the Tower of Vigilance. He had known her at once, remembered her from her past life. The Watcher had warned her against him. Calliande did not know who he was, or what he wanted.
Only that he intended to harm both her and all the world.
And that he was tremendously powerful. Even now, with her reawakened magic, she doubted she could face him and live. 
He had come for her, but she would not surrender without a fight.
Calliande turned, calling her magic, watching for any sign of a foe.
Movement on the eastern bank caught her attention.
A kobold stepped out of the shadows of the trees and into the sunlight. The creature was the size of a large human child, with gray scales, a long, slender tail, and a narrow skull lined with fangs. A ridged crest of crimson scales surrounded its neck, and Calliande felt the weight of the creature’s gaze. A tattoo of a blue human hand marked the scales of its chest. 
There was something wrong with the kobold.
“A Blue Hand kobold,” said Caius. “In the daylight. Their fear of Shadowbearer must be great, if he can drive them into the sunlight…”
“Caius,” said Calliande. “That kobold is dead.”
The kobold was not breathing. Its tail remained motionless, and its head rotated to face her in an eerie manner, like a piece of meat dangling from a string. Like lizards and snakes, kobolds never blinked, but Calliande saw a pale blue glow in the creature’s eyes. 
The light of the dark magic that animated the corpse.
More and more dead kobolds came out of the trees, until dozens of the creatures stood on the far bank, staring at Calliande. She felt the gathered dark magic waiting in the undead flesh, felt the spells binding the creatures.
“There are hundreds of them,” said Calliande.
“May God have mercy and deliver us from such dark magic,” said Caius. “Shadowbearer slaughtered them all, didn’t he? He killed all the kobolds left in the village, raised them as undead, and loosed them upon us.”
Calliande nodded. “He wants me. And he wants that empty soulstone.” She flexed her fingers, summoning power. “We can’t outrun them, and we can’t hide from them. They will not tire, and they will not stop hunting me.”
“Then we fight,” said Caius.
And as if a signal had been given, the mass of kobolds surged forward. They raced into the ford, heedless of the water. Their unblinking dead eyes never turned from Calliande as they ignored the current and the slippery footing. 
Calliande summoned her power, raised her hands, and cast a spell.
Magic surged through her, and blasts of white flame burst from her palms and slammed into the charging kobolds. A half-dozen of the creatures fell motionless into the water, the dark magic binding them burned away. Calliande struck again and again, yet still the undead ran at her.
There were so many of them.
And with a surge of alarm Calliande realized she did not have the strength to stop them all.
The first kobolds staggered up the bank, claws reaching for her, and Caius jumped into the fray, shouting for God to lend his arm strength. His heavy dwarven mace struck one, two, three kobolds in rapid succession, smashing bone and knocking fangs from their jaws. The undead creatures staggered, but not did not stop. Caius could not kill them.
Shadowbearer had already slain them.
Calliande flung another blast of white flame, then turned long enough to cast a spell at Caius. White fire shot from her hand and engulfed the head of his mace, sheathing the weapon in crackling flame. Caius paused just long enough to gape at the sight, and then went on the attack. He struck the kobolds again and again, and this time when he landed blows the fire from his mace sank into the undead flesh, the flame shattering the spells upon the kobolds.
Their corpses fell to the ground, rolling down the bank to splash into the Moradel. 
Yet even with Caius’s aid, Calliande felt her strength wavering.
The undead kobolds closed around them in a ring, charging forward despite the flames of Calliande’s magic. Another group of kobolds circled past them and jumped upon the mules, and the poor beasts’ terrified braying filled Calliande’s ears. The kobolds tore three of the mules into bloody chunks, while a fourth raced away into the woods. A kobold jumped upon Caius, and Calliande divided her attention long enough to strike the creature with a burst of white fire. The kobold slumped to the ground, and Caius went on the attack. 
But it was not enough. The Magistri could only draw so much magic at one time, and Calliande had nearly reached her limit, and the effort of holding the spell upon Caius’s mace was draining her further.
The kobolds closed around them. 
And it seemed that the Watcher hadn’t needed to worry about Calliande going to Urd Morlemoch after all. 



Chapter 3 - Alpha
Ridmark ran through the trees, Kharlacht keeping pace behind him. 

A half-overgrown trail wound its way through the trees. If Ridmark’s memory served, it led to the cultivated fields of Aranaeus, though few of the villagers ever ventured far from the safety of their walls. He heard the howls of the beastmen, and caught glimpses of dark shapes racing through the dense trees.
Quite a few dark shapes. 
They were hunting something, but not Ridmark or Kharlacht. He didn’t think the lupivirii at the riverbank had expected to find him.  Most likely they had been watching for someone approaching from the west, not the east. That explained why they had failed to notice him until he had crossed the ford. 
But who were the beastmen hunting?
The trail led into a wide clearing. Ridmark paused for a moment to get his bearings, and then a figure sprinted from the trees.
It was a human boy of about fifteen years, old enough to serve as a knight’s squire or a craftsman’s apprentice. He was tall and wiry, with a ragged shock of curly brown hair and brown eyes wide with fear. He staggered into the clearing, breathing hard, and stopped when he saw Ridmark and Kharlacht.
“Run!” said the boy in Latin. “The wolfmen, they…”
A half-dozen beastmen crashed into the clearing. The boy backed towards Ridmark and Kharlacht, a heavy club in his right hand. Ridmark saw blood and clumps of fur stuck to the length of wood. Scratches marred the boy’s forearms, and blood stained his tunic and trousers. 
“Run!” said the boy. “Whoever you are, run! I’ll hold them off! Go…”
A dozen more beastmen came into the clearing, snarling. They moved into a circle, showing their fangs and growling, but did not move closer. They had expected to find the boy, but they had not anticipated Ridmark or Kharlacht. That would make them hesitate for a few moments while they considered the new threat.
And then they would kill Ridmark, Kharlacht, and the boy.
“What is your name?” said Ridmark, raising his staff.
“Gavin,” said the boy. He took a deep breath. “I’ll charge them, and you can…”
“Gavin,” said Ridmark, “if you want to live, do exactly as I say.” He scanned the waiting lupivirii. There were at least twenty, with more entering the clearing. Understand?”
“But…” said Gavin.
“You will do,” said Ridmark in the voice he had used when he had taken command of the army of Andomhaim at Dun Licinia, “exactly as I command.” He spotted the biggest of the wolfmen, and decided to take a gamble. “Now wait here until I return.”
Before either Kharlacht or Gavin could stop him, Ridmark strode towards the biggest lupivir. The other beastmen snarled and snapped, but Ridmark ignored them. He stopped a dozen paces from the largest beastman and stared at the creature, meeting the golden eyes with his own.
The lupivir reared upon his legs, standing nearly nine feet tall, a solid tower of muscle and fur. 
“You think,” said Ridmark in orcish, “to challenge me?”
The beastman’s golden eyes narrowed. He did not throw himself at Ridmark. That meant he was at least in partial control of his instincts, was more intelligent than the others. The alphas of the beastmen packs often were smarter than their fellows.
“You are the challenger, human,” growled the towering lupivir. 
“I am Ridmark, son of Leogrance, son of Rience, from Taliand in the south,” said Ridmark.
“And I,” hissed the beastman, “am Rakhaag, son of Balhaag, son of Talhaag, and you stand upon our range.” His nostrils flared. “And I smell the blood of my kin upon you.” 
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “Two of your kin attacked me when I crossed the river, and I killed them.”
“Then they should have proven stronger,” said Rakhaag. “You slew them with a sword, I assume? The craven tool of weaklings.”
“No,” said Ridmark, lifting his staff. “With this.”
Rakhaag regarded it for a moment. “A club. Still a craven’s weapon…but less of a craven.”
“You call me craven?” said Ridmark. “I name you craven, Rakhaag son of Balhaag son of Talhaag.”
An ominous growl went up from the beastmen, but Rakhaag only glared.
“And why do you bring such a challenge?” said Rakhaag.
“Because you prey upon humans,” said Ridmark. “I know the True People. You are strong and fast and contemptuous of injury and death. You can outran a deer and bring it down, or face the fury and the tusks of an enraged boar. All this the True People can do, yet you have chosen to hunt humans, creatures too slow to outrun you and too weak to slay with their bare hands. Have you grown so weak, Rakhaag, so feeble that you must turn to such…”
Rakhaag roared, and Ridmark’s hand tightened around his staff. But the lupivir mastered himself, and glared down at Ridmark.
“We have not hunted you,” spat Rakhaag, “but you have hunted us. Humans and orcs have issued from their shelter, kidnapping our young and our females, and taken them into captivity.”
Ridmark wanted to look at Gavin to see his reaction, but he dared not take his eyes from Rakhaag. The alpha would interpret that as a sign of weakness and attack. 
“You have proof of this?” said Ridmark.
Rakhaag showed his fangs. “The True People do not lie. Humans and orcs and dwarves build tools of lies from cunning words, but the True People do not. I have smelled them with my own nose, followed the trails with my own feet. Humans and orcs have taken our females and our young and carried them into captivity.”
“I know nothing of this,” said Ridmark. 
“You lie,” growled Rakhaag. “Humans lie. Orcs lie. I think you carried off our children. You will tell us what you have done with them, or I shall kill you and feast upon your flesh.”
“No,” said Ridmark.
Rakhaag growled, his muscles tensing, and Ridmark hit him across the face with his staff. 
It was not a hard blow, not hard enough to break bone, but it was enough to knock the hulking lupivir back a step.
The other beastmen growled, and Ridmark raised his staff.
“I challenge you!” he roared at the top of his lungs. “I, Ridmark son of Leogrance son of Rience, challenge Rakhaag son of Balhaag son of Talhaag! Before this pack, I name you craven, weak, and unfit, a hunter of humans because you are too weak to hunt proper prey! Let me pass, or I shall kill you where you stand!”
“Human craven!” said Rakhaag. “You think to challenge one of the True People? You steal our young and females, and then hide behind your cunning lies?”
“You fear to face my challenge?” said Ridmark. “You are as weak as I thought! Little wonder you prey upon humans! I shall…”
Rakhaag bellowed in pure rage. “Human worm! I accept your challenge!” 
The lupivir surged forward, all claws and fangs and dark fur. Kharlacht and Gavin shouted warnings, while the other beastmen roared in support of their alpha. 
Ridmark thrust his staff, ducking under the blur of Rakhaag’s claws, and drove the end of the weapon into the lupivir’s stomach. The shock of the impact almost ripped the staff from his hands. Yet Rakhaag came to a painful halt, his jaw falling open as the breath exploded from his lungs. Ridmark charged as Rakhaag wheezed, and brought his staff around in a two-handed swing. The length of heavy wood slammed into the back of Rakhaag’s right knee, and the lupivir’s leg folded. Rakhaag let out a croaking cry, and Ridmark’s next swing landed in the small of the beastman’s back. 
Rakhaag’s legs went out from under him, and the lupivir landed hard upon his back. Before the beastman could recover, Ridmark sprang upon him, slamming his staff against Rakhaag’s throat and arms, the musky stench of the lupivir’s fur filling his nostrils. His knees pinned the staff in place, pressing it against Rakhaag’s neck and wrists. The lupivir gurgled as the staff sank into his neck. He bucked and heaved, trying to regain his feet. Yet Rakhaag had no leverage, and he began to wheeze, his tongue lashing at his fangs.
“Yield,” said Ridmark.
Rakhaag tried to snarl. 
“Yield,” said Ridmark, “or I’ll choke you to death.”
He leaned a little harder on the staff.
“Kill me,” rasped Rakhaag, “and the others will tear you apart.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark, “but you’ll be dead, and then I’ll be dead, and there will be no one left to find out who kidnapped your females and young.” 
Rakhaag snarled, though not as loudly. Perhaps he did not have the breath.
Ridmark leaned against the staff, and Rakhaag shuddered. 
“Yield,” said Ridmark, “or die, and never find your females and your young.”
Rakhaag shuddered again. “Yield. I yield.”
Ridmark stood, pulled his staff from Rakhaag’s throat, and stepped back, the weapon ready. Rakhaag staggered to his feet, coughing and wheezing, one clawed hand massaging his neck. 
“You are weak, Rakhaag!” said another lupivir, stalking toward the leader of the pack. The beastman glared at the larger male. “If you allow this human to dominate you, you are not fit to lead us, and I challenge…”
“Accepted,” said Rakhaag, and his free hand moved in a blur. The younger male never even saw the blow coming. Rakhaag’s talons tore out his throat, and the smaller male collapsed, his body shrinking back into its half-human, half-bestial form. 
For a moment no one said anything.
“Withdraw,” said Rakhaag to the rest of the pack, “and keep watch over the shelters of the humans.” His furious yellow eyes turned back to Ridmark. “You and the orc may pass, and you may even take the whelp. But if you have lied to me, I shall rip out your throat and drink your blood.”
“I did not take your children, nor do I know who did,” said Ridmark. “I swear it on the name of the Dominus Christus and all his saints.”
“I care nothing for your human god,” said Rakhaag, “but we shall see if you speak the truth.” 
He turned, dropped to all fours, and loped from the clearing, vanishing into the trees. The other lupivirii followed suit. Some stopped long enough to snarl and growl at Ridmark, but none would meet his gaze, and they followed Rakhaag from the clearing.
Soon Ridmark was alone with Kharlacht and Gavin. 
“I am surprised,” said Kharlacht in Latin.
Ridmark turned. “Surprised at what?” 
“That,” said Kharlacht, “we are still alive.” 
Ridmark looked at the dead beastman. “As am I.” 
“What…what did you do?” said Gavin. The boy was trying to keep a brave face, but he was as white as a sheet, and a faint twitch kept going through his jaw. The hand that held his club, though, remained steady as a stone. “You talked to them, you fought the largest beastman…and then they all turned and ran.” He shook his head. “How did you do that?”
“By cleverness,” rumbled Kharlacht. “He is very clever.” 
“By understanding,” said Ridmark. “The beastmen are like wolves. A wolf pack has a dominant male, an alpha. Challenge the alpha, and none of the other wolves will trouble you.” 
“They would have killed me,” said Gavin. “Thank you.” He took a deep breath. “Might I know your name, sir?”
“Ridmark Arban,” said Ridmark. Gavin showed no sign of recognition. “This is Kharlacht of Vhaluusk, a baptized orc.”
Gavin looked at the wooden cross resting against Kharlacht’s dark elven armor. “I see.” He drew himself up. “My name is Gavin, and my father is Cornelius, the praefectus of the village of Aranaeus.”
“I’ve met him,” said Ridmark. Nine years ago, when he had passed through Aranaeus on his way to Urd Morlemoch, Cornelius had been a tall, plump, unpleasant man with a tendency toward avarice. Gavin seemed to take more after his mother, fortunately for him. “I visited Aranaeus about nine years ago.”
Gavin blinked. “Ridmark Arban…you’re the Gray Knight! The peddlers who sometimes visit the village talk about you. They say to avenge your lady love you hunt creatures of the darkness, that you…”
Ridmark looked at him, and Gavin fell silent. 
“The lupivirii,” Ridmark said, “seem to believe that men and orcs from Aranaeus kidnapped their women and children. What do you think of that?”
“We did not!” said Gavin. “There have always been packs of beastmen near the dark elven ruins in the hills, but they kept to themselves, and we did not trouble them. But the blue fire came a fortnight ago, and then people started disappearing…”
“Wait,” said Ridmark. “You men people disappeared from the village?”
Gavin bobbed his head. “At first the shepherds and the woodcutters, people who spent most of their time outside the walls and away from the fields. My father said that perhaps pagan orcs took them,” he shot a nervous glance at Kharlacht, “or maybe one of the creatures lurking in the ruins claimed them. But then more and more people disappeared, some from inside the village. My father said the beastmen did it.”
Ridmark considered this. “You don’t believe it.”
“No, sir,” said Gavin.
“Why not?” said Ridmark. 
“Because the wolfmen are like you said, sir,” said Gavin. “They’re…Father Martel says they have souls, but that they think with their bellies and their fangs, not their heads. I could see them taking a man outside the walls, if they were starving. Like wild wolves do. But the village has strong walls and a stout gate, and my father posts men at watch every night. How could the beastmen get into the town and kidnap people? Especially without raising an alarm?”
“They couldn’t,” said Ridmark. “Not unless they had help. Or something else took those people.”
“That is what I thought,” said Gavin. “And the beastmen say that we took their women and their children. But why would we do that?”
Kharlacht shrugged. “Among the dark elven princes, they keep packs of enslaved wolfmen as war beasts. Some of the pagan orcish chieftains do, as well.” 
“Well, we of Aranaeus are neither dark elves nor orcish kings, sir,” said Gavin. “We mind our own business, and if others do the same we repay them in kind. No one in Aranaeus took the beastmen. Why would we?” 
“Indeed,” said Ridmark. “How do you know that the beastmen think you took their children?”
“Their packs have been circling the walls for days,” said Gavin. “A few of the elders in the village know orcish. The wolfmen shout out threats, we shout threats back, and nothing is accomplished.” 
“So the beastmen think you took their children,” said Ridmark, “and the villagers think the beastmen kidnapped the missing people.”
Gavin nodded. “That is the sum of it, sir.” 
“It seems more likely,” said Ridmark, “that someone else took both the beastmen and the villagers undetected, and that you and the beastmen blame each other for it.” 
“I think that is it!” said Gavin, waving his club. Kharlacht took a prudent step back. “Something has taken both the beastmen and the villagers, and we are blaming each other for it! Perhaps something is even playing us for fools, turning us against each other.” 
“Such things,” said Ridmark, “have been known to happen.”
“What could have done it, sir?” said Gavin.
“Any number of creatures,” said Ridmark. Pagan orcs, perhaps. Or kobolds raiding out of the Deeps. Or dvargir in need of slaves. Or, worse, a dark elven prince in need of slaves. Or one of the dark elves’ creatures of black magic. Some were ferocious predators, like the urvaalgs and the ursaars, while others were cunning and powerful and delighted in suffering, like the urshanes. “Though that does bring a specific question to my mind.”
“What is that, sir?” said Gavin.
“People have gone missing from your village,” said Ridmark. “The beastmen think you kidnapped their kin. You think that something else took those people.” He pointed at the boy. “So why the devil are you wandering around outside the walls by yourself?”
Kharlacht grunted. “That is a very good question.”
Gavin opened his mouth, closed it, a flush of color going into his cheeks. “I went to get help."
“Help,” said Ridmark.
“My father,” said Gavin, “my father is…he will not see! He is convinced that the beastmen took our people, yet he will not lift a finger to try and save them. He says that if we wait inside our walls long enough, the beastmen will run out of food, go in search of easier prey, and leave us in peace.”
“An odd position for him to take,” said Kharlacht, “if he believes that the beastmen have entered your walls.”
“That is what I told him!” said Gavin. “But he would not listen to me! Rosanna said I should heed his wisdom, that he was older and wiser, but…”
“Who is Rosanna?” said Ridmark.
“A girl,” said Gavin. “I know her. She lives in the village.”
“Ah,” said Ridmark. “So why were you outside the walls? Seeking whatever is truly behind the disappearances?”
“No,” said Gavin. “I am going to Castra Marcaine in the Northerland to ask the Dux Gareth Licinius for help.”
Ridmark had not expected that. “You are?”
Gavin nodded. “Whatever we face, I fear it is a creature of dark magic, some horror wrought by the dark elves, or some nightmare out of the Deeps. We cannot face such a thing on our own. We need the help of the Magistri and the Swordbearers, so I went to ask them for help.”
“Gareth Licinius is the Dux of the Northerland,” said Ridmark. “This is the Wilderland. Aranaeus is not part of the High King’s realm. You are on your own. The Dux has no obligation to help you.”
“But we are all sons and daughters of the church,” said Gavin. “Father Martel says so. And I hoped that I could persuade the Dux. The peddlers who come to the village say he is a good man.”
“He is,” said Ridmark. If the Dux heard of Aranaeus’s plight, he would send Swordbearers and Magistri to help. Ridmark had undertaken such a quest once, a task that had taken him to Urd Morlemoch, and after he returned he had been betrothed to the Dux’s daughter Aelia.
He felt the weight of the gold ring upon his left hand.
No, he did not want to think about that now.
“The Dux would send help,” said Ridmark, “but those beastmen would have killed you.” 
“I know,” said Gavin. “You saved my life, sir.”
“But you couldn’t have known that we would be here,” said Ridmark. “For all you knew, there were only beastmen outside the walls. Yet you went outside anyway. Why?”
“Because,” said Gavin. “Because, well…because it had to be done, sir. Someone had to do it. My father won’t do it. He thinks if we close our eyes and cover our ears, eventually the beastmen will go away. Father Martel would do it, but he is too old and cannot run for long. But if no one did anything...it would get worse, sir. People would keep disappearing, and eventually it would come to a battle with the wolfmen. I had to get help.” He shrugged. “And I thought I could get to the ford before the beastmen caught me.”
“Evidently not,” said Kharlacht.
“No,” said Ridmark. “You knew you would likely die, but you went anyway?”
Gavin nodded.
“That,” said Ridmark, “was very brave.”
“Thank you, sir,” said Gavin.
“Stupid,” said Ridmark, “but brave.” 
Kharlacht grunted. “In the two weeks I have known you, you have riled up a nest of drakes to attack an orcish warband, walked alone into a kobold village, enraged a pack of a hundred spitfangs, and accepted Qazarl’s challenge to single combat when you knew he would try to kill you. It hardly seems fair to lecture the boy.” 
Ridmark scowled. He had risked his life time and time again, and because of chance and skill, or perhaps the whims of God, he had come out alive. But he had been looking forward to death, knowing that he deserved it for what he had done. But Gavin was young, could marry and have children, could live a long and prosperous life.
Assuming the lupivirii did not kill him first. 
But Ridmark could not find the words to say that, so he looked back at Gavin.
“That was brave,” he said. “And perhaps fortune or God has favored you, for we are making for Aranaeus.”
“You are?” said Gavin. “Did Dux Licinius send you to aid us?”
“No,” said Ridmark. “We are just passing through. I had hoped to stop in Aranaeus to purchase supplies, but I will look into these disappearances.”
“You are a knight, then?” said Gavin. “A Swordbearer? But…ah, your brand. I don’t…”
“I am neither a knight nor a Swordbearer,” said Ridmark, “but I will still see if I can discover who has taken your missing neighbors, if I can.”
“Thank you, sir,” said Gavin. “And you will have my aid.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “You will return to your father.” He recognized the gleam in the boy’s eye, the gleam of a young man eager to prove himself. It would get Gavin killed, and Ridmark wanted no more deaths on his account. “Let us set out for Aranaeus. We…”
He frowned, looking at the trees. 
“What is it?” said Kharlacht, reaching for his sword, while Gavin hefted his club. 
“Something’s coming,” said Ridmark, turning to the east.
“More beastmen?” said Gavin.
“No,” said Ridmark. “Something with hooves.”
A moment later a mule burst into the clearing, breathing hard. Laden packs dangled from its sides, and the beast looked wild with terror. Despite its exhaustion, the mule kept running, galloped past Ridmark, and vanished into the forest. 
“Was that your mule, sir?” said Gavin.
“No,” said Ridmark, frowning. “The poor beast was out of its mind with terror. It must have caught scent of the lupivirii.”
Or of something else.
He saw a white flash to the east, and then another, the distant sounds of fighting coming to his ears.



Chapter 4 - Spell and Staff
Calliande’s next blast of white flame struck two of the undead kobolds, the creatures falling motionless to the ground. She stood in a ring of kobold corpses, Caius battling before her. His mace smashed skulls and shattered ribs, the white fire of Calliande’s magic jumping from his weapon to destroy the dark magic binding the kobolds.

But more of the creatures came at them. 
Calliande’s arms trembled with exhaustion. Magic took as much of a physical toll on the body as strenuous exercise, and she had called a tremendous amount of power to fight the kobolds. White stars flickered and danced before her vision, and she felt the world spinning around her. Her strength would not last much longer.
And then the kobolds would have her.
And, worse, the empty soulstone would fall into Shadowbearer’s grasp once more.
She did not know what the renegade high elven wizard intended with the stone. Whatever it was, she knew, would cause a great deal of harm. Certainly more harm than the loss of her life.
“Caius!” rasped Calliande. “They’re after me, not you. Take the soulstone from my belt and run.” 
“I will not abandon you, Magistria!” said Caius, sending another kobold to the ground. He was breathing hard, a sheen of sweat covering his forehead, his robes slashed from the claws of the kobolds. 
“Take the soulstone and go!” said Calliande, throwing out another sheet of white flame. The power of the spell drove back a half-dozen kobolds, but the effort almost brought her to her knees. “Shadowbearer cannot have it! You must take it and run!”
Caius managed a harsh laugh. “I cannot get away from them.”
“I will use the last of my power to clear a path,” said Calliande. “Then you must take the soulstone! Find Ridmark and give it to him. Don’t let anyone else have it, no even another one of the Magistri.” She could not take the chance of the soulstone falling into the hands of someone like Alamur. “Take it and go!”
Caius crushed the jaw of another kobold. The creature fell in a limp heap at his feet. “I will not abandon you. When I stand before the judgment seat on the last day, how will I answer for it?” 
“If the soulstone falls into the hands of Shadowbearer,” said Calliande, “then how will you answer for that?”
She blasted down another kobold. A wave of gray washed over her vision, more severe than before. 
Caius did not turn from the kobolds, kept striking creature after creature with his mace. Calliande supposed she could have no more asked him to leave her than she could have commanded him to stop breathing. 
The kobolds closed around her.
 
###
 
“That sounds like fighting!” said Gavin. “Can you hear it?”
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “From the ford, I think.” But who was fighting at the ford? Ridmark did not think anyone, friend or foe, had followed him from Dun Licinia. Of course, Kharlacht had found him, and others could have done the same. 
Or was someone fighting Rakhaag’s beastmen?
“Perhaps,” said Kharlacht, “we have discovered the kidnappers.”
“Maybe,” said Ridmark, lifting his staff. “Let’s find out.”
Gavin nodded. “I will come with you.”
“You will not,” said Ridmark, pointing his staff. “Go back to the village at once.”
But a single look at Gavin’s expression told Ridmark it was futile. He could have overpowered they boy and dragged him back to Aranaeus, but nothing short of that would work.
“You saved my life, sir,” said Gavin, “and I am bound by honor to assist you.”
“Honor,” said Ridmark. He, too, had once cared a great deal about honor. “Very well. Follow me if you will, but you will do exactly as I command, is that understood?”
Gavin nodded, and Ridmark strode from the clearing without another word, the boy and the orcish warrior following him. He moved with as much haste as he could manage while maintaining stealth. Both Kharlacht and Gavin made more noise than he liked, but Gavin was reasonably quiet. Likely the boy had spent a great deal of time hunting in the woods. 
Hopefully he knew how to use that club. If it came to fighting, Ridmark would prefer the boy stay out of it, but no man could predict the course of a battle.
The sounds of fighting drew nearer, accompanied by flashes of white light. That kind of light usually accompanied the spells of a powerful Magistrius. A deep, rolling voice boomed over the clatter, calling upon God and the archangels to lend his arm strength and vigor.
And Ridmark had heard that voice before.
 
###
 
“God and St. Michael!” said Caius, his backhand flinging a kobold into the charging mass. “God and St. Gabriel! God and St. Raphael!” In his battle fury, Caius had abandoned Latin and reverted to the dwarven tongue, and Calliande found that she understood him. 
Apparently she knew that language, too.
An undead kobold lunged at her. Calliande leveled her palm and summoned magic, unleashing a burst of white fire. The kobold fell atop the others. Calliande spun, white fire crackling around her fingers, ready to unleash another burst of magic.
And she kept spinning.
She stumbled and fell to one knee, her head swimming, her ears ringing.
Every Magistria had her limits, and she had just reached hers.
The kobolds lunged at her in a swarm of dead, scaly flesh. Caius struck down two, but the rest flowed past him, reaching for Calliande.
 
###
 
Ridmark burst from the trees and saw the fighting upon the riverbank.
“God preserve us,” said Gavin. “What are those things?”
“Kobolds,” said Ridmark, his hands tightening around his staff. 
“In daylight?” said Kharlacht, baffled. “They never come out during the day.”
“They do,” said Ridmark, “if they’re dead.”
Because the kobolds were dead. 
He had fought kobolds before, and they screeched and hissed in battle, hoping to distract their opponents. These kobolds fought in silence, surging towards their targets. And kobolds hated to fight hand to hand, preferred to attack from a distance with ambushes and poisoned arrows. 
And Ridmark saw the faint blue glow in the undead kobolds’ eyes, the glow of dark magic. 
“They’re dead,” said Gavin. “All of them.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark, dropping his staff. A heavy orcish war axe hung from his belt, its iron blade angled to keep from cutting into his leg. “You can turn back, if you want.”
Gavin gave a sharp shake of his head, his eyes wide. 
“Then follow us,” said Ridmark, drawing the axe. “The only way to destroy those things is either through magic or by chopping off their heads. We don’t have any magic, and you have a club. Aim for their legs, try to cripple them, and Kharlacht and I will finish them off. Understand?”
Gavin nodded again, and the raging mass of undead kobolds parted for just a moment.
Ridmark’s eyes widened. 
The undead fought atop a ring of kobold corpses. Brother Caius stood in their midst, dwarven mace in hand, its flanged head shining with white fire. He fought with skill and vigor, shouting in the dwarven tongue as he crushed skull after skull. Yet the kobolds were about to overwhelm him. 
No. They were running past him. 
A woman rested on one knee behind Caius. She looked a few years younger than Ridmark, with long blond hair and blue eyes. Her face was tight with exhaustion, her arms trembling as she tried to raise them.
Calliande.
And the undead kobolds were about to tear her apart.
There was no time to wonder why Calliande and Caius were here, or who had created the undead kobolds.
Ridmark moved.
 
###
 
Calliande shouted and drew on the last of her strength.
White fire burst from her in a ring and scythed into the front ranks of the kobolds. A dozen of the creatures fell, joining the others upon the earth. Between Caius’s mace and her magic, they must have destroyed at least half of the vile creatures, maybe more. 
But she did not have strength enough to destroy the rest.
The kobolds closed around her, ignoring Caius, and Calliande wondered if they would leave him alone after they killed her…
A kobold reached for her with black claws.
Then a gray blur shot past her, and the kobold’s head jumped off its head and rolled into the river with a splash. The body staggered forward another step and collapsed before Calliande, the dusty smell of its scales and the rotten odor of its long-congealed blood filling her nostrils. Two more kobolds fell motionless in as many heartbeats, their heads hewn from their skinny necks.
A man in a gray cloak fought the kobolds, an orcish war axe in his right hand. He was tall, with close-cropped black hair and hard blue eyes, his left cheek and jaw deformed by the coward’s brand of a broken sword. Yet he fought without fear, without hesitation, and moved with the economical motions of a master swordsman.
Ridmark Arban carved his way through the kobolds.
 
###
 
“Gray Knight!” shouted Caius with a laugh, hammering another kobold to the ground. “You seem to make a habit of saving my life.”
Ridmark cut down a second kobold. The creatures had been ignoring Caius to focus upon Calliande, but they reacted to the new threat. Three kobolds turned towards Ridmark, slashing with their claws. He danced past them, swinging the axe, taking the head from one and the hands from another. The handless kobold charged at him, its jaws snapping. Ridmark sidestepped and brought the axe around in a two-handed swing, taking off the creature’s head. 
“We can reminisce later,” said Ridmark, shooting a quick look around. The kobolds surged at Kharlacht, but the orcish warrior was a match for them. Their claws and fangs shattered against his armor, his dark elven greatsword carving great swaths through them. Gavin stayed closed to his side, eyes wide and his face tight with fear, but his hands did not tremble as he swung his club. 
“Aye,” said Caius, raising his mace. “There is work to be done yet.”
Ridmark looked over the advancing kobolds, his mind calculating the odds. Calliande’s magic had inflicted substantial losses, but there were at least a hundred and fifty of the creatures left. And right now Calliande looked too exhausted to speak, let alone to stand and fling potent magic at their foes. 
They might be able to overcome the kobolds without magical aid. In their undead state, the kobolds had neither cunning nor skill, simply flinging themselves upon their foes. A skilled fighter could carve his way through them, and both Kharlacht and Caius knew how to fight.
But there were so many of the things. 
Ridmark gripped the axe in both hands, the wooden haft rough beneath his palms, and met the attack. He cut down one kobold, and then another, the heavy blade shearing through their slender necks with ease. He remembered the second battle of Dun Licinia, remembered Qazarl’s black magic raising the slain orcs as undead. It had been much harder to take off their heads.
A kobold lunged at Calliande. Ridmark jumped to meet it, a blow from the axe catching the creature in the chest. The kobold stumbled, and Ridmark brought his weapon down in a heavy blow. The fanged head rolled away, the black-slit eyes staring, and the body crumpled in a heap. 
Ridmark caught a brief glimpse of Calliande’s eyes, wide and blue and full of strain, and then turned back to the kobolds. 
All around him the fighting raged.
 
###
 
Calliande struggled to summon magic, struggled to stand. 
Around her Ridmark and Kharlacht and Caius battled against the tide of undead kobolds. A curly-haired boy she did not recognize followed Kharlacht, striking at the kobolds with a heavy wooden club. His face was full of fear and dread, yet he did not flinch from the foe. Calliande had seen men with the same expressions upon the walls of Dun Licinia, fighting to defend their wives and children from Qazarl’s Mhalekite orcs…
She shook her head. Her mind was drifting, spinning out of focus. Ridmark and the others needed her help. But she did not have the strength left to strike against the undead.
Caius smashed a kobold to the ground, his mace shining with a white glow. Calliande had forgotten that she still held the spell over his weapon. The effort seemed trivial compared to the exhaustion she had brought upon herself.
And perhaps that meant she could still enchant the weapons of Ridmark and the others. 
She forced herself to draw more magic, forced herself to stand. The world spun around her, but she lifted her hands, white light dancing around her fingers, and cast a spell. The white fire washed out from her, wrapping around the blades of Ridmark’s axe and Kharlacht’s sword, made the curly-haired boy’s club glow. The boy gaped at his weapon in surprise, but neither Kharlacht nor Ridmark slowed down. White fire burst from the touch of their weapons, destroying the undead kobolds with every stroke. 
Calliande gritted her teeth, pouring all her strength and will into the spell.
She had to hold it until the kobolds were destroyed. 
 
###
 
Ghostly memories danced through Ridmark’s mind as he carved his way through the undead kobolds.
He felt the power of Calliande’s magic thrumming through the orcish axe. It was only a pale echo of the power that his soulblade Heartwarden had possessed, but he remembered Heartwarden burning with white light in his fist as he faced the urdmordar Gothalinzur, as he lead the armies of Andomhaim against the Mhalekite horde at Dun Licinia.
As he faced Mhalek for the last time in the great hall of Castra Marcaine, Aelia’s screams ringing in his ears.
No, he did not want to remember that. 
Ridmark forced aside the black memories and fought, the axe a white blur in his hands. 
And then there were no more foes to fight.
He turned in a circle. Dead kobolds carpeted the riverbank. Some had fallen into the water, the current bearing them away. Kharlacht and Caius and Gavin stood some distance away, weapons still in hand. Calliande swayed, her face haggard, white light flickering around her fingers. 
Her bleary eyes focused on him.
“Ridmark,” she said. “You should…should have…”
“Calliande,” he said, stepping closer. “You can release the spell. It’s over.”
She gave a curt nod and made a chopping gesture, the light vanishing from her fingers. The glow faded from Ridmark’s axe, the thrumming sensation of the magic fading, and the white fire disappeared from the weapons of Kharlacht and Caius and Gavin. Silence fell over the field, and Ridmark caught his breath. 
Calliande swayed again, and for a moment Ridmark thought she was going to fall into the river. He frowned, returned his axe to its belt loop, and started towards her. 
And as he did, shadows rose from the dead kobolds.
 
###
 
Calliande sensed the dark magic surge through the corpses. Her magic had destroyed the spells animating the kobolds, whether channeled through her white fire or the weapons of Ridmark and the others. But there had been another spell on the undead, one waiting for the creatures to be destroyed.
One final trick of Shadowbearer’s.
She felt his will driving the dark magic as the shadows rose like hooded wraiths from the corpses. The shadows would kill her and Ridmark and the others. Then Shadowbearer could come and retrieve the soulstone at his leisure. He had wanted to kill her and trap her power in the stone, but he could find another Magistrius to kill just as easily.
The force of the spell gathered, Shadowbearer’s will driving it.
He was going to kill her.
He was going to kill Ridmark.
Calliande gathered every last scrap of power and flung it in an attack. White fire lanced from her hands, slicing through the shadows, and she felt her will contend against Shadowbearer’s.
And she heard the renegade high elf’s strange voice reverberating inside her head.
“It is useless,” he hissed. “You were not strong enough to destroy me centuries ago, and you are less than you were. You are lessened, diminished, maimed, and you do not even know why you did it to yourself! You cannot stop me. You can never stop me. Lie down and die. It will be easier.”
“No,” growled Calliande, struggling against the alien presence in her mind. 
“Yes,” said Shadowbearer. “You will never reach Dragonfall, never recover your staff. You failed, Calliande. You failed to stop me, your precious Order of the Vigilant rotted away around you, and you cannot even remember who you are. Lie down and…”
Why was he talking about Dragonfall?
“You don’t know where it is,” said Calliande. “That’s why you’re asking. You want me to think of it so you can find it.”
“Calliande?” said Ridmark, but she ignored him.
Shadowbearer’s rage flooded her mind, but the revelation filled Calliande with fresh resolve. For all his power, for all his knowledge, he was not invincible. She flung her will and magic against him, and for a moment their spells strained against each other. He was stronger, so much stronger, and she was exhausted…but he was far away and she was not.
The white fire blazed from her fingers, slicing the shadows into nothingness, and Shadowbearer’s presence vanished from her mind.
Calliande let out a long breath, lowering her hands.
Gray mist swallowed her vision, and she fell.
She did not feel herself hit the ground.
 
###
 
Calliande swayed, her eyes rolling back into her head, and fell over.
Ridmark caught her before she toppled into the river. She twitched in his arms, and she felt feverish even through the wool shirt and leather jerkin she wore. 
“Is she all right?” said Caius.
“No,” said Ridmark. “She’s exhausted herself. The Magistri can draw too much magic through themselves, like a man undertaking heavy labor in the hot sun without rest or water for too long. If we let her rest, she should be fine.”
At least, he thought so. He hoped so.
“We’d best make camp away from here, then,” said Caius. “The reek of those kobold corpses will hardly help her rest.”
“But the beastmen,” said Gavin. “Will they not trouble us?”
“Beastmen?” said Caius. 
“We’ll take a few corpses with us,” said Ridmark, looking at the dead kobolds. Calliande stirred in his arms, her eyes twitching behind closed lids. “That ought to deter the lupivirii. They’ll be able to smell the dark magic.”
“Beastmen,” said Caius. “It seems you have quite an interesting tale to tell.”
“And you as well,” said Ridmark.
 
###
 
In the darkness of the caverns below the Black Mountain, the creature some men called Shadowbearer opened his eyes. 
“Well,” he said. 
Fury stirred within him. He had come so close to ridding himself of Calliande at last and claiming the soulstone. He would have preferred to kill her while she was helpless and powerless after awakening, but that idiot Qazarl and his pet fool Vlazar had made a botch of it. 
It was Shadowbearer’s own fault, really. Mortals were so easily corruptible…but rarely made reliable servants. 
No matter. He had time yet. A year and a month since the omen of the blue fire filled the sky, a year and a month while the thirteen moons were in proper position and the threshold was open. 
There were other ways to obtain an empty soulstone, and Shadowbearer had many other servants.
Servants that made a collection of dead kobolds and a few fanatical orcs look like feeble kittens.
He strode into the darkness, his rage, his ancient, eternal rage, driving him forward.



Chapter 5 - Blue Fire
Ridmark had the others make camp in the clearing where he had challenged Rakhaag. The lack of trees would make it harder for the beastmen to creep up unnoticed. He had Kharlacht and Gavin drag a pair of kobold corpses from the river and dump them at either end of the clearing. Ridmark doubted Rakhaag and his pack had ever encountered kobolds before, and he hoped their scent would keep the beastmen away. 

They were predators, and predators did not like the unknown. 
Of course, that would make it harder to prove that Ridmark and Kharlacht had not kidnapped the lupivirii females and young. Or perhaps Rakhaag would blame the disappearances on the kobolds. Still, Rakhaag had claimed that men and orcs were responsible for the missing lupivirii, and the beastmen did not knowingly tell lies. 
As dusk fell, Gavin got a fire going, and Ridmark lay Calliande down near it and covered her with a blanket. 
“We ought to be secure enough for now,” said Ridmark. He picked up his staff and brushed some dirt from its length. “The beastmen will rip us apart if they get a chance, but their alpha promised to leave us alone until we came to Aranaeus.” 
“Though he said nothing about Calliande and Brother Caius,” said Kharlacht.
“No,” said Ridmark. “If he disagrees, we shall have to contest them.” He looked at Calliande. If she was awake by then, she could use her magic to frighten them off. 
But why was she even here?
“What are you doing here?” said Ridmark. 
Caius snorted. “Following you. Is that not plain?”
“Pardon, sir,” said Gavin, “but your friends…who are they?”
“This is the Magistria Calliande,” said Ridmark, “and this is Brother Caius, a brother of the order of mendicants.”
“A pleasure to meet you, young sir,” said Caius with a stately bow. “Might I know your name?”
Gavin blinked. “Ah…Gavin of Aranaeus, Brother. My father is the praefectus of Aranaeus.”
Caius nodded. “In whose name does he hold the village?”
Gavin shrugged. “In the name of the village itself, I suppose. Aranaeus doesn’t actually have a lord. My father says our people left the realm long ago to be free. Though I don’t know what that really means.” He blinked. “Are you really a dwarf? I’ve never seen one before.”
Caius laughed. “All my life, and I fear I’ve lived quite a long time. Long enough that that I remember when my kindred marched alongside the High King to fight the Frostborn, though I was too young to fight back then. But we do not call ourselves the dwarves, but the khaldari. Your kindred gave us that name when…”
“Brother Caius,” said Ridmark, “you can instruct the boy in history when we have less urgent matters to discuss.” 
Caius smile, his beard rustling against his chest. “History is the urgent concern of every man.” 
Ridmark sighed. “True. But we have more urgent concerns. For one, why are you here, and how did you find me?”
“As for how we found you,” said Caius, “that is simple enough. The dagger you gave Calliande.”
Ridmark had seen it at her belt. “What about it?”
“You gave it to her as a gift, and she used it to kill Alamur,” said Caius. “Apparently, that set up some sort of magical resonance between you and the dagger. She used it to follow you.”
“Oh,” said Ridmark. He had never heard of such a thing, but obviously it worked. 
“And as for why we followed you, do you even need to ask?” said Caius.
“Yes, I do,” said Ridmark. “It is better that I go alone to find the truth.”
“Calliande said you promised to aid her,” said Caius.
Ridmark’s fingers tightened against his staff. “I did. And I shall. And I can do it best by discovering the truth about the Frostborn. She is tied to them somehow, I am sure of it, and if I find the truth about the Frostborn, I will discover the truth about her past.”
“Pardon, sir,” said Gavin, “but the Frostborn? The Frostborn are extinct. The High King destroyed them, Father Martel said so.”
Ridmark looked at the boy. “You saw the omen about three weeks ago? The blue fire?” Gavin nodded. “That was a sign that the Frostborn shall return. I first learned of it in Urd Morlemoch, a dark elven ruin ruled by an undead wizard called the Warden. I am traveling to Urd Morlemoch to force the Warden to tell me more. If the Frostborn are returning, the realm must be warned.”
Gavin gaped at him, eyes wide. 
“You’re going to fight the Warden?” said Gavin. “Have you heard the stories about him?”
“Some of them,” said Ridmark. Few in Andomhaim had heard of the Warden or Urd Morlemoch, but tales about Urd Morlemoch, stories whispered in dread and fear, were common in the Northerland and the Wilderland.
“They say he can read minds,” said Gavin, “and that he plays cruel games with his enemies, imprisoning them in dungeons constructed of their own worst sins. Or that the powers of hell come at his command, and drag his foes to the abyss.”
“I’ve met him,” said Ridmark, “and he’s actually much worse.”
Gavin’s eyes got even wider. 
“If I go there,” said Ridmark, “I’ll almost certainly be killed. There’s no reason for anyone else to come with me. None.”
Caius lifted his graying eyebrows. “You brought Kharlacht with you.”
“I fear I had nowhere else to go,” said Kharlacht. “For an orc of Vhaluusk, blood ties are paramount above all else. Yet all my kin are dead. Qazarl was the last, and he betrayed me and was slain outside the walls of Dun Licinia. I can lie down and die, I can wander the earth without purpose, or I can follow Ridmark to Urd Morlemoch and try to accomplish something of worth.” 
“Your chances of success,” said Caius, “are much higher with companions.”
Ridmark sighed. “You are mad fools, both of you.”
Caius grinned. “Perhaps. But Calliande? No, she is not mad. She is brave and strong, and she feels she owes you a debt.”
“She owes me nothing,” said Ridmark.
“The Magistria would disagree, I think,” said Caius. “And you must concede that her magic would be useful.”
Ridmark grunted. “I cannot argue with that.”
“And,” said Caius, “she has as much right to do this as you.”
“Right?” said Ridmark. “What does that have to do with it?”
“She has lost her memory,” said Caius, “but she was tied to the Order of the Vigilant. You know this as well as I do, my friend. If she was one of the Vigilant, then it is her duty to stand against the return of the Frostborn. Perhaps even more than yours.”
“Her duty,” said Ridmark. He sighed. “I had not considered that. I thought she might go to Tarlion, seek aid from the Masters of the Magistri in recovering her memory, or that she might search the ruins of the Tower of Vigilance for clues.”
“After what happened with Alamur and Talvinius,” said Caius, “you can see why she might not want to trust the Magistri. And we have both been at the Tower of Vigilance. There is nothing there but empty stone and crumbling walls.”
Ridmark sighed, closed his eyes for a moment. 
“You are determined, aren’t you?” said Ridmark. “Both of you.” He looked at Kharlacht. “All three of you.” 
“I am,” said Caius. “As Calliande is.”
“As I am,” said Kharlacht. “I will see this through to the end.”
“So be it,” said Ridmark. “I tried to dissuade you. Follow me to Urd Morlemoch if you will.”
“So you will not slip off in the morning?” said Caius.
“I will not,” said Ridmark. “You mad fools can follow me to your deaths if you wish.”
“Well,” said Caius. “We must all die and enter the kingdom of the Dominus Christus someday. We might as well do it while attempting a great deed.” 
“Though,” said Ridmark, looking at Gavin, “we shall have to stop by Aranaeus first.”
“For supplies?” said Caius.
“And other things,” said Ridmark. “You saw those dead beastmen?” Caius nodded. “The packs of beastmen think the men of Aranaeus have been taking their females and young. The men of Aranaeus think the beastmen have been kidnapping people from within the village.”
“And so you think,” said Caius, “that something else has been preying upon both the beastmen and the villagers?”
“I’m certain of it,” said Ridmark. “We came across Gavin just as the beastmen were about to tear him to pieces, and I promised I would look into the disappearances. After Calliande rests, we’ll proceed to Aranaeus, and take Gavin back to his father.”
Gavin stared at them with wide eyes. 
“Gavin?” said Ridmark.
“It seems,” said Gavin, “that I have fallen in with companions of great renown. You speak of so many strange things.”
“It is,” said Kharlacht, “quite a long story.”
Ridmark looked at Caius. “You can tell it from the beginning. Given how much you enjoy talking.”
“All men have their gifts,” said Caius. He cleared his throat. “Well. In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth, and…”
“Start,” said Ridmark, “a little sooner than that.”
 
###
 
A faint buzzing filled Calliande’s ears.
She saw things. Remembered things. A sad old man in a white Magistrius’s robe, watching her. Fire and frost contesting each other, and a gash in the skin of the heavens, a gash that burned with cold blue flame. Tall, gaunt figures in armor the color of hard gray ice, eyes like blue fire in their crystalline faces. Death followed in their wake, ice choking the lands, corpses rising to fight at their sides.
Calliande tried to focus upon the memories, but they slipped through her fingers like smoke.
But she remembered other things, hard and clear. Shadowbearer’s mercury-colored eyes, gazing at her. Orcs and men struggling below a stone wall. A tall, lean man in wool and leather with close-cropped black hair and blue eyes, a wooden staff in his hand as he fought with the fury of the archangels themselves.
Ridmark.
Calliande heard a voice. 
Caius, telling a story.
“And then Ridmark, Kharlacht, and Lady Calliande returned from the kobold village,” said Caius, “and we ran back to Thainkul Agon as fast as our legs could carry us.”
An amazed laugh answered him. “You truly did that?” It was a young man’s voice, deep though it cracked every few words. “Truly?”
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “It was the best plan I could think of at the time. And it is only God’s grace that we are not all dead.” 
“So then the kobolds raised their own dead and sent them after you?” said the boy. “That’s monstrous.”
“No,” said Caius. “No, I fear something far darker than a kobold shaman set those creatures after us.”
Calliande’s eyes opened, and she sat up.
“Shadowbearer,” she said. 
The others fell silent.
Calliande sat near a campfire, wrapped in a blanket. It was night, and the firelight illuminated an empty clearing. Ridmark, Caius, and Kharlacht sat around the fire, talking to the curly-haired boy she had seen at the river. Her head throbbed, and she felt a bit woozy, but in no danger of falling over.
“Calliande.” Ridmark knelt next to her, one arm holding her steady. “How are you?”
“Still alive,” she said. “Which is more than I expected.” 
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “Those undead kobolds. Caius said you think Shadowbearer sent them after you. Did…”
“Aye,” said Calliande, rubbing at her aching head. “Aye, he did.”
“That many kobolds,” said Ridmark. “Those must have been all the kobolds left in the village of the Blue Hand.” 
“They were,” said Calliande. “He killed them all and sent them after us. After me, specifically.” 
She felt a chill. If she had been at Dun Licinia when the kobolds caught up to her, hundreds of people might have died. 
Ridmark frowned. “If he could find you, why not come after you himself?”
“I don’t know,” said Calliande. She took a deep breath and got to her feet, Ridmark helping her up. 
“You can stand?” he said.
“I think so,” she said. He let go of her arm, and she took another deep breath, and then another. The clearing did not spin around her. 
“Why are you here?” he said.
“Following you,” said Calliande. “I…” She looked at the others. “Come with me and we will talk.” 
Kharlacht, Caius, and the boy looked at them for a moment, and then Caius resumed his tale, continuing with their journey from Thainkul Agon to the walls of Dun Licinia. Ridmark led her to the edge of the clearing, out of earshot of the others. A dead kobold lay there. 
“Why did you bring a dead kobold to the camp?” said Calliande, wrinkling her nose at the odor. Of course, she had not bathed since leaving Dun Licinia. But she still smelled better than a rotting kobold.
“Because of the scent,” said Ridmark. “There are beastmen loose in the woods, and they think the men from a nearby village kidnapped their females and young. Kharlacht and I encountered them before we found you. I forced their alpha to submit, but if they change their minds, I hope the smell of dead kobold will scare them off.” 
“You forced a lupivir alpha to submit,” said Calliande, “and you’re still alive? And unhurt? You speak of the most remarkable deeds like a man discussing the weather.” 
Ridmark shrugged. “It was that or have the lupivirii tear out our throats.” He hesitated, looked at the dark trees, and then looked back at her. “Why are you here?”
“Didn’t Caius tell you?” said Calliande. “He is a noble and kindly man, but I doubt he could stop talking to save his life.”
“He told me,” said Ridmark, “but I would prefer to hear it from you. Why are you here?”
“Why did you leave without telling me?” said Calliande.
“You know why,” said Ridmark. “I am going to Urd Morlemoch, and it will probably kill me. There is no need for anyone else to die,” he glanced at the campfire, “though I seem unable to dissuade people from following me.” 
He did not know his own charisma, Calliande realized, did not know how his valor inspired people to follow him. Had he asked it of them, Sir Joram and Sir Constantine and all the fighting men of Dun Licinia would have followed him to Urd Morlemoch, and he could have assailed the ruins with an army. Instead he went alone, or as close to alone as he could manage.
He knew he might die, but Ridmark did not think he deserved to live.
“You promised,” said Calliande, “to help me recover my memory.”
His face softened somewhat. “I have not forgotten it. You were once of the Order of the Vigilant. Whatever happened to you, whatever the reason you were sealed below the Tower, it has something to do with the Frostborn. You awoke the moment the omen of blue fire filled the sky. If I find the truth of the Frostborn, I find the truth about you.”
“Then let me come with you,” said Calliande. “This is my fight, as much as it is yours.” She shook her head. “More, even, since it seems it has been my fight since before your grandfather was even born.”
Ridmark’s mouth twisted. “It seems I cannot stop you. I already agreed with Caius. You can travel with me, and I will not hinder you or slip away. But it is folly. I wish you would have stayed in Dun Licinia.”
“Why?” said Calliande. “You were keen enough to accept Kharlacht’s help.” 
He scowled. “Kharlacht followed me from Dun Licinia. With all his kin dead, he has nowhere else to go. But you…you could go back to Dun Licinia, or to Tarlion, ask the Magistri for help…”
“From what I saw of Alamur,” said Calliande, “I would not entrust the Magistri with a cup of water, let alone my memories. And if I had stayed in Dun Licinia, I would have been there when the kobolds attacked. We might have driven off the kobolds, but Shadowbearer will not forget me.” 
“I know,” said Ridmark. “Nevertheless, I wish you had stayed behind.”
“Why?” said Calliande again, and the answer clicked. “Ah. It’s because of Aelia.”
She regretted the words the instant they left her mouth. Ridmark’s expression did not change, but his blue eyes went cold and hard and dangerous. She wondered if the eyes of the Frostborn had looked like that.
“You talked to Sir Constantine, I see,” said Ridmark, “after the battle.”
“I did,” said Calliande. “Perhaps it was wrong of me…but, Ridmark, you are a valiant and bold man. Why was such a man expelled from the Order of the Soulblade and given a coward’s brand? I could not make sense of it.”
“And now you know,” he said. 
“You didn’t deserve it,” said Calliande. “Constantine and Joram told me how Tarrabus Carhaine had a grudge against you, how he forced the Master to expel…”
“You’re wrong,” he said. “I did deserve it. It was my fault.”
“No, it wasn’t,” said Calliande. “You did everything you could. You couldn’t have known that Mhalek would link his blood to…”
“That’s enough,” said Ridmark. “It was my fault. I was the commander of the army that fought against Mhalek. I was Aelia’s husband. His defeat and her safety were my responsibility. And I failed.” His voice was harsh, metallic. “I failed and she died. I deserved what happened to me. I deserved more. I deserved to die for it, and someday I will.”
“Mhalek killed her, not you,” said Calliande. But the words felt feeble. His wife’s death was a wound in his soul, an infected dagger pumping poison into his mind and heart, and it would take more than words to heal it. “Your friends don’t seem to think it was your fault. Even Aelia’s father and brothers do not blame you.”
“Their kindness blinds them,” said Ridmark. “And if you ever meet Aelia’s sister Imaria, she will tell you the truth about me. She, at least, can see that it was my fault.” 
“Even if it was your fault, which I doubt,” said Calliande, “they have forgiven you. Can you not forgive yourself?”
“What I did is unforgivable,” said Ridmark.
“You are a baptized son of the church,” said Calliande. “Does not the Dominus Christus forgive the sins of all who truly repent? And you are contrite, Ridmark. I have never seen anyone more…”
“Enough,” said Ridmark. His tone was soft, but there was iron beneath it. “If you want to follow me, fine. But we will not discuss this. Not now, not ever. Do you understand?”   
Calliande nodded. “I’m sorry. I…perhaps I should not have said anything.”
“No. You told me the truth.” He almost smiled. “Better to get it off your chest now, I suppose, rather than discuss it at a more inconvenient time.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Like when we are inevitably attacked by misinformed beastmen?”
“Something like that,” said Ridmark. He smiled. It was a faint smile, but it was there. “I suspect you are ravenous. I’ve heard that magic is hungry work.”
“It is,” said Calliande. She realized that her belly felt like an empty void. “And I am.” 
He nodded. “Let’s get some food.” He paused. “Calliande.”
“Yes?” she said, trying to read his face.
“I would not have wished for you to come, but I am glad you are here,” said Ridmark. “Your aid will be welcome.” 
Calliande shrugged. “You have saved my life so many times. Perhaps I will get the chance to return the favor.”
“You did at Dun Licinia,” said Ridmark, turning back towards the others, “when you broke the spells around Qazarl. Otherwise he would have killed us all with that staff he dug out of the burial mounds.”
That staff…
Calliande hesitated, gazing at the sky. Of the thirteen moons, only three of them were visible tonight. Pyrrhus, the moon of fire, shone with a sullen yellow-orange glow, while the Tempus, the moon of storm gleamed with silver light and Kronos, the moon of time, had a pale golden glow. Their position altered and influenced the power and potency of certain spells. 
For some reason that made her think of Dragonfall, and for a moment the memory seemed closer, but she could not pull it out of the mists of her past.
“What’s wrong?” said Ridmark.
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. “In your travels. Have you ever heard of Dragonfall?” 
Ridmark shook his head. “No. What is it? A name?”
Calliande nodded, frustrated. 
“The name of what?” said Ridmark.
“A place, I think,” said Calliande. The Watcher had asked her not to reveal his existence to anyone, but he had said nothing about Dragonfall. “I left…I left something important there, I think.”
“Do you know what?” said Ridmark.
“A staff,” said Calliande. “I think I left a staff there. But I can remember nothing else about it.”
“I have never heard the name,” said Ridmark, “but there are many miles between here and Urd Morlemoch. We can ask questions as we travel.”
“If we do find it,” said Calliande, “we have to be careful. Shadowbearer is looking for it, too…and he can never find it. Never. If he does, something terrible will happen. I am certain of it.” 
“Then,” said Ridmark, “we’ll just have to make sure we get there first.”
He led her back to the fire.
“Some food, Magistria,” said Caius, handing her a biscuit wrapped around a sausage. Calliande took it gratefully. “I trust you are well?”
“Quite,” said Calliande. She looked at the curly-haired boy, who watched her with wide eyes. “Forgive me, but I have been rude. My name is Calliande, and I am grateful for the help you gave us at the ford.” 
Gavin managed a good imitation of a proper bow. “Ah…it was my pleasure, my lady. I am Gavin of Aranaeus. My father is the praefectus of the village. You are truly a Magistria?”
“To the best of my knowledge,” said Calliande, which was entirely true. 
“Then we are grateful for your help,” said Gavin. “Something sinister is happening here, I am sure of it.”
“I look forward to meeting your father,” said Calliande.
The skin around Gavin’s eyes tightened. “Yes. I am sure.”
“Tomorrow,” said Ridmark. “The rest of you should get some sleep. I will take first watch.”



Chapter 6 - Aranaeus
The next morning they broke camp and took the half-overgrown trail to Aranaeus.

Gavin watched his new companions as they walked. 
He had never met anyone quite like them. 
Ridmark Arban was like a Swordbearer out of the songs, or even one of the knights of the High King Arthur’s Round Table in the legends of Old Earth. The coward’s brand upon the left side of his face had unsettled Gavin at first, but then he decided that Ridmark must have been unjustly accused. No coward could fight with such skill and ferocity. Kharlacht strode after Ridmark like a silent shadow. Gavin had seen orcs before, of course. Sometimes orcs came to the village to trade. Yet he had never seen an orc fight so fiercely.
And he had never seen a dwarf, either. Or a dwarven friar. Friars passed through Aranaeus occasionally, heading north to spread the gospel among the pagan orc tribes. They never returned. 
And Gavin had never seen a woman quite so beautiful as Calliande.
Well. Second after Rosanna, of course.
Thinking of Rosanna sent the familiar twinge of regret and anger through his heart, and Gavin pushed it aside.
A few hours later they emerged from the trees and into the cleared fields around Aranaeus. The fields stood empty and deserted, the furrows spotted with the stubble from last year’s harvest. Gavin had spent most of his springs and summers in those fields, helping to sow the crop and harvest it before the winter came.
“Where is everyone?” said Kharlacht. “This late in the spring, the planting should be well underway.” 
“They’re all afraid, sir,” said Gavin. “Ever since the disappearances started, the beastmen attack anyone who goes too far from the walls.”
A few moments later Aranaeus itself came into sight, and Gavin looked upon his home. 
The village housed about seven hundred people, and it sat upon a wide hill, with taller hills rising to the north. A strong wall of stone encircled the village, men standing guard on the ramparts and the gate. Even before the beastmen had grown hostile, the Wilderland had been a dangerous place. Gavin’s father and the elders had told stories of pagan orcs seeking slaves, of the sorcerous beasts of the dark elves rampaging through the fields while the villagers huddled behind their walls. Gavin knew his ancestors had come here to escape the rule of the High King, to live their lives as they pleased without paying taxes to the Dux of the Northerland.
But he could not help but think that the protection of the Dux of the Northerland, and his Swordbearers and Magistri, would have been helpful.
Ridmark came to a stop, frowning. “I had forgotten about that.”
“About what?” said Gavin.
“Tell me,” said Ridmark. “If you live in the shadow of that, why does your father think the beastmen are responsible for the disappearances?”
He pointed at the hill rising behind Aranaeus.
More specifically, at the white shapes atop the hill.
A dozen slender, gleaming towers of white stone crowned the hill, surrounded by a crumbling wall. Gavin disliked looking at the ruins. The ancient towers were beautiful, but…wrong. Their angles and shapes had been designed to please the eyes of dark elves, not humans. Looking at the ruins for too long gave Gavin a headache, so he ignored them. 
As did everyone else in Aranaeus.
“Urd Dagaash,” said Ridmark. “Once the seat of a minor dark elven lord, destroyed in the war with the high elves long before humans ever came to Andomhaim. I had forgotten this was here.” He looked at Gavin. “Almost certainly whatever took the villagers is inside Urd Dagaash.”
“Perhaps, sir,” said Gavin. “The ruins…the elders have always said they are cursed, that evil things dwell within. Yet those evil things never come forth. The elders say if we leave the ruins alone, the evil things within will not trouble us.”
“Perhaps that was true once,” said Ridmark, “but you recall the omen twenty days ago? Maybe the creatures within the ruin have changed their minds.” 
That had not occurred to Gavin. The thought of some horror of dark magic creeping out of Urd Dagaash was not a pleasant one. Would Philip be able to keep Rosanna safe it that happened? Philip was a blacksmith, true, and stronger than Gavin. Yet he rarely ventured outside the walls of Aranaeus. What did he know about the dangers of the Wilderland?
Of course, what did Gavin know, compared to Ridmark and Calliande and the others?
He thought of the undead kobolds he had fought.
After that, he knew more than anyone else in Aranaeus.
“When we get to the gate, sir, let me do the talking,” said Gavin. “The men on watch know me, and they’ll listen. You’re rather…well, outlandish for strangers, and they might not react well.”
Calliande smiled at him, and Gavin felt himself flush. “So a human, a dwarf, an orc, and a Magistria do not walk up to the gates of Aranaeus every day?” 
“It is the first time I can recall, my lady,” said Gavin. 
He led the way through the fields, up the side of the hill, and to the village’s closed gate. Four men stood atop the gate, fingering hunting bows, their eyes moving back and forth over Ridmark and his companions.
“Stop,” said one of the men, middle-aged with a graying beard, “and identify yourself. Strangers are not welcome in Aranaeus just now.”
“Mallen!” said Gavin, looking at the elder. “You know me. My father has me help you make chairs in your shop during the winters.”
“Gavin ran off yesterday,” said Mallen. “Disappeared from sight. You could be one of the beastmen, taking Gavin’s form to beguile us.”
“If I was,” said Gavin, “would I know about the still in your cellar? The one your wife doesn’t know about, since she thinks you stopped drinking?”
The other men upon the wall chuckled, as did Caius. 
“Aye,” said Mallen, “and you had best keep your mouth shut, if you know what’s good for you.” He peered at Ridmark and the others. “And who are these? A brigand, an orc, a noblewoman, and…a short gray fellow?”
“Good sir,” said Caius, “I am Brother Caius of the order of mendicants, and twenty years ago I heard the word of the Dominus Christus and believed in his good news. I have since come north to preach the gospel to the pagan tribes of the Wilderland. After some peculiar misadventures,” Kharlacht snorted, “I have come to the gates of your fair village, and beg your permission to enter.”
“Indeed. Where did you find them, Gavin?” said Mallen. 
“I was making for the ford,” said Gavin. “I wanted to go to Castra Marcaine, to ask the Dux of the Northerland for help against whatever creatures are taking our folk.”
“Your father’s going to be wroth, boy,” said Mallen.
His father was always wroth, but Gavin knew better than to say so.
“The beastmen chased me,” said Gavin. “I think they would have killed me, but Ridmark and his companions arrived to stop them.”
He did not mention the undead kobolds. At best, Mallen simply would not have believed him. At worst, he would refuse to open the gate. 
“There you go,” said Mallen. “That’s proof, then, boy. The beastmen are taking our folk, just like your father and Morwen said.”
“No,” said Gavin. “I wasn’t finished. Someone’s taking the females and young of the beastmen. They think we’re doing it.”
Mallen snorted, and the other guards laughed. “Why? What would we do with them? They’re too feral to be beasts of burden, and they carry fleas, too.”
“But…” said Gavin.
“Enough,” said Ridmark, his voice low. “You don’t have to convince him. It’s your father you’ll have to persuade.”
He was right. 
“Let us in, Mallen,” said Gavin. “My father will want to talk to the newcomers.”
“Aye,” said Mallen. “Your stepmother, too.” Gavin scowled. He did not want to talk to his stepmother. Mallen pointed at Ridmark. “But you had best behave, aye? The men of Aranaeus are peaceful folk, but we can defend ourselves.”
Ridmark spread his arms, staff in his right hand. “By my sworn word, Mallen of Aranaeus, no harm will to you from my hand unless you break trust with us first.” 
Something in the way he said it sent a chill down Gavin’s back. Mallen must have felt it, too. The carpenter swallowed, rubbed his beard, and gave a curt nod.
“Aye,” he said at last. “Well, the praefectus can decide what we are to do with you.” He shook a finger at Gavin. “And your father will be glad to see you.”
“No, he won’t,” muttered Gavin. 
Calliande glanced at him with a frown.
Mallen shouted something and the gate swung open with a creak. Gavin led the others through the gates and into Aranaeus. Houses of built of fieldstone lined the short street leading to the main square, their roofs made of thatch. 
“Your father, boy,” said Mallen. “He’ll be at the hall. Better go to him at once. You let the strangers wander about without seeing him first, you’ll never hear the end of it.”
“From Morwen, most likely,” said Gavin. 
“Morwen?” said Ridmark. 
“My father’s wife,” said Gavin. He sighed. “My stepmother.” 
“Ah,” said Ridmark.
“Well,” said Gavin, “we should talk to my father and get it over. This way, sir.”
They walked towards the village’s square. The villagers stood on their doorsteps, speaking with each other in low voices, and cast hostile stares toward the strangers. Belatedly Gavin wondered if bringing Ridmark and the others here had been a good idea. The people of Aranaeus were frightened, and they might blame Ridmark and his companions for what had happened. 
If that happened, Gavin was more concerned about what Ridmark and his friends might do to the villagers than what the villagers might do to Ridmark.
They passed the blacksmith’s shop. A young man of about twenty stepped into the street, thick and muscular, a leather apron covering his clothes. A girl of about Gavin’s age walked with him, her hand resting on his forearm. Her eyes were red, as if she had been crying. 
Philip and Rosanna. 
His heart sped up when he looked at her. Rosanna saw him, and her green eyes widened in surprise.
“Gavin!” she said, and she hurried towards him and hugged him. “You’re alive! Oh, thank God. I was up all night praying for you. We both were.”
Philip moved to her side, a heavy arm going around her shoulders. “Aye.” He frowned. “Why did you run off? You made poor Rosanna think you had disappeared.” He shook his head. “You ought to have a proper craft, instead of listening to that old priest tell his outlandish tales…”
Gavin felt his temper flare. “There’s more to the world than your forge and field, and if we hide from it…”
“Don’t quarrel, you two,” said Rosanna. “I’m just glad you’re safe.” Her eyes turned to Ridmark and the others. “And these…they saved you from the beastmen?”
“This is Ridmark Arban,” said Gavin, “and the Magistria Calliande, Kharlacht of Vhaluusk, and Brother Caius of the mendicants.” 
“Thank you for helping Gavin,” said Rosanna to Ridmark. “He gets…well, he gets carried away sometimes.” 
Embarrassment warmed Gavin’s face, but Ridmark remained grave. “We all do.”
“You had best speak to the praefectus, sir,” said Philip. “We of Aranaeus are not unfriendly, but you’ll understand why we’re suspicious of strangers.”
Gavin opened his mouth to protest, but Ridmark only nodded. “I cannot blame a man for caution. Lead on, Gavin.”
Gavin closed his mouth, nodded to Rosanna, and kept walking. He saw the eyes of the villagers staring from barred doors and shuttered windows, watching the strangers with suspicion. Looking at Gavin with suspicion. Why would they be afraid of him? Just because he had gone outside the village and returned?
An unsteady, crooning voice raised in song caught his attention.
An old, old woman stood on the doorstep of a house, a blue dress hanging loose around her bony frame. She was so old her face looked like skin pulled tight over a skull, her faded blue eyes hazy and unfocused. Her white hair hung in wispy disarray over her liver-spotted scalp, and her hands twitched as she sang. 
“Why,” she said, “it’s young Gavin, returned with some friends. Are you well, Gavin? They thought you had died, but I told them Gavin was too young to die.” She smiled a toothless smile. “Only the old die, alas, alas, once they’ve had many strong children.”
“Agnes,” said Gavin with a polite bow. She was the oldest woman in the village, at least a century of age if not more, and according to Bardus the innkeeper her mind had gone twenty years past. Yet Father Martel said elders were to be treated with respect, so Gavin always tried to be kind to Agnes. 
“Who are your friends, Gavin?” said Agnes, squinting at Ridmark. “Why, I remember you! You’re young John. I put my pies on the windowsill to cool them, and you would steal them.” She gave his hands a gentle smack. “You naughty boy.”
“I fear you are mistaken, mistress,” said Ridmark without the hint of a smile. “My name is Ridmark Arban, and I have not been to Aranaeus for nine years.”
But Agnes had forgotten about him. She saw Calliande, and her smile widened. “Aren’t you a pretty young thing? Too skinny, though. You need wider hips for proper birthing. When you have your first child, you’re going to scream like a pig with a nail through its hoof.”
“Ah,” said Calliande. “Thank you. I think.”
“Is she your girl, Gavin?” said Agnes. She cackled. “You’ll have handsome, vigorous children. Even with her narrow hips.”
Gavin felt his face go red.
Calliande laughed. “I fear not, mistress. I am too old for him, by several centuries.”
Centuries? What did that mean?
“Oh, pish. I am older than everyone, and I do what I like,” said Agnes. “And now I must go to the gate. Why, I need to watch for men with swords and cattle.”
She tottered off.
Gavin looked at Calliande, swallowed, and then back at Ridmark. “We should keep going.”
To his great relief, neither Calliande nor Ridmark laughed. “Of course.”  
Gavin led them to the square. A well stood in the center of the square, and the village hall and the church rose on opposite ends. Word must have run ahead of them, because Gavin’s father was already walking from the hall.
Morwen was with him. 
His father and stepmother stopped a few paces away, frowning.
“Where have you been, Gavin?” said Cornelius. He was thin and tired, his curly hair gray, dark shadows ringing his brown eyes. From time to time a slight tremor went through his hands. “You just…you cannot run off! Not now, not when people are going missing! I thought you had been killed.”
Gavin lifted his chin. “I was going to go to Castra Marcaine to get help from the Dux.”
“That was foolish,” said Morwen. She was at least twenty years younger than Cornelius, lovely and slim with long red hair and brilliant green eyes. “You ought to have remained safe in the village.”
Gavin’s temper shivered. “You are not my mother. You cannot tell me what to do.”
“Gavin!” said Cornelius. Morwen only smiled, the same condescending expression she always used. 
“It is all right, husband,” said Morwen, her expression never wavering. “The boy is simply overwrought.” 
“You will forgive my son, sir,” said Cornelius, taking a deep breath. “He is unaccustomed to comporting himself before strangers.”
Gavin opened his mouth to answer, but Ridmark spoke first.
“Actually,” said Ridmark, “he fought with great courage. I am sorry if I have caused undue disruption. My name is Ridmark Arban, and this is the Magistria Calliande, Kharlacht of Vhaluusk, and Brother Caius of the mendicants.”
Cornelius frowned. Ridmark had said he had met the praefectus before, but Gavin wondered if Cornelius remembered. It had been nine years ago, and Gavin’s mother had still been alive. 
Morwen’s eyes shifted to Calliande and then back to Ridmark. 
“It seems I owe you my son’s life, sir,” said Cornelius. “Thank you.”
“Indeed,” said Morwen. “A surprise from a man branded as a coward.”
Calliande bristled, but Ridmark only shrugged. “I have dealt with the lupivirii before. Praefectus, I fear you face a greater enemy than the beastmen.”
“What do you mean?” said Cornelius. 
“The lupivir alpha I spoke with believes that you are kidnapping his females and his children,” said Ridmark.
Morwen laughed. “That is absurd. What would we do with the vile beasts?”
“Nevertheless,” said Ridmark.  “The beastmen, as you know, do not lie. It is simply not in their nature. They believe you responsible, but I think something else is to blame. Some creature or power that is preying upon both you and the beastmen.”
Morwen lifted her eyebrows, her condescending smile focusing upon Ridmark. “And what would that be, pray?” 
“The choices are many,” said Ridmark. “This is the Wilderland, and there are numerous creatures that regard both humans and lupivirii as useful prey. Pagan orcs and dark elves take beastmen and humans as slaves. Kobolds, deep orcs, or dvargir could be raiding from the Deeps. A pack of male urdmordar could be eating your people. A nest of fire or frost drakes or wyverns might be hunting you. Or,” he pointed at the pale ruins of Urd Dagaash rising over the town, “whatever lurks within those ruins could be carrying off your people. When your ancestors left the High King’s realm, I am surprised they settled in the shadow of such a place. Dark elven ruins are not to be trifled with.”
“There are evil things in Urd Dagaash,” said Cornelius. “But they do not venture out of the ruins, and are harmless if left alone.”
“The omen of blue fire twenty days ago,” said Ridmark, “might have changed their minds.” 
“We of Aranaeus,” said Morwen, “know more of our land than some wandering stranger. Might we ask your business here, sir?” 
“If you like,” said Ridmark. “I am going to Urd Morlemoch.” Cornelius’s mouth fell open, and Morwen’s smile disappeared. “The blue fire that you saw twenty days past? That is an omen of the return of the Frostborn. The Frostborn are coming back, but I need more information. So I am going to Urd Morlemoch to force the Warden to tell me his secrets.”
“That is madness,” said Morwen. “The tales I heard from my mother…no one enters the stronghold of the Warden and returns.”
“One man did,” said Cornelius. “I remember you now, sir. It was…nine, ten years ago, was it not? You said you were going to Urd Morlemoch, and you never returned. I thought you were dead.”
“I took a different route on my way home,” said Ridmark. “But I entered Urd Morlemoch and lived, and I intend to do so again.” 
“Then you are welcome to purchase supplies,” said Morwen, “and to be on your way.” She pointed. “Bardus at the White Walls Inn can supply what you need.”
“I would not leave you in peril,” said Ridmark. “I will assist you with finding whoever has taken your missing folk, if I can.”
“No,” said Cornelius at once. “That is not necessary.”
“Father,” said Gavin, “a score of people have disappeared in the last twenty days. The beastmen say the same. Surely there is some danger we both face. It…”
“Your father said no,” said Morwen, a hint of anger in her voice for the first time.
“We are grateful for the offer, sir, but there is no mystery,” said Cornelius. “The beastmen crept over our walls and took the missing people, that is plain. But we are on our guard now, and they will not surprise us again. Sooner or later the beastmen will exhaust the game available in the woods and move on.” He pointed at Ridmark. “You are welcome to stay at the inn for the night, and to purchase whatever supplies you need, but do not meddle in our troubles, sir. They will take care of themselves.” He turned toward the village hall. “Gavin, come.”
Gavin folded his arms and did not move.
Cornelius looked at him, sighed, and walked away. Morwen watched them for a moment longer, and then left without another word. 
 
###
 
“Well,” said Calliande once Cornelius and Morwen had vanished into the hall. “That was pleasant.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark.
He suspected that both Gavin’s father and his stepmother knew more, much more, than they claimed. And his suspicion that something other than the beastmen had taken the missing people had hardened into certainty. 
But what? And more importantly, did the praefectus and his wife know who was behind the disappearances? And if so, why blame the beastmen? 
“I am sorry for my father, sir,” said Gavin. His disgust was plain to see. 
“He is your father,” said Caius, “and the holy scriptures command us to honor our fathers and mothers.”
“I know. Father Martel says the same,” said Gavin. He took a deep breath. “Yet it is difficult.”
“When did your father remarry?” said Ridmark. 
“Several years ago,” said Gavin. “A few months after a fever carried off my mother, may God rest her soul.”
Ridmark nodded. “Was Morwen born in Aranaeus?”
“No,” said Gavin. “She was born in Andomhaim, in Caerdracon. The Dux of Caerdracon demanded that she become his mistress, and she refused. He hung her father in retribution, and Morwen fled the High King’s realm and came here.”
“I see,” said Ridmark. Tarrabus Carhaine, the Dux of Caerdracon, would not scruple at such a deed, but Tarrabus usually employed more subtle methods to get what he wanted. And it was exactly the sort of story calculated to rouse the sympathies of villagers whose ancestors had fled Andomhaim. But a woman who fled the High King’s realm might have any number of reasons to conceal her identity. “This priest you mentioned, Father Martel. Might I speak with him?”
“Of course,” said Gavin. “He’ll be in the church.”
Caius frowned. “Should you not attend to your father? He asked you to come.”
Gavin snorted. “If I do, he’ll shout at me because he isn’t brave enough to shout at Morwen. He’ll rant and rave, then do nothing. But he is the praefectus of Aranaeus, and it is his responsibility to look after the people here. If he won’t do it, then I will have to. This way, sir.”
Gavin led the way, and Ridmark found himself watching the boy. He was obviously rash and impulsive, and just as obviously in love with the girl betrothed to that blacksmith’s apprentice. Yet there was a nobility to Gavin’s actions, a valor beyond the usual recklessness of a fifteen-year-old boy. He wondered how a man like Cornelius had begat a son like Gavin.
His mother must have been a remarkable woman.
The church was in poor repair, with chunks of thatch missing from the roof, the stone walls weathered and spotted with lichen. Caius looked the church up and down with a frown of dismay. 
“The church is ill-maintained,” said Caius. “Why does your father not have it repaired?”
“He doesn’t care,” said Gavin. “Most of the villagers come to the mass, but not many of them really care, I think. Just me, Philip, Rosanna, and a few others.” He shook his head. “And Father Martel did not arrive until four years ago.”
“He did not?” said Caius. “Who was your priest until then?”
Gavin shrugged. “We didn’t have one.” 
Ridmark blinked. That Aranaeus had lacked a priest for years raised questions. Every man worshipped something, and if he did not worship God and his Dominus Christus, then he would worship something else. Wealth and power, for one. Or the blood gods of the orcs, perhaps, or the great darkness of the dark elves, or the cold, silent gods of the dwarves.
Or more fleshy gods, such as the urdmordar or the more powerful creations of the dark elves.
So to what had the men of Aranaeus prayed to before the arrival of Father Martel?
Again Ridmark found his gaze drawn to the white ruins atop the hill.
Gavin opened the church’s doors. Inside the church was dim and dusty, with wooden benches resting upon the flagstone floor. Narrow beams of light leaked through the windows and illuminated the altar, the cross upon the far wall, and the font of holy water. An old tapestry rested next to the doors, showing the Dragon Knight and the last Keeper of Avalon leading the armies of Andomhaim against the Frostborn. The ancestors of the villagers must have brought it with them when they fled the High King’s realm.
Kharlacht and Caius crossed themselves, and Calliande and Gavin followed suit. Ridmark examined the floor and the benches. Someone went to effort to keep the church clean, but it was obviously not used much. 
Again he found himself wondering where the men of Aranaeus directed their prayers.
“Gavin!”
An old man in a brown robe walked towards them. He was thin and bald, the skin of his face marked with countless creases. Yet despite his age he walked towards them with haste. 
“Father Martel,” said Gavin.
“I did not think I would see you again,” said Martel. “Praise God. Morwen claimed the beastmen had taken you, but I knew better. You ran off to find help, didn’t you? That was brave, but foolhardy.”
“I fear you are right,” said Gavin. “I would have been killed, if not for these men and this woman.” He gestured at Ridmark. “Father, this is Ridmark Arban, Kharlacht of Vhaluusk, Brother Caius, and Calliande of the Magistri.”
The old man looked at Ridmark and blinked his watery eyes. “The Gray Knight?”
“You know me?” said Ridmark. He had never seen the priest before in his life.
“No,” said Martel, “but I was at Dun Licinia.”
“Ah,” said Ridmark. For a moment he remembered the screams, remembered the slain Mhalekite orcs covering the ground with a carpet of dead flesh. 
“You saved the realm on that day,” said Martel. “I saw you take command, and I know the things that have been said about you since,” he gestured at the left side of Ridmark’s face, “must be lies and calumnies. When I heard the stories about a warrior in a gray cloak rescuing travelers, I knew it had to be you.” 
“How did you come here?” said Ridmark.
“After the fighting at Dun Licinia, I was weary and sick at heart,” said Martel. “Mhalek led so many of the orcs of Vhaluusk astray with his claims to be an incarnate god. I decided to do what I could to keep it from happening again, and to bring the word of the Dominus Christus to the pagan tribes of the Wilderland.”
“A bold and worthy goal,” said Caius, who had almost done the same thing.
“And a foolish one,” said Ridmark. “The orcish tribes of the north kill missionaries.”
“God had different plans for me,” said Martel. “When I reached Aranaeus, I grew ill, and feared I would die. But I recovered, and realized the village had no priest. The church had stood empty for years. I wondered if God had brought me here for that reason, so I took the church for my own, and I have been here ever since.” The old man clutched Ridmark’s shoulder. “You saved Gavin’s life, and I thank you for that. He has a good and brave heart, and will grow into a good and strong man.”
Ridmark considered this for a moment. The priest had a better head on his shoulders than Cornelius, and his concern for Gavin was genuine. And if he had been here for years, he might know what was happening. 
Ridmark decided to take Martel into his confidence.
“Father Martel,” he said, “what is happening here? Cornelius claims that the beastmen kidnapped the villagers, and the beastmen claim the villagers kidnapped their females and young, but I doubt either of them are right. Do you know what is truly going on in Aranaeus?”
“I fear you are correct,” said Martel. “Something else preys upon both of us, but I know not what. Aranaeus has secrets, Sir Ridmark.”
“Just Ridmark,” he said. “I am neither a knight nor a Swordbearer.” 
“The villagers come to receive the mass,” said Martel, “but I think their hearts lie elsewhere, save for a few like Gavin. Most simply do not care. But the others…ah, perhaps I am only a foolish old man, vain enough to think my preaching might sway hearts.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “There is something strange here, I’m sure of it. You saw the omen of blue flame a few weeks past?”
Martel nodded. “It caused a great stir among the villagers.”
“It was a sign of the return of the Frostborn,” said Ridmark. 
“The Frostborn are extinct,” said Martel, glancing at the old tapestry. “The Dragon Knight and the High King destroyed them centuries ago.”
“They are returning,” said Ridmark, “and I am going to Urd Morlemoch to discover how.”
“That is a dark place,” said Martel.
“But before I depart, I intend to discover what is happening here,” said Ridmark. 
“Praise God,” said Martel. “We are in sore need of aid. The praefectus, if you will forgive me, is not the sort of man to deal with such a threat. And a warrior of your renown and the powers of a Magistria,” he smiled at Calliande, “will be most welcome. Perhaps the other newcomers will offer you their aid as well.” 
Gavin frowned. “Other newcomers, Father? What other newcomers?”
“They arrived yesterday afternoon, after you vanished,” said Martel. “Men from the city of Coldinium to the southwest. A knight and his retainers.”
“What is the knight’s name?” said Ridmark.
“Paul Tallmane, a vassal of the Dux Tarrabus Carhaine,” said Martel.
Ridmark recognized the name at once. 



Chapter 7 - White Walls
“You know Paul Tallmane?” said Calliande as she followed Ridmark out of the church.

“Aye,” said Ridmark, his face grim. “Quite well.” 
He set off at a brisk pace, and Calliande followed him. Gavin had remained behind in church, as had Caius, who had started discussing theology with Father Martel. Kharlacht had stayed to keep an eye on both of them. Hopefully the dwarven friar would learn useful information from the old priest, something that would shed let upon the mystery.
Because it was a mystery, one that filled Calliande with unease. 
There was something wrong about this village, something she could not put into words. Perhaps it was the crumbling, barely used church. Perhaps it was the nervous twitch in Cornelius’s hands, or the icy gleam in Morwen’s jade eyes. Or maybe it was the cold, hostile stares of the villagers, or the white ruins of Urd Dagaash rising on the hills overhead. Calliande, if she worked a spell, could sense the ancient dark magic lurking within the walls. Who would choose to settle in the shadow of such a place? 
And now these disappearances. 
“Who is he?” said Calliande.
“One of the knights of Tarrabus Carhaine, Dux of Caerdracon,” said Ridmark.
“The man who forced the Master of the Order of the Soulblade to expel you unjustly,” said Calliande.
“Don’t start on that again,” said Ridmark. “He was right to do it.” A shadow came over his face. “Yet...Dux Gareth Licinius is a good man. Tarrabus Carhaine is not. We were squires in Dux Gareth’s court, before Tarrabus’s father died and he became the new Dux of Caerdracon.”
“What is Tarrabus like?” said Calliande. Ridmark led her away from the church, towards the village’s northern gate.
The gate facing Urd Dagaash. 
“Confident,” said Ridmark. “A brilliant leader. And utterly ruthless. He has no scruples at all, and will not hesitate to use any method at hand if it will destroy his foes. And he thinks anyone not personally loyal to him is his foe.” His frown deepened. “We got drunk together once, as squires do, and he told me that God had made the world for the strong, that the strong had the right to do whatever they wished, and the weak had no choice but to submit. A strong man had the right to take whatever he wanted from the weak.”
“A thuggish philosophy,” said Calliande. “I pity the folk of Caerdracon, if their Dux thinks in such a way.” 
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “He was right to have the Master expel me, but the man is still a serpent. You heard what Gavin said. Morwen claims she came to Aranaeus to flee Tarrabus’s vengeance. The omen of blue fire appears, men and beastmen start disappearing, and one of Tarrabus’s knights arrives in Aranaeus? Too much of a coincidence.”
“If the Dux is a hard man,” said Calliande, “what is Sir Paul like?”
“A faithful servant of his master,” said Ridmark. “Paul was a squire with us as well. He was a bully and a coward. If Tarrabus thought a freeholder or a townsman had not shown him enough respect, he sent Paul to burn the freeholder’s barns or to loot the townsman’s shop.” He looked up. “And here we are.”
The White Walls Inn sat facing the northern gate. There was nothing white about it, with its walls of gray fieldstone and its roof of yellow-brown thatch. Yet Urd Dagaash towered over them in the distance, and Calliande realized the inn had taken its name from the ruins.
An ill-omened name, to be sure. 
Ridmark opened the inn’s door, and Calliande followed him inside. The common room looked cozy enough. A cheery fire crackled in the hearth, and a pair of polished, if old, tables ran the length of the room. Calliande supposed the same group of forty or fifty men came here every night to drink and escape from their wives. A doughy man in an apron hurried towards them, bowing with every step.
Three men in armor and cloaks sat near the fire, swords at their belts, speaking to each other in low voices. The old woman who had embarrassed Gavin sat on a bench near the wall, a cup of beer in her hand. Agnes hummed to herself, lost in her memories. Calliande hoped they were pleasant ones. 
“More strangers!” said the innkeeper. “Welcome! I am Bardus, and this is the White Walls Inn.” He looked at Ridmark, flinched a bit when he saw the brand, and then his smile returned. “How can I serve?”
“We’ll be staying the night,” said Ridmark, “and then proceeding on our way in the morning.” The men at the fire looked up at the sound of his voice. “I’ll need a room for three men, and then a private room for the lady.” 
“Of course, of course,” said Bardus. “We have the rooms, certainly. Peddlers and travelers come through the village sometimes, but not many right now, not with all the…ah, unpleasantness. But you are welcome here.”
The armored men near the fire stood. Two wore the chain mail and tabards of common men-at-arms, swords at their belts. The third wore the more expensive plate and chain armor of a knight, the steel polished to a mirror-like sheen. A blue surcoat marked with the sigil of a black dragon’s head hung over his armor, and some part of Calliande’s damaged memory informed her that was the sigil of the Dux of Caerdracon.  
“Well, I shall be damned,” said the knight. He was blond and handsome, with black eyes and a mustache that had been trimmed and styled. His eyes were focused on Ridmark, and a mocking smile appeared below the mustache. “The coward of Castra Marcaine himself, still alive? God has indeed a cruel sense of humor.”
He laughed, and his men-at-arms followed suit. 
Bardus looked from Ridmark to the knight, fear on his face.
“Sir Paul Tallmane,” said Ridmark. “It has been a long time.”
“Five years,” said Paul. He glanced at Bardus. “You have the privilege of a noble guest indeed, master innkeeper. Ridmark Arban, the son of the Dux of Taliand and once the most renowned Swordbearer of the Order of the Soulblade. Then he abandoned his army in the field and murdered his wife, and the Order expelled him for his crimes.” 
“I…I don’t know, my lord knight,” said Bardus. “I am an innkeeper, a simple innkeeper, and the affairs of the mighty are above me…”
“Perhaps,” said Calliande, “you should check on matters in the kitchen.”
Bardus gave her a grateful look and scurried away. If it came to violence, she did not want the innkeeper or his family hurt. And it might come to violence. Ridmark’s expression gave away nothing, but she saw the loathing behind Paul’s gleaming smile. 
He hated Ridmark. 
“You’re a long way from Caerdracon,” said Ridmark.
“Indeed I am,” said Paul. “I have moved up in the world, exile. The Dux of Caerdracon, as you know, owns a castle near Coldinium, the Iron Tower. Dux Tarrabus, in his gracious wisdom, has appointed me Constable of the Iron Tower, a position high in honor and prestige.” 
“I congratulate you, sir,” said Ridmark. “It is a remarkable bit of alchemy you have performed.”
“Oh?” said Paul. “And what alchemy is this?”
“Coldinium is a frontier town, far from the heart of Andomhaim,” said Ridmark. “Far from Caerdracon, for that matter. Traditionally, the Dux of Caerdracon has given responsibility for the Iron Tower to those who displeased him. The failures, the incompetents, the disliked.” Paul’s hard smile grew sharper. “Those who would burn a freeholder’s farm in their Dux’s name and were stupid enough to get caught, for instance. But it is remarkable how you have made the Constable of Iron Tower into a position of honor and prestige. I didn’t think anyone could do it.”  
“Do not lecture me about honor, exile,” said Paul. “Not when you have that brand upon your face, and you carry that stick,” he pointed at Ridmark’s staff, “rather than a knightly weapon.” 
“A drunkard’s warnings about the dangers of wine are still true,” said Ridmark, “and you would be surprised what a freeholder can do with a quarterstaff in his hands.”
“Enough,” said Paul. “I did not come all this way to listen to you quote peasant proverbs. Why are you here, exile?”
“You saw the omen of blue fire?” said Ridmark.
Paul snorted. “I could hardly miss it. Everyone in Coldinium saw it.”
“It is a sign of the return of the Frostborn,” said Ridmark. “They will return, though I know not when or how. I am going to Urd Morlemoch to confront the Warden, to force him to tell me more.”
Paul threw back his head and roared with laughter, and his men followed suit. Calliande glared at them, but they ignored her. 
“Still this nonsense, exile?” said Paul. “The Frostborn are returning? The Frostborn are extinct, you ragged fool. You talked about the Frostborn even before you slew Aelia. We all laughed at you for your obsession. Now I see it for what it really is. The last, desperate attempt of a pathetic, broken man to find some scrap of redemption.”
“The Frostborn are returning,” said Ridmark, still showing no flicker of emotion, “and how you and I or anyone else feels about it is irrelevant. They are coming back, and I need to find the truth of it.” 
Paul sneered. “Chase your fantasies, if you wish. It is no concern of mine.”
“Perhaps not,” said Ridmark. “What are your concerns, Sir Paul? What brings the honored Constable of Iron Tower to a village in the Wilderland?”
Paul glanced at his men, and then back at Ridmark.
“A hunt,” he said. “A wyvern has been terrorizing the freeholders near Coldinium. The Comes of Coldinium posted a great bounty upon the beast’s head. Naturally, I had to uphold the honor of the Dux, Caerdracon, and the Iron Tower.”
“Naturally,” said Ridmark. 
Paul scowled. “I wounded the beast near the Iron Tower, and it fled north. I followed it to Aranaeus. I suspect the wyvern has gone to ground in the hills, perhaps in the dark elven ruin that lent its name to this charming hovel of an inn. Tomorrow I shall resume my pursuit.”
“A curious coincidence,” said Ridmark.
“What is?” said Paul.
“That both the folk of Aranaeus and the beastmen claim the other kidnapped their kin, and then you arrive a few days later,” said Ridmark. 
Paul bristled. “Dare you to insinuate that I had something to do with this?”
“Did you?” said Ridmark.
“Of course not,” said Paul. “I only just arrived in Aranaeus yesterday afternoon. I spotted packs of the beastmen vermin prowling through the forest, but they knew better than to attack a knight of Andomhaim and his men-at-arms. The village was abuzz with rumors about these mysterious disappearances.” He smiled. “Perhaps the wyvern is to blame.”
“Perhaps,” said Ridmark. “An adult wyvern has a body the size of an ox and a fifty-foot wingspan. I am sure such a creature could enter the village undetected and make off with its victims without raising an alarm.”
Paul scoffed. “And I suppose you intend to find whatever is behind these disappearances, exile? I am not surprised. You were ever the fool, running after every mud-stained freeholder than came to you with a tale of woe.” 
Calliande bristled. Ridmark’s penchant for running after every mud-stained freeholder with a tale of woe had saved her life, kept the empty soulstone from falling into the hands of Shadowbearer, and had saved the town of Dun Licinia. However much Ridmark hated himself, he did not deserve to have this preening jackass insult him.
But Ridmark answered before she could speak.
“Innocent people may be dead,” said Ridmark. “Would you have me abandon the rest of them to their fate?”
Paul shrugged. “Do whatever you like, exile. But these people left Andomhaim. They chose to forsake the protection and wisdom of our High King. We are not obliged to defend them.” He smiled. “Frankly, if the inn caught fire, I would not cross the street to piss upon the flames.” 
“They are still sons and daughters of the church,” said Ridmark.
“Have you seen the church’s state of repair?” said Paul. “Or talked to that senile old priest? These villagers care nothing for the sacred traditions of the faith. It would not surprise me if that red-haired bitch led them to a circle of dark elven menhirs to sacrifice to the blood gods of the orcs.” He grinned. “Or maybe they’re looking for the Frostborn, too, like a certain pathetic coward with a stick and a brand…”
“Enough,” said Calliande. Paul looked at her, blinking in surprise. “The Frostborn are returning. The realm must prepare itself to face the danger.”
Paul and his men laughed. “Who is this, exile? Some tart dressed up in men’s clothing?” He stepped towards her, grinning. “Your whore, perhaps? Your prostitute that…”
A heartbeat later Paul was on the floor, his eyes wide, blood streaming from his nose. The men-at-arms shouted and drew their swords. Ridmark remained calm, though he grimaced as he shook his fist.
Agnes hooted with laughter, took another drink of her beer, and closed her eyes. 
“Apologize,” said Ridmark.
“You hit me!” said Paul. He sounded more astonished than angry.  
“Apologize,” said Ridmark again. “This woman is a Magistria of the Order, and you have insulted her. Apologize, now, or I will challenge you to a duel.” His eyes were flinty. “And if I do, you will not leave Aranaeus alive.”
Paul growled and got to his feet with a clatter of armor, and Calliande was sure he would throw himself at Ridmark. Ridmark stared at him without blinking, and the anger drained from Paul’s face, replaced by a hint of fear.
He made a stiff bow in Calliande’s direction. “Forgive me, my lady. My words were…ill-considered. I apologize.”
“For God’s sake,” said Calliande. “Hold still.”
Before Paul could react, she reached over, pinched his nose shut, and cast a spell. The power of the magic washed through her, and for a moment she felt the pain of his broken nose as if it were her own. White light flashed from her fingers, and his nose healed with a crackling sound.
She released him, and Paul stepped back, blinking.
“You…you truly are a Magistria?” he said. “I didn’t…I didn’t…”
“You didn’t know?” said Calliande. “You thought I was helpless and harmless, and you could do whatever you wished to me? Did not the Dominus Christus say that whatever you do for the least of your brothers, you do for him? Perhaps the priest charged with your education as a child neglected to mention that? Or did you sleep through it?”
“I apologize,” said Paul with a curt nod. His eyes fell back to Ridmark. “I won’t forget this, exile.” He smiled. “You know that the Dux Tarrabus has never forgiven you for the death of Aelia? He still has a price on your head. If I brought back your corpse, he would give me lands and riches…and an office even higher in honor than the Constable of the Iron Tower.”
“The Dux,” said Ridmark, “has no power to pronounce a capital sentence upon a man not of Caerdracon.” 
“The Dux Tarrabus Carhaine,” said Paul, “has more power than you think. Your arrogant fool of a father and that senile wretch of a High King are going to learn…”
He trailed off, as if he had said too much.
“They’re going to learn what, pray?” said Ridmark, lifting his eyebrows. “Please continue, sir. I am your eager pupil.”
“Bah,” said Paul. “I have wasted enough time speaking to you. You had best take care. I promised that whipped cur of a praefectus and his termagant wife that I would commit no violence within the walls of Aranaeus, and Sir Paul Tallmane is loyal to his given word.” His grin had a nasty edge to it. “But if I find you outside the walls of Aranaeus…why, it would be a tragedy if I mistook you for a wyvern and shot you with my crossbow. A tragedy indeed.”
“Indeed it would,” said Ridmark. “A tragedy for Tarrabus, since his knights are stupid enough to mistake a man for a wyvern.”
Calliande laughed.
Paul scowled. “Come!” He beckoned to his men-at-arms, and they followed him from the common room, leaving Calliande alone with Ridmark. 
“Did you really have to hit him?” said Calliande.
“Of course.” He looked surprised. “A knight must defend the honor of a lady. I am not a knight any longer…but habits die hard, I suppose.”
“Were all your friends so truculent?” said Calliande.
“We never friends,” said Ridmark. “We were squires together.”
“Do you think his story is true?” said Calliande.
“Not in the least,” said Ridmark. “If he had come north chasing a wyvern, the villagers would have noticed the beast. The lupivirii would have, certainly. Though…”
“What is it?” said Calliande.
“Did he seem surprised to see me?” said Ridmark. 
“No,” said Calliande. “Now that you mention it, no. I think he was expecting you. Someone must have seen you coming and told him.”
“So quickly?” said Ridmark. “I suppose we spent enough time in the church. But not many of the villagers would recognize me. And of those that did, would any of them think to tell Sir Paul?”
“I don’t know,” said Calliande. “So if Sir Paul expected to find you here…why come to Aranaeus? Just for you? Or for some other reason?”
“Good question,” said Ridmark.
He walked towards the wall, where Agnes sat watching them from her bench. 
“Mistress,” said Ridmark. “Might I ask you a question?”
“Why, isn’t he polite?” said Agnes to Calliande. “I like polite young men. They’re so rare, you know.” Her hazy eyes shifted back to Ridmark. “And, yes, you can take me to the harvest dance. Though I don’t think you could keep up with me!” 
“I shouldn’t like to try,” said Ridmark. “That knight I spoke with…”
“The one you punched,” said Agnes with her hooting laugh.
“The one I punched,” said Ridmark. “Can you tell me anything about him?” 
“He is not a polite young man,” said Agnes with a disapproving shake of her head “Children ought to be respectful to their elders, don’t you think?”
“I do think that,” said Ridmark. Though Calliande was likely older than Agnes by at least a century and a half. “How was he disrespectful?”
Agnes smacked her lips. “Well, he kept talking about the ruins of the dark elves. That’s a bad place, you know. Sometimes a village boy gets it into his head that he’s going to go digging, find some shiny gem to impress his sweetheart. He never comes back.” She cackled again. “The things in the ruins, you know, they’re always hungry. Like babies! But what was I talking about?” 
“The knight I punched,” said Ridmark. “The impolite one.”
“Hmm? Oh, yes, him,” said Agnes. “Said his master wanted something from within the ruins. Some treasure. Said his master the duck would reward him well, if he found the treasure. Though why would any man serve a duck?”
“Men do not serve ducks,” said Ridmark, “though they might serve a Dux.”
“Yes, that was it,” said Agnes. “A Dux.” She took another drink of her beer. “I tried to warn him. But he told me to be off or he would have me beaten. So disrespectful! I was already old when his father first lusted after his mother. His grandfather, most likely! It will serve him right when the devils in the ruins eat him.”
“Truly,” said Ridmark. “Thank you.”
But Agnes had already forgotten him, and started humming to herself again.
“What shall we do now?” said Calliande.
Ridmark shrugged. “We’ll tell Kharlacht and Caius that we have rooms.” 
 
###
 
Later that night Ridmark sat alone in the common room of the White Walls Inn by the hearth, a clay mug of beer in his hand.
A dozen villagers had gathered to drink and size up the strangers. Fortunately, Caius had their full attention. The dwarven friar held the villagers rapt with his tales of their adventures near Dun Licinia. Calliande had gone to bed, still tired from their ordeal at the ford, and he had sent Kharlacht to keep watch outside her room. He would not put it past Paul Tallmane to kill her for embarrassing him. But there was no sign of the knight, and Ridmark assumed he had gone back to his room.
Ridmark thought about the disappearances, about the white ruins on the hill. He thought about the dilapidated, ignored church. In villages of this size, the church was commonly the most used building. Why did most of the villagers seem to ignore it? 
He thought about Aelia, again and again.
But, then, he always thought about her.
Caius finished one of his stories to a gale of laughter and a round of applause, and the dwarven friar bowed.
“A moment, my friends!” he said. “A moment to wet my throat. Then I shall tell you of the siege of Dun Licinia, and how the valiant men of the town stood fast against the Mhalekite tide!”
Bardus handed Caius a cup of beer, and the dwarf joined Ridmark. 
“You make it sound more pleasant than it really was,” said Ridmark. 
Caius shrugged. “It is still true. There was blood and death and misery, aye…but there was still valor and courage and bold deeds. Have you decided what we shall do tomorrow?”
Ridmark frowned. He was an outcast and an exile, and one of the most powerful men in the realm wanted him dead. He had no authority, no right to command anyone. 
Yet Caius and Calliande and Kharlacht would still do whatever he told them.
“We’re going to Urd Dagaash tomorrow,” said Ridmark.
“Is that wise?” said Caius. “Dark elven ruins are hardly known for their welcoming nature, and this one seems worse than most.”
“Likely not,” said Ridmark, “but whatever is behind these disappearances is most probably lurking up there. And I suspect Tarrabus Carhaine sent Sir Paul to get something from Urd Dagaash. The omen of blue flame, the disappearances, and Sir Paul all arriving so close to each other is too much of a coincidence.”
Caius nodded. “Very well. I think we should bring young Gavin along.” 
Ridmark grunted. “Why? He’ll just get in the way.”
“The boy can handle himself in a fight,” said Caius. “You saw that at the ford.” 
“There is more to it than that,” said Ridmark. “You always have your reasons, Brother Caius. If we merely needed strong arms, we could hire a few of the village men.”
Caius smiled. “I’ve known you less than a month, but already you know me too well. Yes, I think we could use his help, but I think we could help him as well.”
“How?” said Ridmark.
“The lad is a rare sort,” said Caius. “Bold and fearless, but without any malice in his heart. Consider how he was willing to help us against the kobolds, and did not ask for any reward. I fear his father is a craven, and his stepmother cold and scheming. That he has been strong enough of will to fight their influence is remarkable.”
“Perhaps he did so in rebellion against them,” said Ridmark.
“Virtue performed for the wrong reason is still virtue,” said Caius. “And he’s in love with that young woman, the one betrothed to the blacksmith’s apprentice.”
“So?” said Ridmark. “He loves her, but she loves the blacksmith. He’ll get over it.” 
“Or he won’t,” said Caius. “Perhaps you’ve seen that sort of thing before.”
“Or he won’t,” said Ridmark, remembering. Tarrabus had been in love with Aelia, for years. She had regarded him as a friend, at least until she had seen his true character.
That had not ended well. 
“If he wants the girl,” said Ridmark, “he’ll have to court her. And if she rejects him, he’ll simply have to accept it and move on.”
“I think he is strong enough to do that,” said Caius. “But in ten years? In twenty years? That sort of rejection can fester. Enough to twist a man’s character, to make him consider things he might have never contemplated in his wiser days.”
“Then,” said Ridmark, “you want to take a boy into a dark elven ruin so he doesn’t murder a romantic rival in twenty years?” 
“There’s more than that,” said Caius. “I think Gavin has the potential to become a remarkable man, a knight without peer. In all frankness, I think he would be wasted if he stayed here.”
Ridmark drummed his fingers on the side of his cup. “Father Martel put you up to this, didn’t he?” 
Caius laughed. “Am I that transparent? Yes, he did. Father Martel was quite well-educated before he left the realm – familiar with the Latin and Greek authors of Old Earth, the histories of Andomhaim, even a translation of the Chronicle of the Nine Kingdoms written by the stonescribes of my kindred. Gavin soaked it up like a sponge. Martel wants what is best for the boy, and I agree with him that it would be better if Gavin left Aranaeus and sought his fortune elsewhere.”
“Fine,” said Ridmark. “What does Gavin want? Other than Rosanna, that is.”
“A snide reply does not become you, Gray Knight. Consider. Gavin was willing to travel alone through the Wilderland to ask for aid from Dux Gareth,” said Caius. “I think you know what he wants.”
“To do great deeds and win renown as a knight of the realm,” said Ridmark, “as young men do.”
“You’re twenty-eight,” said Caius. “Hardly an old man. To me you all seem like children. Well. Except Calliande. And we don’t know how old she is.” 
“I don’t feel young,” said Ridmark. “Not for years, now.” Not since Aelia had died in a pool of her own blood before her father’s seat.
“But you remember it, I think,” said Caius, “and when you were fifteen years old, if some peril had threatened your home, what would you have done?”
Ridmark sighed. “I would have fought it. Very well. The boy can come. Though God forbid we get him killed. I don’t want to explain his death to his father.”
“I fear,” said Caius, “that is why he must come with us. I don’t think either his father or his stepmother would mind very much if he died.”
 
###
 
Calliande slept, and in her dreams the Watcher came to her again.
“Mistress,” he said, his eyes sad and heavy in his lined face.
“How much do you know about me?” said Calliande.
“You commanded me never to speak of your past,” said the Watcher.
“I mean my present,” said Calliande. “Can you see what I am doing?”
The Watcher nodded. “I can. It is part of both the oath and the spell that binds me. Time does not function for me as it does for you, and a haze of mist engulfs the world of the living to my eyes.”
“But you must have a good idea of what I’m doing,” said Calliande. “Because you know that I am about to do something dangerous, which is why you are appearing to me now.”
The Watcher nodded. 
“So if you can see my present, but are forbidden to speak about my past,” said Calliande, “can you tell me about my present?”
The Watcher blinked, and then smiled. “Yes. Yes, I can share my knowledge of our present.”
“What can you tell me about Urd Dagaash?” said Calliande.
The Watcher shrugged. “Little enough, I fear. It is part of a chain of dark elven ruins stretching across the Wilderland to Urd Morlemoch. They were ruled by petty dark elven princes and wizards, all at war with each other. When the urdmordar destroyed Cathair Amnios and swept south, they annihilated the dark elven princes for rebelling against them. Only the Warden resisted their power.” 
“What is inside Urd Dagaash?” said Calliande. “Something capable of causing these disappearances?”
“Almost certainly,” said the Watcher. “The possibilities are limitless. Pagan orcs or the urdmordar, or perhaps a rogue tribe of manetaurs. One of the dark elves’ sorcerous creatures, lairing in the ruins. Or the ruins link to the Deeps, and kobolds or the dvargir have been raiding the surface. Be careful if you enter Urd Dagaash. You alone stand against the Frostborn, and if you perish in a dark elven ruin, all hope is lost.”
The mist swallowed her, and then the sound of knocking awoke Calliande.
She sat up with a gasp. She was in her room at the White Walls Inn, the narrow bed creaking beneath her. The room was small but clean, with a tiny window overlooking the street.
“Magistria?” The door swung open, and Kharlacht stepped into the room, his blue greatsword in hand. “Are you well?”
“I’m fine,” said Calliande. It was odd that she trusted him, given that he had once handed her over to Qazarl and Shadowbearer. But trust him she did. “A dream. That’s all.”
But she knew better.



Chapter 8 - Hunters
The next morning Gavin adjusted his pack, checked his dagger in its sheath, picked up his club, and walked to the village’s northern gate. Beyond the wall, on the hills north of the village, he saw the strange, alien towers rising from the hill’s crest like the bones of some giant beast.

Urd Dagaash.
And he was going there of his own will.
A shiver of fear went down his spine. Urd Dagaash had been a place of dread all his life. No one went there. Every few years a wandering adventurer or an aspiring tomb robber arrived in the village and went to the ruins in search of plunder. 
They never returned.
Perhaps he would see their bones moldering within Urd Dagaash.
Perhaps his bones would lie alongside theirs. 
He had to do this. His father simply wanted to bury his head in the sand and wait until the problem went away. But Gavin knew that would not work. Whatever creatures had decided to prey upon the villagers and the beastmen would not give up. 
He heard the scrape of boots against the street and turned. 
Ridmark Arban walked towards him, staff tapping against the street, his gray cloak hanging around him. Calliande came after him, wearing a heavy cloak and a leather jerkin, a dagger at her belt. Though with her magic, Gavin supposed, she hardly needed to carry any weapons. Brother Caius came next, and then Kharlacht, grim and silent in his strange blue armor. 
“Sir,” said Gavin.
Ridmark grimaced, the lines of the brand on his left check distorting. “You’re determined on this, then?”
Gavin nodded. “I am, sir.” Aranaeus was in peril, and he could not sit idly by and do nothing. 
And another part of his mind, a small part, whispered that Rosanna might notice his bravery. That was folly, he knew it.
But the whisper would not stop.
“Very well,” said Ridmark, glancing at Caius. “You can follow us. But you will do as I say, understand? If I tell you to run, you run.”
“I will, sir,” said Gavin. 
“Good,” said Ridmark. He looked at the hills. “Let’s go. I would prefer not to be in those ruins after dark.”
He strode through the gate without a backwards glance, and Gavin followed him. Ridmark set a brisk pace along the path winding down the slope. The others kept up with him, and Gavin walked alongside Caius, keeping his club close at hand. Not that he expected the beastmen to approach so close to the village’s walls. But it never hurt to be careful. They left the village’s hill and came to the pastures and patches of forest between Aranaeus and the taller hills.
“On the village's northern side,” said Ridmark, glancing back at Gavin. “Are there any fields here? Any crops?”
“No, sir,” said Gavin. “Just pastures. The freeholders with cattle graze them here. But no one grows crops here. The soil is too rocky, and it’s too close to the ruins. No one ever goes north of the creek.”
Ridmark nodded and kept walking. 
A mile and a half later they reached the base of the valley between Aranaeus and the hill of Urd Dagaash. A wide creek bubbled before them, splashing around worn, smooth stones on its way to the River Moradel. On the south side of the creek lay the pastures of Aranaeus, alongside the patches of forest that provided firewood for the village.
On the north side the forest was thick and shadowed, an ancient, worn path of white stones climbing the hill to the gates of Urd Dagaash. 
Gavin shivered, despite his jacket. 
“Those standing stones,” said Ridmark, pointing with his staff. “Do you see them?”
A half dozen menhirs of dark stone stood alongside the path, their surfaces carved with strange, intricate designs showing scenes of torture and death. 
“A standing circle?” said Kharlacht.
“No,” said Calliande. Her blue eyes were distant, as if the standing stones reminded her of something unpleasant. “Not quite. These were wardstones. The dark elves bound spells of warding into them. If any intruders approached, the spells upon the stones would alert the wizards in the citadel.” 
“Are they still active?” said Ridmark.
Calliande whispered under her breath and waved her right hand. White light flared around her fingers and faded away, and Gavin shivered again. He knew she was a Magistria, that she commanded magical forces, but before yesterday he had never seen such powers used.
“No,” said Calliande. “No, any spells were broken long ago. There are barely even echoes left. Whoever destroyed Urd Dagaash likely also broke the spells.”
“The urdmordar, I suspect,” said Caius. “The stonescribes record that rebel dark elven princes settled here, hoping to escape slavery at the hands of the spider-devils. When the urdmordar shattered Cathair Amnios and came south, they took their revenge on the dark elves before they turned to Andomhaim.” 
“No one holds a grudge like an immortal spider-demon,” said Ridmark. 
Ridmark crossed the creek, hopping from stone to stone, and the others followed suit. Gavin took a deep breath, and for the first time in his life, crossed to the northern bank. 
Nothing happened.
They climbed the half-crumbled road, Gavin taking care to keep his balance on the shifting flagstones. Ridmark walked in the front, staff in hand, his eyes never ceasing their moment. Unlike the others, the man made absolutely no sound as he moved, despite the uneven terrain. Gavin wondered if he would be willing to teach the skill. 
Then Ridmark went motionless, holding up his free hand.
“Ah,” he said. “I thought this might happen.” 
“What is it?” said Calliande.
“Don’t move,” said Ridmark. “Keep your weapons out.” Kharlacht drew his greatsword, and Caius raised a mace of odd bronze-colored metal. “And above all, do not show any sign of weakness. Do not break eye contact, and do not take a step back if they snap at you.”
“Oh,” said Calliande, and sighed.
“What’s happening?” said Gavin.
A dozen hulking, black-furred forms poured out of the surrounding trees, moving into a circle around the overgrown road.
The beastmen had found them.
 
###
 
Ridmark kept a loose grip on his staff, though his limbs remained tensed and ready. The others raised their weapons, and Calliande began the rhythmic breathing that preceded a spell. Gavin gripped his club with both hands, his eyes darting back and forth.
“Steady,” said Ridmark, mostly for Gavin’s benefit.
One of the lupivirii moved closer, and Ridmark spotted Rakhaag.
He locked eyes with the lupivir alpha and walked closer, keeping his posture calm and unconcerned. Rakhaag stopped, his harsh golden eyes glaring down at Ridmark. 
Ridmark waited. The dominant male did not speak first.
“Ridmark son of Leogrance son of Rience,” said Rakhaag at last, using the orcish language.
“Rakhaag son of Balhaag son of Talhaag,” said Ridmark in the same tongue. 
“You are not of the True People,” said Rakhaag. “You are a user of tools, a crafter of lies.” 
“I am not of the beastmen,” said Ridmark, “and I am a user of tools made by the cunning of men, yes. But I spoke the truth to you when last we met.”
“Perhaps,” said Rakhaag. “And strange scents have come to our nostrils since. We watched as you battled corpses that walked, as one of your females wielded great magic. Such strange sights have not been seen by the True People since the dark elves still ruled in Urd Dagaash.” 
“You know what the dead things were, then?” said Ridmark. 
“I have never seen one with my own eyes, but it is in the memories of the True People,” said Rakhaag. “Of old, the dark elves and the urdmordar commanded great hosts of corpses, and hunted the True People for sport. You have powerful enemies, Ridmark son of Leogrance, if they can raise the dead and command them to hunt you.”
“I do,” said Ridmark. He had not lied to Rakhaag before, and this seemed like a poor time to start. “The creatures were called kobolds, and they were murdered and raised by a wizard who calls himself Shadowbearer.” 
Rakhaag hissed, and an ominous growl went through the lupivir pack.
“I see they know the name,” said Calliande.
“The True People know of him,” said Rakhaag. “He taught the dark elves how to open the doors to the threshold. He brought the Frostborn to the forest.”
“The Frostborn?” said Ridmark, surprised. “What do you know about the Frostborn and Shadowbearer?” He had assumed Shadowbearer wanted the empty soulstone and Calliande’s death for some nefarious purpose of his own, but did that purpose involve the Frostborn somehow?
“Only that he is the herald of woe, and he heralded the invasion of the Frostborn nearly three hundred winters ago,” said Rakhaag.
“How?” said Ridmark. “How do you know that? The True People rarely live past thirty winters.”
“It is in our memories,” said Rakhaag. “But you did not come here to speak of the Frostborn.”
“No,” said Ridmark, “and you did not come here to speak of them, either. You sought us out.”
Rakhaag growled, showing his fangs. “Men and orcs have taken our females and young.”
“Perhaps they have,” said Ridmark, “and you blamed the villagers of Aranaeus. But there are no orcs in Aranaeus, are there? And you realized there are more than one group of humans in the Wilderland.”
Rakhaag said nothing. He shifted back into his half-human, half-bestial form, his pale skin marked with stripes of black fur. In this form, he looked young, perhaps no more than a year or two older than Gavin. 
“Yes,” he growled at last. “That is why we have sought you out. The orcs that took our kin. We have seen them.”
“Where?” said Ridmark.
Rakhaag growled again. “They entered Urd Dagaash last night.” His golden eyes shifted to Gavin. “Likely your missing kin are within the ruin.”
“And you want us,” said Ridmark, “to go inside and have a look.”
Caius snorted. “Given that you cannot lie, that is downright devious.”
“The True People may not enter Urd Dagaash,” said Rakhaag. “Our memories tell us that any male, female, or cub of the True People who has ever entered the ruins has not come out again.”
“But we are not of the True People,” said Ridmark, “so you’re more than happy to send us inside to deal with these orcs.”
“Yes,” said Rakhaag. He took a step closer, glaring down at Ridmark. “Prove your truth, Ridmark son of Leogrance. You say you do not lie? Then enter the ruins. Take the dwarf, the whelp, the orc, and the female and find our kin. Show…”
He trailed off, his eyes fixed on Calliande. She lifted her chin and met his eyes without blinking, but Ridmark saw a muscle trembling in her jaw.
“Rakhaag,” said Ridmark, “what is this?”
“Your hand,” said Rakhaag, a note of awe in the rough voice. 
“My hand?” said Ridmark. “What about it?”
“Not yours!” snarled Rakhaag, never looking away from Calliande. “The female’s. Let me smell your hand.”
Calliande hesitated, still keeping her eyes fixed upon Rakhaag’s.
“Ridmark,” she said.
“Let him do it,” said Ridmark, raising his staff a few inches. Perhaps Rakhaag had smelled Calliande’s ability to use magic. Ridmark did not know how the beastmen would react to a Magistria. The lupivirii were nearly extinct within Andomhaim, and Ridmark had never seen a lupivir encounter a user of magic. Perhaps Calliande’s power would command a more cooperation from Rakhaag and his pack. 
Or perhaps he would go berserk and try to kill her.
If he did, Ridmark would be ready.
Calliande shrugged and extended her hand, and Rakhaag bowed over it, his nostrils flaring. For a moment he looked like a courtier bowing over the hand of a lady, albeit a naked, dark-furred courtier standing nine feet tall. His nostrils flared once, twice, three times.
Then Rakhaag straightened up so violently that Ridmark was sure he would attack. 
“You are her!” Rakhaag hissed. “After so many years. You have come!”
There was terror on his face. 
“What are you talking about?” said Calliande.
“Staffbearer,” said Rakhaag. “You are the Staffbearer.” 
 
###
 
Calliande stared at the towering lupivir. Rakhaag stood at least three and a half feet over her and outweighed her by two hundred pounds. He could have snapped her in half without much effort.
Yet he was terrified of her.
“Staffbearer?” said Calliande. “I don’t understand. What do you mean?” 
“You are the Staffbearer,” said Rakhaag. “It is in our memories. You would return, to warn the True People against the coming of the Frostborn.”
“You…you know who I am?” said Calliande, stunned. It was madness. She had been born centuries ago, and Rakhaag could not have been more than twenty. There was no way he could know who she was. 
Yet the lupivirii did not lie.
“You are the Staffbearer,” said Rakhaag, “and we must obey you. Otherwise the world shall die in ice, and the True People shall perish. All peoples shall perish.” 
“I see,” said Calliande. “How can you possibly know that?”
Rakhaag hissed. “The great memory of the True People.”
“What is that?” said Calliande. 
“When we die,” said Rakhaag, “our memories are not lost, but become part of the great memory. When we are born, we can touch the great memory. A cub learns to hunt, to stalk, to survive in the wilds by learning from the great memory.”
“You mean the memories of the True People remain after death?” said Calliande. “And you can recall them?”
“It is as you say,” said Rakhaag. “Your scent is part of the great memory. Every one of the True People would recognize you from your scent. And we will do as you say.”
Calliande hesitated. The Magistri could speak which each other over vast distances, using their magic to create a limited form of telepathy. Perhaps the lupivirii could do something similar, communicating their memories after death. And if the lupivirii had some telepathic ability, it explained why they never spoke to each other, but only employed speech to communicate with other kindreds. 
And if she had spoken with them before she had gone to sleep below the Tower of Vigilance…they might know who she truly was.
“Dragonfall,” said Calliande. “Do you know where it is?”
Rakhaag growled. “The name is not known to us.”
“You called me the Staffbearer,” said Calliande. “Why?”
“Because you are the Staffbearer,” said Rakhaag.
“Obviously I have no staff now,” said Calliande. “Do you know where it is?” 
Rakhaag hesitated. “You are the Staffbearer.”
Calliande could have screamed in frustration. The lupivirii knew her. Or at least they knew who she had been. Yet they thought in terms of scent and instinct. They could not translate their great memory into useful information.
Ridmark’s quiet voice cut into her thoughts. 
“The lupivirii said you can command them,” said Ridmark. “Perhaps you should follow their suggestion. And they might know something about the disappearances.” 
Calliande took a deep breath. “Yes, of course, you’re right.” She rebuked herself. Innocent lives were at stake, and she could not waste time with self-pity. And if the beastmen thought like wolves…then she would ask them questions wolves might understand. “Will you answer my questions, Rakhaag son of Balhaag?”
“I shall,” said Rakhaag. “You are the Staffbearer.” 
“Actually,” said Calliande. She was a Magistria, not a warrior. She wasn’t sure of the right questions to ask. “If I command you to answer the questions of Ridmark son of Leogrance, will you do it?”
Rakhaag growled. “If you command it.”
“I do.” 
“The men and orcs who took your kin,” said Ridmark. “What can you tell me about them?”
“They were warriors,” said Rakhaag. “They carried weapon-tools of steel, and clothed themselves in steel. They came with great speed and stealth, and vanished before we could pursue. They employed a magic that made us weak, a vile scent that filled our minds with fog.”
“A drug, then?” said Ridmark. “Can you tell me more about them?”
“They were poison,” said Rakhaag.
“They carried poison, you mean,” said Ridmark.
Rakhaag bared his fangs. “They stank of poison. It was in their blood. Their sweat dripped with it.” 
“You mean they were poisoned?” said Ridmark.
“Perhaps,” said Rakhaag. “If they were of the True People, I would say that they were…diseased. That they were rabid, perhaps, or that they had been infected by an illness that had driven them mad.” 
“You must have followed them,” said Ridmark. “If their blood was tainted, you could have followed their scent easily. Where did they go?”
“To the ruins,” said Rakhaag. “To the place called Urd Dagaash.”
Ridmark grunted. “Did they come out again?”
“Often,” said Rakhaag. “At least a half-dozen times in the last twenty rounds of the sun.”
Calliande frowned. “If they’re coming from Urd Dagaash, then why did you think the men of Aranaeus took your kin?” 
“Because,” said Rakhaag, “some of the humans and orcs with poisoned blood went to Aranaeus.” 
“You’re sure of this?” said Ridmark.
Rakhaag growled again. “Humans and orcs fashion tools of falsehood from cunning words, but the True People do not lie.”
“No, but the True People can be mistaken,” said Ridmark. “You thought me responsible for the disappearances at first.”
“This is so,” said Rakhaag. “But we have seen and scented the poisoned ones entering the village at night.”
“A moment,” said Ridmark. He switched to Latin and looked at Gavin. “Have any other strangers come to Aranaeus in the last three weeks?”
“No, sir,” said Gavin. “Just you and your friends. Well, and that knight, Sir Philip. But he arrived just before you did.” 
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. He turned back to Rakhaag and switched to orcish. “These poisoned men and orcs. They went to Aranaeus, and returned to Urd Dagaash?”
“Several times,” said Rakhaag. 
Ridmark nodded. Calliande recognized that expression. He was working upon a plan. “Thank you.”
Rakhaag snarled at him.
“Thank you,” said Calliande. “Everything you have told us will help us to find your missing kin.”
“If you ask it of us, Staffbearer,” said Rakhaag, “we will do whatever you wish. For we must serve you. The great memory tells us if we do not, the cold ones will return and choke the world in ice. The forests will die, all the game shall die, and the True People shall starve and become no more.” 
“Tell him,” said Ridmark, “to keep watch over the village. Let us know if you see these poisoned warriors come for the village.”
“And what,” said Rakhaag, “will you be doing?”
“We are going to Urd Dagaash,” said Ridmark, “and we will try to unravel the mysteries surrounding us.”
“That place is death,” said Rakhaag. “If you enter you shall not return.”
“Perhaps,” said Ridmark. “All men are mortal.” He gestured at Calliande. “But we have the Staffbearer, do we not?” 
“Indeed,” said Rakhaag. “Her magic is mighty. With her at your side, you shall surely prevail. I was grievously mistaken. I mistook her for your mate and nothing more.” 
Calliande heard a croaking sound that she was very sure was Caius trying not to laugh.
“Alas, I fear I am not worthy of that honor,” said Ridmark. “But with her aid, I’m sure we shall prevail.”
Calliande did not know what to think about that, so she turned her gaze back to Rakhaag.
“You said I have mighty magic,” said Calliande. “I have magic, but it’s no stronger than the powers of any other Magistrius. You must know more about me, your great memory must know more about me. Please, I beg you, tell me anything you know. The spell that let me survive to see this time …it damaged my memory. I know nothing about myself. If you know anything, if your great memory knows anything, tell me. Anything at all.”
Rakhaag fell silent, his brow furrowing. 
“I am not…I am not sure how to answer you, Swordbearer,” said Rakhaag. “Your minds…the way you think does not make sense. You humans are all mad, all of you, with your lies and your tools and your magic. I cannot fathom you. The great memory cannot fathom you. You are…you are alien. That is the word. You are alien.”
He closed his eyes, and the other lupivirii did the same.
“What are they doing?” said Ridmark.
“I think,” said Calliande, “they’re talking with this…great memory of theirs, whatever it is.”
Rakhaag’s eyes opened again, his pupils dilated.
“You are the Staffbearer,” said Rakhaag, and the other lupivirii spoke with him in perfect unison, their growling voices forming a rasping chorus. “You bore a staff of power, the last in a long line of bearers. You stood against the shadow and the frost, at the end of the war, the great war that almost consumed the world. You promised you would return, and you have. And your return is the herald of the frost, of the return of the killing ice.”
Rakhaag shuddered, and the other lupivirii fell silent, some dropping to all fours, as if exhausted. 
“That is all the great memory knows of you, Staffbearer,” said Rakhaag. “Words…words are so crude. We know your scent. And that is richer than any words.”
“Thank you,” said Calliande. She already knew everything that Rakhaag had told her. But it had been good to hear it again. “It is maddening to not remember one’s past. And I know nothing of my past. Only what others have told me.”
“How you humans function without a great memory of your own,” said Rakhaag, “I cannot understand.” 
“We do what we can,” said Ridmark.
“Go,” said Rakhaag. “We shall do as you bid, for the Staffbearer asked it of us.”
Rakhaag turned, and the beastmen melted back into the forest. 
Ridmark let out a long breath, and Calliande saw his grip on his staff loosen. 
“They seem fond of you, mistress,” said Kharlacht. 
“They remember you,” said Caius. “Or rather this great mind of theirs does. I have never heard of such a thing.”
Calliande shrugged. “Perhaps no one else ever talked to them before.” 
“Come,” said Ridmark, beckoning with his staff. “I thought we might encounter the beastmen again, but I didn’t think they would cooperate so well. We have you to think for that, it seems.”
“I don’t know if I can take credit for it,” said Calliande, “seeing as I cannot remember what I did.” She smiled. “Perhaps they ought to name you Staffbearer.” 
He almost smiled. “I doubt my scent would be as pleasing to their great memory. Let’s go.”
He led the way up the hill, the ancient road cutting back and forth across the slopes. And then the trees ended, a high, crumbling wall of white stone rising before them, its sides adorned with reliefs showing dark elves torturing and enslaving orcs and beastmen and halflings. A yawning arch of odd angles opened into a half overgrown courtyard, white towers jutting from the earth like the teeth of a long-dead beast.
Calliande felt the faint aura of dark magic clinging to the walls, the remnants of long-shattered wards.
They had arrived at the gates of Urd Dagaash.



Chapter 9 - Urd Dagaash
Ridmark walked through the gate and into the courtyard.

The courtyard was vast, easily large enough to hold Aranaeus. Once it had been paved with gleaming flagstones, but centuries of weather and grass had upturned most of them. The nine slender towers Ridmark had seen from the valley stood in a loose oval in the center of the courtyard, gleaming like white knives. The towers themselves could not have held much, but the dark elves and their dvargir allies had been skilled engineers, and likely the ruins extended deep underground. 
Perhaps even deep enough to reach the Deeps themselves, the vast maze of caverns and galleries that spread beneath the surface of Andomhaim. 
Which meant any number of creatures could be lurking in the ruins. 
“It looks so desolate,” said Gavin.
“It’s not,” said Ridmark, staring at the ground. 
“How do you know?” said Gavin.
“Because,” said Ridmark, pointing with his staff, “of the footprints.” 
The ground, thick with grass and half-tilted flagstones, was not ideal for preserving footprints. Yet Ridmark had seen many footprints on the road outside the ruins, and he saw many more here. In a patch of bare earth he saw the impressions of a dozen iron-nailed boots. Paths of grass had been trampled towards the ring of towers in Urd Dagaash’s heart. 
“A lot of armed men passed this way,” said Ridmark. He motioned the others to stay back and took a few steps forward, examining the ground. “See there, there, and there? Armored boots. And there and there. A scabbard left those marks.”
“Can you tell if they recently departed?” said Calliande. “Or if they are lying in wait for us ahead?”
Ridmark frowned at the tracks. “I’m not sure. They’ve gone back and forth so many times that the details are muddled.” He shook his head. “But I think they’ve departed recently.”
“Then there must not be any dark magic in this place,” said Gavin. “Not if these armed men can come and go freely.”
“Or,” said Calliande, “they serve whatever dark power waits in the ruins.” 
“Aye,” said Kharlacht. “Such things were common in Vhaluusk. A creature of dark magic could dwell in its lair and command the allegiance of the nearby tribes.” He spat. "Narrakhan did it for decades."
Ridmark wondered who that was. 
“Or a nest of bandits is simply lurking here,” said Caius.
“No,” said Calliande, gazing at the white towers. “I sense dark magic within those towers, Brother. Not strong. But it is there.”
“The tracks head towards the largest tower,” said Ridmark.
He led the way across the courtyard, keeping an eye out for any movement. Clouds slid across the blue sky overhead, and a breeze set the tall grasses to rustling. It was like walking through a field on a pleasant spring day, save for the dead stone towers rising from the earth, gravestones marking the ruined kingdoms of the dark elves.
Nothing else moved, and they soon reached the narrow, arched entrance to the tower. Ridmark stepped through it and looked around. The tower’s interior had collapsed long ago into piles of eroded white stone. Ridmark looked up, the walls rising a hundred and fifty feet over his head. In various places he saw niches holding statues of dark elves in robes and armor. Here and there stone steps jutted from the tower’s wall. 
Ridmark followed the line of the steps and saw a stairwell sinking into the earth. 
“Gavin,” said Ridmark. “Did you bring the torches I wanted?”
Gavin scrambled to produce five torches. 
“I could work a spell to make light,” said Calliande as Gavin lit the torches. 
“You could,” said Ridmark. “But best to save your strength.”
Calliande nodded, took a torch, and thanked Gavin. The boy turned a bit red and mumbled something in answer. 
Ridmark took a torch in his left hand, his staff in his right, and started down the stairs. They spiraled down, deep into the rock of the hill. The others followed him, their boots rasping against the white stone. Ridmark heard nothing but utter silence from the darkness ahead. Soon the sunlight behind him vanished, the only light coming from the sputtering torch in his left hand. 
Darkness filled the stairway ahead.
And then he saw a faint red glow. 
“There’s light ahead,” he called back. “Be ready in case anyone awaits us.” 
The others nodded and lifted their weapons. 
One more twist, and the stairs opened into a wide hall of white stone, its arched roof rising high overhead. Slender pillars supported narrow balconies, and the red light came from crystals set into the columns’ capitals, each shining with a bloody red glow. 
Dust and bones lay strewn across the floor, along with pieces of brittle, ancient wood.
Utter silence reigned over the chamber.
“This place is huge,” whispered Gavin. 
“We’re at least five hundred feet down,” said Caius. “The dark elves could not match my kindred’s mastery of stone and steel,” he gave a grudging nod to the ruins, “but they wielded great skill nonetheless.”
Ridmark walked into the hall, his boots clicking against the floor. 
“This was the hall of guests,” said Ridmark. “Whatever prince or lord ruled this place would welcome his visitors here. And torture slaves to death for his amusement.”
“That’s ghastly,” said Gavin.
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “The dark elves thought of cruelty as beauty, and considered a dark elf who could bring torment to a slave a great artist.”
Gavin took a step, and Kharlacht held out a thick hand to block him.
“You must take care,” said Kharlacht. “The dark elves loved cruelty, as the Gray Knight said, and filled their strongholds with deadly mechanical traps to kill the unwary. I found my sword and armor in such a place, far to the north of here, and almost perished.”
“Aye,” said Caius, “the dvargir built many traps for the dark elves.”
“Dvargir?” said Gavin. “What are they?”
“They were dwarves,” said Caius. “When my kindred came to this world long ago, we carved out our own kingdoms. But some among us turned to the worship of the great darkness the dark elves revered, and that darkness twisted them as it twisted the dark elves. The dvargir allied with the dark elves, and made war upon us.” He shook his head. “And then the urdmordar came and smashed them.” 
“Likely what happened here,” said Ridmark. He took a few steps forward, testing the floor with his staff.
“Are you sure that’s safe?” said Calliande.
“No,” said Ridmark, “but I think it’s safe enough. Look. You can see the path through the dust.” A thin layer of dust covered the floor, but dozens of footprints marked it. “Note the lack of corpses and fresh blood along that trail. No traps. Follow me.” 
He walked across the vast hall. The trail of disturbed dust led to an archway in the far wall, and then into a narrow corridor with a high ceiling. Reliefs and symbols marked the wall, showing more of the disturbing scenes the dark elves had favored. Orcish bones and long-rusted weapons lay on the floor, all that remained of the dark elves’ slaves. More of the red crystals gleamed in the ceiling. Their creators had been dead for centuries, yet they still glowed in this silent place of death. Ridmark wondered how long they would last. Perhaps they would glow until the Dominus Christus returned in glory to judge the living and the dead.
The corridor ended in another lofty hall half the size of the first. 
The stink of rotting flesh filled his nostrils, and Ridmark saw that they had a problem.
White stone tiles, each a yard across, covered the floor. A gap of two inches surrounded each tile, bronze-colored metal gleaming in those gaps. A dead orc lay in the exact center of the chamber, clad in the wool and leather of the pagan tribes. 
At least, Ridmark thought the corpse had been an orc. 
The dead orc had been sliced into at least seven different pieces, and lay in a mangled heap. A huge stain the green-black color of dried orcish blood covered the tiles around the dead orc. 
“God have mercy,” said Gavin. “I don’t think he died well.”
“Probably,” said Ridmark, “he died so quickly that he barely felt anything at all. Go bring me a skull.”
Gavin obeyed and brought Ridmark an orcish skull. The tusks jutted up from the thick jaw, giving the skull a perpetual scowl.
“It is ill to mishandle the dead,” said Caius, making the sign of the cross.
“Aye,” said Ridmark, “and if we mishandle this room, we’ll join them.”
He tossed the skull into the hall with an overhand throw, and it landed on the center of a tile twenty feet away.
A loud click echoed through the chamber.
A dozen gleaming, serrated blades erupted from the gaps around the tile. Each one looked sharp enough to cut through skin and muscle, and to judge from the force of whatever infernal engine drove them, the blades had power enough to slice through bone as well.
After a moment the blades retracted into the floor.
“I think,” said Caius, “that we know what happened to that orc.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “Bring me more things to throw.”
Gavin hastened to obey, bringing Ridmark a supply of crumbling skulls and long-rusted weapons. Ridmark threw them one by one, testing the tiles. There had to be a safe path past the traps. The trail through the dust led here, and he could see another archway on the far end of the hall. The dead orc must have been one of the warriors Rakhaag had spotted, a warrior who had stepped a half-inch too far and met his end on those blades. 
Yet every tile Ridmark tested sprang a trap.
He stepped back, rubbing his free hand over his face as he thought, stubble rasping beneath his palm. 
“Likely there is some sort of mechanism to disarm the trap,” said Caius. “My kindred built similar devices to protect our colonies from kobolds and deep orcs, and there is always a way to disarm the mechanism.”
“I’m sure there is,” said Ridmark. “And I’m equally sure that the mechanism for disarming the trap is in the corridor on the far side of the hall. Why build a trap your foes can disarm from the outside?” He looked at the dead orc. “But those orcs got in somehow, and they got past the trap.”
“Perhaps someone let them in,” said Kharlacht. 
“Maybe,” said Ridmark. “But if there were any guards in here to disarm the trap, they would have noticed us by now. We haven’t exactly been quiet.”
“Maybe something like a…a key?” said Gavin. “Or a token that would keep the trap from activating?” 
“Then we’ll have to track down one of the orcs and take it,” said Ridmark. “We…”
“Magic,” said Calliande, blinking.
They all looked at her.
“You have a spell to get us past the blades?” said Ridmark.
“I don’t, but maybe the dark elves did,” said Calliande. “Look.”
She raised her hands and whispered a phrase, white light flaring around her fingers. The air in the chamber blurred, and for a moment each of the tiles shone with a blue glow of its own. Then Calliande lowered her hands, and the blue glows vanished.
“There’s a spell on every single one of the tiles,” said Calliande. “I think if anyone other than a dark elf steps upon a tile, or anyone without a proper protective spell, the trap activates.” 
“But it is a mechanical trap,” said Caius. “Not magical.” 
“Made by the dvargir for the dark elves,” said Ridmark. “And the dark elves were wizards. Paranoid, mistrustful wizards. They would not let the dvargir build a trap that the dvargir could bypass.” 
“Hence, the spells,” said Caius. “Quite devious.”
“But that would mean,” said Gavin, “that whoever took those missing people can cast spells.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “That is exactly what it means. We face a dangerous foe.”
“But first,” said Caius, “a more immediate problem. How do we get to the other side of the chamber?”
“I can cast the proper ward,” said Calliande. “The spells of a Magistrius take three forms – defense, communication, and knowledge. And I can cast a spell that will mask you as a dark elf, that will let you step upon the tiles unscathed.” She paused for a moment. “I think.” 
Kharlacht frowned. “You are uncertain?”
“I am,” said Calliande. “I think it will work. But I’ve never cast this spell before. Or if I have, I don’t remember it.” She took a deep breath. “I won’t know for certain until I try.”
“You won’t,” said Ridmark. “Cast it on me. I’ll test it.” 
“But you could be killed,” said Calliande.
That did not trouble him in the least. But he could see that it troubled her.
“I’ll do it,” said Calliande. “I am the one casting the spell. I should test it."
“This is true,” said Ridmark. “But if the blades wound me, you can likely heal me with your magic. I cannot do the same for you.” 
She opened her mouth, closed it, and then sighed. “Damn you for being right. Hold still.”
Ridmark nodded, and she took a deep breath and began whispering, light flaring around her fingers. She put her hands upon his temples, her fingers warm against his cheek. The white light around her hands pulsed, and a strange sensation washed through him, a mixture of an icy tingle and a warm shudder, a sensation he had felt before.
The magic of a Magistrius. 
Calliande stepped back, looking up at him. 
“God be with you,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper. 
Ridmark nodded, turned, and stepped upon the nearest tile. For a brief instant the tile pulsed with a blue glow beneath his boots. 
Nothing else happened. 
The glow faded from the tile.
Ridmark let out a long breath.
“It worked,” he said.
“Good,” said Calliande. A little quaver of relief went through her voice. “Try another.”
Ridmark nodded and stepped to the tile. Again he saw the brief pulse of a blue glow, but nothing else happened. The blades remained tucked into their slots. Calliande’s magic had worked – her spell had fooled the magic upon the tiles into believing that he was a dark elf. 
“Wait a moment,” said Ridmark. “I will see if I can disarm the trap.”
He crossed the chamber, pausing only long enough to examine the dead orc in the center of the floor. Unfortunately, the blades had thoroughly mutilated the corpse, and Ridmark could learn nothing from the remains. However, he was sure the orc had been dead for at least a month. That meant the orcs had taken up residence in the ruins before the omen of blue fire.
As if they had known it had been coming. 
But how?
He shook his head, putting aside the mystery for now. 
Ridmark crossed to the other end of the chamber. Another narrow corridor led deeper into the ruins, and he saw a staircase descending into the earth, lit by the same glowing red crystals. A lever of bronze-colored metal jutted from the wall. Ridmark pulled it, expecting resistance, but the lever slid along its tracks as smoothly and as easily as if it had just been greased. A deep, resounding click came from the trapped chamber. 
“Kharlacht!” he shouted. “Test one of the tiles.”
The orcish warrior nodded and pick up a rusted sword. Kharlacht pressed the dulled weapon against a tile, gently at first, and then harder. At last he discarded the ruined sword and stepped onto a tile. There was no blue flash, but no blades erupted from the floor.
The lever had disarmed the trap. 
Calliande went first, flanked by Kharlacht and Caius. Gavin took a deep breath and hurried after them, wincing at the stench from the dead orc. They joined Ridmark by the metal lever.
“You can release the spell now, I think,” said Ridmark. “So long as no one touches the lever, the room is safe.”
Calliande shrugged. “Actually, I don’t need to maintain the spell. It will dissipate of its own accord at the next sunrise. In the meantime, you will appear as a dark elf to any warding spells.” She looked at the stairs. “Given what other horrors we might find down here, that could prove useful.” 
Ridmark nodded, and beckoned the others forward.
The stairs went deeper into the earth. Ridmark suspected they were well below the base of the hill by now. Water glistened on the white walls, cold and damp. Ridmark spotted a dark spot on the wall, and paused to examine it.
He tugged away a clump of wet, musky fur, and held it up for the others to see.
“Lupivir fur,” said Ridmark, letting it fall to the ground. “With a bit of blood on it. I think the kidnapped females and young were taken this way.” 
“We must keep going,” said Gavin. “If they’re down here, we can rescue them, along with any of the villagers.” 
Ridmark kept walking. The stairs ended in a rough tunnel that looked like a natural cavern, though the floor had been smoothed. After twenty yards, the tunnel widened into a vast cavern. It looked natural, though more of the red crystals gleamed in the walls, and the floor likewise had been leveled. A cold, clear lake occupied the far end of the cavern, covering a third of the floor.
The remained of the cavern had been converted into a campsite. The remains of cooking fires dotted the floor, and rough blankets had been laid to create bedrolls. A dozen crude wooden pens stood against the far wall, and Ridmark saw scraps of rope and a few pieces of rusty chain inside the pens.
They had been built to hold captives, and recently. 
“There must have been dozens of them,” said Gavin.
“At least fifty,” said Ridmark. “Maybe more.” He examined one of the blankets and saw a few strands of long black hair. “Orcs. And some humans, too.” 
“Renegades, maybe,” said Caius. “Hunting for slaves to sell to the dark elves and the pagan orcs.” 
“How did they get all this down here without anyone noticing?” said Gavin, looking at the pens. “Those planks are fresh-cut. Surely we would have noticed someone cutting down trees below the ruins.”
“Do you feel the breeze?” said Caius. “I don’t think the planks came from the trees below the village. Look.”
In the far wall of the cavern, near the edge of the lake, Ridmark saw another tunnel vanishing into the darkness. 
“Another cave,” said Caius. “The dark elves of old likely kept it as an escape route, if they were ever trapped. I suspect our mysterious orcs and their human allies came into Urd Dagaash through there, and then withdrew with their captives through that tunnel.” 
Ridmark paced back and forth, examining the ground. “You’re right. All the tracks go in that direction.”
“Likely that tunnel links up to the Deeps,” said Caius. “I fear we have solved our mystery. Those orcs and their human allies were slave raiders, taking captives to sell to the princes of the dark elves or the dvargir cities of the Deeps.” 
“Aye,” said Ridmark. He rubbed his chin, considering. He did not think the campsite had been abandoned for very long. And the twisting, turning nature of the tunnels and caverns of the Deeps prevented fast travel, especially while burdened with captives…
“If you are thinking of pursuing them,” said Caius, “we will need to go back to Aranaeus to acquire additional supplies. We are not equipped for an expedition into the Deeps.”
“We survived the trip near the village of the Blue Hand,” said Kharlacht.
“That was a close thing,” said Ridmark. “And Brother Caius is right. We need more supplies before we venture in the Deeps. And we also need to return Gavin to Aranaeus.”
“But those are my neighbors!” said Gavin. “I cannot turn my back on them.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “You are brave, Gavin, but the Deeps are dangerous beyond anything you have ever faced. We will return to the village and purchase supplies, and you will…”
A low moan interrupted him. For an absurd moment Ridmark wondered if Gavin had started crying, but then he heard it again. 
It was coming from the shadows of one of the pens.
The sound sent a surge of alarm through Ridmark. 
“Someone’s still here!” said Gavin. “They left someone behind!”
He started to run forward, but Ridmark blocked the boy’s path. 
“Wait a moment,” said Ridmark.
“But…”
“I said,” said Ridmark, his voice hard, “to wait!”
“Gavin?” said the voice. It was a woman’s voice, cracked and full of pain. “Is that you? Gavin?”
“Rosanna?” said Gavin. 
A figure staggered out of the pen, clad in a filthy, bloodstained shift. Rosanna’s hair hung in greasy strings against her shoulders, her face and arms thin and emaciated from long starvation. Her eyes glittered with fear, but they widened with hope when she saw Gavin. 
“Gavin!” moaned Rosanna, holding out her thin hands. “Oh, Gavin, please, come and save me! Come and save me!” 
“Let me go!” said Gavin, but Ridmark caught Gavin’s arm, and twisted it behind his back.
“Listen to me!” said Ridmark.
Rosanna kept speaking. “Philip couldn’t save me, Gavin! He wasn’t strong enough. It was you. It was always you.” She started to cry. “Please, please, get me out of here, take me home…”
“Rosanna!” said Gavin, ripping free of Ridmark’s grasp.
Ridmark hit him. 
It was not a hard blow, not hard enough to break bone or even to leave a bruise, but it knocked the boy back. Gavin stared at him, mouth open in shock, and then grimaced and brought up his club.
“Look at her,” said Ridmark. “Stop thinking with your heart and look at her. You saw her this morning before we left Aranaeus, didn’t you?”
“I…I did,” said Gavin. “I…”
Some of the madness faded from his eyes. 
“Look,” said Ridmark. “She’s half-starved. The girl you talked to this morning was healthy and happy. Even if the orcs had taken her the moment you left, she couldn’t have gotten in this state so quickly.” 
Gavin blinked. “Then…then how did she get here…unless…”
“Think about it,” said Ridmark.
Gavin shuddered. “Unless that’s not really Rosanna.” 
Rosanna snarled at him, her lips peeling back to reveal needle-like fangs. 
Kharlacht raised his greatsword and Caius his mace. Calliande caught Ridmark’s eye and nodded, and began casting a spell. 
“God and the saints!” said Gavin, stepping away from Ridmark and raising his club. “What are you?”
“Your death, mortal worm,” hissed Rosanna, her voice mewling and inhuman.
“She’s an urshane,” said Ridmark. “Do you know the word?”
Gavin gave a sharp shake of his head. 
“Mortal,” purred Rosanna in that alien voice. “Do you not desire me?” She blinked, and her green eyes became golden, with vertical black pupils.
The eyes of a snake.
“A creature wrought through the sorcery of the dark elves,” said Ridmark. “They used the urvaalgs and the ursaars as hunting beasts, the urvuuls as siege creatures. But the urshanes were spies, infiltrators. Shapechangers. They can read your mind, take the form of the person you love the most...and then laugh as they tear out your throat.”
“So wise, mortal,” said Rosanna. A pointed tongue flickered over her fangs and disappeared again. “But you would have been wiser to stay away from the goddess’s lair. For you are not a Swordbearer, and earthly steel cannot touch me. You have no weapon that can harm me.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “I don’t.”
“Then perish!” shrieked Rosanna, and she changed.
One moment she wore the form of the half-starved village girl. The next she looked like a hideous combination of woman, serpent, and hairless cat. Black scales sheathed her from head to foot, and wicked hooked claws tipped her fingers and toes. A long black tail with a poisoned barb swayed back and forth behind.
She charged, claws reaching for Ridmark’s throat.
Calliande cast her spell.
And again her power charged Ridmark’s weapon, as it had during the fight against the undead kobolds. The staff glowed white in Ridmark’s hands, the power of Calliande’s magic trembling up his arms, and he remembered carrying Heartwarden into battle.
But the urshane was upon him, and there was no time for introspection.
The creature made no move to defend herself. She believed that Ridmark carried no weapon that could harm her. So her surprise was absolute when Ridmark smashed the staff into her forehead and cracked her skull. The urshane staggered to a halt, her limbs and tail twitching, and Ridmark raised the staff and brought it down upon the top of her head.
The creature fell to her knees, and Ridmark gave her one final blow.
The urshane collapsed dead to the floor, and the glow faded from Ridmark’s staff.
Calliande swayed for a bit and let out a long breath. 
“Are you all right?” said Ridmark.
“Fine,” said Calliande, opening her eyes. “A bit tired. I had to put all my power into the spell. Otherwise that thing would have killed us all.”
Gavin stared at the corpse, wide-eyed.
“And you,” said Ridmark. “Are you all right?” 
“I would have listened to her,” said Gavin in a small voice. “I would have done anything she asked of me. And…God have mercy upon me, she wasn’t Rosanna, but that filthy demon wearing her face.” He shook his head. “You were right to want to leave me behind. I am a fool.”
“You are too hard on yourself,” said Calliande.
“And you are too kind, my lady,” said Gavin.
“She’s right,” said Ridmark. “I have seen men so utterly convinced by an urshane that they turned against their comrades when the creature commanded it of them. It wore the form of the woman you loved. Believe me, that is a hard thing to face.”
A flash of sympathy went over Calliande’s expression. 
“Perhaps the urshane was commanding the orcs,” said Caius.
“Perhaps,” said Ridmark, “but I doubt it. Urshanes prefer to hide in the shadows and never reveal their existence. We had best…”
“Oh, you killed Mother’s pet. Mother shall be ever so irritated.”
It was a woman’s voice, melodious and sensual.
Ridmark whirled just as a woman emerged from the lake, water glistening on her pale skin.



Chapter 10 - The Woman in the Lake
Calliande drew upon the magic of the Well, preparing power for a spell.

Kharlacht pointed his dark elven greatsword, both hands wrapped around the hilt. Caius gripped his mace and slid into a ready stance. Gavin’s fingers tightened against the handle of his club, the boy’s face set and determined. 
Ridmark moved a few steps closer to the lake, face expressionless.
The woman walked towards him, head titled to the side. 
She was naked, and looked about twenty or so, with long red hair and eerie green eyes. She was lean and sinewy, almost half-starved, and Calliande saw the outline of her ribs, the bones pressing against the skin of her hip. The strange woman stopped twenty feet from Ridmark, her head still titled to the side.
“It is a strange thing,” she said in Latin, “strange and unusual.”
“A naked woman found alone in a cave?” said Ridmark. “Yes, very strange.”
“Breathing,” murmured the woman. “It’s not necessary, you know. Not for us. But the prey…the prey has to keep breathing. At least once for every six to eight heartbeats. If the prey stops breathing, they die. And cold meat is simply deplorable. Mother says so.” 
“Your mother seems to have demanding tastes,” said Ridmark.
“Oh, she does, she does,” said the strange woman. “She knows you.”
“Really,” said Ridmark. “I am afraid I cannot recall the honor of making her acquaintance.”
The woman grinned. It gave her face a manic cast. “She takes an interest in herd animals that stand above their origins. The Gray Knight, the branded exile, the outcast Swordbearer. You slew one of her sisters.”
A horrible suspicion started to form in Calliande’s mind. She had heard about Ridmark’s past exploits from Joram Agramore and Constantine Licinius, how he had gone to Urd Morlemoch and returned, how he had untaken feats of daring and boldness.
How he had defeated a female urdmordar in single combat.
“Did I?” said Ridmark. “I imagine your mother desires vengeance for her sister, then.”
“What?” said the woman. “No. It was her own fault, for being foolish enough to let a herd animal kill her.” She tapped her thin lips with a bony finger. “If a cow tramples a farmer, do you blame the cow? Or the farmer, for being careless?” 
“We’re not talking about cows,” said Ridmark. “You’ve been taking villagers from Aranaeus and beastmen from the forests, haven’t you?”
The woman grinned, her eyes glinting like disks of jade. “We did. Mother commanded it.”
“Why?” said Ridmark. “Is your mother simply hungry?”
The woman’s grin widened. “Always, and so are her daughters. But the great culling is coming, Gray Knight. A winter without end, a world choked in ice. The herd animals shall starve and die in vast numbers, and Mother and her sisters shall go hungry. But Mother has foreseen the return of the cold ones and their freezing darkness. And so…”
“She is preparing a larder,” said Ridmark, “to feed herself throughout the winter.”
“You understand,” said the woman. “Mother has foreseen the return of the freezing darkness. It cannot harm a goddess, of course, but it will kill the herds. She will prepare a larder to last the coming centuries of winter, rather than go needlessly hungry. In a few thousand years the great winter will end, or the goddesses will travel to a new world of herd animals. The larders shall sate our hunger until then.”
And with those words, Calliande’s suspicions hardened into cold certainty.
She began to shape her summoned power into a spell. 
“You’ve been remarkably forthcoming,” said Ridmark. “You’ve just told me your entire plan. I could do dangerous things with that knowledge.”
The woman laughed. “You cannot stop Mother. And Mother would like to meet you.”
“She would?” said Ridmark. “Why? So she can kill me with her own hands?”
“So you can serve her, of course,” said the woman. “You have distinguished yourself beyond the common animals of the herd, and you would make a worthy servant.” She shrugged, her skin taut against the bones of her shoulders. “Humans must all serve something greater than themselves. It is your nature. Why should you not serve Mother?”
Ridmark barked a short, harsh laugh. “Why not, indeed? What better master than a creature that regards you as a meal?”
The woman’s mad grin sharpened. “Why do you care for the other herd animals? They cast you out. Mother can make you immortal. Mother can give you magic that makes a Soulblade look like a toy.”
“Until she gets hungry and bites off my head,” said Ridmark. 
“I don’t understand,” said Gavin, looking from the gaunt woman to Ridmark and back again. “Who is she? And who is this mother she keeps talking about?”
“You see?” said the woman. “You see how weak and stupid they are? Just like all herd animals. You are stronger and smarter, worthy to serve Mother.”
“She’s not human,” said Ridmark. “She’s a spiderling, the daughter of a human father and a female urdmordar.”
Kharlacht whispered a prayer, and Gavin’s eyes grew wide.
“An urdmordar?” he said. “Here?”
Ridmark nodded. “Yes. I’ve seen it happen before. This urdmordar knows that the Frostborn are returning, that they will choke the world in ice. So she has sent her daughters and her servants to collect food, men and women and children she will put into a deep sleep with her venom. The venom of an urdmordar will keep them alive and asleep for centuries. Like a woman storing up salted meat and dried vegetables in her cellar. The urdmordar has decided to harvest the people of Aranaeus and the beastmen of the forest to stock her larder.”
“God have mercy,” said Gavin.
“Your god of sheep does not exist,” said the spiderling with a mocking smile, “and he cannot protect you.” Her unsettling green eyes turned back to Ridmark. “You are mostly correct. Mother will put many of the herd animals into the death sleep with her venom, and feed upon them over the centuries. But the rest we shall keep awake so they may breed, to foster new generations of herds. Mother does not intend to spend the millennia of the coming winter subsisting on starvation rations. No, she shall feast, as shall her loyal daughters.” 
“No,” said Gavin. “You will not do this to the people of Aranaeus!”
The spiderling laughed, long and wild. “Young fool! Mother has already done it. Your village of Aranaeus has been her herd for centuries, and she has feasted upon many of your ancestors.” 
“That’s impossible!” said Gavin. “We would know if you killed villagers. We are not so blind!”
The spiderling tittered. “Apparently you are.” She looked back at Ridmark. “Do you not see? How blind they are, how foolish! They are fit to be bred and consumed as cattle, nothing more. Enough talk. Come with me, and I shall bring you to Mother. She shall be pleased to receive your service, and she will reward you with power.”
Ridmark laughed again. “No.”
The spiderling titled her head to the side. The motion reminded Calliande of a mantis contemplating its prey. “No?”
“Instead, we will do this,” said Ridmark. “You are going to release all your prisoners to me.” His face had the same hard determination Calliande had seen in the village of the Blue Hand. “Then you shall depart Aranaeus and never trouble it again.”
The spiderling laughed. “Foolish man! Aranaeus belongs to Mother! She brought the herd animals here, so that they might worship her undisturbed by your Swordbearers and Magistri. Why should she abandon what is hers?”
“Because,” said Ridmark, “if she does not, I will stop her.”
“You?” said the spiderling. “Unlikely.”
“I slew Gothalinzur,” said Ridmark. 
“You were a Swordbearer then,” said the spiderling. “Now you have no magic to wield. You are a man with a stick. Superior to the rest of the herd, true, fit to serve Mother as her servant…but still just a man with a stick. One last chance, Gray Knight. Serve Mother, and she will reward you well. Refuse…” The spiderling shrugged again. “Refuse, and I will kill you, and your companions shall go into Mother’s larder.” 
“Try,” growled Kharlacht, pointing his greatsword.
“Your kindred once worshipped Mother and her sisters as goddesses,” said the spiderling. “You can serve her again, and she will protect you.”
“I have turned away from both the blood gods of the orcs and the worship of spider-devils,” said Kharlacht, “and I follow the Dominus Christus and his church.”
“Pity,” said the spiderling. “Ah, well. Mother would have rewarded me for bringing you to her, but she will also reward me for slaying the killer of Gothalinzur.” 
The spiderling stepped towards Ridmark, and Calliande began casting a spell.
 
###
 
Ridmark took his staff in both hands, preparing himself. 
“Beware,” he called to the others. “A spiderling is both stronger and faster than a normal woman.”
“Indeed,” said the spiderling. “And we have a few other tricks as well.”
She took another step towards him, and her body changed.
Crimson claws sprouted from her toes and fingers, each three inches long and razor sharp. Her mouth changed, growing wider and deeper, long, insect-like pincers jutting from either side of her lips. Six additional eyes, like hard green crystals, gleamed upon her forehead.
The spiderling shrieked in glee, lunged forward, and spat a gobbet of green slime at Ridmark. 
But he had anticipated the attack, and he dodged. The poison struck the stone floor with a hiss, bubbles rising from the slime. The spiderling tried to catch her balance, and Ridmark struck, swinging his staff with both hands. The length of heavy wood slammed into her stomach, and the spiderling doubled over, breath exploding from her pincers. Ridmark brought the staff up and slammed it against her back.
He brought the staff down in another blow, but this time the spiderling’s right hand caught the weapon in an iron grip. She snarled and tried to wrench the staff from his grasp, but he kept his grip, letting her pull him forward, and drove the heel of his boot into her knee. The spiderling shrieked in pain and hopped back, releasing his staff, and Ridmark jabbed it into her stomach again. 
She jumped back, moving faster than a human could manage, and raised her clawed hands. Black fire crackled around her talons. The female urdmordar could wield the mightiest spells of dark magic with the ease of a hawk taking to the air, and some of that ability passed to their half-breed children. 
Ridmark charged forward, hoping to reach the spiderling before she finished her spell.
A blast of white fire slammed into the spiderling and knocked her back. She shrieked in fury, whirling to face Calliande. The Magistria strode forward, her face stern, white fire dancing around her fingers. Both women cast spells at each other, shadow flames contesting against the white fire. 
Caius sprinted past the spiderling, mace gleaming in hand. The mace impacted against the spiderling’s left knee, and Ridmark heard the crack of breaking bone. The spiderling stumbled with a scream, her left leg collapsing beneath her as she raked at Caius. The dwarven friar hopped out of the spiderling’s reach as a shadow fell over her.
Kharlacht brought his greatsword down upon her neck.
The spiderling’s head rolled off her shoulders, the pincers clicking against the stone floor. Blackish-green slime bubbled from the stump of her slender neck, running in dark rivulets down the pale skin of her chest. The body twitched, and then collapsed.
Ridmark let out a long breath and lowered his staff.
 
###
 
Gavin stared at the beheaded spiderling, his mind spinning. 
He had never seen a naked woman before. Of course, the thing dead at Kharlacht’s feet had not really been a woman at all. She had been spiderling, a hybrid of urdmordar and human. Human women bled red.
They did not bleed the black, stinking slime that trickled from the spiderling’s head.
It did not look like blood, but the ichor from a crushed spider
“Was she telling the truth?” said Gavin.
The others looked at him. 
“About the village,” said Gavin. “How it always belonged to her mother.”
“Gavin,” said Ridmark, “do you know why your ancestors left Andomhaim and came to the Wilderland?”
Gavin shrugged. “My father always said it was because they resented the High King’s authority.” 
“Or,” said Calliande, voice gentle, “was it because they worshipped an urdmordar, and wanted to get away from the Magistri and the Swordbearers?”
“No,” said Gavin, “no, that’s impossible.”
“It’s not,” said Ridmark. “There are villages like that hidden throughout the Wilderland. When the urdmordar warred against Andomhaim, before the archmage Ardrhythain taught the Keeper to create Soulblades and train Magistri, many men despaired of hope. And some thought it would be better to live as the herd animals of the urdmordar rather than perish. So they turned their backs upon the church and the Dominus Christus and worshipped the urdmordar as goddesses. But after the Magistri and the Swordbearers were founded, after the urdmordar were defeated, those cults remained. Some were hunted down and destroyed as traitors to the High King. Others went underground and remained hidden. And some fled into the Wilderland to worship the urdmordar undisturbed…and to offer up their fellows as sacrifices to the spider-devils.”
“I do not worship the urdmordar!” said Gavin. He could not imagine anyone doing such an evil thing.
“I don’t believe you do,” said Ridmark. “But it explains a great deal, does it not? Why Aranaeus was founded in the shadow of Urd Dagaash. Why the villagers seem indifferent to the church, as if so many of them have given their souls to something else. And how unconcerned many of the villagers are with the disappearances. As if they knew why those people had vanished.”
“But I would know!” said Gavin, his mind spinning. “I’ve spent all my life in Aranaeus. I would…I would know if they prayed to the urdmordar.” 
“Not if they kept it a secret,” said Ridmark.
“I would know,” Gavin whispered, but his words sounded hollow.  He had never gotten along with his father. Philip and Rosanna had been his only friends growing up. Few others seemed interested in listening to Father Martel’s teachings about the church and the Dominus Christus. 
And a darker thought occurred to him.
Did his father know the truth? Had he know it all along? He would not put it past Morwen to worship the urdmordar, but his father? That seems beyond anything Cornelius would do.
But he had been the praefectus of the village for years.
If there was a cult of the urdmordar in Aranaeus, he would know about it. 
Had his mother known? Had she prayed to the urdmordar?
Or had she been sacrificed to them? A fever, Cornelius had said she died of a fever, but if he had lied about the urdmordar, what else might he have lied about?
Gavin closed his eyes and shivered.
“I’m sorry,” said Calliande. “I know this is hard.”
Gavin nodded, unable to trust himself to speak. 
“We should get back to the village,” said Ridmark. “As soon as possible.”
“Why?” said Gavin. “Won’t they just lie about it?”
“Probably,” said Ridmark, “but I’ve seen this sort of thing happen before, and I know what comes next.” 
He was always grim, but a hard note in his tone shook Gavin out of his stunned grief.
“Why?” said Gavin. “What happens next?”
“The urdmordar know the Frostborn are returning,” said Ridmark. “And they’re not stupid. They may not have heard the parable of the lazy grasshopper and the diligent ant, but this urdmordar is acting as if she did. She’s been putting food away for the winter. Probably a few villagers here and there over the last few decades. But now the omen of the blue fire has filled the sky. The return of the Frostborn is imminent, and dangerous strangers have arrived in Aranaeus, asking questions. If she views Aranaeus as her herd, then it is time to butcher the cattle and salt the meat for winter.” 
“You mean she’ll kill everyone in Aranaeus?” said Gavin. He thought of Rosanna, how the urshane’s illusion had made her look starving and desperate. The urshane’s illusion could yet become reality.
“No,” said Ridmark. “But she’ll likely destroy the village and round up everyone to put into her larder or to serve as herd animals. I suspect the cultists who believed her promises of immortality will find themselves unpleasantly surprised. The urdmordar regard all other kindreds as either food or tools, and if a tool ceases to be useful, it becomes food.” 
“Then we have to hurry!” said Gavin. “We have to warn them before it is too late.”
“They may not listen,” said Ridmark, stepping around the spiderling’s corpse. “But there are those that will. Father Martel, for one. Maybe Bardus the innkeeper, and your friend Philip. If we…”
Ridmark stopped, frowned, and looked up. 
“What is it?” said Gavin, following his gaze. The cavern’s ceiling extended high overhead, and the light from the red crystals did not reach it. 
“Calliande,” Ridmark said.
“What is it?” said the Magistria.
“You said you can use a spell to conjure light,” said Ridmark. 
Calliande gestured at the glow around them. “It hardly seems necessary.”
“Do it anyway,” said Ridmark. “Can you get some light on the ceiling?”
Calliande nodded, lifted her hand, and whispered a phrase. A brilliant point of white light appeared above her hands, and she cupped her palm, shaping the light into a beam.
She swept the shaft over the rocky ceiling, revealing dozens of stalactites. 
And the pale skins of at a dozen spiderlings that clung to the rock like bats. 
The spiderlings grinned, the light reflecting off their jeweled eyes, their pincers jutting from their mouths like daggers. 
“Run!” shouted Ridmark. “Head for the…”
As one, the spiderlings spat gobs of poison. Ridmark dodged past two gobs, and a third smacked right into Gavin’s eyes. He flinched, expecting a wave of agony to shoot through him. 
Instead a gentle warmth spread over his limbs. His fear and anger drained away, leaving him relaxed. He felt the cavern spinning around him, felt himself fall to the stone floor, but none of it mattered.
Nothing seemed to matter. He knew he should fight for his life, fight to save Rosanna, but he could not bring himself to care.
Gavin relaxed, and the pleasant darkness swallowed him.
 
###
 
Ridmark turned in a circle, cursing himself. 
Calliande, Caius, Kharlacht, and Gavin collapsed to the floor, stunned by the venom. The spiderlings dropped from the ceiling, their pincers clicking, their talons flexing. Again Ridmark cursed himself. He should have gone to Urd Morlemoch alone. He should have sent Kharlacht away, should have insisted that Calliande and Caius return to Dun Licinia or Castra Marcaine.
Because he had led them to their deaths. 
Just as he had brought Aelia to her death.
But his mind kept working through his rage and self-loathing. A dozen spiderlings surrounded him. He might be able to take two of them in a straight fight, assuming he avoided their venom, but a dozen?
They would tear him to pieces. 
And then, most likely, they would eat him.
A plan occurred to him. It would most probably get him killed. Of course, the spiderlings were going to kill him anyway. 
“You killed our sister,” said one of the spiderlings. 
“Bah,” said another. “I never liked her. Let’s take him back to Mother.”
“We can take the other four for Mother’s larder,” said a third spiderling, her pincers distorting her mouth into a hideous grin. “We can play with him first. Let’s cut off his hands and feet and make him crawl.”
“Or make him sing for us while he crawls!” said a fourth.
The spiderlings shrieked with laughter.
“There is another option,” said Ridmark, staff in both hands. 
“Oh?” said the first spiderling. “What is that?” 
“You could just let me go,” said Ridmark.
The spiderlings looked at each other, and then laughed again.
And in their moment of distraction, Ridmark struck. 
His staff impacted the nearest spiderling’s face with enough force to rip one of the pincers from her jaw. The spiderling howled in pain, leaving herself open, but Ridmark kept running. He thrust the staff into the face of another spiderling, knocking her head back, and then reversed the weapon and slammed it into a spiderling’s legs, sending her toppling to the floor.
Then he sprinted for the stairs as fast as he could manage.
As he had expected, the spiderlings ignored the others and pursued him, howling with outrage as they moved with superhuman speed. Ridmark raced into the tunnel and dashed up the stairs, taking them three at a time. If he lost his balance and fell, he was finished. He reached the corridor, scooped up the thick skull of a long-dead orc, and ran past the gleaming bronze lever and into the chamber of blades.
The spiderlings stormed up the stairs behind him. 
Ridmark ran into the center of the chamber, the tiles pulsing with blue light beneath his boots, and stopped. 
The spiderlings hesitated, looked at the lever, and then raced into the chamber. The tiles did not glow beneath them, which meant they had no protective spells. But since the blades were disarmed, it hardly mattered.
Ridmark lifted the skull in his right hand. “You’ll want to stay back.”
The spiderlings moved into a ring around him. Ridmark tossed the skull to himself a few times, feeling its weight and balance. 
“Why is that?” hissed the spiderling he had hit in the face, black ichor dripping from her torn mouth.
“Because,” said Ridmark, “I am a powerful sorcerer. I have embraced the blood magic of the orcs, and have imbued this skull with deadly powers. A single touch will slay a spiderling in an instant.”
“Ridiculous,” said the spiderling. “You are desperate, and will say any foolish thing to save your wretched life.”
Ridmark shrugged. “You can prove me wrong, if you like.”
Then he threw the skull as hard as he could manage.
The spiderlings flinched, but the skull had not been aimed at them. Ridmark watched as it arced over the chamber. If he had missed, he was going to die in the next few moments.
The skull slammed into the bronze lever.
“Pathetic,” said the spiderling. “Kill him.”
A resounding click echoed through the chamber, and the floor started to vibrate.
And a horrified expression went over the spiderlings’ faces as they realized how badly they had been tricked.
They charged, but it was too late. A storm of gleaming blades erupted from the gaps between the tiles, ripping into the spiderlings. Ridmark stood untouched in a vortex of razor metal, torn flesh, and greenish-black ichor. One of the spiderlings almost reached him, but Ridmark jabbed her with his staff, and she stumbled onto another tile.
Five blades sliced her into as many pieces. 
Another click, and the blades slid back into their slots. The twelve spiderlings that had pursued him lay in a ring of slashed flesh and black-green ichor. One the spiderlings was still moving, her body missing below the navel. Her green eyes, all eight of them hazy and unfocused, turned towards him. 
“How?” she rasped. “Mother…Mother said…”
“I deserve death,” said Ridmark, raising his staff, “but it seems you were not the ones to deliver it.”
She stared at him in stunned incomprehension. 
He brought his staff down against her temple with a sharp crack, and the spiderling went still. 
Ridmark stepped around the corpses and walked back to the lever. He disarmed the trap and descended to the cavern. To his relief, the Calliande and the others lay where they had fallen. No other spiderlings, or the spiderlings’ orcish and human allies, had come to take them. 
He knelt next to Calliande and placed his hand upon her forehead. She did not feel feverish, though her breathing came sharp and rapid. That was good. The poison would likely wear off in a few hours. 
Ridmark suspected waiting a few more hours within Urd Dagaash was a terrible idea.
He put aside his staff and picked up Calliande, her head resting against his left arm, and carried her to the lake. The clear waters rippled, and he propped Calliande’s limp body against his left arm and ran his fingers through the water.
Ice cold.
“I am sorry about this,” said Ridmark.
He dunked her head under the water. 
Ridmark put a hand on her wrist and counted her heartbeats. After five, a massive spasm went through Calliande’s limbs, and she started to thrash. Ridmark pulled her head above the water. She sputtered and coughed, and Ridmark held her up until she had coughed out all the water. 
“God and his saints,” she muttered. “My head hurts.”
“That will pass in a few hours,” said Ridmark. 
“What?” she said, blinking. “Ridmark? What happened? The spiderlings…”
“They’re dead,” said Ridmark. 
She pushed some strands of wet hair away from her face. “You killed them all? How?”
“They poisoned you,” said Ridmark. “A sleeping venom. I lured them into the trapped room.” 
She blinked a few more times, and then Ridmark helped her to stand. “The others?”
“Sleeping venom,” said Ridmark. “Do you have a spell that can wake them?”
“Aye.” Calliande blinked again, pushed the rest of the wet hair from her face. “A simple healing spell.” She frowned. “Why did you stick my head under the water?”
“Because the poison wears off in a few hours,” said Ridmark, “but a lungful of water will jolt someone awake”
“Then why didn’t you let me wake up in a few hours?” said Calliande.
“I need you to wake up the others,” said Ridmark.  
She scowled. “You could have just dunked their heads in the water.”
“Of the four,” said Ridmark, “you were the lightest.” 
She blinked, and then burst out laughing. “I suppose that makes sense.”
 
###
 
A Magistria possessed many powers, but her healing spells were not as effective when used on herself.
So Calliande’s head throbbed as she followed the others through the room of blades. Still, a headache was a small price to pay. The spiderlings had caught them off guard, and if not for Ridmark, Calliande and the others would have died.
She looked the butchered spiderlings and shuddered.
But despite her revulsion, she still felt amazement. 
Twelve spiderlings, and Ridmark had prevailed. He had no magic of his own, did not even carry a Soulblade. Spiderlings were faster and stronger than normal men, and could often command powerful magic.
Yet he had killed them all. 
Calliande could only clearly remember the last three weeks of her life. Yet even if the fog lifted from the entirety of her memory, she doubted she had ever met a warrior of his skill and boldness.
What must he have been like with a Soulblade in his hand? 
Ridmark and Caius were discussing how best to warn the villagers against the urdmordar. Gavin hung back, and then fell in step alongside Calliande.
“Lady Calliande,” said Gavin. “May I ask you a question?”
“Of course,” said Calliande.
“Sir Ridmark…ah, Lord Ridmark, I mean,” said Gavin. “Have you known him long?”
“For three weeks,” said Calliande.
“Um,” said Gavin. “He just saved all our lives.”
“I know,” said Calliande. “He’s good at that.” 
“How did he get his brand?” said Gavin. “That is a coward’s brand, but a coward could not face twelve spiderlings and live.” He looked at the corpses. “A coward could not run into this trap to lure his foes after him. I don’t think I could do it.” He looked at her, his young eyes full of confusion. “How could such a man receive a coward’s brand?”
Calliande thought about it.
“Unjustly,” she said at last. 
“I should think so,” said Gavin.
Ridmark stopped, and Calliande wondered if he had heard them. 
“Are you all fit to travel?” said Ridmark.
“Aye,” said Kharlacht. 
“I have never been better,” said Caius. “The Magistria’s healing was most potent.”  
“I can,” said Gavin.
Ridmark met her eyes, and Calliande nodded. 
“We should make for Aranaeus right away,” said Ridmark. “I don’t know how many villagers are part of the cult.” Gavin swallowed, his hands curling into fists. “But we must warn them. If that urdmordar decides to cull her herd, she will act soon. And once she learns we killed her daughters, she might decide to act at once.”
“Then lead on,” said Caius.
They returned to the spiral stair and ascended to the surface. Calliande blinked at the brilliant sunlight, and felt overwhelming relief. She had awakened in that dark vault below the Tower of Vigilance, and she had almost died there. And she had almost died in these dark elven ruins. 
It made her glad to see the sun again.
Ridmark took a few steps from the tower, grass rustling around his knees, and froze.
Calliande looked up, fearing that she would see more spiderlings clinging to the towers....
Instead she saw white clouds against the blue sky, a black plume rising to the south.
“Smoke,” said Ridmark, and he broke into a run. 
Calliande and the others followed him, and they came to Urd Dagaash’s outer wall. A flight of narrow steps ascended to the rampart, and Ridmark hurried to the battlements. He came to a stop, gazing to the south, and Calliande joined him.
They had a fine view of the green forest spreading away to the south and the east, the distant gleaming ribbon of the River Moradel, and the village of Aranaeus sitting atop its hill.
Thick black plumes of smoke rose from within the walls of the village.
Aranaeus was burning.



Chapter 11 - Ashes
Gavin shouted in alarm and ran for the stairs, but Ridmark caught his arm.

The boy struggled to pull free. “Let me go! They need help! Rosanna needs help!” 
“Aye,” said Ridmark, “and we’ll help them, if we can. But if we run off and charge without a proper plan, we could blunder into a trap. You’re no good to Rosanna or your father or anyone if you’re dead.”
Gavin scowled, and then nodded, and Ridmark let go of his arm.
“You’re right,” he said. “What should we do?”
“We go to the village,” said Ridmark, “and see what we can be done.” 
He did not think the attackers would have burned the villagers inside their homes. The urdmordar preferred to eat their food alive, and dead people could hardly breed new generations of food for the urdmordar. Of course, it was entirely possible a wandering band of bandits unrelated to the urdmordar had attacked Aranaeus.
Disaster always seemed to attract more disaster.
“Come,” said Ridmark. “I suspect the urdmordar’s orcish minions rounded up the villagers and burned Aranaeus behind them. Likely they will herd their captives towards Urd Dagaash. If we intercept them, perhaps we can prevail and free the villagers.”
Kharlacht frowned. “But if they had a force large enough to overpower the village, what can we five do against so many?”
Ridmark felt himself smile. “Much.”
He led the way from the ruins of Urd Dagaash.
 
###
 
Gavin resisted the urge to run.
Ridmark set a brisk pace through the trees. Yet he did not run. Gavin understood the reasoning behind it. If they ran, they would exhaust their strength, arrive at the village too tired to fight. 
But Gavin wanted to run.
He kept imaging Rosanna falling into the hands of those spiderlings, the creatures turning her into the ragged, tormented thing he had seen in the dungeons of Urd Dagaash. What would they do to Father Martel? Or Bardus the innkeeper? Or even Philip? Gavin did not think him worthy of Rosanna, but he did not deserve to die at the hands of the spiderlings. He thought of old Agnes, harmless and kindly and senile. She was too old to work or have children. Would the spiderlings simply kill her to save themselves the bother?
They crossed the creek and came to the pastures north of the village. Gavin saw no sign of the sheep and the cows that should have been grazing there. Had they fled from the fire? Or had the attackers taken the animals with them?
“That smell,” said Gavin. He smelled smoke and burning wood, but there was another odor mixed with it. “It’s like…bacon…”
“It’s not,” said Ridmark. “That’s burned flesh.”
Gavin felt his stomach turn. 
A short time later they climbed the hill and came to Aranaeus’s northern gate.
Or what was left of it.
The gate had been ripped down and lay in splintered pieces across the street. Raging flames danced inside the stone shell of the White Walls Inn, thick smoke billowing from the ruins. The houses lining the street burned as well, smoke rising into the air.
A dozen bodies lay on the street, blood pooling around them.
“My God,” said Gavin, running toward them. He heard Ridmark shout for him to stop, but he did not care. Gavin knew all the men lying in the street, spears and bows still in their hands. One had owned the mill. Another had hunted and trapped in the woods, and a third had made leather. All had been friends of his father and Morwen.
And now they were dead.
Ridmark stepped to his side, staff in hand.
“Did the spiderlings kill them?” Gavin said.
“No,” said Ridmark, pointing at the dead men. “Those are sword wounds. They haven’t been dead long. A few hours, maybe. And those fires were started recently.”
“The attackers might still be in the village,” said Kharlacht, his greatsword raised.
“Aye,” said Ridmark, examining the ground. “But I think most of them have left. See those tracks?” He pointed at what looked like a random patch of ground. “A lot of people have gone this way, recently. I think the attackers rounded up most of the villagers and took them out the northern gate. Anyone who resisted was killed,” he gestured at one of the houses, “or tied up and thrown into the flames.”
“That’s monstrous,” said Calliande.
“The followers of the urdmordar,” said Ridmark, “are not known for their mercy.” 
“I should have stayed,” said Gavin. “You were right. If I had stayed behind, I could have done something, I could have…”
“Died,” said Ridmark. “Or you’d be in chains and marching north with the others.” 
Gavin had no answer for that.
“We’ll check the church and the praefectus’s hall,” said Ridmark. “If there are any survivors, they’ll have holed up there.”
“And if there aren't any?” said Gavin.
“And if there aren't any,” said Ridmark, “we go after the captives.” 
Gavin opened his mouth, closed it again.
“Be steady,” said Caius, putting a hand on Gavin’s shoulder. “This is an hour of trial, I know. But your countrymen need you, and this is not the time to quail. Let us go forward boldly, and trust that God shall be with us.”
Gavin nodded, adjusted his grip on his club, and followed Ridmark.
They came to the village’s square. Flames danced and crackled in the charred stone shell of the praefectus’s hall, its interior a hellish mass of burning timbers. The church’s thatched roof had burned away, but looked otherwise intact. The doors stood closed, and Gavin felt a surge of hope. Perhaps Father Martel and the others had been able to take refuge in the church.
Perhaps his father had been able to do so as well. Gavin did not want his father dead, but he wanted answers. If Cornelius had heeded Ridmark’s warning, perhaps this would not have happened. Gavin also hoped Morwen was alive. As much as he disliked his stepmother, she did not deserve to die upon a sword blade or in a fire.
“The church,” said Gavin.
Ridmark nodded. “We’ll start there. I suspect there’s a crypt beneath it. If Father Martel was clever, he might have…”
Somebody laughed, and a rough voice called out words in a language Gavin did not know.
Orcs in leather and wool emerged from behind the church, swords and axes in their hands.
 
###
 
Ridmark stepped forward to confront the newcomers.
To judge from their clothing, they were orcs of Vhaluusk. Most of the learned men of Andomhaim thought Vhaluusk a unified kingdom, like the baptized orcish kingdoms of Khaluusk and Rhaluusk to the south. Ridmark, who had traveled through Vhaluusk, knew better. Vhaluusk was a patchwork of dozens of squabbling tribes, united only by their hatred of humans and baptized orcs. Some followed the blood gods of the orcs, and others worshipped the great void of the dark elves.
And some, like the orcs heading toward Ridmark, prayed to the urdmordar.
The lead orc gazed at Ridmark, a cold smile behind his tusks. He looked about fifty, his green skin weathered, his iron-gray hair cut into a warrior’s topknot. A strange scar had been carved into his face, a circle between his eyes. Eight lines radiated from the scar, two reaching for his temples, the other two coming descending his cheeks and jaw.
The eightfold scar, Ridmark realized, represented a spider. 
An urdmordar.
“More for the goddess?” rumbled the leader in orcish. “Good. Great Agrimnalazur will be most pleased.” 
“Agrimnalazur?” said Ridmark. “I assume that is the urdmordar you serve?” 
“She is the great goddess,” said the orc, gesturing with his axe, an ugly thing of dark iron. “The cold ones are returning. All with perish, save for the chosen of Agrimnalazur.” 
“Assuming she doesn’t eat you, of course,” said Ridmark.
He expected the orc to take umbrage, but the warrior grinned. “We are but gnats to Agrimnalazur. And Agrimnalazur rewards her faithful servants lavishly with wealth and power.”
“Like a chicken,” said Ridmark, “buying his freedom by betraying his brothers to the fox.”
He expected the orc to take offense, but the warrior laughed. 
“You understand!” said the orc. “We cannot resist Agrimnalazur’s power, for she is a goddess. Better to serve her and be rewarded. As you shall learn. For you are now her slaves, and you will come with us.”
Kharlacht and Caius stepped to either side of Ridmark, their weapons ready. Calliande waited behind them, hands raised as she summoned magic. Gavin stood on Kharlacht’s left, his club in hand. Ridmark thought about ordering the boy away, but realized that he would not listen. A man had the right to fight in the defense of his home and family, and by the time this was over Gavin would be a man.
Or he would be dead. 
“I am Ugrazur,” said the orcish leader, “servant of the great Agrimnalazur, and in her name I command you to lay down your weapons and submit.”
A dozen orcish warriors fanned around him, maces and axes and swords in hand. Like Ugrazur, they all bore the same spider-scar upon their faces. 
“And I am Ridmark Arban,” said Ridmark, “and I will give you this one chance. Walk away, now. Or I will kill you all.”
“Ah,” said Ugrazur, the red glaze of orcish battle fury coming into his black eyes. “You are the one who slew the goddess’s sister! Agrimnalazur desires to acquire you as a servant. But since you are too defiant to bend the knee, I shall lay your head before her. Kill the men. Whoever takes the first kill may keep the woman as a concubine.” 
Ugrazur and his warriors charged forward with a yell, and Ridmark ran to meet them. One of the orcish warriors swung a mace, and Ridmark ducked around the blow. His staff blurred, cracking the orc’s wrist, and the warrior dropped the mace with a yelp. Before he could recover, Ridmark reversed his grip on the staff and whipped the weapon around, raising it over his head.
The end of the staff slammed into the orc’s temple, all of the weapon’s weight and Ridmark’s strength driving the blow. The orc went down without a sound, and two more attackers jumped to take his place, one thrusting a spear and the other swinging an axe. Ridmark knocked aside the spear with a sweep of his staff, dodged a wild swing from the axe, and jabbed the end of the staff. The butt slammed into the axe-wielding orc’s belly, and the warrior doubled over with a wheeze. The spearman thrust again, and Ridmark dodged, shifted his staff to his left hand, and grabbed the spear behind its head and yanked. The orc stumbled, and Ridmark hit him in the face with his staff. With only one hand, he could not put enough force behind the blow to kill, yet the orc’s head snapped back. The warrior stumbled, stunned, and Ridmark got both hands on his staff and swung again.
The orc fell dead to the ground. 
Around him the others struggled. Kharlacht’s greatsword opened one of the orcs from throat to navel. Caius’s mace struck with bone-crunching force over and over again. Even Gavin held his own with his club, ducking and dodging around strikes. Calliande stood back from the fight, white fire glimmering around her fingers. A Magistria could only use her magic for knowledge, communication, and defense, but never to kill or harm a mortal, but that hardly made her useless. One by one white light glimmered around each of Ridmark’s companions, a warding spell to blunt the impact of blows. Ridmark sensed the cold touch of her magic upon him, and then he felt faster, as he once had while wielding the soulblade Heartwarden in battle.  
Ugrazur roared and came at him, and Ridmark turned his whole attention to the orcish leader.
 
###
 
Gavin ducked under the swing of a heavy sword.
He faced one of the spider-scarred orcs, the sounds of clanging steel and shouted curses ringing in his ears. The orc thrust again, and Gavin got his club up in time to block the blow. The heavy iron blade tore splinters from his club, and Gavin could only imagine what it would do to him.
But he didn’t care.
He felt terror, but it seemed remote, so remote, and everything had slowed around him. He heard his heart thundering in his ears, every beat sounding like the boom of the drum, a wild, mad mixture of fear and exhilaration filling him. The world had shrunk to the battle between Gavin and the orc with the sword. 
The orc roared a curse and came at Gavin again, and he ducked, the sword blurring past his face. He felt the sharp tip graze his temple, felt the burst of pain, felt hot blood flow down his sweaty skin.
But he did not care.
He cared that the orc’s wild thrust had left him open.
Gavin swung his club with all his strength, and the heavy weapon crashed into the orc’s face. Bones shattered, teeth and black-streaked green blood flying. The orc stumbled, dropping his sword with a clang, and Gavin struck again. The orc fell to his knees, and Gavin brought his club hammering down.
The orc collapsed. Blood leaked from his smashed nose and mouth, and Gavin saw the final twitches as the life faded from the orc’s limbs.
Gavin had just killed a man. 
He stared at the dead orc, stunned. It seemed so…absurd, so unreal. How could he have done this? He…
An orcish war cry rang in his ears, and Gavin remembered the orcs were trying to kill him and his friends. 
He raised his club as another orc ran at him, brandishing a mace.
 
###
 
Ridmark swept aside a thrust, blocked another, dodged a swing.
Ugrazur was fast.
Too fast. He moved with the dangerous, powerful speed of a hunting predator, far faster than an orcish man his age should be able to move. Only the longer reach of his staff had kept Ridmark alive so far.
Ugrazur had some magic of his own. It must be something Calliande could neither sense nor dispel, otherwise she would have done so. Ugrazur’s speed gave him an advantage, but every advantage was a double-edged sword.
Every weapon could be turned against its wielder. 
Ridmark launched a flurry of short, rapid swings against Ugrazur. The orc backed away, ducking around the swings. Ridmark’s momentum played out, and he let himself fall open. Ugrazur howled and charged into the opening, moving with superhuman speed. 
Exactly as Ridmark had predicted.
The length of his staff slammed into Ugrazur’s belly with enough force to knock the weapon from Ridmark’s fingers. The staff went tumbling away, and Ugrazur doubled over, eyes bulging, mouth hanging open in a silent scream. Ridmark snatched the orcish war axe from his belt, raised it high, and buried the blade in Ugrazur’s neck. The green blood of an orc gushed from the wound, but strange black streaks colored the blood. 
Ugrazur toppled to the dirt, his blood soaking into the soil as Ridmark ripped the axe free. 
He looked around, seeking more foes, but the fighting was over.
Kharlacht put his foot upon the chest of a dead orc and wrenched his sword loose. Caius looked back and forth, his mace spattered with orc blood and more of that peculiar dark fluid. Calliande lowered her hands, the white fire fading, and Ridmark felt his enhanced speed fade, the glow of wards fading from the others. Gavin stood in the midst of the carnage, blinking, blood dripping from a cut in his temple. 
“I’m still alive,” said Gavin. He sounded astonished.
“You are,” said Ridmark. The boy had good instincts. Some men, when facing combat for the first time, froze up, or panicked and ran. Gavin had kept his head, had even managed to kill two of the orcs. 
The boy was a natural fighter.
“Here,” said Calliande. “I’ll tend to that cut.”
She stepped toward Gavin and whispered a spell, her hand glowing as she ran it over his temple. When she left it the cut had vanished, leaving only an angry red welt.
“That will leave a scar,” she said, “but it will not putrefy.”
Gavin nodded, still gazing at the dead orcs. “I killed them.”
“You did,” said Ridmark. “If you feel guilt over it, remember that they burned your home and carried your neighbors into captivity, and they would have killed you.”
“Raising the sword is always a grave matter,” said Caius, “but to do so in self-defense is permissible in the eyes of God. It is a serious thing we have done, and you are right not to take it lightly. But you need not reproach yourself for it.”
Gavin closed his eyes, bit his lip, and nodded again. “I think…I think we should search the church, sir. To see if anyone has survived.”
“A sound idea,” said Ridmark. Calliande handed him his staff, and Ridmark took it, returning the axe to its loop on his belt. “Keep a watch out for any other orcs. Gavin, take his sword.”
Gavin blinked. “His sword, sir?”
“The fighting chewed up your club,” said Ridmark, “and if we run into trouble again, you’ll need a better weapon. Take it. And the scabbard so you don’t cut off your own leg.”
“You needn’t hesitate,” said Kharlacht. “That arachar has no need for it.”
“Arachar?” said Ridmark. 
“Those orcs drank the blood of an urdmordar,” said Kharlacht. He pointed at the dark streaks in the green blood. “The blood gave them superhuman speed.”
“They drank the blood of an urdmordar?” said Calliande, disgusted. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
“They urdmordar rarely permit it,” said Kharlacht. “Their blood can drive a mortal insane, but it can bestow great power. For their most loyal followers, the truly devoted, they grant the gift of their blood.”
“It sounds like a blasphemous parody of communion,” said Caius.
“Given that the urdmordar think of themselves as goddesses,” said Calliande, “it was likely intended that way.”
“So I don’t think you need feel any guilt about taking the sword,” said Ridmark, “and you will need it, before this is done.” 
Gavin hesitated, nodded, and took the dead orc’s sword and belt. He buckled it around his waist, sliding the sword into his scabbard, and followed Ridmark and the others across the square. Ridmark examined the doors of the church for a moment, then pushed. The sound of wood scraping against stone filled his ears.
“Help me get the doors open,” said Ridmark. “Someone piled the benches against them.” 
Kharlacht, Caius, and Gavin helped him push again the doors, and they swung open with a groan. Inside a pile of benches stood heaped against the doors, and Ridmark kicked them aside. The church had not been as badly damaged as he feared. The thatched roof had burned away, but the charred timbers had not collapsed into the sanctuary, and the stone walls still stood. 
“Which way to the crypt?” said Ridmark.
“There, behind the altar,” said Gavin.
Ridmark crossed the sanctuary. A wooden trapdoor rested upon the floor behind the altar. Ridmark knelt, gripped the iron handle, and pulled the heavy door open.
He heard a click and saw the flash of steel, and found himself staring at the point of a crossbow quarrel. The crossbow itself rested in the arms of Rosanna, her green eyes wide and terrified. 
“You’re Gavin’s friend,” she said, her voice shaking. She was sweating and sooty, but otherwise unhurt. “Oh, thank God. Thank God.” 
“Rosanna!” said Gavin. “You’re safe!”
“Gavin,” came Father Martel’s voice, and Ridmark saw the old priest moving in the darkness of the crypt. “It is good to see you. I feared you had been killed outside the walls.” 
“Who else is with you?” said Gavin. 
“No one, I fear,” said Martel. The old priest hobbled into the light from the trapdoor. He looked exhausted, his robes scorched, a half-congealed gash along the side of his face. “Only us. When the orcs and the human bandits arrived, I…I tried, I tried to get the praefectus to listen, but…”
He staggered, and collapsed to the floor of the crypt.
“Father!” said Rosanna, putting down the crossbow and running to him.
“Help me get him to Calliande,” said Ridmark. He scrambled down the ladder, Gavin and Caius following. Together they carried the old priest to the sanctuary and laid him upon the church floor. Calliande knelt alongside him and whispered a spell, the white light around her hands closing the gash in his face. She winced as she did it. Ridmark had once carried Heartwarden, and he had used its magic to heal. He knew that to heal wounds, Calliande had to feel the pain as if the injuries had been inflicted upon her own flesh. 
Yet she bore the pain without complaint. 
“He’ll live,” said Calliande when she finished. She sighed and rubbed her face. “But he lost a lot of blood.” She pointed at the dark stains on his robe. “If he makes it through the night, he should be fine.” Calliande straightened up and brushed some dust from her trousers. “What about you, child? Are you injured?”
“I’m fine,” said Rosanna, arms wrapped around herself. Gavin hesitated, took a deep breath, and put his hand on her shoulder. Rosanna let out a sob and slumped against him, and a looked of mingled relief and misery flashed over Gavin’s face. “I’m fine. I’m…I’m…”
“Rosanna,” said Ridmark. She blinked and looked at him. “Tell me what happened here.”
She wiped her face on her sleeve. “It was…it was in the morning, right after you left. The orcs and the human bandits with the spider-scars came to the southern gate, demanded to be let inside. They said we were now the slaves of something called…Agra…Agrad…”
“Agrimnalazur,” said Ridmark.
Rosanna nodded. “Yes, that was it. The praefectus came to the gate, and we thought he would tell them to go away. Instead…”
Gavin flinched. “Instead? What did he do?”
“Gavin, I’m sorry,” said Rosanna. “I know you didn’t like him, but…”
“What did he do?” said Gavin. 
“He opened the gates to them,” said Rosanna. “He and Morwen both. They said that we belonged to Agrimnul…whatever it was, that we had always belonged her. There was shouting and fighting, and the scarred orcs started burning the houses. Father Martel tried to take us to the church, to hide in the crypt. Philip was with me, but we got separated.” She looked up at Gavin, her eyes pleading. “Did you see him?”
“No,” said Gavin. “I’m sorry. I think the orcs took him captive with the others.” 
Rosanna started to cry again.
“But we did not see his body,” said Gavin. “He was a blacksmith. They wouldn’t have killed him. Blacksmiths are too valuable.” 
“Here,” said Calliande. “Why don’t you sit down? Poor Martel will be upset if he wakes up and finds that you fell over and cracked your head on the floor.”
She and Gavin guided her to one of the steps below the altar. Kharlacht stood over them, keeping watch. Ridmark turned away, gazing at the clear blue sky through the charred beams of the roof. 
After a moment Caius walked to his side.
“Ridmark,” he said, voice quiet, “this is even graver than we thought.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “It seems clear that both Cornelius and Morwen had high rank in the cult. Morwen’s was higher, I think. Likely Agrimnalazur told them that the time had come to slaughter the herd, so they were more than happy to cooperate.”
“The scriptures command a man to honor his father and mother,” said Caius, looking at Gavin and Rosanna, “but it seems Cornelius has indeed earned Gavin’s contempt.” He looked back at Ridmark. “But what are we going to do about it?”
“They won’t have killed the captives,” said Ridmark. “Not yet, anyway. Agrimnalazur will take some of the captives and put them into the death sleep, and keep others alive to breed new meals for her to eat in a few decades.”
“Where?” said Caius. “Urd Dagaash?”
“No,” said Ridmark. “Urd Dagaash is too small, too indefensible if the Frostborn do return and come after Agrimnalazur. That’s what she’s really afraid of – not the High King and the two Orders, not the other urdmordar, but the Frostborn.” He rubbed his chin, thinking. “It would have to be another dark elven ruin, one with access to the Deeps. Agrimnalazur needs food to keep her slaves and servants alive, and she can harvest mushrooms and fish and murrag meat from the Deeps to feed her slaves.” He snapped his fingers. “Urd Arowyn.”
“Where is that?” said Caius.
“About three or four days north of here, in the hills,” said Ridmark. “The archmage Ardrhythain told me about it.”
Caius snorted. “It is strange how you speak of figures from history with such ease.”
“Urd Arowyn is essentially a fortified hilltop,” said Ridmark. “That must be where Agrimnalazur has her lair. She would have enough room to keep her prisoners, and Urd Arowyn’s dungeons open into the Deeps. A perfect refuge for an urdmordar to spend a few millennia of winter. And even if I’m wrong, so many arachar and their prisoners will have left a clear trial. If we set out tomorrow before the weather changes, we can follow them, and we’ll know if they went somewhere other than Urd Arowyn.” 
“So you mean to go after them?” said Caius.
“Of course,” said Ridmark. “Why would we not?”
“Because your purpose is to go to Urd Morlemoch, to question the Warden about the Frostborn,” said Caius. “Because one could argue that the villagers brought this woe upon themselves by forsaking the true God for a spider-devil.”
“One could, but I will not,” said Ridmark. “I will not abandon these people to their fate. Not if I have the power to aid them.” 
And he did not care whether he lived or died, but he would not admit that to Caius. For one, the dwarven friar already knew. And while Ridmark did not care if he died, he also did not care to endure another one of Caius’s interminable sermons on the topic.
And if by risking his life he could help the villagers, why not do it?
He deserved to die anyway for what had happened to Aelia.
To his surprise, Caius smiled. “Good. Our journey to Urd Morlemoch may have greater urgency, but it would not sit well with me to leave so many people at the mercy of a female urdmordar. Even the cultists, who may be surprised to learn their goddess regards them not as disciples but as food.”
“You came north to convert the pagan orcs to the church, Brother,” said Ridmark. “Perhaps you have the chance to convert some worshippers of Agrimnalazur instead.” 
“Perhaps,” said Caius, and his smile faded. “But she is an urdmordar. Have you given any thought how to fight her? Magic is the only thing that can hurt a female urdmordar, and I fear Calliande’s power alone will not be enough.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “It won’t.” He had slain an urdmordar by himself ten years ago, but luck had played a far greater role in that than skill. Usually it took teams of veteran Swordbearers and experienced Magistri to defeat an urdmordar, and even then, they often failed. “The urdmordar are mighty. But I hope we can free the prisoners without ever facing her.” 
He walked to where Calliande sat with Rosanna and Gavin.
“You look as if you are going somewhere,” said Calliande.
“I am,” said Ridmark. “Tomorrow, I intend to pursue the arachar and free their prisoners.” He looked at Rosanna and Gavin. “I hold no bond of command over you. You may stay here, follow me, or go elsewhere as you wish.”
“Of course I shall come!” said Gavin.
“Decide tomorrow,” said Ridmark. “Kharlacht, Caius, Calliande. Stay here and watch over Father Martel and Rosanna. I am going to have a look around the village, see if I can find any other survivors, along with additional food and water for us.”
“Be careful,” said Calliande. 
“I am always careful,” said Ridmark.
Caius snorted. “Telling lies is a sin, you know.”
Ridmark left the church.
He walked through the square, staff in hand, his eyes and ears seeking for any sign of foes. He saw none, and the only sound was the low roar of the flames devouring the remains of the village, the air hot and smoky. Ridmark decided to make his way to the wall and walk a circuit of the ramparts. From there he could see if any of the villagers were still within Aranaeus, or if they had taken refuge outside the walls.
Or if any of the scarred orcs were returning. 
He took another step, saw the flash of steel, and turned.
Sir Paul Tallmane stood before Aranaeus’s southern gate, his armor gleaming, his sword in hand. His men-at-arms followed him, carrying maces and shields. 
“Ridmark Arban,” said Paul. “I would have killed you simply for the pleasure of it. That the Dux and his new friends in the Enlightened of Incariel shall reward me merely makes it all the sweeter.”



Chapter 12 - The Enlightened
“What in God’s name are you talking about?” said Ridmark.
“You haven’t figured it out yet?” said Paul with an amused sneer. “The great Ridmark Arban, the mighty Hero of Dun Licinia, the fearsome Gray Knight, doesn’t know that we’re about to kill you?” He shared a laugh with his men. “I marvel that you are bright enough to put on your boots in the morning, let alone survive all these years.”
“I understand well enough,” said Ridmark. “Dux Tarrabus Carhaine hates me, has always hated me, and will kill me if he gets the chance. You are a spineless toad exiled to the Iron Tower for incompetence.” Paul’s sneer hardened into a scowl. “But you see a way to buy your way into the Dux’s favor with my head. So when you heard about Qazarl, you came here to kill me.”
“You’re right on the first count, and wrong on the second,” said Paul. “I am here to kill you. But I didn’t come across you by chance, and a knight of Andomhaim does not go haring across the realm in search of rumor. Unlike certain renegades hunting the Frostborn. I knew you would be here. The Enlightened of Incariel knew it.”
“Who are these Enlightened?” said Ridmark. “Another cult devoted to the urdmordar?”
Paul laughed. “Hardly! The urdmordar would enslave mankind. The Enlightened of Incariel shall make us into gods.” 
“I was never the most diligent student,” said Ridmark, “but as I recall, the serpent said the same thing to Eve in the Garden of Eden.”
“A myth,” said Paul. “A lie told by the priests to control mankind, to make us weak and obedient.”
“So you wish to add blasphemy to your list of offenses?” said Ridmark. 
Paul’s smile was condescending. “I have seen the truth, I have seen through the lies the church pours into the ears of the foolish. The church would have us believe that all men are equal before God. But there is no God, Ridmark. There is only power, and those strong enough to use it. The prophet of Incariel has shown us the way. Mankind is at a disadvantage. The urdmordar are immortal, and the dwarves and dark elves and even the manetaurs live far longer than we do. But Incariel shall make us as gods.”
“And just who is Incariel?” said Ridmark.
“The darkness at the heart of the world,” said Paul. “The axle of chaos. Freedom from all laws, all restraints, all limitations.”
Ridmark felt a chill. “You have chosen to worship the great void of the dark elves?”
Paul laughed. “For all their power, the dark elves were superstitious fools, cringing and groveling before their great void. Incariel is the truth of the void, and with the power of Incariel, we shall become the immortal lords of this world.” His smile widened. “And when I put your head at the Dux’s feet, I shall rise high among the Enlightened.”
“You think you can take me, then?” said Ridmark, shifting his grip on his staff. There were only three of them, and he had defeated larger number of opponents in battle before. But despite his other failings, Paul Tallmane had always been a formidable fighter, and Ridmark suspected he had trained his men-at-arms to fight alongside him. 
“I’m not a fool,” said Paul. “Certainly not foolish enough to fight you alone.” He beckoned, and his men-at-arms stepped to his side, shields raised, maces ready to strike. “So I came prepared.”
Yet neither he nor his men advanced. They outnumbered Ridmark, and had no reason not to attack. Unless…
Unless they were waiting for someone else.
A concealed archer, perhaps?
Ridmark threw himself to the ground and rolled, and an instant later two crossbow bolts bounced off the street, tips gleaming with poison. Paul shouted a frustrated curse, and Ridmark got to his feet. 
Two men in dark cloaks emerged from the burning houses, crossbows in hand. Beneath the cloaks they wore black trousers, boots, and cuirasses of red leather. 
Blood-colored leather.
“The Red Family?” said Ridmark. “You hired assassins from the Red Family of Cintarra? Have you utterly lost your mind?”
Paul laughed. “You’re a dangerous man, exile. Why not hire the best? Kill him!”
The two assassins and the men-at-arms charged, and Ridmark raised his staff to defend himself. The men-at-arms came at him, shields extended, while the assassins circled to the side. Each assassin carried a sword in his right hand and a dagger in his left. 
“Leading from the rear, Sir Paul?” said Ridmark, hoping to goad Paul into a mistake. “Are all the Enlightened of Incariel so brave?”
“I’m going to live forever, exile,” said Paul. “As much as I shall enjoy watching you die, there’s no reason to risk my life.” 
“You will die,” said one of the assassins, “in the name of Mhor, and your blood shall water his altar.” 
“Then stop talking,” said Ridmark, “and do it.” He glared at Paul, still backing away. “I’m going to…”
In one smooth motion, he reversed his momentum and drove his staff towards the assassin on the left. The man reacted, bringing his blades up in a cross-parry to shield his face, but Ridmark shifted his aim. The butt of the staff jabbed into the man’s belly, and the assassin stumbled with a wheeze. The other men rushed at Ridmark, and he whipped his staff in a wide circle, forcing them to take a cautious step back as the first assassin recovered his breath.
Ridmark was in trouble. 
The men-at-arms and the assassins knew their business, and sooner or later they would rush him and kill him. Ridmark would kill one or two before he fell. Unless Ridmark changed the terms of the fight. 
For a moment he considered running back to the church for help and discarded the idea. If he did, the assassins and the men-at-arms would certainly kill Gavin or Kharlacht or Caius or one of the others. Ridmark deserved to die for what had happened to Aelia. Caius and Calliande and the others did not deserve to die alongside him. 
Not for the mistakes he had made.
Ridmark risked a look around the street. All the houses had burned, but the blacksmith’s shop stood mostly intact. Its walls had been built of stone, no doubt to keep a fire contained in the event of an accident. Yet a fire still crackled within the interior, the remnants of the roof dancing with flames.
He backed away another step, shifting his staff to his right hand and drawing his orcish war axe with his left. The men-at-arms continued their steady advance, shields raised. The assassins remained on the side, watching for an opening to strike.
Ridmark darted forward, swinging the axe. The man-at-arms on the left raised his shield and caught the blow, splinters flying from the impact. The assassins lunged, closing at Ridmark’s sides, and he jumped back, whipping the staff in a circle to ward off their blades. A sword struck the staff, the impact almost knocking the weapon from Ridmark’s grasp, but he moved out of reach.
Paul laughed. “This is more enjoyable than I thought! The great Ridmark Arban, the man who slew an urdmordar and returned from Urd Morlemoch, dancing in the street with a stick.”
Ridmark lashed his axe at the shield again. Again the assassins closed around him, and again he barely got out of the way. One of the assassins’ swords slashed his right shoulder, drawing blood. Their crossbow quarrels had been poisoned, but he hoped they had not envenomed their blades. He backed away, the men-at-arms and assassins moving with more confidence. 
Ridmark attacked again, raising the axe in his left hand to strike.
The men-at-arms raised their shields, ready to absorb his blow.
At the last minute Ridmark spun flung the axe with all his strength. 
His aim was off, and the heavy axe had not been designed for throwing. Yet the blade sank two inches into an assassin’s thigh with a meaty thud. The assassin’s eyes widened, his leg spurting blood the color of his armor, and he loosed a high scream, charging at Ridmark. But the assassin’s leg collapsed, the man tumbling to the ground before the men-at-arms. For a moment, just a moment, the men-at-arms hesitated, blocked by the prone form of the bleeding assassin. 
And that was all that Ridmark needed.
He charged at the second assassin, both hands around his staff. The assassin raised his blades in a cross-parry, and Ridmark let his staff slam against the sword and dagger. The assassin growled, straining to hold the parry in place, and Ridmark spun his staff and thrust. The end of his weapon rammed into the assassin’s mouth with enough force to shatter teeth, and the man’s head jerked back. Ridmark kicked, his boot hammering into the assassin’s knee, and the man stumbled, giving Ridmark the opening he needed to slam his staff against the assassin’s temple.
The assassin fell dead at his feet. 
But then the men-at-arms reached Ridmark.
He jerked back, and the blow of a mace clipped the side of his chest, spinning him around. Ridmark ducked under the next blow and thrust with his staff, the weapon bouncing off the chain mail of a man-at-arms. Paul charged with a yell, his sword a gleaming blur, and Ridmark fell back.
He had to get away. Facing Paul alone would have been a challenge, and the men-at-arms made it almost impossible. He had…
A click filled his ears.
The assassin he had wounded lay prone on the street, a loaded crossbow in his hands.
Ridmark feinted right, Paul’s sword clipping his left hip, pain flooding through his leg. But Ridmark kept moving, his staff sweeping low and tangling in the legs of a man-at-arms. 
The man stumbled with a curse just as the assassin squeezed his crossbow’s trigger. 
The man-at-arms jerked as the the barbed head of the quarrel erupted from his chest, and collapsed to the ground. 
Ridmark raced for the entrance to the blacksmith’s shop. He rammed his wounded shoulder against the door, and he stepped into a room filled with smoke. The walls still stood, as did the timbers of the roof, but part of the second floor had collapsed, fires crackling across the piled debris scattered about the floor.
Yet the stairs to the remnants of the second floor still stood.
Ridmark dashed up the stairs, ignoring the pain from his wounds. He propped his staff against the wall, snatched his bow from his shoulder, and put an arrow against the string. 
A moment later the final man-at-arms burst through the door, Paul on his heels.
Ridmark loosed an arrow and the man-at-arms tried to dodge, but the arrow struck his left shoulder. His armor turned most of its force, but the steel head sank an inch or so into his flesh. The man-at-arms shouted in pain and stormed up the stairs, his shield leading. 
Ridmark grabbed his staff and swung with all the strength he could muster. The staff struck the shield with a resounding crack. The power of the blow put stress upon the man’s wounded arm, and his shield dipped. Ridmark whipped the staff over his head, driving its length into the man’s forehead, and again into his throat.
The man-at-arms toppled off the stairs, landed in a pile of burning planks, and did not move again. 
“Very clever,” sneered Paul. “Very clever, indeed.”
“Then come up and finish it, then,” said Ridmark.
“I don’t need to,” said Paul. “I know something that you don’t.”
“What’s that?” said Ridmark, bracing himself for an attack.
Paul took his shield in both hands. “This.”
He swung the heavy sheet of wood and metal into a pillar.
As it happened, the last pillar supporting the remnants of the second floor.
The charred pillar snapped, and the floor collapsed beneath Ridmark’s boots.
 
###
 
“Let her sleep,” said Calliande. “When Ridmark gets back with water and food, we’ll wake her long enough to eat and drink, and then she should sleep for the rest of the night.” 
Gavin nodded. He sat on the steps alongside Rosanna. Calliande felt a pang of sympathy for him. He was obviously in love with the girl, and she was just as obviously in love with the blacksmith’s apprentice. Between that, and learning that his father had betrayed his people to Agrimnalazur, Calliande would have expected Gavin to fall to pieces. 
But he did not.
“What of Father Martel?” said Gavin.
“We shall let him rest,” said Calliande. 
“We will pray for him later, you and I, after Ridmark returns” said Caius. “I fear that is all we can do for him now.” 
“Thank you,” said Gavin.
“When Ridmark returns,” said Calliande. “He has been gone longer than I would have thought.”
Kharlacht shrugged. “It is a large village, Magistria. It will take time to search.”
“Perhaps he found another group of survivors,” said Caius. 
“Or he ran into trouble,” said Calliande. Ridmark, for all his prowess, was just one man. Suppose some misfortune had overtaken him? 
She made up her mind.
“I will go find him,” said Calliande, standing.
“Are you sure that is wise?” said Caius. “Ridmark bade us to stay here.”
“He did,” said Calliande, “but he may have encountered some difficulty.”
“I will go,” said Kharlacht.
“No,” said Calliande. “Stay here and guard the others. I have magic. I can defend myself, and if Ridmark has found wounded survivors I can aid them.” 
That was not a pleasant thought.
To work a spell of healing, she had to take the pain of the injury into herself. She had felt every one of Rosanna’s cuts and bruises, the searing pain of Martel’s gash. Of course, the pain passed in moments, and if Calliande had not used her magic, the victims would have been forced to endure the pain for weeks as their bodies slowly healed.
But the pain was still real, and it drained her. 
“Very well,” said Kharlacht.
“We shall watch over the others until you return,” said Caius.
Calliande left the church.
She stepped outside and stared at the burning houses. She was certain, utterly certain, she had seen places like this before, villages ravaged by war. But she could not recall where or when. 
And she was certain the villages had been destroyed by ice.
The Frostborn.
This could happen again if she did not find Dragonfall and discover the truth of herself, if she did not stop the return of the Frostborn…
Calliande shook aside her fears and went in search of Ridmark. She could hardly stop the Frostborn if Agrimnalazur and her minions killed them all. She headed towards the village’s southern gate. Knowing Ridmark, he would make for the wall and walk a circuit of the ramparts. That would give him a view of the village, and…
She stopped.
Three bodies lay in the street outside the blacksmith’s shop.
The first was one of Paul Tallmane’s men-at-arms, the bolt of a crossbow through his chest. The man had not been dead for more than five minutes. Two other bodies lay nearby, clad in dark cloaks and armor of blood-colored leather.
And the sight of red leather pulled up dark memories from the mists choking Calliande’s past.
“My God,” she said. “The Red Family of Mhor…”
Then she realized one of the red-armored corpses wasn’t dead, that the assassin was sitting up and leveling a crossbow… 
Calliande thrust out her hands, drawing upon her magic. A shield of translucent white light flared before her as the assassin squeezed the crossbow’s trigger. The quarrel struck the shield, the power of her ward turning aside the bolt. The light faded, and the assassin sagged to the ground. She stood over him, ready to work another spell, and the assassin’s unfocused eyes turned towards her. 
“The Red Family,” said Calliande. She must have encountered them in her past life, if she could remember them now. “I thought you would have been wiped out centuries ago.”
He bared his teeth at her. “The Gray Knight’s…the Gray Knight’s whore. The Matriarch…sent us to kill him. But she would…she would have also paid well for…for…”
He went limp, and she knew he would die unless she healed him. She prepared the spell, bracing herself for the agony of the man’s wounds. She had to heal him, had to learn more.
Then she heard the sounds of fighting from inside the blacksmith’s shop.
“Ridmark,” she whispered. 
 
###
 
Ridmark landed atop a pile of charred planks and felt a dozen eruptions of pain in his back and legs. For a moment sheer agony filled him, and he could not move, could not breathe.
Paul charged at him, sword drawn back to stab, and Ridmark realized that if he did not move, he was going to die.
He might have deserved death, but he had no wish to surrender to his life to the likes of Paul Tallmane and his Enlightened of Incariel. 
Paul stabbed, and Ridmark swung his staff. He barely managed to deflect the sword point aimed at his heart, and instead the tip of the blade skidded down his ribs. Ridmark kicked, and caught Paul in the knee. The knight stumbled, and Ridmark heaved himself to his feet, pain throbbing through him. He thrust his staff, but Paul blocked the blow on his shield.  
“Pathetic,” said Paul. “The son of the Dux of Taliand fighting with a quarterstaff like a commoner. You weren’t worthy of marrying Aelia. She should have wed Dux Tarrabus. He saw how pathetic you were.”
Ridmark felt himself smile, tasting the blood on his tongue. “Do you want to know why I fight with a quarterstaff?”
Paul sneered. “Because you were a coward and stripped of your Soulblade?”
“True,” said Ridmark. “It also lets me do this.”
He charged at Paul, and the knight got his shield up. As he did, Ridmark adjusted his grip on the staff and caught the weapon behind the lip of the shield. He wrenched, pulling the startled Paul towards him. Paul tried to get his sword up, but he was too close, and Ridmark slammed his forehead into Paul’s face. Fresh pain burst through Ridmark’s head, but Paul staggered with a cry. Ridmark got both hands around his staff and brought it down with all his strength.
He heard the bones in Paul’s sword hand shatter, and Paul screamed as his sword clanged against the floor. Ridmark swung again, his staff hitting Paul across the chest, and the knight fell out the door and into the street. 
He landed with a clang of armor and tried to rise, and Ridmark rested the tip of his staff upon Paul’s throat.
“Yield,” croaked Paul. “I yield. Yield! God, you killed them all! I yield!
“You…” said Ridmark. 
Only then did he notice Calliande standing in the street, her mouth hanging open in surprise.
“Magistria,” said Ridmark. He turned his head and spat out a mouthful of blood.
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. “What happened?” 
“Sir Paul came to Aranaeus to kill me, since Dux Tarrabus has a grudge,” said Ridmark. “He also hired some brothers of the Red Family to help him. They failed.” The shock of combat had worn off, and he felt himself growing angry. “Tell me. When the arachar came, when they carried off men and women and children in chains, did you help them? Did you lift a sword in their defense?” 
“Of course not,” said Paul. “The peasant scum are not worth my time.”
“Thank you,” said Ridmark.
“For what?” said Paul.
“For letting me do this with a clear conscience,” said Ridmark.
He raised his staff.
“No,” said Paul, his eyes widening. “No, don’t! Don’t!”
“Wait,” said Calliande. “Wait! You can’t just kill him in cold blood. He yielded.”
Ridmark opened his mouth to ask why not, and then stopped himself. 
“And he might know something useful about the urdmordar,” said Calliande.
“I doubt that,” said Ridmark. “He claims to be part of a group called the Enlightened of Incariel.” 
Her blue eyes went wide. “Incariel? Did you say Incariel?”
Ridmark frowned. “You know it?”
“I do,” said Calliande. She frowned. “Or, at least, I think I did. It’s a high elven word, I think. I can’t remember what it means.” For a moment she looked so frustrated that Ridmark thought that she was going to kick Paul. “I know it. I could swear I knew what it meant. But I cannot remember.”
Paul laughed. “Where did you find this one, exile? Give me a few copper coins and I could find you a brighter woman in the brothels of Coldinium…”
The back of Paul’s head bounced off the ground when the butt of Ridmark’s staff impacted with his forehead.
“The next time you insult her,” said Ridmark, “I shall break your other hand. I trust we understand each other.” 
Paul’s glare held a mixture of rage and fear. But mostly fear. 
“These Enlightened of Incariel,” said Calliande. “Who are they?”
“Those who see the truth,” said Paul, sneering at her, “that the church is merely a collection of lies to gull the credulous. The Enlightened of Incariel are stronger men, superior men, and we shall become stronger yet. We will ascend to immortal godhood, and rule this world with justice and a firm hand for all eternity.” 
“I think,” said Ridmark, “this ‘Incariel’ is merely another term for the great void the dark elves worshipped.”
“Yes,” said Calliande, nodding. “Yes, you’re right. I had forgotten that.” She looked at Paul. “Are you mad? You are worshipping the great darkness? It brought nothing but ruin and despair to the dark elves.”
Paul shook his head. “The dark elves were fools. We shall seize the power they were too feeble to take, and make ourselves into gods.”
“You are mad,” said Calliande, her voice harsh, her face stern. “You repeat the folly of Eve when she heeded the serpent. We are men, not gods, and the most terrible suffering results when we try to wield the power that rightfully belongs to God alone.” 
“Do not lecture me with your cringing morality,” said Paul. “Power belongs to those bold enough to claim it and strong enough to wield…”
“A fine argument,” said Ridmark, “coming from an armored swordsman who was defeated by a man with a stick.”
Paul fell silent.
“What are you going to do with him?” said Calliande.
Ridmark said nothing.
Fear began to replace the anger on Paul’s face.
“He should be put on trial for attempted murder,” said Calliande, “but we are outside the realm. There is no one here to judge him. And there is no one here to imprison him.” She took a deep breath. “That means…that means your only choices are to kill him or to let him go.” 
Still Ridmark said nothing.
“Wait,” said Paul. “If you let me go, I will take an oath not to do you harm…”
“An oath on what?” said Ridmark. “God? The saints? The Dominus Christus? You’ve rejected them as myths. I suppose you could swear upon Incariel, but I suspect your Incariel teaches that oaths to lesser men mean nothing. But, then, by your own creed, you deserve to die, do you not? You were weak. I am the stronger, and I have the right to do with you as I wish.”
The fear swallowed Paul’s anger.
“Ridmark,” said Calliande.
Ridmark lifted his staff, and Paul’s eyes grew wide.
He put the butt of the staff on the ground and leaned on it, his weary muscles throbbing. 
“Go,” said Ridmark. “Go to Castra Carhaine. Now.”
Paul got to his feet, his eyes wary. “Why?”
“Go to the Dux Tarrabus,” said Ridmark, “and tell him that the Frostborn are returning. That’s what the omen of the blue fire meant, Paul. It is a sign of the return of the Frostborn. Tell Tarrabus that he must prepare his people and his lands. I know he hates me, but this is more important. He must prepare.” 
“That’s it?” said Paul, holding his broken hand to his chest. “You want me to tell the Dux that…nonsense?”
“Tarrabus is many things,” said Ridmark, “but stupid is not one of them. Go.” 
“I need my supplies, my horse,” said Paul. “There are beastmen loose around the town…”
“Go,” said Ridmark. “Surely a superior man will have no trouble overcoming such trivial obstacles.” He pointed the staff. “You should have a few hours of daylight yet. No sense wasting it. Because if I ever see you again, I will kill you.”
The last hint of defiance drained from Paul’s face, and he fled through the southern gate. 
Ridmark leaned on his staff and watched him go. 
“Hold still,” said Calliande.
“Wait,” said Ridmark, the white fire glimmering around her fingers. “I’m not that badly hurt, and you should save your strength for…”
She put both hands on his head, and the freezing cold and burning heat of her magic washed through him, and he heard her scream as she took the pain of his wounds into herself. Her eyes grew wide, and she let out a long, ragged breath as the pain of his injuries faded away.
She stepped back, shook her head, and pushed the hair back from her face.
“You were hurt,” said Calliande. “Not as bad as you could have been, but you were hurt. My God, all that pain. How do you stand it?”
“I’ve had some practice,” said Ridmark. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” said Calliande. “You’re an idiot, you know.”
“Probably,” said Ridmark. He retrieved his axe from the dead brother of the Red Family and cleaned the blade on the dead man’s cloak.
“Why did you try to fight all five of them by yourself?” said Calliande. 
“I won, did I not?” said Ridmark, returning the axe to his belt. 
“Barely,” said Calliande. “You were trying to get yourself killed, weren’t you? For Aelia’s death, and you cannot blame…”
“I do not wish to speak of that,” said Ridmark.
“For God’s sake, Ridmark,” said Calliande. “If you cannot forgive yourself for it, then find a way to live with it. Because if Paul had been a little bit smarter or you had been a little less lucky, you would be dead now.”
“Would that be such a bad thing?” said Ridmark.
“It would, yes,” said Calliande. “Because if you had thrown away your life like you wanted, then all those people at Dun Licinia would be dead. I would be dead. And if that is not enough for you, then think on this. The Frostborn are coming back, and we are the only ones who know it…and I cannot stop it by myself. I need your help. Ridmark, please.” She swallowed, the veins twitching in her temples. “Don’t throw your life away to punish yourself. Please.” 
He stared at her. Her concern touched him. He did not care what happened to him, but she did. He wished she did not…but it was heartening nonetheless. 
“Very well,” said Ridmark. “I promise not to kill myself.”
One blond eyebrow rose. “That isn’t what I asked.”
“True,” said Ridmark. “I will be more careful.” He thought it over. “At least as careful as we can be while pursuing a female urdmordar and her cult of worshippers while a vengeful Dux sends assassins to kill me.”
Calliande sighed. “It does sound unlikely when you phrase it like that, does it not? Do we even have a chance, Ridmark? Magic is the only thing that can hurt a female urdmordar, and I fear mine is not powerful enough to kill one.” 
“If we are bold and fortunate,” said Ridmark, “perhaps we can get the captives away from the cult and the arachar before the urdmordar notices. But we will not know until we make the attempt.”
“True enough,” said Calliande. “We need to gather supplies for tomorrow, and we both need rest. I assume you will want to leave at daybreak?”
Ridmark nodded, and they walked back to the church to tell the others what had happened.



Chapter 13 - Talons
The next morning Gavin left Aranaeus with Ridmark, his companions, and Rosanna and Father Martel.

Gavin wished he could have convinced them to remain behind. But Rosanna and Father Martel had insisted on accompanying them. Ridmark had acquiesced without much argument. Aranaeus had been destroyed, and was vulnerable to any scavengers or predators. One old man and one young woman would not be safe there. 
And it would be cruel to force them to remain in a burned village filled with the dead. 
So the seven of them headed north, each carrying as many supplies as they could manage. Father Martel had insisted that he could walk, but Calliande had been just as insistent that he should ride, and Calliande had won out in the end.
Gavin suspected Calliande often won arguments.
So Father Martel rode one of the surviving mules. Ridmark took the lead with Kharlacht, the two of them conferring about the terrain. Evidently Kharlacht had once lived in Vhaluusk, and was familiar with the hills, even if he had never been to Urd Arowyn. Calliande walked alongside the mule, keeping an eye on the old priest. Brother Caius brought up the back, keeping watch for any pursuers. 
Gavin and Rosanna walked in front of the dwarven friar.
Rosanna looked at Aranaeus, her eyes red and raw. Some thin plumes of smoke still rose from the ruins, stark against the blue sky. They had spent the night in the church, sleeping upon the floor, and Gavin had heard her weeping, her face muffled in her blanket to keep from waking the others. 
“We’ll get Philip back,” said Gavin.
“Are you sure?” said Rosanna, looking back at him.
Gavin thought of the things he had seen, the spiderlings in the ruins, the scar-faced arachar orcs striding through the ashes of Aranaeus.
The scarred orcs he had killed.
“No,” said Gavin. “I’m not sure of anything.”
“It’s all gone, Gavin,” said Rosanna. “My father’s house, the blacksmith’s shop, the inn, all of it. I spent my entire life there, and it’s gone.”
“I know,” said Gavin. Her father Richard had farmed outside the walls, and then made barrels during the winter. Nothing had remained of his home but ashes and burned timbers. Gavin had not even been sure if the old man’s body had been in the wreckage. Richard had always been kind to Gavin, but he had always just as firmly preferred that his daughter wed Philip. 
“How could your father do this to us?” said Rosanna. “Why did he betray us to an urdmordar?”
“Because he is a coward,” said Gavin. “He has always been a coward. He let Morwen control him, and he sold out our neighbors the urdmordar.”
He got angry when thought of it, so angry he wanted to shout and hit things. He vowed to make his father pay for what he had done. 
“I’m sorry,” said Rosanna.
Gavin blinked. “For what?”
“For not thinking of you,” said Rosanna. “Your home was burned, too. And to find out that your father did those things…Gavin, I know you never got along with him, but it still must be horrible. 
“Don’t worry about me,” said Gavin. “You lost more than I did. But Philip could still be alive.”
“Maybe,” said Rosanna, her lip twitching. 
On impulse he grabbed her hand, and she looked at him, surprised.
“I don’t know if Philip is still alive,” said Gavin. “I don’t know if any of the others are alive, either. But I promise you that I will not rest until I find a way to free them.”
She smiled. “Thank you. It…without you, Gavin, I think I might lie down and cry until I died.”
He wanted to lean in close and kiss her. He wanted that more than anything. But he knew that she was crying for Philip. 
So he made himself smile and let go of her hand. 
“You’re welcome,” he said. 
“The Gray Knight,” said Rosanna, looking at Ridmark. “Do you think he knows what he is doing?”
“What do you mean?” said Gavin. 
“This place we’re going,” said Rosanna. “Urd Arowyn. Do you think the arachar orcs took the captives there?”
“It makes sense,” said Gavin. “I saw the inside of Urd Dagaash.” Even after everything that had happened, she still shivered at the name. “There isn’t enough to room to keep everyone there, especially if Agrimnalazur’s servants have been kidnapping beastmen.” He shrugged. “And if he’s wrong, he knows how to follow trails. That many people will have left a wide trail. We can follow them to the ends of the earth.” 
“Do you think we can even get them back?” said Rosanna. “Even if we find them?”
“If anyone do it, it’s the Gray Knight,” said Gavin.
Rosanna looked doubtful.
“We would have died in Urd Dagaash,” said Gavin. “Those spiderlings should have killed us all. But Ridmark defeated them. A dozen spiderlings, and he killed them all. And those assassins that Sir Paul brought with him? Ridmark killed them, too.” He shook his head. “Lady Calliande’s magic is powerful, and Kharlacht is a strong warrior. Brother Caius even fights, and he is a friar! Rosanna, if anyone can find a way to rescue our neighbors, it is the Gray Knight and his friends.”
“I hope you are right,” said Rosanna.
They kept walking, following Ridmark’s lead.  
 
###
 
Ridmark crossed the stream and cast about for the trail.
It was not hard to find. Nearly six hundred people had been taken from Aranaeus, and Ridmark suspected they had been captured by around one hundred and fifty orcs and humans. Such a large group had left a trail that a child could have followed. 
“There,” said Ridmark. “They went that way. They’re circling around the base of Urd Dagaash’s hill.”
“Then you were right,” rumbled Kharlacht, “and they are making for Urd Arowyn.”
“Most likely,” said Ridmark. “Or another ruin in the hills, or a cavern where the urdmordar could hide her larder. But the arachar are probably making for Urd Arowyn.”
And they would do so slowly. Six hundred men, women, and children would not travel quickly. Ridmark’s small group, even with Father Martel on the mule, could overtake the prisoners.
Though he had no idea what to do then.
There were between one hundred and fifty and two hundred arachar, their strength and prowess enhanced by Agrimnalazur’s blood. Ridmark’s group had seven people, two of them a tired old man and a girl who had never lifted a weapon in anger. If they tried a direct confrontation, they would die.
Ridmark had to think of something clever.
The beginnings of a plan simmered at the edge of his mind. 
Ridmark looked at the trees around them, scanning the ground for the trail of the captives and the arachar, but his mind turned back to Calliande. She had come after him once Paul and his hirelings from the Red Family had attacked, but she couldn’t have known that he was in danger. 
Yet she had come anyway. 
Her concern touched him, though he did not deserve it. He wondered who she had been in her previous life, before she had gone to sleep away the centuries in the dark vault below the Tower of Vigilance. Even before her magic had returned, she had been brave. What would she be like if her memories resurfaced? 
If he wanted the answer to that mystery, he would have to go to Urd Morlemoch and pry the secret out of the Warden. Or find the Dragonfall place she had remembered. 
“Is something amiss?” said Kharlacht.
“Hmm?” said Ridmark, shaking off his reverie. There was a time and a place for such musings. Tracking a band of arachar through the hills of the Wilderland was neither. “Nothing more than is obvious, I fear.” 
Kharlacht nodded. “The situation is dire. But no more dire than the siege of Dun Licinia, and you found a way to break that.”
Ridmark frowned. “I had little enough to do with it. Sir Constantine came with reinforcements, and Calliande broke the spells around Qazarl. I only…”
He stopped, raising a hand, and the others halted.
“What is it?” said Calliande.
“Father Martel, Rosanna,” said Ridmark. “Have you ever spoken to a beastman before?”
Rosanna shook her head.
“I have seen them from afar,” said Martel, “but never spoken with one.”
“That’s about to change,” said Ridmark. “Get off the mule and hold it steady. It might panic. Try not to stare at any of the beastmen, but if you do, for God’s sake do not break eye contact. If they become hostile, stay near Calliande. They’ll do whatever she tells them to do.”
Rosanna’s eyes grew wide, but the old priest nodded. 
A few moments later the lupivirii appeared out of the surrounding forest. There were nearly a score of them, and they moved into a loose ring around Ridmark’s group. One of the lupivir moved forward on all fours, and then reared up on his legs. His form shifted and blurred, and Ridmark found himself looking at Rakhaag son of Balhaag son of Talhaag.
“Rakhaag son of Balhaag,” said Ridmark, meeting the lupivir’s gaze.
Rakhaag growled and began speaking orcish. “Ridmark son of Leogrance.” His breath hissed through his fangs. “It seems the words you spoke to the True People were not false words.” 
“You saw what happened to the village, then?” said Ridmark.
“Yes.” The lupivir moved closer. “We saw the men and orcs who have been taking our young, a great pack of them. They descended upon the village with metal weapons and fire, and took many captives.”
“Do you know where they went?” said Ridmark.
“You are upon their trail,” said Rakhaag. “I believed they would go to Urd Dagaash and overwhelm you within the ruins. But instead they circled around the hill and went to the north.” 
“Then you see,” said Ridmark, “that the men of Aranaeus did not take your females and your young?”
“No,” said Rakhaag. “You told it truly. But it seems there are traitors within the men of Aranaeus.”
“What do you mean?” said Ridmark. 
“A man of Aranaeus commanded the tainted men and tainted orcs,” said Rakhaag.
“Describe him,” said Ridmark.
Rakhaag closed his eyes, no doubt communing with the great memory of the lupivirii. “Old. Older than you. Curly gray hair. He smelled sick. A woman was with him. She smelled…tainted, as did the orcs.”
“The man was Cornelius, the praefectus of the village,” said Ridmark. Gavin looked up at the mention of his father’s name. “The woman was Morwen, his wife. And they, I fear, are responsible for kidnapping your females and your young.”
Rakhaag bared his fangs. “You will tell me more.”
“Do you know,” said Ridmark, “of the urdmordar?” 
A violent shudder went through Rakhaag, and the other lupivirii growled.
“The great spider-devils,” said Rakhaag. “They are death made flesh, and they weave webs of lies and dark magic. Ever since the great memory first began upon this world, they have tormented us and hunted us.”
“You said the orcs smelled tainted,” said Ridmark. “They are called arachar. They drank of the blood of the urdmordar Agrimnalazur to make themselves stronger and faster.”
“The True People have faced such foes before,” said Rakhaag. “The great memory records that the dark elves brought us to this world to fight their wars. But then the dark elves summoned the urdmordar, and the spider-devils enslaved them. The True People fled south to escape the urdmordar, for no one can stand before them.” His fangs clicked. “And these arachar took the humans of Aranaeus?”

“Aye,” said Ridmark. “And they took your kin.”
“Why?” said Rakhaag. “The urdmordar have hunted us before, but never sent their slaves to do it for them.”
“Because,” said Ridmark, “the Staffbearer has returned.”
He did not dare look away from Rakhaag, but he heard the crunch of fallen leaves as Calliande came to his side.
“You know why the Staffbearer has awakened,” said Ridmark. “The Frostborn are returning, unless we find a way to stop it. The urdmordar know it, too. So they are preparing, like a squirrel storing nuts for the winter. Agrimnalazur sent her servants to kidnap men and women, both human and of the True People, and bring them to her lair. Then she will use her venom to put them into a deep sleep, and feed on them while the Frostborn cover the world in ice.”
“This news is dire,” said Rakhaag. “An urdmordar is a terrible foe.”
“They are,” said Ridmark, “but I suspect I know where Agrimnalazur’s servants have taken your missing females and young.”
“Where?” said Rakhaag. 
“A dark elven ruin several days north of here,” said Ridmark. “A place called Urd Arowyn.”
Rakhaag recoiled, breaking gazes with Ridmark. Ridmark lifted his staff, wondering if Rakhaag intended to attack. But Rakhaag did nothing, and after a moment Ridmark realized what had happened. 
The name had made Rakhaag recoil.
“That is an evil place,” said Rakhaag, “worse than Urd Dagaash.”
“I take it anyone who enters Urd Arowyn never returns?” said Ridmark. If a female urdmordar laired within the ruins, that made sense.
“Yes,” said Rakhaag. “But a greater evil dwells within the fortress. If anyone enters the ruins, the dead rise to attack them. And sometimes packs of the dead issue from the gates and drag the living within the walls.”
“The dead?” said Ridmark.
“Desiccated and dry,” said Rakhaag. “They reeked of dark magic.”
“Not dead, but undead,” said Calliande. “Urdmordar are thrifty creatures. Once they devour their victims, often they keep the corpses and use their black magic to raise them as guardians.”
“Evil magic,” said Rakhaag.
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “That is your true foe, Rakhaag. Not the arachar, the orcs with tainted blood. Not the traitors within Aranaeus who sold their neighbors to the urdmordar. They are only the tools of Agrimnalazur. She is the one who has taken your females and young, and if we do not stop her, she will feast upon them all.”
“Then we are extinct,” said Rakhaag. 
“Extinct?” said Ridmark. 
“Most of our females and young were taken,” said Rakhaag. “Not enough females remain to sustain our numbers. Soon we will fall victim to disease and the hunt and old age. Our numbers shall dwindle, and we shall only be a memory.” 
“Unless we retrieve your females and children from Urd Arowyn,” said Ridmark.
“We cannot,” said Rakhaag. “You cannot. The True People cannot defeat an urdmordar. We can only flee from them.” 
“The men of Andomhaim have defeated the urdmordar,” said Ridmark.
“When they had magic,” said Rakhaag. “The great memory knows this. You have no magic, Ridmark son of Leogrance. You have no way to harm an urdmordar.”
“The Staffbearer has magic,” said Ridmark.
Again Rakhaag looked away, his yellow eyes focusing on Calliande. “Is your magic strong enough to slay an urdmordar, Staffbearer?”
Calliande stood with her chin raised, like a queen addressing her subjects. “I will not lie to you, Rakhaag son of Balhaag son of Talhaag. I have magic, but it is not enough to kill an urdmordar. Not without help.”
“Then it is futile,” said Rakhaag. “The True People must withdraw from these hills, and hunt until death takes us.” His rasping voice was heavy with sorrow. 
“No,” said Ridmark.
Rakhaag snarled, slashing at the air with a clawed hand. “What would you have us do? We cannot defeat the urdmordar.”
“No,” said Ridmark again, “but we need not kill Agrimnalazur to get your kin back, do we? We need only enter Urd Arowyn and escape with them.”
Rakhaag blinked. “What do you mean?”
“It is simple,” said Ridmark. “We will enter Urd Arowyn in disguise, find a way to rescue the prisoners, and escape with them.”
“Madness,” said Rakhaag. “You will almost certainly perish in such an attempt.”
“Indeed,” said Ridmark. “And you might as well. But you are going to die anyway, are you not? How do you want to die, Rakhaag? Alone in the wilderness, dying of old age and hunger, the last of the True People?”
Rakhaag growled, stepping closer.
“Ridmark,” said Calliande.
“Or,” said Ridmark, “would you rather die fighting to free your females and young from lives of slavery? Those are the choices before you. I am going to Urd Arowyn, and I am going to free the prisoners or die trying. I would have you accompany us, if you would.”
“To what end?” said Rakhaag.
“Many hands,” said Ridmark, “make for light work.”
Actually, he was not sure what the lupivirii could do. He needed to have a look at Urd Arowyn before he decided upon a plan of action. Nevertheless, their aid would be useful. The arachar were fearsome fighters, but so were the lupivirii. 
Rakhaag said nothing. For the first time Ridmark saw hints of doubt, even fear, on his thick features. The beastmen did not live long lives, and Rakhaag could not have been much older than Gavin. Now the alpha had to face terrible foes, make decisions that could kill every member of his pack. Even the great memory could not offer much guidance.
“Staffbearer,” said Rakhaag. “You were a friend to the True People, long ago. What is your counsel? What should we do?”
Calliande took a deep breath. “I do not presume to command you.” 
“But we shall heed your counsel,” said Rakhaag.
“Then my counsel is that you should follow Ridmark,” said Calliande. “If anyone can find a way to free your kin, Ridmark can do it. He has defeated great foes in the past.”
For a long time Rakhaag said nothing, his eyes closed. The other lupivirii had their eyes closed as well. Ridmark suspected they were communicating without speech, using the strange telepathy of their kindred. 
At last Rakhaag’s eyes opened.
“So be it,” said the lupivir alpha. “We will follow you, Ridmark son of Leogrance son of Rience, because the Staffbearer has spoken for you.” 
“Then we shall go into battle together,” said Ridmark, “and meet victory or death as one.” 
“What do you wish us to do?” said Rakhaag.
“For now, travel north with us,” said Ridmark. “We follow the trail of the arachar to Urd Arowyn. But your senses are keener than ours, and I would like your packs to scout around us, to keep watch for any arachar.”
“If they approach, we shall kill them,” said Rakhaag.
“Or wound them, and then question them,” said Ridmark. “The more we know about our foes, the better.”
“Words,” spat Rakhaag. “Mere words. What good are words? Deeds are better.”
“True,” said Ridmark, “but the right words at the right time might save your kin. We had best be on our way. I hope to make at least another ten miles before dark.”
“So be it,” said Rakhaag, and the lupivirii vanished into the trees.
 
###
 
Calliande watched the beastmen depart, and she heard Ridmark let out a long breath.
She looked at him as he wiped sweat from his forehead, despite the chill from the spring day. He had been less certain than he shown.
“Remind me,” said Calliande, “to never gamble with you.”
“Why is that?” said Ridmark.
“Because your face,” said Calliande, “rarely shows anything at all of your thoughts.”
To her surprise, he smiled. “Useful in a negotiation, is it not? And I am surprised you are averse to gambling with me. You’ve done nothing else since we rescued you from the standing stones.”
“I suppose you are right,” said Calliande.
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. “I do not think I could have persuaded Rakhaag on my own.”
“Do you have a plan?” said Calliande. 
“Not yet,” said Ridmark.
She frowned. “Then have I just told Rakhaag to take his kindred to their deaths?”
“They would have died in any event,” said Ridmark, “but I am not that callous. If Rakhaag flees and does nothing, his pack will eventually die out. If we go to Urd Arowyn and fight, perhaps we yet have a chance of freeing both his kin and the villagers of Aranaeus.”
“Then you have a way to succeed?” said Calliande.
“Maybe,” said Ridmark. “I would prefer to avoid facing Agrimnalazur altogether. If we can get the captives away without alerting her, that would be best.”
“A difficult task,” said Calliande.
“Aye,” said Ridmark with a shrug, “but all things worth doing are difficult, all they not?”



Chapter 14 - Urd Arowyn
Four days later, they came to the foothills of the mountains, and Ridmark Arban looked upon the walls of Urd Arowyn.

Little wonder the lupivirii feared the place. 
Ridmark had rarely seen a stronger fortress.
A flat-topped foothill rose at the edge of one of the mountains, its crest encircled by a white stone wall like a rampart made of gleaming bones. With the wall Ridmark saw the crumbling shapes of dark elven towers, constructed with strange, alien angles. A massive round tower, at least a hundred and fifty feet tall, rose from the heart of the ruins. A small culvert had been built in the base of the wall, and a waterfall fell in a brilliant white spray down two hundred feet of cliffs. Urd Arowyn had its own supply of water, and space enough within the walls to grow crops to support Agrimnalazur’s slaves. The fortress blocked off a narrow meadow climbing the side of the mountain, offering even more space for crops and herds. 
And Ridmark saw green-skinned figures in armor patrolling the outer wall and standing watch over the ruined gates.
Arachar orcs.
“Well,” murmured Caius, “getting in there is going to be something of a challenge.”
Ridmark nodded.  
They stood concealed in the trees on the far side of the valley, the waterfall’s stream flowing between them and the dark elven ruin. Ridmark wanted to move closer for a better look, but he dared not. Too much movement, and the guards might notice him. 
Calliande, Kharlacht, and Caius stood at his left, Gavin and Rosanna at stood at his right, Father Martel behind them. Rosanna gazed at the walls with wide eyes, while Gavin’s expression was hard. Ridmark saw Gavin reach for her hand and stop himself. 
“I think they’re building something on the walls,” said Caius, squinting.
“Siege engines, it looks like,” said Ridmark. “Ballistae and catapults. In case any passing orcs or kobolds decided to raid.”
Caius snorted. “Only foolish raiders would challenge the stronghold of an urdmordar.”
“Yes, like us,” said Ridmark. 
He knew the villagers of Aranaeus were within the walls of Urd Arowyn. The trail led right to the gates of the ruin. They had found a score of dead villagers scattered over the last few days. They had been very old or very young, unable to survive the rigors of a long journey across the wild.
So the arachar had left them to die.
They would pay for that. If Ridmark could find a way to make them pay.
He turned as Rakhaag glided towards them, moving without sound. For all their size and speed, the lupivirii could move with terrifying silence.
“We have arrived,” said Rakhaag.
“So we have,” said Ridmark.
“The scent goes right to Urd Arowyn, just as you claimed,” said Rakhaag. “Yet there is no sign of my kin. Where are they?”
“Likely within the walls,” said Ridmark. “I suspect your females and young are harder to control than orcish and human slaves. Most likely Agrimnalazur put them into the death sleep and secured them within her larder.”
“Then why do I not smell them?” said Rakhaag. The muscles on his legs and arms thickened, black fur covering more of his pale hide as he started to shift fully into beast form.
Ridmark frowned, and then nodded. “Ah. You think I led you false? You cannot find the trail of your kindred because the arachar took them through the Deeps. There is an entrance to the Deeps below Urd Dagaash, and most likely one below Urd Arowyn as well.”
“Then why did they not take the humans through the caverns?” said Rakhaag.
“Because,” said Ridmark, “the Deeps are cramped and full of dangers. Would you want to herd seven hundred humans through a narrow, dark cave while spitfangs and kobolds and worse things attack?”
Rakhaag considered this. “No. For many reasons.” 
“And if the arachar had moved your females and young through the forest, you would have been able to find them,” said Ridmark. “Instead, they took them into Urd Dagaash and then underground through the Deeps. That’s why you thought they disappeared.” 
It was devilishly clever. And the urdmordar were always diabolically clever. Gothalinzur had come within a hair’s breadth of destroying the village of Victrix before Ridmark had stumbled into her plan ten years ago.
And Agrimnalazur had already destroyed Aranaeus. 
But perhaps it was not too late to save the villagers and Rakhaag’s kin.
“Of the True People,” Ridmark asked Rakhaag, “how many have come at your call?”
“Several packs. Perhaps two hundred total,” said Rakhaag. “They remain out of sight around the valley.” He bared his teeth in the lupivirii equivalent of a smirk. “Not even the eyes of the tainted orcs can spot us. But we will need to act soon. There is not enough game here to support us, and we will need to move on.” 
“We shall,” said Ridmark. “Have your kin keep watch over the valley. If any additional arachar arrive, or if any arachar leave Urd Arowyn, tell me at once.”
“I shall do as you ask,” said Rakhaag, “but only because the Staffbearer wishes it of us.”
He melted back into the trees. 
Ridmark sighed. Rakhaag had never stopped challenging him since they had left Aranaeus, usually two or three times a day. Ridmark could hardly blame him for that. The lupivirii thought in terms of dominance and submission, and the dominant male had to fend off challengers to his position. If he could not, he was no longer fit to be the dominant male, and that was that. 
“I don’t think,” said Gavin, “that he likes you very much.” 
“Like and dislike have nothing to do with it,” said Calliande. “Ridmark forced him to submit when he rescued you. So now Rakhaag will do what Ridmark says. But he will never stop testing Ridmark to see if he is fit to be dominant.”
“There’s a reason,” said Ridmark, “most lupivirii males do not live to reach thirty years. They wind up killing each other in these endless challenges.”
“God gave men and orcs and dwarves rational faculties for a reason,” said Caius, “to help us govern our passions. I fear he chose not to bestow similar faculties upon the lupivirii, though I know not why.”
“Perhaps they have a wisdom we do not see,” said Martel. “The beastmen may kill each other, but they do not lie, cheat, steal, betray, or commit adultery. Too often we use our rational faculties to justify the most grievous evils.”
“I am not sure which would be better,” said Kharlacht, “to live as the beastmen do, or to live as we do and know betrayal.” 
“Perhaps the beastmen did not fall as mankind did,” said Caius, “and learn the knowledge of good and evil.”
“I do not care what they know,” said Rosanna. “I want for us to live in peace in the village, and for the beastmen to live in peace in the woods, and for both of us to leave the other alone.” 
“A noble goal,” said Caius. “Perhaps we shall yet…”
Ridmark ignored them as Caius and Martel launched into another one of their theological discussions. Gavin listened, his head moving back and forth as they talked. Should they live through this, the boy would receive quite an education. But Ridmark’s concerns were more practical. He looked at the cliff below Urd Arowyn’s southern wall, following the white line of the waterfall as it fell to the churning stream. 
At the pile of rocks at the base of the cliff, the water splashing against them.
“You do have a plan,” murmured Calliande, coming to his side.
Ridmark turned his gaze from the waterfall. “Oh?”
“And it has something to do with that waterfall, doesn't it?” said Calliande. 
“I don’t know for certain,” said Ridmark. “I will have to look before I know. But…”
“Ridmark!” said Gavin.
Rakhaag reappeared, loping on all fours. Ridmark lifted his staff, wondering if Rakhaag had decided to challenge him, but the lupivir stopped a few feet away and blurred into his half-human, half-bestial form. 
“What is it?” said Ridmark. 
“Tainted orcs moving through the woods near here,” said Rakhaag. “They left Urd Arowyn, and travel south.”
An idea flashed through Ridmark’s mind. “How many of them?”
“Seven,” said Rakhaag.
“Scouts, I deem,” said Kharlacht. “Likely Agrimnalazur’s minions have abducted slaves from villagers other than Aranaeus. No doubt the purpose of the scouts is to watch for anyone coming to rescue the prisoners.”
“Like us,” said Ridmark. Perhaps they ought to conceal themselves and wait for the scouts to pass. On the other hand, the scouts might present a useful opportunity. “Did they have food?”
“Food?” said Gavin, frowning. “We have enough supplies.”
Ridmark ignored the question. “Could the True People smell if they carried food?”
“They stank of the taint in their blood,” said Rakhaag, “of the foul poison of the spider they drank. They also smelled of wheat and oil and salt and old meat.”
“Jerky and hard bread,” said Ridmark. “Rations, for a long time away from Urd Arowyn.” 
“So if we kill them,” said Kharlacht, “no one may notice for a few days.”
“Precisely,” said Ridmark. “Calliande, Kharlacht, Caius, come with me. We’ll need to deal with these arachar…”
“Sir,” said Gavin, “I would like to come with you, if I may.”
“I would prefer that you watch over Rosanna and Father Martel,” said Ridmark. 
“The beastmen will ensure that no one draws near to them, sir,” said Gavin.
“The whelp speaks truth,” said Rakhaag. “These tainted orcs and their human allies lumber through the woods like cows. A year-old cub could track them with ease.” 
“This is my father’s fault,” said Gavin. “I need…I should do something to make it right. Anything.”
Ridmark started to say that Gavin might get killed, that Ridmark would have to answer to his mother and father.
But Gavin’s mother had been dead for years, and his father had likely tried to have him killed. Would Cornelius have spared Gavin? He wouldn’t have been able to convert Gavin to the worship of Agrimnalazur. Would he have fed his own son to an urdmordar?
There were many ways a man could respond to that kind of betrayal. Most of them weren’t good.
“Very well,” said Ridmark. “Come along.”
 
###
 
Gavin followed the others through the forest, trying to keep his footfalls quiet. 
Rakhaag darted through the trees, moving with fearful speed and silence. Ridmark followed, almost as fast and as silent, the others moving after him. Gavin came last, the arachar orc’s sword in his right hand, a shield taken from one of Sir Paul Tallmane’s men-at-arms on his left arm. He felt bad carrying a shield taken from a dead man. Or, at least, he had felt bad, until Caius had pointed out that the man-at-arms had tried to murder Ridmark in cold blood. 
That made the shield easier to carry. Gavin practiced with it every night as they stopped, both Ridmark and Caius instructing him in the proper use of weapons. 
Rakhaag stopped, and Ridmark held up his hand. The others came to a halt around him. Gavin went to their side, picking his footfalls carefully. The slope of the hill was littered with dead leaves and twisted roots and dozens of other things to make stealthy movement difficult. 
He saw motion at the base of the hill. 
Seven orcs came into sight, clad in leather armor. The orcs carried swords at their belts and axes slung over their shoulders. The shape of the strange eightfold scar marked their faces, the lines curving over their temples and along their jaws. All seven looked like hardened warriors, and while they did not move with much stealth, Gavin saw the wary tension in their posture. 
He wondered if they had killed anyone at Aranaeus.
“Gavin,” said Ridmark, voice low. “Stay here and guard Lady Calliande. She’s going to be busy in a few moments.” 
Calliande nodded and raised her hands. 
Ridmark said something to Kharlacht and Caius, and then descended the hillside.
Gavin watched in surprise as Ridmark strode to meet the orcs.
 
###
 
Ridmark felt the eyes of the arachar upon him. 
He strode to the bottom of the hill and stopped, the orcs watching him. They stared at him with a mixture of amusement and annoyance. Most likely they did not see the staff in his right hand as a threatening weapon.
They would soon learn otherwise.
“What have we here?” said the leader of the orcs, a hulking warrior with a net of old, faded scars beneath his ritual scarring. “Some wanderer who’s about to have a very bad day, eh?”
His men chuckled. 
“I’ve come to join you,” said Ridmark. 
“Oh, you have?” said the orc leader, stepping closer. There was no sign of battle rage in his eyes yet. “Why is that?”
“I’ve seen the truth,” said Ridmark. “I saw what you did at Aranaeus and the other villages.”
The leader chuckled. “And you want vengeance, is that it?”
“No,” said Ridmark. “I want to join you. I see what’s happening. The blue fire was a sign. Something big is about to happen.” He shrugged. “Where better to shelter from the storm than in the service of Agrimnalazur?” 
“So you know the name of the goddess?” said the orc. “Do you think to impress me?”
“No,” said Ridmark, “but I wish to enter her service.”
The orc sneered. “Then you will leave behind the crucified god of the humans and worship the goddess?”
“I can see who is going to be victorious,” said Ridmark. “An urdmordar can protect her children. The High King and his knights cannot.” 
He did not dare look at the hillside. Yet he thought that Kharlacht and Caius would be in position by now, that Calliande would have her spell ready.
Perhaps he could yet get more useful information out of these arachar.
“What do you know of great Agrimnalazur and her servants, human?” rumbled the orc. He drew his sword with an iron rasp. 
“I know that she is immortal and invincible,” said Ridmark. “I know that she has foreseen the return of the Frostborn, how they shall choke the world in ice and bring the winter that never ends. I know that she is preparing a larder, and herds of slaves to sustain herself during the frozen centuries. And I know that her loyal arachar, orcish and human both, are rewarded well for devoted service. You have been kidnapping humans from the nearby villages, and beastmen from the wandering packs, to stock her larder.” Ridmark spread his hands, keeping a tight grip on his staff. “I see three fates for mankind – to perish when the Frostborn return, to serve as cattle for the urdmordar, or to become a chosen servant of the goddess. Between the three, I choose the latter.” 
The arachar said nothing.
“You know,” said the orc leader at last, “rather more than you should, human.”
“Perhaps we should let him join us,” said one of the arachar. “If he truly wishes to serve the goddess.”
“Bah,” said a third orc. “He is a renegade. Look at the brand upon his face. Even the High King of Andomhaim does not tolerate cowards. He is an exile and an outcast, and thinks to buy his way into the High King’s favor by spying upon the goddess. I say we kill him and continue on our way.”
“The daughters of the goddess said we needed more fighters,” said a fourth arachar. 
“No,” said the leader at last, raising his sword. “The daughters said we were to report anything unusual. They will wish to know about this stranger. Cripple him and take him back to Urd Arowyn. The daughters can question him, and once he has shared his secrets, he will make a fit offering to the goddess’s hunger. Take him!”
The arachar advanced, and Ridmark lifted his staff.
The branches rustled, and Caius emerged from the trees on Ridmark’s right and Kharlacht from the trees on his left. A pale white glow flickered around both men. Calliande had placed spells upon them, making them faster and stronger, and the Magistria herself waited in concealment, maintaining the spells. 
Rakhaag crouched next to Kharlacht, and two lupivirii prowled alongside Caius.
“A trap!” snarled the arachar leader, his eyes shining with the red haze of battle fury. 
“No one need die today,” said Ridmark. “Lay down your weapons, and …”
“Kill them all!” roared the orcish leader. “Kill them in the name of Agrimnalazur!” 
The arachar roared and charged. Kharlacht shouted a battle cry and ran to meet them, moving with the superhuman speed granted by Calliande’s magic. Caius followed suit, his mace a bronze blur in his fist. The lupivirii snarled and sprang into the fray. Kharlacht and Caius held the attention of the arachar, but the lupivirii circled around the edge of the fight, snarling and snapping, drawing tainted blood from the orcs. But the arachar hardly seemed to care. Their orcish battle rage, combined with the taint of Agrimnalazur in their veins, seemed to render them immune to pain and fear.
They would fight to the death. 
The arachar leader charged Ridmark with a roar, shield on his left arm, sword in his right fist. He swept the blade in a vicious swing, and Ridmark jumped back, the sword whistling a few inches past his chest. Ridmark sidestepped, bringing his staff around in a two-handed swing, and the heavy wood smacked into the orc’s left leg with a crack. The arachar leader staggered, and thrust with his shield. The plane of wood and iron struck Ridmark across the torso, and now it was his turn to stagger. 
Ridmark thrust his staff as he stumbled, the tip of the weapon striking the orc’s right wrist. The arachar’s blow went amiss, the iron blade missing Ridmark’s chest. Ridmark jabbed again, the staff striking the orc in the belly. The arachar stumbled, and Ridmark raised the staff over his head and swung.
His staff smashed into the arachar’s face with bone-shattering force. The orc toppled backwards, and Ridmark’s next blow connected with the leader’s temple. The arachar struck the ground, twitched a few times, and went still.
Ridmark ran to join the others.
 
###
 
Gavin waited, his fingers tight against his sword’s hilt.
He wanted to join the attack, but once Calliande began her spells, Gavin saw why Ridmark wanted her guarded. She closed her eyes, her mouth shaping silent words, white fire glimmering around her fingers. The effort of maintaining a spell, Calliande had told him, was like carrying an armful of bricks. It was well within her strength, but just as a man carrying an armful of bricks was vulnerable to an attacker, so was Calliande vulnerable while the bulk of her magic went into holding the spells.
So Gavin guarded her and watched the fighting.
Kharlacht and Caius moved in a blur. Two of the orcs went down almost at once, while the rest fell into a defensive line. The lupivirii circled around the melee, snapping and snarling, keeping the orcs off-balance. Kharlacht’s blue greatsword gashed the right leg of an orc, sending the arachar stumbling.
Two lupivirii sprang upon the warrior, driving him to the ground as their jaws ripped open his throat. Ridmark struck down the arachar leader and rushed to join the others. Calliande had not put any spells upon Ridmark.
Perhaps he simply did not need them. 
The surviving arachar fled.
“Don’t let them get away!” shouted Ridmark. 
The lupivirii pursued, as did Ridmark and the others, and Gavin saw an orc scrambling up the hill towards Calliande. 
The arachar’s right leg had been wounded by a beastman’s talons. His red-gleaming eyes fixed on Calliande, and his mouth twisted in an enraged snarl. He sprinted at her, raising his mace to strike.
Gavin’s world narrowed to that orc. 
He ran to meet the orc’s attack. Gavin raised his shield, bracing himself as Ridmark and Caius had taught, and caught the orc’s blow. The shield shuddered beneath the impact, the shock sending vibrations up Gavin’s arm and into his chest.
God, but the orc could hit hard! The arachar snarled and went on the attack, hammering at the shield. Gavin fell back a step, the orc striking again and again with the mace. Gavin feared that his shield would splinter beneath the furious assault, or the impacts would break the bones in his forearm.
Then the orc stumbled on a root.
Gavin saw his chance and thrust, dropping his shield just long enough to stab with his sword. The blade struck the orc in the belly, drawing a gash through the leather armor. The orc bellowed in rage, black eyes flickering with red light, and came at Gavin again. He raised the mace high and brought in down with both hands. The power of the impact almost drove Gavin to his knees, but the orc raised the mace again, and Gavin saw the opening. 
He hammered his shield against the orc’s chest and thrust his sword with all his strength. The blade plunged into the orc’s torso, sinking in just beneath his lower rib. The orc’s furious eyes went wide and he coughed, green blood spattering across his yellowed tusks. Gavin twisted the sword and ripped it free. He raised the weapon, preparing to strike again, but the orc fell to his knees, and then upon his face.
The sword must have hit his heart. 
Gavin lowered his sword, breathing hard. He looked around and saw that the others had slain the remaining arachar. Gavin knelt, cleaned his sword as Ridmark had taught him, and sheathed the blade. He felt calm, strangely calm. Why did he not feel anything else? He had just killed a man, again. But the orc had been trying to kill him, and would have killed Lady Calliande.
It was a terrible thing to kill, but it would have been worse to let the arachar kill Calliande.
The Magistria sighed, the light fading from her hands, and opened her eyes. 
“Gavin,” she said, and she blinked when she saw the dead orc. 
“Magistria,” said Gavin. “Are you all right?”
“So I am,” said Calliande, “and it appears I have you to thank for it.”
Gavin bowed, and they went to join Ridmark.
 
###
 
Calliande looked at the dead orcs and wondered why Ridmark had fought them.
There seemed no point. He had questioned them, and they had revealed nothing useful. It seemed a poor reason to risk their lives.
She opened her mouth to ask, and then stopped. 
Ridmark walked in a circle around the dead arachar, examining them.
“Couldn’t you have left this one in a single piece?” he said to Rakhaag.
The lupivir alpha growled. “When the hunt ends, the True People kill the prey quickly.”
“Plainly,” said Ridmark. “Well, these should work.”
“What are you doing?” said Calliande.
“I think I know a way into Urd Arowyn,” said Ridmark, “and I need a disguise.”



Chapter 15 - Daughters of the Goddess
Ridmark held still as Calliande painted his face. 

He wore a dead arachar’s leather jerkin, along with the arachar’s ragged woolen cloak. A search through the woods had revealed some berries and roots that Calliande mixed to produce a thick paste, one that looked remarkably like a fresh scar when applied to human skin. 
Between that and the cloak, Ridmark could pass as one of the human arachar.
“You really think there’s a secret entrance to Urd Arowyn,” said Calliande, squinting as she applied the paste to his forehead.
“Almost certainly,” said Ridmark. “The dark elves always constructed their strongholds with a secret exit.”
“And you know where it is?” said Calliande.
“No,” said Ridmark, closing his eyes as her paste-smeared fingers brushed his temples. “I suspect it’s in a cave at the base of the waterfall. The archmage Ardrhythain told me about Urd Arowyn when I went to Urd Morlemoch nine years ago.”
“What exactly did he say?” said Calliande.
“That it was a dangerous place and I should avoid it,” said Ridmark. “But if I ever found myself there, the dark elves always built their strongholds with a secret exit, and the exit was usually concealed behind a prominent natural formation. Such as a waterfall.”
He opened his eyes, and saw Calliande frowning at him.
“So that was your plan all along,” she said. “To take the prisoners out through a secret tunnel.”
“If we can manage it,” said Ridmark.
“Then why didn’t you say so?” said Calliande. 
He looked at where Gavin stood talking with Rosanna, the paste creating the illusion of a hideous eightfold scar across his face. 
“Because,” said Ridmark, “the only thing more demoralizing than having no hope is having false hope snatched away.”  
Gavin had insisted upon accompanying Ridmark and Kharlacht into the secret entrance. Ridmark would have preferred leaving him with Caius and Calliande, but Gavin would be useful. He knew all the villagers of Aranaeus, and while they would not listen to Ridmark, they might heed Gavin. And the boy had courage. He would have made an excellent knight, perhaps even a Swordbearer. If they lived through this, Ridmark would send him to Castra Marcaine to serve as a squire and learn the knight’s skills. Surely Sir Constantine would take the boy as a squire, perhaps even the Dux himself, once they heard of Gavin’s deeds.
Assuming they lived through this, of course.
“You are right,” said Calliande, glancing at Gavin. “As you often are. You are wise, Ridmark Arban, about everything save yourself.” 
He frowned, half-expecting her to start lecturing him about the necessity of forgiving himself, but instead she stepped back.
“You look,” she said, “absolutely ghastly.”
“You do good work,” said Ridmark, and she laughed. 
He picked up his staff, checked his axe in its belt loop, and went to join Kharlacht and Gavin. Kharlacht always looked solemn, but the fake scars gave him a fierce aspect. Gavin and Rosanna fell silent as he approached. 
“It is time?” said Kharlacht.
“Aye,” said Ridmark. He looked at Caius. “Stay with Calliande, and move Rosanna and Father Martel out of sight of the ramparts. If we locate the secret entrance, I intend to enter Urd Arowyn, have a quick look around, and rejoin you. If we’re not back in two days, leave. Make for Dun Licinia or Castra Marcaine, and let Sir Joram and Dux Gareth know what has happened here. Agrimnalazur might not be the only urdmordar gathering up a larder before the Frostborn return. And perhaps Calliande can convince the Dux and the others that the Frostborn are returning.”
“Go with God,” said Caius. “We shall pray for you.”
“Gavin,” said Rosanna. “Thank you for this. If…if you see Philip, can you tell him…”
“Yes?” said Gavin.
“Tell him that I love him,” said Rosanna, her eyes full of tears, “and that I will wait for him. However long it takes.” 
She had no idea, Ridmark supposed, how thoroughly she had just crushed Gavin’s heart. The boy’s face remained expressionless, and he managed to nod.
“I will,” he said. 
“You have the torches?” said Ridmark.
Gavin nodded.
“God be with you,” said Calliande. 
God had forsaken him for his failures long ago. 
But Ridmark only nodded. “And with you.”
He led the way toward Urd Arowyn, Kharlacht and Gavin following.
 
###
 
Night had fallen by the time they reached the base of the waterfall. 
Gavin looked at the dark cliffs overhead and shivered. Four of the thirteen moons shone in the dark sky, and the white walls of Urd Arowyn gleamed so brightly that Gavin had no trouble seeing the ground. It was like walking in a snow-choked forest during a full moon. The waterfall roared before him, white foam churning at its base, the spray wet against his face. Ridmark led the way across the broken stones, staying close to the foot of the cliff. A narrow path, covered with grit and wet pebbles, led behind the waterfall. Gavin followed Ridmark and Kharlacht, making sure to keep his balance on the uneven footing. 
The moonlight and the falling water filled the hollow space beyond the waterfall with an eerie, rippling glow.
No, not an empty space. A cavern.
And at the end of the cavern Gavin saw an arch of white stone, steps rising into the darkness, loose white stones littering the cavern floor.
Ridmark had been right. The dark elves had left a secret entrance into their fortress. 
They entered the cavern, and Gavin saw that the white things upon the floor were not stones.
They were bones, human and orcish both. 
Ridmark stopped at the base of the stairs.
“A torch,” he said, his voice just audible over the roar of the waterfall.
Gavin lit a torch, the sputtering light throwing shadows over the wall. He half-expected to see a terrible monster crouching upon the stairs, waiting to attack.
But he saw only white stairs climbing into the heart of the hill. 
“I doubt those bones washed down the waterfall,” said Kharlacht. 
“No,” said Ridmark. “The urdmordar are not fools. Likely Agrimnalazur has a guardian here, something to keep anyone from using the secret entrance.”
“And what do we do about the guardian?” said Kharlacht.
“Simple,” said Ridmark, hefting his staff. “We sneak around it unnoticed. And if it tries to stop us, we kill it.”
Or, Gavin knew, they would join the collection of bones littering the cavern floor.
Kharlacht grunted and shook his head. “I always seem to follow you into caverns filled with dangerous creatures. First the ursaar’s cave, and then the village of the Blue Hand.”
“We’re not dead yet,” said Ridmark. “Be ready to extinguish that torch in an instant.” He scratched his chin. “Though whatever’s waiting up there can likely see in the dark.”
Gavin took a deep breath, bracing himself. Walking into Urd Dagaash had been frightening. Fighting the arachar, both in the ruins of Aranaeus and in the hills, had been terrifying. But this, walking into the dark lair of some unknown thing, this was somehow worse. 
But he would not turn back now. He could not bear the disappointment in Rosanna’s eyes.
Ridmark started up the stairs, Kharlacht following him with greatsword in hand.
“Should I not go first?” said Gavin. “I have the torch.” 
“No,” said Ridmark. “The light might alert anyone waiting in the cavern. If you’re further back, any defenders will have a harder time seeing me.”
That made sense, so Gavin shrugged and followed the two men.
They climbed the stairs in silence, the torch throwing eerie shadows along the white walls. Dozens of bones littered the stairs, and Gavin took care to step around them. The noise of a bone clattering down the stairs would likely carry a long way. The bones showed no signs of violence, no marks from sword or axe or claws, and after the last few days, Gavin knew what such marks looked like.
It was almost as if some creature dwelling above had gotten in the habit of throwing corpses down the steps, leaving them to rot. 
The stairs ended at a tall arch of unusual angles, opening into a high corridor similar to the dungeons beneath Urd Dagaash. Ridmark stepped into the corridor, stopped, and pointed at the ceiling. Thick webs clung to the upper arches and walls, and dark shapes dotted the webs…
Gavin swallowed. 
Desiccated corpses hung in the thick strands. Some were human, their skin dried to yellowed leather. Others were orcish, and a few were beastmen, to judge from the fur. Most of their mouths hung open in silent screams, webs clinging to their withered lips. 
Were they walking into Agrimnalazur’s lair? The thought made Gavin want to run back down the stairs. All his life he had heard tales of the invincible might of the urdmordar.
And all the time his father and stepmother had worshipped such a creature, a creature that would leave rotting corpses hanging in those webs. 
Ridmark went around a corner and up another flight of stairs, his boots silent. Gavin followed, and they entered a large hall, similar to the chamber of traps in Urd Dagaash. Fortunately, the stone tiles were set close together, lacking the hidden blades.
Though he supposed that meant the hall held some other deadly traps.
Ridmark took a step forward and went motionless so quickly that Gavin wondered if he had been wounded. He started to speak, but Ridmark held up his hand for silence. 
And then Gavin saw what Ridmark was staring at, and he went rigid.
More dense webs covered the walls and ceiling, and in the corner of the hall crouched the single most hideous creature that Gavin had ever seen. 
It was a giant blood-colored spider, its swollen body the size of an ox. Eight thick legs jutted from its carapace, their ends topped with claws like axe blades. But in lieu of a head, the torso of a human male jutted from the spider, covered in more plates of armor-like chitin. Eight eyes dotted the hairless skull, and huge pincers rose from the distended mouth. 
The thing was an urdmordar. It had to be. 
Yet it was absolutely motionless. Was it sleeping? Gavin could not tell.
Ridmark turned and whispered something to Kharlacht. The big orc nodded, and Ridmark moved to Gavin’s side.
“Follow me,” he whispered. “Remain quiet. And do not touch any of the webs.”
Gavin followed Ridmark across the chamber, moving towards an archway in the far wall. That meant Gavin had to move closer to the urdmordar, and every fiber of his being flinched with revulsion. He had not been frightened of spiders as a child, but neither had he been fond of them, and the nightmarish thing in the corner made his skin crawl.
Step by step they made their way across the chamber. The huge spider-creature did not stir, did not even seem to breathe. After an eternity of walking, they reached the far stairs. They climbed and came to a round chamber, its walls adorned with scenes of the dark elves triumphing over their foes. 
He felt the absurd urge to laugh. The dark elves had summoned the urdmordar to this world, and now the urdmordar ruled in the ruins of their kingdoms.
“It should be safe to talk here,” said Ridmark.
Gavin let out a shuddering breath. “I don’t think the creature could fit up the stairs.”
“Oh, he could,” said Ridmark. “He could squeeze himself up, if he felt the reason to do so.”
“What was it?” said Kharlacht. Even the stern orcish warrior looked shaken. “An urdmordar?” 
Ridmark nodded.
“Agrimnalazur herself?” said Gavin.
“No,” said Ridmark. “That was a male urdmordar. The female urdmordar are the ones who are immortal and invincible, who wield mighty dark magic. The male urdmordar are far weaker. Normal steel can wound them, they cannot use magic, and they are not nearly as clever as the female urdmordar.” He shook his head. “But they are still fearsomely strong. A male urdmordar can face far larger numbers of humans and orcs and prevail with ease.”
“Why was that one down there?” said Gavin. 
“He is one of Agrimnalazur’s mates, I expect,” said Ridmark. “A female urdmordar usually has anywhere from one to a score of mates around her, depending upon her whims.” 
“Then we could face a dozen more of those things?” said Kharlacht.
“Unlikely,” said Ridmark. “Agrimnalazur would not want to share her larder with anyone else. I doubt she has more than one or two. An urdmordar female will eat her mates, if they become too tiresome.”
“Why was the creature sleeping?” said Gavin. “If Agrimnalazur commanded him to watch the entrance…isn’t he afraid that she will eat him?”
“He most probably forgot,” said Ridmark. “Male urdmordar are not very intelligent, and lack even the ability of the lupivirii to control their instincts. And he doesn’t need to stay awake. He can feel the web, sense it the way you and I can feel our fingers. If anyone touched it, he would awake at once.”
“So he lurks there,” said Kharlacht, “awakens to eat intruders, and then goes back to sleep?”
“A male urdmordar would find that a congenial existence,” said Ridmark. “But so long as we do not touch his webs, he will stay asleep. Come. We have tarried too long already.” 
Another archway opened on the other side of the round chamber, and Gavin followed Ridmark and Kharlacht. A narrow stair spiraled up from the chamber, terminating in a stone door. Ridmark examined the door for a moment, and then pushed one of the carvings in the arch. The floor vibrated beneath Gavin’s boots, and the stone door opened without a sound.
They stepped onto a street of ruins. 
Towers and mansions of white stone rose over the street, their roofs gone, their walls crumbling. Yet they still possessed an eerie, alien beauty. Statues stood on plinths alongside the street, showing dark elven warriors in armor, their faces concealed behind elaborate winged helmets. The outer wall rose behind them, and beyond the ruins Gavin saw the great stone mass of the central tower, its sides studded with statues and balconies.
“Now what?” said Kharlacht.
“Now,” said Ridmark, “we have a look around. Walk as if you have a purpose in mind.”
He set off down the street, staff tapping against the worn stones. This part of the ruins looked deserted, but they turned the corner and saw four arachar. Three were orcish, but one was a human, a squat, scowling man with the eightfold scar across his face. Gavin took a deep breath, his hand straying towards his sword hilt, his muscles tensing.
But Ridmark kept walking and nodded at the arachar, and one of the orcs nodded back.
The arachar turned the corner and left.
Gavin let out a long breath. He could not believe they had eluded discovery. 
Ridmark stopped, looking up at curtain wall for a moment.
A half-constructed ballista stood atop the rampart, an orcish arachar standing guard. A man in ragged, filthy clothing knelt over the ballista, working on the gears. 
It was Philip.
“Follow me,” said Ridmark, and he climbed the stairs to the ramparts. 
The arachar guarding the ballista scowled at Ridmark. Philip’s eyes went wide, and Gavin put a finger to his lips.
“What?” said the arachar in a sullen voice.
“One of the daughters of the goddess wants you,” said Ridmark.
“What? Why?” said the arachar, fear appearing on his tusked face. “What does she want?”
“How the hell should I know?” said Ridmark. “Do I look dumb enough to argue with a daughter of the goddess? You’re to meet her at the base of the central tower. Go, or we’ll take you.”
“I would like to see you try,” said the arachar, but the orcish warrior stalked away. 
Gavin watched him go, and then Ridmark turned to Philip.
“It’s you,” said Philip, stunned. “The Gray Knight. How…you didn’t join the arachar, did you?”
“Of course not,” said Ridmark. “We went to Urd Dagaash to investigate the disappearances, and the arachar attacked while we were in the ruins. When we returned the village had been burned and the people taken.”  
“I suppose Gavin and Father Martel were right all along,” said Philip. “Obviously the beastmen were not behind the disappearances.” He looked at Gavin. “Rosanna. Rosanna wasn’t with us.” There was fear in his eyes. “Is she…”
“She’s alive,” said Gavin. “She sheltered with Father Martel in the crypt below the church.”
“Thank God,” said Philip. He hesitated. “I thought…I thought after your father opened the gates, that you…”
“That I was one of them?” said Gavin. “That I worshipped the urdmordar like my father? Never. I am going to kill him for it.”
Both Ridmark and Kharlacht looked at him, and then back at Philip.
“Well,” said Philip with a scowl, “if any man deserves it, it’s that treacherous scoundrel Cornelius.”
“Where are the others?” said Ridmark.
“Scattered throughout the ruins,” said Philip. “When the arachar brought us here, the spiderlings questioned each of us. They sent some into the high meadow, to work in the fields. Others they sent into the tower.” He shuddered. “The spiderlings said they were going into the goddess’s larder. And those of us with special skills,” he lifted his hammer, “they put us to work. They’ve got Mallen and Richard making barrels, and they put me to work building these damned ballistae.” 
“Why?” said Ridmark. 
“The spiderlings say a great winter is coming,” said Philip. “We’re here to…feed the urdmordar, I think. Like a farmer putting away food for the winter. I think she’s going to put some of us to sleep, and have the rest of us farm and breed.”
“Like a farmer raising a herd of pigs,” said Ridmark.
“Yes,” said Philip. “And we are her pigs. At least Rosanna got away.” He looked up at them. “And you can get away, too. You’re disguised, right? They’ll notice if I go, but you can get away. Take Rosanna somewhere safe. You…”
“No,” said Ridmark. “I intend to get the prisoners away, all of you.”
“You can’t,” said Philip. “There’s no way to kill an urdmordar. They’re invincible. Just take Rosanna, and get away from here.”
“I don’t intend to kill the urdmordar,” said Ridmark. “I intend to create a distraction and then…”
A deep, booming bell rang out, echoing through the pale ruins of Urd Arowyn. Torches flared in the streets, and Gavin heard shouts and the tramp of boots. For a terrible instant he thought that they had been discovered, that one of the arachar had sounded the alarm.
“We’ve been found,” said Kharlacht. “We must flee at once.”
“That arachar you sent away must have realized we were imposters,” said Gavin, “and warned the others.”
But Ridmark looked only intrigued. 
“No,” said Ridmark, “no, an arachar who addressed a spiderling without invitation would get killed for his trouble. This is something else.”
“Assembly,” said Philip, putting down his hammer and straightening up. “When that bell sounds, all the slaves and the arachar must gather in the courtyard below the tower. Anyone caught lagging is killed.” 
“We should leave at once,” said Kharlacht.
Ridmark looked at the massive tower rising from the heart of the ruins.
“No,” he said. “We shouldn’t.”



Chapter 16 - Sacrifices
Ridmark walked through the streets, Kharlacht and Caius following him, Philip between them. They looked like a group of arachar taking one of the slaves to the assembly. 

Or so Ridmark hoped. 
They passed other groups of arachar and slaves, all heading to the courtyard of Urd Arowyn. Ridmark kept his pace steady, his face grim, but his eyes swept his surroundings. Urd Arowyn had the appearance of a town preparing itself for a long siege. Several of the ruined dark elven mansions had been converted to warehouses, and Ridmark saw sacks of grain and barrels of food and oil stored within. 
It seemed Agrimnalazur intended to keep herself secure in Urd Arowyn with slaves for a long time. Despite himself, Ridmark admired her cleverness. Gothalinzur had merely tried to make the village of Victrix disappear, to use the villagers as a larder. Agrimnalazur was building something more ambitious. A self-sustaining slave community, one that could support itself and even grow.
One that she could feed upon for centuries.
It was like a wolf herding sheep into a meadow so it could dine upon them at its leisure. Had she tried this in Andomhaim, the Magistri and the Swordbearers would have fought her. But here, far from the borders of the High King’s realm, there was no one with the power to stop her. 
Ridmark did not have the power to stop her. Once, he had carried the soulblade Heartwarden, and he could have used the mighty weapon to kill Agrimnalazur. But now he had no weapon capable of harming a female urdmordar.
But perhaps he could free these people. 
They entered the courtyard below the tower, a vast round space paved in gleaming white stone, the light from a score of torches glinting off the walls and ground. A dozen statues of dark elven warriors stood upon plinths, and Ridmark saw that the crude image of a spider had been marked upon their faces in red paint. Hundreds of people, most of them villagers from Aranaeus, filled the square, guarded by scowling arachar. Ridmark saw no signs of any lupivirii. Most likely the beastmen were too troublesome to make good slaves and had been put to sleep in Agrimnalazur’s larder. 
Ridmark saw many he recognized among the slaves. Bardus, the innkeeper. Mallen, who had guarded the gates when he had first arrived, along with a dozen others. He even saw old Agnes standing among the slaves, face slack as she stared into nothingness. Ridmark was surprised that the arachar hadn’t killed her on the road. Perhaps she possessed a useful skill. 
Ridmark urged the others towards the edge of the plaza. If one of the villagers recognized him, or worse, recognized Gavin, they might call out. That would be disastrous. 
“Look,” said Kharlacht, voice low. “Spiderlings.”
A flight of low, wide steps led up to the tower’s entrance. Three spiderlings, indifferent of their nudity, stood there. Like the spiderlings Ridmark had killed in Urd Dagaash, they looked gaunt, almost emaciated, with red hair and eight green eyes shining in their faces. Crimson talons rose from their fingers and toes, pincers rising from their deformed mouths. 
“Why don’t they ever wear clothes?” muttered Philip.
“Some of them do,” said Ridmark. “When they disguise themselves as humans. But the spiderlings think like the urdmordar, and the urdmordar regard clothing as an affectation, a crutch of creatures too weak to survive without it. So the spiderlings go naked to prove their superiority.” He looked at the others. “Now keep quiet, unless it is urgent. The less attention we draw to ourselves, the better.”
The others nodded, and Ridmark fell silent. The flow of slaves and arachar into the plaza slowed to a trickle, and Ridmark counted heads. There were about eight hundred slaves, he guessed, mostly human, but some orcish men and women and a few halflings. Agrimnalazur’s minions must have raided villages other than Aranaeus. He suspected there were about two hundred arachar in the square. 
The bell rang again, three more times, and the arachar and the slaves fell silent. The only sound was the sobbing a few children and the frantic efforts of their mothers to hush them. 
Two figures appeared in the entrance to the tower and descended.
The first was Cornelius. The former praefectus of Aranaeus did not look like a well man. Dark circles ringed his eyes, gray stubble covering his jaw and cheeks. A tremor went through his hands, and his brown eyes darted back and forth as if he expected foes to spring from the shadows.
Morwen walked at his side, young and beautiful in a gown of deep crimson, her red hair gleaming in the torchlight, her green eyes sweeping over the arachar…
“Oh,” said Ridmark.
So damned obvious, and yet he had missed it. How could he have been so blind? 
“What?” said Gavin, glaring at his father.
Ridmark said nothing. The boy would learn the truth soon enough. 
Morwen stepped forward. A sheathed dagger rested in a leather scabbard at her belt, its handle wrapped in an intricate guard of blue steel. She began to whisper under her breath, and black flames danced around her hands.
“What is she doing?” said Gavin.
“Casting a spell,” said Ridmark. “She knows dark magic.” He hesitated. “Many of the spiderlings do.”
Gavin looked at him, at his stepmother, and then back at Ridmark, the horrified realization spreading over his face.
“Steady,” said Ridmark, putting his hand on Gavin’s shoulder. “Don’t look away from the stairs. You’ll draw attention.”
“He knew!” Gavin’s furious whisper hissed in Ridmark’s ear. “He knew! All those years, he knew the entire time.” He shuddered again. “All those years, I lived in his house with a…with a…”
“Hear me!” said Morwen, her magic throwing her voice across the plaza. “I am Morwen, eldest daughter of the great goddess Agrimnalazur! And you,” she looked at the crowd, “you are favored beyond all other mortals! Hail great Agrimnalazur!” 
“Hail Agrimnalazur!” roared the arachar, slamming their right fists against their chests. Ridmark followed suit, hoping to keep from drawing attention.
“You are the arachar, those deemed strong enough and loyal enough to drink of the blood of Agrimnalazur,” said Morwen. Her smile was condescending as she looked at the slaves, like a teacher about to explain the benefits of her harsh discipline. “And you who serve, you are blessed above all other mortals. For Agrimnalazur has chosen you. The great cold ones are returning, and they shall cover the world in ice and darkness. All kindreds shall perish or become their slaves. But you, in exchange for your tribute of flesh and blood, you shall dwell within the walls of Urd Arowyn for the rest of your lives. Your children and your children’s children shall grow up here in service to my mother the goddess, and they shall revere her name.”
Ridmark watched the spiderling, again feeling a dark admiration for Agrimnalazur’s cleverness. It was not enough that she enslave the humans and orcs. She meant to chain their hearts, to make them into her willing servants. If she succeeded, within a generation the descendants of the slaves would revere the urdmordar as their goddess, would take her word as law.
She would enslave them more thoroughly than any chains or manacles. 
Unless Ridmark found a way to free them. 
“But some of you,” said Morwen, “have chosen to spurn the benevolence of our goddess. She offers you her protection and a life of purpose in her service, and you choose to cast aside these blessings.” She shook her head. “Such fools will pay. Cornelius.”
Her husband shuffled forward, accompanied by two spiderlings, and started to undress her. They removed her clothing, folding it neatly, until Morwen stood naked before the crowd. Like the other spiderlings, she was indifferent to her nudity. Elaborate swirling tattoos the color of blood reached up her legs and spiraled around her torso, and Ridmark saw that they flickered with a pale red glow as she moved.
Morwen stretched her neck, and her body rippled as it changed. The eight green eyes of the spiderlings appeared on her face, along with the deadly crimson pincers. Red claws sprouted from her fingertips. Morwen let out a sigh of relief and extended her right hand.
Cornelius drew the dagger from her belt and handed the weapon to her.
It was a blade of dark elven steel, its crosspiece and guard wrought in the intricate shape of a fanged spider. Some long-dead dark elven smith, enslaved to the urdmordar, had likely made the weapon. Morwen pointed the blade, the blue steel glinting, and the spider’s metal legs seemed to come to life, wrapping around her wrist. 
“Now,” she said, “bring forth the traitors, the blasphemers, those who have spurned the generosity of the goddess.”
Four arachar strode toward the stairs. Two of them dragged a sobbing woman of Aranaeus between them, while the remaining arachar each carried a child. 
“This woman,” said Morwen, “tried to flee our sanctuary, taking her children with her!”
“No!” said the woman, trying to pull away. “No, I won’t let you…”
One of the arachar backhanded her, and she fell silent, still weeping.
“The penalty,” said Morwen, “for betrayal is death.”
She whispered a spell, the blade of the dagger cracking with black fire, and drove it into the woman’s chest. The woman shuddered and went limp, dangling between the arachar, and the black fire flared and flowed up the blade and into Morwen. She closed all eight of her eyes and went rigid, the muscles standing out in her sinewy legs and arms. 
Her spell had consumed the woman’s life, using it to enhance her black magic. Ridmark wondered how many other lives she had consumed to augment her power.
Morwen stepped back, jerking her head at Cornelius. The traitorous praefectus grabbed the limp body and dragged it towards the other spiderlings. He had barely taken three steps before the daughters of Agrimnalazur fell upon the corpse like a pack of starving wolves, their pincers snapping.
The wail of the children echoed over the silent crowds.
“Take them,” said Morwen, “to the larder of the goddess. There they shall sleep the centuries until Agrimnalazur has need of them.” 
Cornelius led the two arachar with the children into the darkness of the tower, the cries fading away.
“But the goddess rewards loyal service well,” said Morwen, gesturing with her dagger. “Five men have been found worthy of partaking of her blood, of joining her service as arachar. Step forward!” 
Three orcs and two humans climbed the stairs. The humans looked like bandits, their hair and beards long and matted, their clothing stained with dirt and travel. The orcs looked like tribesmen from Vhaluusk, clad in the same fur and leather as most of the other arachar. Morwen brought forth a golden goblet brimming with a viscous black fluid that seemed to crawl and writhe like a living thing. 
The blood of an urdmordar. 
The men knelt, and one by one they swore loyalty to Agrimnalazur and drank from the goblet. One by one they fell choking and wheezing to the stairs, smoke rising from their mouths. One of the orcs did not rise again, as did one of the humans, and the spiderlings feasted on their bodies. But the survivors rose, and Morwen chanted a spell, black flames dancing around her dagger. She carved the eightfold gash into the faces of the new-made arachar, her dark magic healing the wounds and leaving the distinctive scars. 
“Now go,” said Morwen. “Go and serve the goddess. Arachar, wield your arms in her name, and let the power of her blood fill you. Slaves, labor joyfully, for Agrimnalazur has put you under her protection, and your flesh is a worthy tribute. Go and serve!”
The bell clanged again, and the arachar herded the slaves from the plaza. Gavin stared at the steps, shaking with fury.
It was time to go.
“Come,” said Ridmark in a low voice. 
He led the way into one of the narrow streets, the others following.
“Where are you going now?” said Philip.
“Out of here,” said Ridmark, “and back to the forest.”
“Will you take me with you?” said Philip.
“If you want, yes,” said Ridmark.
Philip frowned. “If I want? Why in God’s name would I want to stay here?”
“Morwen holds those assemblies every night?” said Ridmark. 
Philip nodded. “She doesn’t kill someone every time. But every night she insists we all gather so she can preach at us about great Agrimnalazur and all that rot. Why would I stay for that?”
“Because I am going to come back tomorrow night,” said Ridmark, “and I am going to free all the slaves, or I’m going to die in the attempt.” 
Philip blinked. “How?”
“Distractions,” said Ridmark. “Once the arachar and the slaves have gathered in assembly, I’m going to kill the guards and let some allies through the gates. Then we’ll start fires. Agrimnalazur has supplies stored throughout the ruins, and it will be a shame to let them go to waste. While the arachar are running around putting out the fires, we’ll get the prisoners out of the gates and to safety. Agrimnalazur and the spiderlings will be furious, but it will be a while before they can organize a pursuit.”  
Or they would all be killed. But if Ridmark did nothing, if he turned his back on these people and continued his journey to Urd Morlemoch, then they would all die anyway. No other help would come for them. Many would fall to the hunger of the spiderlings and their mother, and those that survived would spend their lives in slavery to Agrimnalazur.
And their children would be raised to worship her. 
Ridmark would not allow that, not if he had a chance to prevent it.
“That is mad,” said Philip. “Utterly and completely mad.”
“It is,” said Ridmark. 
“But if I stay here,” said Philip, “it has a better chance of working, doesn’t it?” 
Ridmark nodded.
Philip hesitated, and Ridmark waited. If he asked, Ridmark would take him along. But he saw the doubt on Philip’s face, the hesitation. The young man felt a responsibility to his neighbors. He could not leave them in good conscience, just as Gavin could not.
“Very well,” said Philip, taking a deep breath. “I will stay.” He grinned at Gavin. “And if you are fighting to free us, I can hardly fail to do the same.”
Gavin grinned back. “Anything you can do, I can do twice as well.” His smile faded. “And I have to make my father pay for his crimes. All those people Morwen murdered, that blood is on my father’s hands.”
“You warned us,” said Philip. “You said something other than the beastmen had taken those people. We should have listened.” 
Gavin shook his head. “It wouldn’t have mattered. My father and Morwen poisoned everyone against the truth. All those years, he lied to us.” His hands curled into fists. “He lied to me. My mother. He said she died of a fever, but did he kill her? Did he feed her to…”
“Keep your voice down,” said Ridmark. Gavin nodded and stared at the ground. Ridmark turned back to Philip. “I will return after dark tomorrow. Be ready to act. I want to set at least a dozen fires within in the walls of Urd Arowyn once Morwen’s assembly begins.”
Philip nodded. “I will see it done. There are a few men I can trust among the slaves, Bardus and Mallen and Rosanna's father and others. We should be able to do it.” 
“Good,” said Ridmark. “You had best resume your work before the arachar notice anything amiss. Where do you sleep?”
“In the southern slave barracks,” said Philip. “Not far from the gate.”
Ridmark nodded. “We will see you there tomorrow. Go with God.”
“And you, Gray Knight,” said Philip.
He hurried through the street, dodging past a statue of a robed dark elf upon a plinth.
“Come,” said Ridmark. “The sooner we are gone from here, the better.”
 
###
 
Gavin had thought sneaking past the male urdmordar had been bad.
Doing it again was much worse.
The hulking creature had moved to a different position, though it remained motionless, its eyes closed. It took every bit of Gavin’s self-control to keep from sprinting through the hall. He could not escape the feeling that the male urdmordar would awake at any moment, that the creature would wrap him in its webs and leave him helpless and paralyzed as it feasted upon his entrails.
But the urdmordar remained motionless, Gavin did not touch the web, and soon he, Ridmark, and Kharlacht stood below the waterfall at the base of the cliff. 
“To my astonishment,” said Kharlacht, “we appear to be alive.”
“Aye,” said Gavin. “I was sure we would die a dozen times over. Truly Agrimnalazur is not a fool.”
“She is not,” said Ridmark. There was a strange, keen light in his cold eyes, like a hunter fixed upon the trail of his prey. “But her servants may be. They have not fortified Urd Arowyn as well as they should have. They built those ballistae upon the walls, aye, but their efforts would have been better spent repairing the gates. And the arachar spend all their time guarding the slaves, not their warehouses. Every single storehouse we saw was unguarded when the arachar went to assembly. Urd Arowyn is a strong fortress, but they are not using its strength properly.”
“Likely that is Morwen’s doing,” said Kharlacht. “I doubt that either she or Cornelius know much of the arts of battle.”  
“That seems likely,” said Ridmark.
“Those allies you mentioned to Philip,” said Gavin. “Who are they?”
“The lupivirii,” said Ridmark.
Gavin blinked. “The beastmen?”
“They’ll do whatever Calliande tells them to do,” said Ridmark. “And even if they would not, their women and young are locked up in the central tower. They’ll fight to get them back.”
“So,” said Kharlacht. “Your plan is to creep past the male urdmordar, set a dozen fires in the ruins, kill the guards, let the beastmen inside, and then sneak the prisoners out in the chaos?”
“Essentially,” said Ridmark. “No plan of battle survives the first clash of swords, of course, and we shall have to adapt. But my goal is to get the prisoners out, all of them.” 
“That,” said Gavin, “forgive me, sir, but that…that is an utterly mad.”
Kharlacht snorted. “You should have been there when we got Calliande out of the village of the Blue Hand.” 
“It worked.” Ridmark thought about it. “Barely.”
“Barely?” said Gavin. “We shall follow this mad plan?”
“Do you have a better one?” said Ridmark. “If you do, I would be glad to hear of it.”
Gavin had to shake his head. 
“And if we do nothing,” said Ridmark, “the people of Aranaeus will die in Urd Arowyn. They will die when Agrimnalazur and her daughters feast upon them. Or they will die of old age in a slave’s chains, and their children and grandchildren will grow up worshipping Agrimnalazur as a goddess. If we act, aye, we might die. But if we do nothing, then they all will surely die.” 
“You’re right,” said Gavin. He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to make sense of the storm of emotion raging through him. His fury at his father’s betrayal, the pain of what had happened to the people of Aranaeus, his love for Rosanna, the fact that she preferred Philip…it was all too much. “Forgive me.”
“There is nothing to forgive,” said Ridmark. “You are young, and have endured more than many men thrice your age. And I fear the worst is yet to come.” He looked into the valley. “We should get back to the camp.”
He led the way from the waterfall, and Kharlacht and Gavin followed him.
But Gavin’s thoughts turned to his father, remembering the empty expression on his face as he led those two screaming children in Agrimnalazur’s larder. The urdmordar was responsible for all the evils that had befallen both Aranaeus and Rakhaag’s kin. 
Yet Cornelius had made all of those evils possible. He had sold the people of Aranaeus to Agrimnalazur. He had been married to Morwen for nine years, and for all that time, he must have known the truth about her. 
Perhaps he had even killed Gavin’s mother to make room for Morwen.
Gavin vowed to make his father pay for all his crimes.
His hand tightened against his sword hilt.



Chapter 17 - A Plan of Battle
“I’m sure they will return soon,” said Caius. 

Calliande gazed at the darkened hillside, the light from the moons throwing patches of pale blue light and black shadow across the forest floor. She wanted to climb the hill and watch for their return. Ridmark had done many bold and mad things in the short time she had known him.
But walking into the lair of an urdmordar was the boldest yet.
Caius stood nearby. Rosanna and Father Martel sat huddled in cloaks on the ground. It was cold out, and lighting a fire so close to Urd Arowyn was too great a risk. From time to time she saw a darker shadow among the trees. Rakhaag and his packs, prowling among the trunks. 
Any arachar that came too close would meet claws and fangs.
“You’re not sure they will return soon,” said Calliande. “You pray they will return.”
Even in the gloom she saw Caius’s smile behind his graying beard. “And is not prayer the faith in things unseen?”
Calliande laughed. “Ever the pastor.” 
“A man must hold to his calling,” said Caius. 
Calliande gazed at the hill for a moment longer, thinking.
“Why are you here?” said Calliande.
“Because if Father Martel and I discuss any more theology,” said Caius, “I fear poor Rosanna will never get any sleep.” 
“That’s not what I meant and you know it,” said Calliande. “Why are you here, with us? Not that I am ungrateful for your help. Far from it! But why did you come with me when I went to find Ridmark?”
Caius shrugged. “Perhaps it is my calling.” 
“I thought your calling was to be a friar, to proclaim the word of the Lord in your travels,” said Calliande.
“Oh, it is, I doubt that not,” said Caius. “Perhaps if we succeed in freeing the prisoners as Ridmark plans, those who worshipped Agrimnalazur will turn from their false goddess. The Dominus Christus promises freedom, not slavery and death as the urdmordar do.” 
“A noble purpose,” said Calliande, “but why follow Ridmark? He is hardly a worshipper of the urdmordar, or the orcish blood gods, or the great void of the dark elves.”
Or the Incariel that Sir Paul Tallmane had mentioned, the name and interpretation they had given to the void.
“He is a baptized son of the church,” said Caius, “but I fear he is frozen in despair.”
“Because of Aelia,” said Calliande. 
“He blames himself for her death beyond all reason,” said Caius, “even when her father and said that her death is upon Mhalek’s hands.” 
“Is that why you follow him?” said Calliande. “Because you want to convince him to forgive himself?”
“No.” Caius was silent for a long time. “I follow him because I fear what he may do.”
“Why?” said Calliande, baffled. “He saved your life. He has saved all our lives, and he is about to put himself at great risk to save people he barely knows. Why would you fear him?”
“Because,” said Caius. “He reminds me of another man I knew, centuries ago. A dwarf. A bolder and braver warrior I never knew, save Ridmark Arban himself. And this dwarven warrior followed the creed of the gods of stone and silence, of proud and unyielding despair. He won great victories against the dvargir and the dark elves, but in the end his despair, his indifference to his own fate, led him and his warriors to destruction.” He shook his head, beard rustling against his robes. “If Ridmark wished it, he could seize the throne of Andomhaim and become High King. It is within his talents. You saw how the men of Dun Licinia followed him. How we follow him now. Yet…his despair drives him. That is why I follow him. To turn his mind from despair, if I can.” He shrugged. “And he did save my life, as you said. I owe him a debt, and I will aid him if it is within my power.”
Calliande nodded. “I can understand that.”
“So why do you follow him?” said Caius.
“Because of the Frostborn,” said Calliande. She took a deep breath. “And everything that you said is true. He is a warrior without peer. I don’t know who I am. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. But with Ridmark…with his help, I have the best chance of finding the answers.” 
“I think you are correct,” said Caius.
“You’re right. He could have made himself the Comes of Dun Licinia, after he killed Qazarl,” said Calliande. “I think Sir Joram would have stepped aside for him, gladly even. But he didn’t. He is going to find proof that the Frostborn are returning and a way to stop them, if possible. And I was part of the Order of the Vigilant. I have a responsibility, and Ridmark’s help is the best way to fulfill that responsibility.” 
“We will find our answers,” said Caius, “and we will find a way to stop the return of the Frostborn.”
“Yes,” said Calliande. When Caius said it, she could almost believe it. Perhaps she would find Dragonfall and learn the truth of herself, and Ridmark would discover a way to stop the return of the Frostborn.
Or Agrimnalazur would simply kill them all.
A shadow flowed out of the darkened trees, and Calliande tensed. 
But it was only Rakhaag. The lupivir stood, his body shifting back into its half-human, half-beast form.
“Staffbearer,” said Rakhaag in Latin. She had asked him to speak Latin for the benefit of Rosanna and Father Martel, and he had complied, if grudgingly. 
“Rakhaag,” said Calliande. The lupivir alpha and all the beastmen regarded her with a cross of fear and superstitious awe. Rakhaag never stopped questioning Ridmark, but he never challenged her. 
What had she done to make the beastmen fear her so much?
“The gray warrior returns,” said Rakhaag. 
“And the others?” said Calliande. “Are they with him?”
“The orc and the whelp have returned with him,” said Rakhaag. “They are alive, and unhurt.” 
“It seems God has heard our prayers after all,” said Calliande.
A moment later Ridmark walked into the camp, Kharlacht and Gavin behind him. She saw the gears turning behind Ridmark’s eyes, and knew at once that he had a plan. Kharlacht remained as impassive as ever, but Gavin looked furious. 
She wondered what he had seen in Urd Arowyn.
“You’ve returned,” said Calliande.
Ridmark nodded. “It was close, but we were able to escape.”
“Did you see Philip?” said Rosanna, scrambling to her feet alongside Father Martel. 
“I did,” said Gavin. “He’s alive. The arachar have him helping to build ballistae on the wall. So long as he’s useful to them and he doesn’t make trouble, I don’t think they’ll hurt him.”
Rosanna frowned. “Couldn’t you have brought him out?”
“We could have,” said Ridmark, “but he chose to stay behind.”
“What?” said Rosanna. “Why?”
“He would not abandon his neighbors,” said Martel. “Philip was always a brave young man.”
“He stayed,” said Ridmark, “because tomorrow night we are going to go back and get him, along with all the others.” 
“How?” said Calliande and Caius in unison.
“The females and the young of the True People,” said Rakhaag. “Did you see them?”
“No,” said Ridmark, “but I know where they are. Agrimnalazur keeps her larder within the central tower of the ruins. Likely they are there, her venom keeping them in the death sleep.” 
Rosanna hesitated. “Your father. Is he…”
“He’s alive,” said Gavin with a grimace, “and he’s helping the spiderlings. Morwen seems like she’s in charge. Oh, and she’s a spiderling, too.”
Rosanna’s hands flew to her mouth, and Martel said a quiet prayer. 
“All those years she lived with us after my mother died,” said Gavin. “The entire time she was a spiderling. And he knew. They were planning to do something like this all along.”
“I think,” said Caius, “Cornelius might have gotten in over his head.”
They looked at him.
“The omen of blue fire three and a half weeks past,” said Caius. “That forced Agrimnalazur and Morwen to act. When Cornelius first became praefectus, I suspect he thought he could play along, offer a villager up to the urdmordar’s appetite every so often, and keep the peace. Then the omen happened, and Cornelius found himself forced to become a traitor.” 
“He was always a traitor,” said Gavin, “and he deserves to die for what he has done.” His hand curled into a fist, hovering near the hilt of his sword. “I will make sure he is called to account for what he has done.”
“You said you would go into the ruins to rescue the villagers and my kindred,” said Rakhaag, showing his teeth. “I assume you have a plan, something crafted of lies and deceit?”
“I do,” said Ridmark, “but we shall deceive the arachar and the daughters of Agrimnalazur. I assume you have no qualms about this?”
“None,” said Rakhaag. “The urdmordar and their daughters are death. The True People have always fled them, but if we are to get our females and young back, then we must fight.”
“What is your plan?” said Caius. “Something bold, most likely.”
“It is,” said Ridmark. “But Cornelius and Morwen have given us the opportunities for boldness. I suspect Agrimnalazur does not trouble herself with the day-to-day business of Urd Arowyn, and leaves those tasks in the hands of Cornelius and Morwen. And neither of them appear to know much of war.”
“They’re building those ballistae,” said Caius.
“To what use?” said Ridmark. “If an army comes against Urd Arowyn, it won’t be for years. Meanwhile they have not bothered to repair the gates, and the arachar spend most of their time guarding the slaves rather than watching the walls.”
“They trust in the power of Agrimnalazur to protect them,” said Caius.
“Perhaps they are right to do so,” said Kharlacht, “for an urdmordar has great power.”
“Agrimnalazur does,” said Ridmark, “but they are wrong to trust to it. Her slaves and servants are only food and tools to her, and unless she is personally threatened, she may not rouse herself to act. We cannot overcome an urdmordar…but we can overcome her servants.”
“How?” said Rakhaag. “You have no magic, and the Staffbearer has said her magic cannot slay an urdmordar.”
“We will create chaos,” said Ridmark, “and use that chaos to escape with the captives.”
Rakhaag took a step closer to Ridmark, baring his fangs. “How?”
“Every night, an hour after sunset, Morwen calls the slaves and the arachar together in the central courtyard,” said Ridmark. “Then she catechizes them about the glory of Agrimnalazur.”
Caius snorted. “A compelling sermon, I'm sure.”
“But while she does this,” said Ridmark, “all the arachar withdraw to the courtyard. Only the guards on the gate are left, I believe. This, then, is my plan. Tomorrow night, when Morwen calls the assembly, I will sneak past the urdmordar in the secret entrance…”
“Wait,” said Calliande. “There was an urdmordar in the secret entrance? Agrimnalazur herself? How are you still alive?”
“A male urdmordar, one of Agrimnalazur’s mates,” said Ridmark. “And he was asleep. So long as we do not disturb his webs, we can get past him.”
“A male urdmordar,” said Calliande, shaking her head. Again she marveled at how lightly he dismissed the most terrible of dangers. 
But as Caius had said, Ridmark’s bravery had a darker edge, founded in his despair.
“Once I am inside Urd Arowyn,” said Ridmark, “I will kill the guards, and then start setting fire to the supplies scattered around the ruins. Eventually that will draw the attention of Morwen and her arachar, and they will hurry to put out the flames. But by then,” he looked at Rakhaag, “you and your kindred will have seen the fires.”
“And done what?” said Rakhaag. “You expect us to put them out?”
“No,” said Ridmark, “since the gate will be unguarded, I expect you to enter and attack the arachar.”
Rakhaag loosed a low, rumbling growl. “We are hunters, not warriors. The tainted orcs have steel.”
“And they will be scattered in dozens of small groups fighting the flames,” said Ridmark. His smile was as hard and mirthless as his eyes. “They will not be warriors, but your prey.” 
“The streets in Urd Arowyn are narrow,” said Calliande, “and the ruins will offer plenty of shadows to hide. Your kin can see better in the dark, and have sharper ears and noses than the orcs.” She shook her head. “You’ll turn Urd Arowyn into a slaughterhouse.”
Ridmark’s plan was mad, but it was brilliant. Loosing the lupivirii into those narrow streets, as chaos and flames raged…the lupivirii would indeed turn the ruins into a slaughterhouse. 
If the plan worked.
“What of our females and young?” said Rakhaag. “Will we leave our own kin to fill an urdmordar’s belly?”
“No,” said Ridmark. “I will go to the central tower with Calliande and wake them. Her magic can nullify the urdmordar’s sleeping venom, and they will recognize her as the Staffbearer. While I do that, Philip and some of the other trustworthy men from the village will get the prisoners to the gates. Then we will all flee Urd Arowyn together.” 
“What about Morwen?” said Gavin. “She has dark magic, and she will try to stop you.”
“She might,” said Ridmark. “But the fires could hold her attention. And if she tries to stop us, she will face Calliande. I suspect a Magistria will prove something of a challenge to her powers.”  
Calliande nodded. She hated to see magic abused. Whatever had happened to her in the past had filled her with a hatred for magic users who wielded their power for selfish ends, leaving ruined lives in their wake.
And few magical powers were as destructive as the black sorcery of an urdmordar. 
“What happens if you are wrong?” said Rakhaag. “What if the urdmordar chooses to involve herself?”
“Then we will all die,” said Ridmark.
Rakhaag tilted his head to the side. Clearly he had not expected that answer. 
“I said I would not lie to you, Rakhaag,” said Ridmark, “and I will not. I have no way to defeat an urdmordar. If Agrimnalazur joins the fight, she might well kill us all.” He spread his hands, the tip of his staff scraping through the dead leaves. “But if we do nothing, everyone in Urd Arowyn will die. Agrimnalazur and her daughters will consume them, or they will die of old age in chains. And your kin will die one by one over the centuries as Agrimnalazur wakes and devours them.” 
He fell silent, the others staring at him. Calliande held her breath. She could ask Rakhaag to help, and she knew he would do it. But she would not command him to do it, would not command him to risk so much.
At last Rakhaag growled, the deep noise rumbling around the trees.
“We fight,” he spat.
Ridmark nodded. “I thought you might. Now get some rest, all of you. Rakhaag, make sure the bellies of your kin are full. Tomorrow we will have hard fighting.”
 
###
 
The next afternoon, Gavin prepared for battle. 
He sharpened and oiled the blade of his sword as Kharlacht had shown him, and then returned the weapon to its sheath. He tightened the straps of his shield, and donned the chain mail hauberk Ridmark had taken from one of the dead men-at-arms in Aranaeus. It was a bit long for Gavin, but the spiderlings fought with poison, and he welcomed the extra protection.
Then he stretched, shifting the unfamiliar weight of the armor, and looked around. 
Ridmark and Kharlacht had gone to watch the walls of Urd Arowyn, making sure the arachar made no unexpected moves. Rakhaag and the lupivirii had vanished to hunt prey, which relieved Gavin. He knew the creatures were on their side, but they still made him uneasy. Caius, Martel, and Rosanna were all praying, asking God for aid in the coming battle.
He hoped that God was listening, that he had not turned his back upon the people of Aranaeus.
“Gavin.”
Gavin shook out of his thoughts as Calliande walked towards him, a pot of paste in her right hand.
“I need you to paint my face,” said Calliande.
Gavin blinked. “Ah…isn’t that the sort of thing that’s easier to do yourself?”
“It is,” said Calliande, “but only if you have a mirror. I don’t.” 
“Oh.” Gavin set the pot upon the branch of a nearby tree. “Certainly. You’re going to be disguised as an arachar, then?”
Calliande nodded.
Gavin dipped a finger into the pot, wincing at the clammy feel of the paste. “But none of the arachar are women.”
“No, but in all this,” she gestured at the leather jerkin and wool clothing she wore beneath her heavy cloak, “it’s not obvious that I am a woman. And by the time any of the arachar get close enough to see, we’ll be fighting for our lives.” She tied back her blond hair, pushing it away from her forehead and temples. “It’s easiest to start with the forehead.”
Gavin nodded, and Calliande closed her eyes. 
For a moment he hesitated, struck by her beauty. For she was beautiful, even in her dusty traveling clothes. For a moment he entertained the wild fantasy of courting her, maybe even daring to lean forward and steal a kiss. Rosanna loved him, he knew, but as a brother, and she would never love him as he loved her. 
Perhaps it was time to move on.
But he pushed aside the absurd fantasy. Calliande was a Magistria, with powers he did not understand. And there was something uncanny about her. She had not told him her story, but from what the others had said, he suspected that she was hundreds of years old. Such a woman was well beyond his reach of someone like Gavin.
Anyway, she was obviously in love with Ridmark.
But Aranaeus was ashes, and Rosanna would wed Philip. If they survived the coming battle, what would Gavin do with the rest of his life?
Calliande opened one blue eye, and Gavin wondered if she had guessed his thoughts.
“Sorry,” he said. “My mind wandered.”
She nodded and closed her eyes. “A lot has happened to you in a very short time.”
“Aye,” said Gavin. He started to draw the fake scar upon her forehead. “More than I would like.” He drew the spider’s body, and then traced the legs across her left temple. “I’m going to kill my father.”
“I see,” said Calliande.
“Are you going to try and talk me out of it?” said Gavin. He felt his voice grow angry, but he did not care. “After all the people he killed? After he kept that spiderling in our house for years? He probably murdered my mother so he could marry Morwen.”
“I know,” said Calliande. “And I won’t try to talk you out of anything.” He finished the legs on her left temple and started upon the right. “I have no right to give you commands. You ought to forgive him, true, because the Dominus Christus commands it and otherwise your hatred will eat you out from the inside. But if any man deserves death for his crimes, it is Cornelius.”
“Then you think I should kill him?” said Gavin, reaching into the pot for more paste.
“No,” said Calliande. “You should let Ridmark or Kharlacht do it.”
“Why?” said Gavin. “My father betrayed me and everyone else in Aranaeus.”
“Because if you kill him,” said Calliande, “I think you’ll become like Ridmark.” 
Gavin frowned, finishing the legs upon her temples. “Is that bad? He is a great knight and warrior.”
“He is,” said Calliande. “Has he told you anything about his past?”
Gavin shook his head and then remembered that she could not see him. “No.”
“He lost his wife,” said Calliande, “and he blamed himself for her death, even though it was not his fault. He has never forgiven himself for it, and believes he deserves death. So he drives himself on, putting himself in greater and greater danger.”
“What does that have to do with me?” said Gavin, painting the lines upon her jaw. “I want to kill my father, not…”
“You want revenge,” said Calliande, “but it won’t end with your father. Ridmark puts himself in danger because he believes he deserves to die. Your father does deserve to die. But killing him will not quench the fury in your heart. So you’ll look for someone else who deserves to die, and someone else, and someone else, and it will consume you the way guilt and despair have consumed Ridmark.” 
Gavin said nothing as he painted the rest of the fake scars. He remembered the day his father had wed Morwen, remembered the cold smirk upon her red lips. He remembered the tired, dull look upon Cornelius’s face as he gave the dead woman to the spiderlings. 
And he remembered Ridmark’s icy, hard eyes.
“Done,” said Gavin, stepping away. 
Calliande opened her eyes. “That itches more than I expect. I can only imagine how it feels with beard stubble. How do I look?”
“Positively ghastly,” said Gavin. 
“Good,” said Calliande. She smiled. “But you probably shouldn’t say that to women very often.”
Gavin laughed. “I will heed your counsel.” His laughter faded. “And I shall think upon what you have said, about other matters.”
“You should,” said Calliande. “I will not tell you what to do. But one of the advantages of being young is that there is still time to learn from the mistakes of your elders.” 
“That sounds,” said Gavin, “that sounds…wise.”
“Perhaps it is,” said Calliande. “But if your elders are wise, it is only because we ignored our own elders and made grievous mistakes of our own.”
Gavin laughed, as did Calliande, but her face grew grave.
“Magistria?” he said.
“Have you ever heard of a place called Dragonfall?” said Calliande.
Gavin shook his head. “I haven’t. What is it? A castle?”
“I don’t know,” said Calliande. “I don’t know what it is, or where it is. Only that my staff is there, and I need to find it. And that losing it might have been the biggest mistake I ever made.” 
Gavin didn’t know what any of that meant.
“I’m sure,” he said at last, “that you’ll be able to find it again.”
“I hope you are right,” said Calliande.
Leaves rustled, and Ridmark and Kharlacht returned.
Calliande smiled at Ridmark. “How do I look?” 
“Like someone I would not want to meet on a dark night,” said Ridmark. “Which I suppose is the point. We will strike tonight. Two fresh patrols of arachar came from the gates, six each. The lupivirii dealt with them, but I suspect Morwen is growing suspicious that the first patrol hasn’t returned.”
“Just as well, then,” said Kharlacht. “Twelve fewer arachar we shall have to fight.” 
Ridmark nodded. “Prepare yourselves. As soon as the sun goes down, we’re heading for Urd Arowyn.”
Gavin gripped his sword hilt again, the worn leather rough beneath his fingers, and thought of his father.



Chapter 18 - The Consort
Ridmark stopped at the base of the waterfall, the spray damp against his face. Five of the thirteen moons threw an eerie blue glow over everything. It was brighter than he would have preferred, but the illumination would make it easier to fight.

And easier for the beastmen to hunt their prey through the streets of Urd Arowyn. 
He looked back at the others. Calliande walked behind him, hood drawn up over her head, the fake scars crimson against her pale face. Kharlacht waited behind her, grim and silent in his dark elven armor. Then followed Brother Caius, draped in his friar’s robe. Disguising him would have been useless, as there were no dwarves among either the arachar or the slaves. If questioned, Ridmark would claim he was a prisoner they had found wandering the woods. 
Gavin came in the back, his face solemn and tired, hand resting on his sword hilt. 
“Remember,” said Ridmark. “No talking until we reach the interior of Urd Arowyn. I want to get past the male urdmordar without rousing the creature. Once inside the ruins, if we are separated, find the storehouses and start lighting them ablaze. Any questions?”
No one had any.
“Then,” said Caius, “may God go with us, and lend strength to our arms, for surely our cause is as righteous as any upon the earth.”
“Let us hope that God agrees with you,” said Ridmark.
They went over the slick path, behind the waterfall, and into the cave. The white stairs climbed into the darkness, the steps littered with long-dead bones. As far as Ridmark could tell, no one had come this way since they had departed last night. Gavin lit a torch, the firelight throwing dancing shadows across the walls. 
They climbed the stairs and came to the corridor of white stone, the walls still lined with webs, long-dead corpses dangling from the ceiling. Ridmark led the way and the others followed in single file, making sure to keep well away from the web-mantled walls. His eyes scanned the shadowy darkness for any sign of threat, and his ears strained for any hint of attackers.
But he heard and saw no signs of danger.
He stopped before the stairs leading up to the male urdmordar’s chamber, took a few breaths to steady himself, and then climbed the steps, moving with as much stealth as he could manage. Kharlacht and Caius and Gavin had their weapons ready, while Calliande held her hands up, ready to summon magic.
Ridmark stepped into the lofty hall, the withered corpses caught in the strands of the webs like long-dead flies. The male urdmordar clung halfway up the wall near the archway to the next corridor, his human-shaped torso limp, his eyes closed. The creature was utterly motionless. The urdmordar looked dead, but Ridmark knew that the creatures only needed to breathe every few days or so.
He beckoned with his staff, and the others followed him.
They had made it halfway across the chamber when the urdmordar lifted his head, all eight of his green eyes shining with their own eerie green glow.
 
###
 
Calliande froze beneath the weight of the male urdmordar’s gaze.
The urdmordar’s attention had a weight to it, a dark and heavy power. She felt a faint pressure upon her temples, and she realized that it was the urdmordar’s telepathic power, the sheer might of the creature’s will. Even male urdmordar, for all their lack of intelligence, possessed mighty wills.
The knowledge ought to have harkened her. It proved she had faced the urdmordar before and survived, sometime in the mists of her past.
But her skin crawled with revulsion and fear as the predator upon the wall started to move with slow, languid grace. She heard a rumbling, rasping voice, far deeper than any human or orcish or dwarven voice, and realized the urdmordar was speaking.
She felt the harsh telepathic pressure of his words throb against her temples.
“I smelled it,” he said, his head turning back and forth. “Yes. I woke up and smelled smoke. I could not remember why. Nothing down here burns. Then I remembered. The herd animals.” His pincers clicked. “The cattle need light to see. That meant herd animals had been down here.” He sounded almost absurdly pleased with himself for figuring it out. “The mistress will be wroth. The cattle are not to come down here. They are not.”
Calliande started to summon power for a spell, but Ridmark stepped forward.
“I salute your wisdom, consort of the great goddess Agrimnalazur,” he said with a bow. The urdmordar’s eyes fixed upon him. “We are the chosen servants of the goddess, and she has sent us here with an urgent task.”
“She has?” said the male urdmordar. Had the urdmordar been human, Calliande suspected he would have been blinking stupidly. 
“She sent us to spy upon her foes,” said Ridmark, “and to return in secret, lest anyone learn of our presence. I pray let us pass, my lord consort, that we might bring news to the ears of great Agrimnalazur.” 
The urdmordar went utterly motionless.
“Yes,” said the creature at last. “Yes, that makes sense. The mistress is always doing many clever things. They make my head hurt.”
Calliande felt a surge of relief.
“But you are lying,” said the male urdmordar. “You do not smell like the blood of the mistress, and all the mistress’s servants partake of her blood. Also, I can hear your thoughts, and you are lying. Which means I shall devour you all.”
The urdmordar hurtled forward with inhuman speed.
 
###
 
Ridmark flung himself to the side as the urdmordar thundered towards him in a crimson blur. 
It almost wasn’t enough. 
The urdmordar’s armored legs slashed towards him. Ridmark whipped his staff up at the last moment, deflecting the claws from his throat. But he could not match the urdmordar’s terrible strength, and while the claws missed his face, the creature’s front two legs slammed across his chest. The blow blasted the breath from Ridmark’s lungs and threw him backwards. He hit the ground a dozen paces away, stunned.
The urdmordar raced towards him and reared up, claws preparing to plunge into Ridmark’s chest.
White light flashed, and a blast of brilliant flame arced across the chamber and struck the urdmordar. The creature bellowed in fury and pain, and Ridmark saw Calliande standing with her hands spread, the power of her magic flaring around her fingers. 
Ridmark staggered to his feet, leaving his staff upon the floor. The weapon was useless against the armored chitin of the urdmordar’s carapace. He yanked the orcish war axe from his belt, the haft heavy and smooth beneath his fingers, and prepared to charge the before the urdmordar recovered from Calliande’s attack. 
But the urdmordar turned and raced at Calliande.
 
###
 
Calliande summoned more power, white fire blazing around her hands as she prepared to fling another spell at the male urdmordar. 
But it would not be enough.
The creature was hideously fast, so fast his armored body moved in a crimson blur. The urdmordar lunged at her, and Calliande knew that she would not be able to work a spell in time. 
Then Kharlacht and Caius shouted, and the orc and the dwarf attacked the urdmordar from the right and the left. Caius’s dwarven mace did not penetrate the thick chitin of the urdmordar’s legs, but the strength of his blows rocked the creature. Kharlacht’s dark elven greatsword sheared through one of the urdmordar’s right legs. The clawed tip clattered to the ground, leaking thick black ichor. 
“You cut me!” roared the urdmordar. “Now I am angry!” 
The urdmordar whirled, clawed legs stabbing down, and drove his talons into Kharlacht’s chest. Kharlacht’s armor turned aside the razor edges, but the force of the impact drove him to the floor. Caius clubbed the urdmordar again, his mace bouncing off the urdmordar’s left flank, but the creature hardly seemed to feel the blows. The massive legs flexed, and Caius went skidding across the floor.
The urdmordar turned towards Calliande, and she tried to focus enough power for a spell.
Gavin yelled and attacked, shield raised, sword drawn back. He stabbed with all his strength, driving his orcish sword into the urdmordar’s abdomen. The blade sank a foot into the urdmordar’s carapace, black slime bubbling from the wound. The urdmordar looked at him, pincers snapping, and lashed out with an arm. Gavin stumbled back, his weapon still buried in the urdmordar’s exoskeleton. 
But he had given Calliande the time she needed to finish her spell. 
She thrust her arms out, and white fire poured from her palms and sank into the urdmordar. The creature screamed, legs lashing at the floor, pincers snapping with fury. A Magistria could only use her power to defend, to learn, and to communicate, never to harm another mortal. But the urdmordar were immortals, were predators that delighted in tormenting the innocent.
She could unleash her power against them without mercy, without scruple.
Calliande poured all her strength into the spell.
But it was not enough.
Step by step the urdmordar dragged himself towards her, his clawed legs clicking against the stone floor. Her spell left smoking burns across his carapace, the hideous stench of charred chitin filling the vault. But still the urdmordar came for her, like a man walking into a strong wind. 
She was not strong enough to stop him. 
 
###
 
Ridmark gripped the axe in his left hand and ran at the male urdmordar.
The creature’s full attention was on Calliande. An inferno of white flame burst from her hands and slammed into the urdmordar, but he shrugged off the burns. The urdmordar moved closer to her, and soon would be near enough to strike. 
Ridmark grabbed the back of the urdmordar’s thorax. The crimson chitin felt icy cold beneath his fingers, and he heaved himself onto the urdmordar’s back. Calliande’s white flames billowed around him, but left him untouched. Her spell would harm creatures of dark magic, but not living mortals. 
Though Ridmark might not remain living much longer.
The urdmordar felt his presence, the human-shaped torso turning to face him.
Ridmark dashed across the urdmordar’s back with two steps and swung his axe with both hands.
He felt the blade land, and then the urdmordar’s fist struck his stomach, throwing him to the floor.
 
###
 
Gavin groaned and got to one knee. 
His chest burned from the urdmordar’s blow, and he feared he had broken a rib. He looked for his sword, saw it jutting from the urdmordar’s abdomen, just below the creature’s human-shaped torso. 
A weapon, he needed a weapon. Did one of the withered corpses have a weapon? Perhaps…
He saw Ridmark standing on the urdmordar’s back, and then he went flying, tumbling across the floor. 
The urdmordar twitched, legs writhing and jerking. Calliande poured more white fire into the creature, and Gavin saw something jutting from the back of the urdmordar’s head, black ichor dripping down the crimson carapace.
Ridmark’s axe.  
The urdmordar twitched once more, and then fell over.
 
###
 
Calliande lowered her hands with a sigh, the fire winking out, her head ringing with the effort of wielding so much magic. 
The telepathic weight of the urdmordar faded from her thoughts. 
The creature was indeed dead.
She blinked at the sudden gloom. The fury of her magic had lit up the hall, but now that it was gone, the only light came from Gavin’s dropped torch. The boy picked up his torch, wincing, and Caius walked closer, mace still hand.
“Is it dead?” Gavin whispered. 
“Aye,” said Caius. “An axe to the brain will kill almost anything.” 
“Except a female urdmordar,” said Calliande. One male urdmordar had almost killed them all. What would happen if Agrimnalazur took a hand in the coming fight?
She pushed aside the fear. It was too late to turn back now. 
Ridmark joined them, helping Kharlacht to stand.
“You’re hurt,” said Calliande.
Kharlacht grimaced. “I turned my leg in the fall. It is not serious…”
“Enough,” said Calliande, summoning magic and putting her hands on Kharlacht’s left leg. The pain of his torn muscles and cracked bone flooded through her, but she gritted her teeth and commanded the spell to heal him. After that she healed Gavin’s broken ribs, trying not to shriek as the pain plunged into her chest. Caius was uninjured, thanks to the sturdiness of dwarven bones, and Ridmark was only bruised, despite his mad attack.
Perhaps it was luck, or God indeed favored him.
Or maybe it was sheer skill. Something had allowed him to survive so many mad deeds.
“That went well,” said Ridmark.
“Well?” said Gavin, incredulous. “How did that go well?”
“We are still alive,” said Kharlacht.
“And,” said Ridmark, putting one boot upon the male urdmordar’s chest, “the guardian is dead.” He gripped his axe and yanked it free from the urdmordar’s head with a ghastly squelching sound. Black ichor gleamed upon the blade. “Which means we can use the secret passage to help the slaves escape from here.”
“Oh.” To judge from his expression, Gavin had not thought of that. Thought to be fair, neither had Calliande. “That will be useful, if the arachar block the main gate.”
“Exactly,” said Ridmark. “Get your sword. You’ll likely need it soon.”
Gavin nodded and tugged his sword from the dead urdmordar. 
“That was easier than I expected,” said Kharlacht. “I thought an urdmordar would be a more formidable foe.”
“They are,” said Ridmark. “We were lucky. Male urdmordar are not terribly clever. If he had been thinking clearly, the urdmordar would have killed the rest of us first, and then dispatched Calliande.” Ridmark shook his head. “If he had done that, odds are that no one would ever know what had happened to us. The male urdmordar would likely forget unless Agrimnalazur happened to ask about it.”
Calliande felt a chill. If not for Ridmark’s quick thinking, if not for her magic, the urdmordar would have killed them all with ease. 
And the male urdmordar had only a fraction of the power of a female.
“Come,” said Ridmark, returning his axe to his belt and picking up his staff. “Philip awaits.”
 
###
 
Ridmark pushed open the secret door as the bell of the assembly clanged over the ruins of Urd Arowyn. 
He looked around the street. He wanted to avoid any fights until he killed the gate guards and got the lupivirii within the walls. A few arachar, panicked by flames and the unknown attackers, would not be a challenge. But if Morwen set all the arachar to hunting Ridmark and his companions, they would die in short order.
“You came!” hissed a man’s voice.
Philip waited in the shadows of a ruined archway. The blacksmith hurried over, his face and clothing dirty, but his eyes eager.
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “Are you ready?”
Philip nodded. “I spoke to Mallen and Bardus and a few other trustworthy men. They had to go to the assembly, but they left oil in the storehouses. We can set them ablaze whenever we wish.”
“Good,” said Ridmark, looking north. He saw the glow of the assembly’s torches reflecting against the white bulk of the central tower, heard the distant echoes of Morwen’s sermon. If she had started preaching, all of the slaves and the arachar must have gathered in the plaza. “Gavin, go with Philip. Set as many fires as you can. Calliande, Caius, Kharlacht, help me deal with the guards at the gate. The sooner we can get the lupivirii inside the walls, the better. Gavin, Philip. Meet us at the gate once you’ve set as many fires as you can. I expect Urd Arowyn will be rather frantic by then.” 
He headed towards the outer wall.
 
###
 
“Here,” said Philip, pointing at a ruined mansion.
Gavin glanced around, but the street was empty. The ruined dark elven mansion loomed overhead, its windows gazing down like the eyes of a corpse. Here and there the remnants of the disturbing, grisly reliefs the dark elves had preferred still covered the walls. Yet the mansion was a ruin, and now housed supplies to feed the slaves of the urdmordar.
Philip led Gavin inside the mansion. Bales of hay stood stacked against one wall, while bundles of clothing and blankets rested against another. Gavin smelled oil in the air, saw that the hay and the blankets glistened with it. 
“Fodder for the animals,” said Philip, grinning. “Should make a nice, thick black smoke.”
Gavin nodded and raised his torch.
“If we don’t live through this,” said Philip, “you’re a good man, Gavin.” He hesitated. “Better than your father. I was always annoyed how you kept sniffing around Rosanna, and after Cornelius opened the gate…well, I thought the worst of you. But I was wrong. You’re a good man.” He snorted. “And as mad and brave as that Gray Knight.”
“I’m not that brave,” said Gavin. He looked a deep breath. “But thank you. And…I know I will never wed Rosanna. But if she is to wed anyone, she could do much worse than you. Much worse.” 
“Well,” said Philip. He reached behind one of the bundles and drew out the heavy hammer of a blacksmith. In his hands, it would make a formidable weapon. “Shall we kill some arachar?”
“By all means,” said Gavin, touching the torch to the bales of hay.
They fled from the mansion as the hay and the clothing began to burn, and went to another storehouse and started a second fire.
And then a third, and a fourth.
 
###
 
Ridmark waited in the shadows.   
A small, oval plaza lay behind the gates of Urd Arowyn, a long-dried fountain adorned with statues of armored warriors occupying its center. Six arachar stood guard over the gate. Two stood below the arch itself, spears in hand. Four waited atop the rampart, watching the path that led down to the valley and the creek.
The arachar on the right side of the rampart carried a war horn at his belt. 
The glow from three separate fires flickered in the ruins. Both the arachar upon the wall and the slaves and arachar in the assembly would notice at any moment. 
It was time to move.
Ridmark took a deep breath, lifted his bow, and set an arrow to the string.
Calliande began to whisper, her fingers glimmering with white light.
Ridmark drew back the bow and released. His arrow hissed through the gloom and plunged into the arachar with the horn. The orc staggered forward with a grunt, arms flailing, and slumped against the battlements.
“Eh?” said the orc next to him. “What is it? The daughters will have your hide if you’ve been drinking while on guard.”
Calliande cast her spell, and a pulsing glow of white light flared around Kharlacht. The big orc surged forward with superhuman speed, the power of Calliande’s magic driving his legs. 
“Brothers!” shouted Kharlacht. “We are under attack! To arms! To arms!” 
The orcs spun, and Ridmark took the opportunity to shoot another. The arrow sprouted from the chest of an arachar on the rampart, and the orc toppled forward with a scream, landing with bone-breaking force upon the flagstones. The two arachar waiting in the archway hurried forward, but Kharlacht acted first. His blue greatsword came around in a blur, the heavy blade taking off the head of an arachar in a fountain of green blood. The second arachar thrust his sword, but Kharlacht was already moving. He beat aside the thrust, stepped back, and brought his blade hammering down. The weapon ripped through the orc’s chest and belly, and the arachar stumbled to his knees.
The remaining two arachar upon the wall drew their bows and took aim, but Ridmark and Caius were already running. The archers released, and Kharlacht dodged with the speed granted by Calliande’s spell. Ridmark raced up the stairs to the ramparts as the archers reached for more arrows. The first orc whirled, drawing to draw back his bow to shoot Ridmark, but Ridmark was faster. His staff hooked the bow’s string and ripped the weapon from the arachar’s hands. The orc roared and started to draw his sword, but Caius’s mace slammed into the orc’s arm with bone-shattering force. The orc bellowed again, and Ridmark swung his staff and shattered the orc’s skull. 
The second arachar lifted his bow, but Caius was already moving. His mace struck the orc in the knee, and the warrior stumbled. Ridmark swung his staff, the blow catching the orc’s other leg. The arachar tumbled from the rampart, landed in the plaza thirty feet below, and did not move again. 
Ridmark turned, looking around the courtyard, but saw no sign of any other arachar. But a fourth fire glimmered in the ruins, and even as he looked he saw a fifth flare to life. Gavin and Philip were industrious. An uneasy rumbling came from the central plaza. That would be the slaves and the arachar, realizing that something was wrong. 
Morwen would send the arachar to quench the fires soon.
Calliande walked to the gate, the white light still flickering around her fingers.
“They’re coming!” she called to Ridmark.
Ridmark and Caius descended from the rampart just as a wave of dark shapes and gleaming yellow eyes flowed through the gate.
Lupivirii.
Hundreds of them. They moved in eerie silence, their yellow eyes reflecting the growing light from the fires. Some of them spread out and disappeared into the streets, while a few dozen stopped before Calliande and Ridmark, Rakhaag at their head. The alpha took a step forward, his form blurring into his half-human, half-beast shape.
“Ridmark son of Leogrance,” said Rakhaag, his voice solemn. “We have come.”
“Rather more than I expected,” said Ridmark.
“More came at my call,” said Rakhaag. “The great memory knows that the urdmordar are the enemy, our terrible foe. We cannot face them and prevail.” He broke Ridmark’s gaze and shifted his eyes to Calliande. “But the Staffbearer has called us. If we do not aid her, our kin shall perish, and the Staffbearer will perish with them. And the cold ones shall return and destroy the True People and the great memory.”
“I am glad of your aid,” said Ridmark. “Break into small packs. The tainted orcs will come to put out the fires soon, and you will…”
For the first time, Ridmark heard Rakhaag laugh.
“You will tell us how to hunt, gray warrior?” said Rakhaag. “We know how to hunt. And tonight, our prey is the tainted orcs!”
Footsteps clattered against the flagstones, and Gavin and Philip ran into the plaza. The lupivirii snarled and snapped at them, but did not attack. Ridmark could only guess what they might have done had Calliande not been there. 
“We managed to get seven fires going,” said Gavin. “Then some arachar came to see what was happening, and we had to run.” 
The sounds of chaos from the central plaza grew louder. With many of the arachar sent away, the panic and fear would spread. Morwen and Cornelius would have a harder time keeping the slaves under control. 
And the moment of opportunity had arrived.
“Come,” said Ridmark, lifting his staff. “Let us free some slaves.” 
He strode towards the central plaza, the others following him. All around them packs of the lupivirii vanished into the darkness, racing down the narrow streets.
A few moments later the screams began.



Chapter 19 - Storm
Gavin’s heartbeat thundered in his ears. 

The wide street led towards the white tower rising from the heart of the ruins. Shouts and screams and snarls echoed from the surrounding streets, and dark forms raced through the ruins, beastmen hunting for the arachar. 
Urd Arowyn had fallen into chaos. Gavin wondered if Morwen and his father knew what was happening, if they had yet realized they were under attack. 
If they hadn’t, they soon would. 
A score of arachar burst out of a side street, running towards one of the fires, and came to a shocked halt when they saw Ridmark and the others.
For a moment no one moved.
Ridmark stepped forward, staff tapping against the white paving stones.
“Let’s make this simple, shall we?” said Ridmark. “Surrender, lay down your arms, remove your armor, and depart Urd Arowyn immediately. Otherwise I will fight you.”
The arachar leader blinked. 
“Kill them!” roared the arachar, and the orcs charged with furious yells, their black eyes flaring with the crimson haze of orcish battle rage.
“Fight!” said Ridmark, and Gavin gripped his sword and raised his shield as Philip lifted his hammer.
 
###
 
Ridmark sprinted at the orcs, his staff ready.
Even through their battle rage, he saw the contempt flash across their faces. Warriors fought with swords and axes or maces, never with a quarterstaff. A staff was the weapon of peasants, of freeholders, of farmers fighting to defend their holdings from bandits and wolves. Warriors did not wield quarterstaffs.
Ridmark had thought that, once. As a new-made squire he had boasted of his skill with the sword. Amused, his father had equipped him with a sword and sent him to fight an old man-at-arms armed with a quarterstaff. Ridmark had been certain of victory.
The old man had beaten him so thoroughly that Ridmark had not been able to sit down for a week.
Since then he had respected the quarterstaff. A skilled swordsman was a dangerous foe, but a man of equal skill with a quarterstaff would prevail.
Almost every time.
So the orcs’ surprise was absolute when Ridmark attacked. 
He struck first, the end of his staff smashing an arachar’s hand with enough force to break bones. The orc howled, rage vanishing in surprised pain, and Ridmark’s next blow cracked his skull. The orc toppled to the ground in a limp heap. Another orc came at him with an axe, and Ridmark drove the end of his staff into the arachar’s neck. The strike crushed the arachar’s windpipe, and the orc fell to his knees. A quick blow from his staff put the orc out of his misery. A third orc came at Ridmark, and he tripped the arachar with a quick sweep of his staff. The orc fell into two others, throwing off their balance. 
His friends crashed into the melee around him. Kharlacht’s sword wrote arcs of blue steel in the air, leaving trails of black-streaked green blood in its wake. Caius’s mace smashed bones and crushed skulls, while Gavin bashed with his shield, thrusting with his sword at off-balance orcs. Ridmark would have to correct the boy’s technique if they lived through this …
Another orc came at him, and Ridmark had no more time for thought, only for fighting and survival.
He forced his way through the orcs.
 
###
 
Gavin struck an arachar across the face with his shield. The orc roared in rage, the red light in his eyes brightening, and surged forward in a fury, swinging his sword. Gavin backed away, trying to get his blade in line to strike.
Philip’s hammer struck the side of the arachar’s head, and the orc joined the others upon the ground.
Someone screamed, and Gavin turned, green blood dripping from his sword as he braced for another attack.
But most of the orcs were dead. 
Kharlacht and Caius had carved their way through the orcs, but Ridmark had killed most of them. Gavin had seen Ridmark force Rakhaag to submit, face the spiderlings in Urd Dagaash and the male urdmordar in the tunnels, but he had never seen anyone move so quickly and fight with such precision. 
It was awe-inspiring. Even terrifying.
Another scream rang out, and Gavin turned, expecting an attack.
Instead a dozen villagers ran at him, their eyes wide with fear. Gavin knew them all, and they gaped at him in surprise.
“Run!” shouted Gavin. “Go! The gate is unguarded. Wait for the others in the valley. We’ll rejoin you when we can. Run!”
They ran for the gate. 
Gavin looked around for any other foes, but he saw none. Screams and shouts echoed through the streets, along with the occasional roar of an enraged lupivir. The raging flames spreading through the ruins reflected off the clouds overhead, filling the city with an eerie smoldering glow. 
It was like a scene out of hell.
But it was working. Gavin felt a surge of exultation. They would do it. They would defeat the arachar, they would free the captives, they…
A deathly chill passed through him.
They had almost reached the central plaza. Screaming people fled in all directions, arachar bellowing at them to stay where they were, only to fall beneath the claws and fangs of the beastmen. 
The chill deepened, and a whirling column of shadows and darkness appeared at the end of the street, a vortex of nothingness. An arachar came too close to it, and screamed as he withered and then crumbled into dust. 
Morwen had unleashed her dark magic.
The vortex surged forward with terrifying speed.
 
###
 
Calliande saw the writhing column of darkness flow towards them.
Tremendous power radiated from the whirling vortex. Spiderlings could often use dark magic, but this was the work of a skilled sorceress. Agrimnalazur had plainly entrusted Morwen with great dark magic, perhaps even the ability to tap Agrimnalazur's own power. 
Calliande was not sure she had the strength to overcome the potent spell.
The vortex touched another pair of arachar, sucking away their lives as their bodies crumbled into dust. The tornado of shadow danced along the street, moving towards a group of fleeing slaves. If the vortex reached them, it would kill them all in the space of a heartbeat.
And Calliande would not let that happen.
She summoned magic, as much power as she could hold, and unleashed it at the vortex. White fire burst from her fingertips and slashed at the vortex with a line of scintillating flame. The shadowy column shuddered, and Calliande gritted her teeth as she felt her will strain against Morwen’s. Through the strain of their competing magic, she sensed the spiderling’s insatiable hunger for living flesh, her lust for power and domination.
The impulses of an urdmordar. 
The vortex shuddered, Calliande’s magic tearing at the spell. The slaves sprinted past her, running for the gate. Another wave of arachar boiled out of the side streets, and Ridmark sprang into his motion, his staff dealing death with every blow. Kharlacht and Caius followed him, striking with their weapons, while Gavin and Philip urged more of the slaves to safety.
The vortex trembled, and Calliande sensed Morwen pouring more dark magic into the thing.
It flowed towards her, its icy radiance washing over her. Calliande felt her strength waver, felt her power start to buckle.
She heard herself growl in fury, her hands hooked into claws.
She would not allow this. Her memory only extended back a month, but too often in that short time she had seen magic abused. First Talvinius in the village of the Blue Hand, and then the Magistrius Alamur in Dun Licinia. And she could only imagine what other horrors she had seen in her previous life, horrors shrouded by the mists choking her memory.
By God, she did not want to add another memory to the collection!
Calliande thrust out her arms, drawing upon every scrap of power she could gather, and screamed.
Her magic lashed at the vortex, and there was a dazzling flash of white light, so bright that it drove away the night. A thunderclap rang out, a blast of hot air washing over Calliande. She staggered back a step, partly from the wind, partly from a wave of exhaustion. 
But the vortex of shadows unraveled into nothing.
Calliande sighed in relief, sweat dripping down her face.
 
###
 
Ridmark sought another foe, but saw none. 
Dead arachar lay scattered across the ground, their black-streaked green blood pooling around them. The vortex of shadow had collapsed, and for a moment they stood in an island of calm. 
But only for a moment. 
He heard shouts and screams coming from the rest of Urd Arowyn, the flames rising higher from the ruined mansions. People fled through the streets, men and women and children, making for the gate and freedom.
“Perhaps we should withdraw while we still can,” said Kharlacht. “Most of the villagers will have escaped by now. We can organize them and lead them back to Aranaeus.” 
Ridmark shook his head. “No. There are still villagers in the streets. And Rakhaag’s kin are trapped within the central tower, locked in the death sleep. I promised Rakhaag I would try to rescue them, and I will not break my word.”
“If we do that,” said Philip, “if we go into the tower, we risk waking Agrimnalazur. From what Morwen and the other spiderlings said, I think she spends most of her time in the tower.”
“So be it,” said Ridmark. 
“And this is not over,” said Gavin, “until we find my father.” Orc blood dripped from his sword, his face smudged with soot. He looked as if he had aged ten years in the last day. Ridmark had seen it before, in boys who had been forced to grow up by a battle. 
“No,” said Ridmark. “I suppose not.”
“Morwen will be the most dangerous foe by far,” said Calliande. “Then let us end this,” said Ridmark, and led the way to the plaza.



Chapter 20 - Father and Son
Gavin followed as Ridmark led the way into the plaza.

It was almost deserted. The torches still burned in a ring around the outer edge, but almost of the villagers had fled. Only those too old or injured to flee had been left behind. Gavin saw old Agnes slumped against the wall, muttering to herself and grabbing her knees, along with a few of the older villagers. Why hadn’t the others helped them to escape? Had they just abandoned the older men and women to die?
Perhaps the rot in Aranaeus had gone deeper than merely Cornelius.
Morwen awaited them upon the steps to the tower.
She was naked, the talons jutting from her fingers, the pincers rising from her mouth, eight green eyes gleaming on her face. The red tattoos spiraled up and down her pale body, flickering with an ominous red glow. The strange blue dagger waited in her right hand, the eightfold legs of its hilt wrapped around her wrist. Three other spiderlings waited behind her, rage and hungry lust on their faces. 
Cornelius stood beside his wife, his expression a mixture of terror and despair. He saw Gavin, and he opened his mouth, closed it, and said nothing.
Ridmark stopped a dozen yards from the stairs, the others waiting,
For a moment no one said anything. 
“Gavin,” said Cornelius. “You’re safe.”
“No thanks to you,” said Gavin. 
His face worked. “The daughters of the goddess at Urd Dagaash were supposed to kill everyone but you. They would have brought you safe to me.”
“Maybe the daughters of your goddess,” said Gavin, glaring at Morwen, “are not as strong as you think.”
Even through the pincers, Gavin saw Morwen’s familiar, condescending smile.
“It’s not too late,” said Cornelius. A tremor went through his hands. “Agrimnalazur is rewarding to those who serve her well. Come here, now. You can still be safe. You can still be…”
Gavin laughed. “Be you? Be a man who betrays his neighbors to the spider-devils?”
“I had no choice!” said Cornelius, his voice rising to a shout. “I did it all to save you.”
“What are you talking about?” said Gavin. 
“I found out about Agrimnalazur when I was elected praefectus,” said Cornelius, the words tumbling out of him. “I didn’t know about her, not really, not before that. There were always rumors. But then Morwen showed herself to me and I knew the truth. Aranaeus belonged to Agrimnalazur. Aranaeus had always belonged to Agrimnalazur. Only a few of us knew the truth, and if I did not keep the secret…they would have killed me. They would have killed you in front of me, first. I did it to save you.”
“And what about all of this?” said Gavin, waving his sword at the chaos of Urd Arowyn around them, at the screams and roars echoing through the streets. “Did you do this for me, Father? Did you sell our neighbors into slavery to save me?”
“I didn’t have any choice!” screamed Cornelius. “Agrimnalazur commanded it. She thinks the omen of blue fire means the Frostborn are coming back to destroy the world. So we had to gather the villagers and take them here.” His hands brushed the side of his shirt, wiping it over and over again. “They all would have died anyway when the Frostborn returned. I saved them, I let them…”
“You saved them?” said Gavin, incredulous. “To do what? Live as slaves to that bloated spider you worship as a goddess? To feed her hunger?”
“Yes!” said Cornelius. “That is exactly what I did. Better that than the freezing death when the Frostborn return. And I can save you, too. It’s not too late. Agrimnalazur will accept your service yet.”
Gavin felt Calliande and Ridmark and Philip looking at him, and he lifted his chin.
“Tell me one thing,” he said. “How did my mother die?” 
“A…a fever,” said Cornelius, stuttering over her words. “A fever, she died of a fever, that…”
Morwen laughed with derision. “A fever from my poison, which you put into her cup, dear husband.”
“You killed her,” said Gavin. He ought to have felt rage, he knew. 
But he felt only cold, so cold, as if the Frostborn had returned within him.
“I had no choice!” said Cornelius.
“You seem to say that,” said Caius, “quite often.”
“She wouldn’t have understood,” said Cornelius. “She was like you, Gavin. A blind fool, devoted to useless, foolish ideals! She would never have accepted the truth. She would have insisted that we fight Agrimnalazur or flee from her. So I had to kill her! Don’t you see? I had to do it to save Aranaeus. I had to do it to save you. I…”
“Enough,” said Morwen. “I tire of your constant whining, husband. Be silent until I give you permission to speak once again.”
Cornelius stopped talking, his eyes wet with tears, his hands shaking. Gavin looked at him and felt nothing but loathing. His father deserved death. Gavin would feel no guilt about killing him. 
He would feel nothing at all.
“This doesn’t have to end in a fight,” said Ridmark. 
Morwen laughed and gestured with the dagger, black flames dancing around the blue blade.
“It does not,” she said, all eight of her eyes glimmering with green light. “Lay down your weapons and submit to the will of great Agrimnalazur, and you shall be spared. You shall make fine arachar, all of you, assuming you survive drinking the goddess’s blood.”
“Or,” said Ridmark, “you could release the remaining captives to me, take your sisters, and depart.”
“Why should we do that?” said Morwen with a laugh. 
“To save your lives,” said Ridmark. 
She laughed again, so hard her pincers clacked. “You are mistaken, Gray Knight. Oh, I know who you are. The Swordbearer who slew Mhalek, but lost his sword and his wife. You have no magic of your own, and only one Magistria,” her glowing eyes turned towards Calliande, “one whose strength is barely a match for my own. The advantage is mine.” She pointed her dagger at Ridmark. “And even if you prevail, Agrimnalazur will destroy you.” She smirked. “Mother gets ever so cross about intruders.”
“Actually,” said Ridmark, “I don’t think she will lift a single one of her eight legs to save you.”
“Do you know so much about the urdmordar?” said Morwen.
“I slew Gothalinzur,” said Ridmark.
“Ten years ago,” said Morwen. “And you were a Swordbearer then.”
“True,” said Ridmark, “but Gothalinzur remains dead. Look around you, Morwen. Most of your arachar are slain or wounded, your captives are escaping, and your supplies are burning.”
“Losses that can be easily replaced,” said Morwen.
Gavin spat. “Perhaps your precious goddess is not as powerful as you thought.”
Cornelius would not meet his eyes.
“I don’t think those are losses,” said Ridmark. “I think they’re a test.”
“A test?” said Morwen. “A test of what?”
“Of you,” said Ridmark. “I know how the urdmordar think, Morwen. They value only themselves. You, her other daughters, her arachar, her slaves…they’re only tools. Tools to help her survive the Frostborn, and she wants reliable tools. And all this, Morwen…all this is a test.”
She laughed again. “For you? To see if you are worthy to serve the goddess?”
“Not for me,” said Ridmark. “For you.”
Morwen recoiled as if he had slapped her. “For me?”
And suddenly, even through his rage, Gavin understood why Ridmark had been so willing to chance a confrontation with Agrimnalazur. 
“Do not dare to speak to me in that tone,” said Morwen. “I am the daughter of a goddess! You…”
“You’re not,” said Ridmark. “Agrimnalazur is not a goddess, and even if she was, you’re only her tool. And she’s testing to see if you are a worthy tool. If I defeat you, Agrimnalazur will not come to your aid. The urdmordar dislike confrontation, and prefer to work through servants. She’ll merely leave and set up a larder for herself somewhere else. You, however, will be dead.”
Morwen said nothing, her fingers tightening against the dagger’s hilt.
“This is your last chance,” said Ridmark. “You…”
Morwen screamed, and Cornelius shrank against the archway.
“Kill them!” shouted Morwen. “Kill them in the name of great Agrimnalazur!” 
The other three spiderlings raced forward, and Morwen raised her hands, black fire crackling around her fingers.
 
###
 
Ridmark charged, his staff in hand, and met the three spiderlings.
The first one lunged, reaching with crimson claws. Ridmark danced back, just missing the red talons, and struck with his staff. The heavy weapon landed against the spiderling’s hip with enough force to break bone.
Human bone, at any rate. 
The spiderling stumbled, but recovered fast enough to avoid his next swing.
The other two spiderlings rushed him, but Gavin and Kharlacht and Caius and Philip charged into the fray. Kharlacht swung and one of the spiderlings jumped back, but not before his dark elven blade carved a line of black ichor along her ribs. Gavin bashed a spiderling across the face with his shield, and as she stumbled, Philip drove his hammer into her ribs with all his strength. The spiderling’s ribs, crimson chitin rather than white bone, burst from her skin.
The spiderling screamed in fury and backhanded Philip, the blow sending him to the ground. 
Ridmark swung his staff again, catching the first spiderling across the head. The impact would have killed a human, but again the spiderling shrugged it off. She danced back, her mouth yawning wide, and Ridmark ducked as a gobbet of green venom burst from her mouth. 
It missed him but struck Kharlacht’s chest, sizzling against his blue armor. The orc growled and continued his attack, his sword rising and falling. 
Then darkness fell over the plaza, a column of shadow rising from the stairs as Morwen unleashed her spell.
 
###
 
Calliande summoned more magic. 
She considered casting a spell upon Morwen, but discarded the idea. Morwen was casting a spell at Ridmark and the others. Unless Calliande protected them, her dark magic would kill them all. Dark power flared around Morwen, and a vortex of shadow whirled around her, preparing to fall upon the melee. Cornelius cringed against the arch, his eyes full of fear.
Morwen focused her magic upon the fight, but Calliande struck first. A blast of white fire sprang from her hands and slammed into the spiderling. The vortex of shadows unraveled and dissipated into nothingness. Morwen rocked back a step, all eight of her green eyes focusing upon Calliande. 
“Come forth!” shouted Morwen. “Come forth and aid me! Your mistress commands it!” 
She beckoned, and shadows moved within the tower.
A lupivir raced forth from the entrance, and for an instant Calliande wondered if Rakhaag’s packs had gotten inside. But this beastman had been dead for a long time. Ragged wisps of torn webs hung from its matted fur, and the creature was gaunt, as if all the flesh had been siphoned away beneath its furry hide.
One of Agrimnalazur’s victims.
A dozen more emaciated corpses emerged from the archway, summoned by Morwen’s dark magic. They staggered down the steps and charged at Calliande, reaching for her with dead hands.
 
###
 
The wounded spiderling hissed, ichor leaking from the ghastly wound Philip had left in her chest. But the creature showed no signs of pain as she drove at Gavin. Again and again he raised his shield, her crimson talons raking at the wood. Her claws dug splinters from the shield, but it held beneath her onslaught. 
She stepped back, and Gavin realized what was coming next.
He lowered his shield, hoping to lure her in. 
Her pincers yawned wide, and a gob of poison burst from her mouth. Gavin jerked his shield up at the last moment, the venom spattering against it. A few drops arced over the rim to land against his chain mail, but the poison missed his eyes and mouth.
And for a moment, the spiderling was vulnerable.
Gavin thrust his sword. The orcish blade stabbed into the wound Philip’s hammer had left, and he felt the shudder of the spiderling’s heartbeat through the hilt. She howled in fury, black ichor bubbling around her lips, and Gavin ripped his sword free and stabbed against before she recovered.
The spiderling toppled to the ground. 
Gavin turned. Part of him, most of him, wanted to run at Cornelius, to kill his father for what he had done. But the rest of his mind, the part that had grown colder and harder over the last few days, told him to look at battle. Philip still lay stunned upon the ground, his eyelids twitching as he regained consciousness. Ridmark and Kharlacht and Caius fought against the remaining two spiderlings. Calliande stood ablaze in an aura of white light, flinging spells against Morwen.
Dead men raced from the tower, charging at Calliande.
Ridmark had said the urdmordar often raised their victims as undead guardians. 
Morwen had called them forth to kill Calliande.
Gavin attacked the undead, shielding Calliande as he had during the fight in the woods. He struck the first corpse, a towering beastman, across the face with his shield. The undead staggered, and then Gavin swung his sword once, twice, three times. On the third blow he took off the beastman’s head, and the gaunt corpse collapsed to the ground. No blood came from the stump or the severed head.
Likely Agrimnalazur had drank it all.
The undead closed around him, and Gavin fought to keep them away from Calliande. 
 
###
 
Ridmark jabbed his staff into a spiderling’s belly. The creature doubled over with a wheeze of breath, pincers clacking in front of her face. Kharlacht raised his sword over his head and brought it down. The blade sheared through the spiderling’s neck in one smooth motion, and the creature collapsed, dark slime pooling beneath her body. 
The final spiderling fell back, dodging the swings of Caius’s mace and the thrusts of Kharlacht’s heavy sword.
Ridmark risked a look around. 
Morwen and Calliande stood locked in magical battle, white fire and black shadows snarling back and forth between them. A score of undead charged from the tower, and Gavin fought to keep them from Calliande, and the boy falling back the growing mass of animated corpses. Ridmark saw Morwen’s strategy at once. She and Calliande were equally matched in power. But if Morwen held Calliande’s attention, the undead could strike her down.
Unless Ridmark intervened.
A plan formed in his mind, and he shifted his staff to his left hand, drawing his orcish war axe in his right. He charged across the courtyard, leaving Kharlacht and Caius to finish the final spiderling, and bellowed at the top of his lungs. 
Morwen spotted him as he dashed up the stairs. He swung his staff for her head, and she caught it, holding it in place with her inhuman strength.
“Foolish Gray Knight,” she hissed, shadows whirling around her. “I am worthy of Agrimnalazur, and you shall perish!”
She ripped the staff from his hand. Ridmark let her, the movement yanking him forward, and he buried the axe’s blade in her side.
Her mouth yawned in a sudden cry of pain, and the shadows around her flickered and faded. Ridmark ripped the axe free, got both hands around the haft, and drove the weapon into her neck. 
Morwen fell, her features going slack.
“You should have listened,” he said.
A pulse of shadow went out from her and vanished, and the animated corpses collapsed. Ridmark retrieved his staff, leaving his axe in Morwen. Cornelius cowered against the arch, staring at him with wide eyes, and Ridmark ignored him.
He turned as Kharlacht and Caius cut down the last spiderling. The white fire faded from around Calliande as she released her magic, and Gavin helped Philip to his feet. The fires blazed ever brighter through the ruins of Urd Arowyn, and over the stench of spiderling ichor Ridmark smelled the harsh bite of smoke. The dark shapes of the lupivirii raced into the plaza, Rakhaag at their head. 
Ridmark walked to the base of the steps, and Rakhaag ran to join him.
“Ridmark son of Leogrance,” said the lupivir alpha, his claws and fangs stained with orcish blood.
“Rakhaag son of Balhaag,” said Ridmark, the others gathering around him. “You are victorious?”
Rakhaag bared his fangs. “We hunted the tainted orcs from street to street, and left them to drown in their own poisoned blood. They may have been warriors, but they were not hunters. Most were slain, ambushed in the streets, and the rest have fled.”
“What of the villagers?” said Ridmark.
Rakhaag shrugged, an odd gesture in his beast form. “They fled as well. Most have obeyed your commands and gathered with the priest and the female. Others have fled into the woods. They are safe now, as you wished.” He growled. “Will you heed your word and help us rescue our females and our young?”
“I shall,” said Ridmark. “Likely they are within.” He pointed at the tower’s entrance with his staff. “We shall enter and investigate.”
“I will come with you,” said Calliande.
Ridmark wanted to refuse her, but he knew better. If his guess about Agrimnalazur had been wrong, if the urdmordar awaited them in the tower, Calliande’s magic would be the only chance of escape.
“Very well,” said Ridmark.
He paused long enough to wrench his axe from Morwen’s corpse. The dark elven dagger lay near her right hand, the blade still burning with black fire. It seemed the dagger remained charged with dark power, even if the rest of Morwen’s magic had dissipated with her death. Ridmark would have to ask Calliande to dispel it before they departed Urd Arowyn. 
“Kharlacht, Caius,” said Ridmark. “Help the older villagers from the plaza, and then search the rest of the ruins for anyone still hiding. Rakhaag, have your hunters aid them.”
Rakhaag snarled.
“I would be grateful if you would do as he asks, Rakhaag,” said Calliande.
“As you will, Staffbearer,” said Rakhaag.
“Philip, Gavin,” said Ridmark. “Go outside of the ruins and take charge of the camp. Bardus and Mallen and Richard and the others will need aid. Calliande and I will return once we have freed Rakhaag’s kin.”
Or Agrimnalazur would kill them all. Or perhaps Ridmark had been right and the urdmordar had abandoned the ruins once victory had eluded Morwen. 
Gavin stepped to Ridmark’s side, his eyes empty, his face hard.
“There is one thing,” he said, “that I have to do first.”
Without another word he stepped towards his father, sword in hand.
“Gavin!” said Calliande, but the boy ignored her.
Gavin stopped a few paces from Cornelius, and for a moment father and son stared at each other. Gavin remained expressionless, while Cornelius wept, his face trembling.
“I did it for you,” whispered Cornelius. “All of it, I did it to save you. She would have killed you, if you had not cooperated.”
“The same way,” said Gavin, “you killed my mother?”
“Yes,” said Cornelius. “She was so brave, Gavin. She was the bravest man or woman I have ever known. You are…you are so like her. If she had known the truth, she would have done just as you did. Gone off with a sword to save us all from Agrimnalazur.” He shook his head. “But it didn’t matter, did it? Aranaeus is gone. I did it to save you, to save Aranaeus…but you didn’t need me to save you, and Aranaeus is ashes.”
He slumped against the wall, defeated. 
“You should kill me,” said Cornelius. “I deserve it for what I’ve done.” He closed his eyes and titled his head back, exposing his throat. “Just…just make it quick. I don’t deserve that, I know, but…”
He fell silent, and Gavin lifted his sword.
But the boy did not strike, and Ridmark saw tears sliding down his face. His arm trembled, and at last he turned away. 
Cornelius opened his eyes. 
“I can’t do it,” whispered Gavin. “I want to do it, he deserves it, but…but I can’t. You should kill him.”
Ridmark nodded. “Aye, but I won’t. Once the villagers of Aranaeus elect a new praefectus, we will hand Cornelius over to him. The villagers can decide what to do next.”
Gavin nodded and said nothing else.
“Tie him up and leave him here,” said Ridmark to Philip. “We’ll deal with him later.” He looked at Calliande and Rakhaag. “Let’s go.”
He turned towards the tower entrance, and then a woman’s voice rang out, confident and melodious and beautiful beyond belief.
And oddly familiar.
“No need to trouble yourself,” said the woman in perfect Latin. “None of that will be necessary.”
Ridmark turned, the hair standing up on the back of his neck.
Old Agnes walked across the plaza, her cane tapping against the ground, her black gown rippling around her withered frame.
“Oh,” said Ridmark as he understood at last.
But too late. 



Chapter 21 - Before the Ice
Calliande watched as Ridmark strode towards Agnes, axe and staff in hand. 

The old woman stopped twenty paces from him, both hands resting upon the handle of her cane. The confusion, the dreamy obliviousness, had vanished from her face. Her expression was sharp and focused…and amused. 
Her eyes flickered with a faint green glow. 
Did that mean Agnes was another spiderling? Another creature with the power of dark magic?
Calliande flexed her fingers, preparing a spell. 
Agnes titled her head to the side, her wispy white hair blowing in the hot wind rising from the burning storehouses around the plaza. The lupivirii encircled, dozens of them ready to spring, but Agnes seemed utterly unconcerned. 
“Look at you all,” murmured Agnes. “How you struggle! You live and die like flies. So quickly, over and over again. Blink and the span of your lives has passed. And yet you fight to keep the pathetic few years you have left.” She shook her head. “I wonder why you don’t lie down and die.” 
Still Ridmark said nothing, standing motionless as the hot wind tugged at his cloak. 
“No,” said Cornelius, staggering to his feet. He hobbled down the stairs, his hands raised in supplication. “No, please, great one. Show mercy. Please, show mercy. I…I did as you commanded, we all did. Spare us, please, I…”
Agnes did not look at him. She lifted one hand from her cane and waggled a finger.
Calliande felt the surge of dark magic, and invisible force threw Cornelius into the wall of the tower. He slumped against the stairs and started to sob, the high, keening sound of a man gripped by absolute terror.
Why was he so afraid of Agnes?
Calliande worked a simple spell, one to sense the presence of magic.
She recoiled in shock.
Agnes was a nexus of dark power, of black sorcery beyond anything Calliande had ever sensed. Or, at least, she must have sensed it before, long ago, because the memory rose up from the mists of her mind.
Agnes was an urdmordar.
“You,” said Calliande. “You’re her. You’re Agrimnalazur.”
An alarmed ripple went through the lupivirii, and some of them stepped back a few paces. 
The glimmering green eyes turned towards her, a faint smile appearing on the thin lips.
“Yes,” she said, and this time Calliande felt the telepathic force behind the words, a power much stronger than the male urdmordar in the tunnels. “What a clever child you are.”
But her attention turned back to Ridmark.
She seemed intrigued by him, almost fascinated.
 
###
 
Ridmark watched Agnes.
Or Agrimnalazur, wearing the form of the old woman Agnes. 
“You killed Agnes and took her place,” said Ridmark. Agrimnalazur raised an eyebrow. “Wait. There never was an Agnes, was there? Not ever.”
“Clever boy,” said Agrimnalazur. “The ancestors of my cattle came to Aranaeus two hundred years ago, after the Keeper and the Dragon Knight drove the Frostborn from this world. I did not expect that, I admit. I thought the Frostborn would exterminate most of you and enslave the rest. But instead the Dragon Knight and the Keeper destroyed them. In the chaos, it was easy for my herds to slip away from the High King’s realm, to a place where the Magistri and the Swordbearers would not trouble them.”
“And when they left Andomhaim,” said Ridmark, “there was an old woman named Agnes with them, was there not?”
She smiled, some of the deep wrinkles in her face vanishing. “Indeed. One more widowed old woman, in such bloody times…why, no one noticed. No one ever realized.” She laughed, her beautiful voice ringing off the plaza. “They prayed to Agrimnalazur, and sent sacrifices to her daughters in Urd Dagaash…but they never even suspected that their goddess walked among them.”
“You’re Agrimnalazur?” said Gavin, his face white with shock. “But…but I’ve known you my entire life. That’s not…that’s not…”
“I really should have killed your grandmother before she whelped,” said Agrimnalazur. She was getting younger before Ridmark’s eyes, the wrinkles fading, her white hair growing thicker. “A willful, rebellious woman. My servants kidnapped travelers who stayed at the inn, to offer up as sacrifices to me, but sometimes your grandmother would help them to escape.” She shook her head. “Traits she passed to her mother, and then to you. No matter. You will not pass those vexing flaws to another generation of my cattle.”
“We are not your herd!” said Gavin. 
She smiled, her hair starting to go from white to gray. “But you are, my willful child. All of you are. That is your purpose. We are the urdmordar and you are our prey. Our herds, to cull as we will.”
Gavin stepped forward, raising his sword, but Ridmark stopped him. Gavin had no weapon that could hurt the urdmordar.
None of them did.
At least the villagers of Aranaeus had gotten away. Ridmark wished he could have freed Rakhaag’s kin. 
“The why haven’t you killed us all?” said Ridmark. “We’ve freed your slaves and killed your servants.”
Agrimnalazur scoffed and waved a hand. “No matter. I can collect new cattle at my leisure, and if my servants were weak, they deserved to die. The reason that I haven’t killed you all, my clever boy, is because of you.”
“Me?” said Ridmark, surprised. “Why? Ah. Vengeance for Gothalinzur, I suppose?”
Agrimnalazur cackled as if he had said something funny. “If Gothalinzur had wanted to live, she should not have let you kill her!” She shook her head. Her hair was more gray than white now. “No. I knew you at once, the moment you stepped foot into the village. Ridmark Arban, the Swordbearer who single-handedly slew an urdmordar.”
“Why didn’t you kill us then?” said Ridmark.
“Wasteful, wasteful,” said Agrimnalazur. “You could make fine additions to my larder, even to my servants. And I was curious. It is so rare for one of the herd animals to slay us in single combat. You were not at all what I expected. A ragged wanderer with a coward’s brand and a staff? How did you kill Gothalinzur? Fortunately, there was a test close at hand.”
“Paul Tallmane and his assassins,” said Ridmark. “Did you arrange that?”
“I?” said Agrimnalazur. “Not at all.” She smiled. “I am just an old, old woman, confused and helpless. How could I arrange such a thing?” She shrugged. “The knight and his red-clad fools were merely convenient. A test for you.”
“And your daughters in Urd Dagaash?” said Ridmark.
“The same,” said Agrimnalazur. “Another test for you. You passed them both. And now all this,” she waved a hand at the flames encircling the plaza, “all this with nothing more than a staff and the band of failures and outcasts that follow you.” Her green eyes shifted over the others. “The Magistria who lost her mind, the orc that lost his family, the dwarf who lost his gods, and the boy that lost his mother. All following the man who lost his sword and his wife.” She cackled again. “It’s poetic, really. Tragic.” She grinned. “Certainly it shall have a tragic ending.”
“This is the ending,” said Ridmark. “Let us go, and release the lupivirii from their imprisonment in the tower. Then we shall go on our way.”
It was a threat, but he had nothing he could use to back it up. Agrimnalazur had to know that. But the minds of the urdmordar were alien, fortresses of invincible pride and seething contempt for all other kindreds. She could slaughter all the villagers and the lupivirii. Or she could decide it was simply too much trouble and let them all go.
Ridmark rather doubted that she would make the second choice. 
But the longer he delayed, the longer the villagers had to get away. And when the fighting began, that would give the others more time to escape.
But he could not face her and live, not when he had no weapon that could hurt her.
He regretted that he had brought Calliande here, that he had brought Kharlacht and Gavin and Caius and Gavin and Philip to die. 
“Let them go?” said Agrimnalazur, laughing. She looked middle-aged now, her hair thick and iron-gray as it blew around her shoulders. “Let them go?” She laughed as if it was the funniest thing she had ever heard. “Why should I do that? No, I’ll round them up and put them into the death sleep. I will hibernate, and wake up every few decades to sate my hunger. Maintaining them as a live herd would have been pleasant, but it would draw unwelcome attention.” She waved a hand at him. “Like you. Where you came, others might follow…and they might carry Soulblades.”
“An ambitious plan,” said Ridmark. “Though that leaves one question. What will you do with us?”
“Why, we shall play a little game, you and I,” said Agrimnalazur, rolling her shoulders. Now she looked like an attractive woman in her thirties, strong and vigorous, her red hair like a banner of blood-colored flame. 
“And what game is that?” said Ridmark. “Shall we roll dice? Play cards?”
“A better game,” said Agrimnalazur. “A game of secrets. You have impressed me, Gray Knight, and few of the human vermin ever do. Your race has such a short, feeble memory, and forgets so many things of importance from generation to generation. How you must crave secrets, for they are more valuable than any treasure! You may ask me two questions, and I shall answer them freely, without prevarication or misdirection.”
“Before I ask my questions,” said Ridmark, “suppose I ask you to let us go?”
Agrimnalazur smiled. “You may ask for secrets. Not favors.”
“Very well,” said Ridmark. Even though he was likely about to die, he still wanted to know things. The Frostborn were returning, and if Agrimnalazur knew how to find proof, one of the others might be able to carry warning back to the realm. 
“Tell me about the Frostborn,” he said at last.
“Ah,” said Agrimnalazur, teeth flashing white in her pale face. Now she looked like she was in her middle twenties, young and beautiful and fit. “That is a statement, not a question. But that is what you want to know, is it not? I heard you speak to the Magistria and the dwarven priest in the village. You seek the return of the Frostborn, how to stop it. Is that what you wish to know?”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “That is what I wish to know.”
Odd that he felt more foreboding about what she would say than his own impending death.
Agrimnalazur shrugged. “I know very little about the Frostborn. We once ruled most of this world, my sisters and I,” she offered a thin smile, “but your Magistri and Swordbearers put an end to our domination five centuries past. When the Frostborn appeared two and a half centuries ago, we were already in hiding, and took little part in their conflict against your High King.”
She fell silent, and Ridmark wondered if that was her answer, and started to ask his second question. But Agrimnalazur shook her head, and Ridmark realized something.
She was afraid. For all her power and dark magic, she was afraid of the Frostborn. 
“The elves are the only kindred truly native to this world, you know,” said Agrimnalazur. “They began here. None of the rest of us did. When the elves sundered into the high elves and the dark elves, the dark elves opened gates to other worlds and summoned the other kindreds to serve as their slaves and their soldiers. Then, of course, the dark elves summoned my sisters.” She grinned, her green eyes flashing. “That did not end well for them.” 
“As we are standing in their ruins,” said Ridmark, “plainly not.”
“But the Frostborn came later, after we enslaved the dark elves and you humans arrived,” said Agrimnalazur. “I do not know where the Frostborn originated. Some of my sisters think they came from the lands far to the north of here, the lands where the winter never ceases. Others think they come from a world alien to this one, as we did. I know not which is the truth,” she shrugged, “and I care not. All I know is that their return shall entomb the world in ice, and only the strong and clever shall survive.” 
“I already knew that,” said Ridmark.
“Did you? Then did you know this?” said Agrimnalazur. “The omen of blue fire a month past? That heralded their return.” She laughed. “Just as your scriptures record that the Baptist proceeded the birth of your Dominus Christus upon Old Earth.”
“I know that as well,” said Ridmark. “The Warden told me.”
“What he did not tell you,” said Agrimnalazur, “is that their return will happen within a year and a month of the omen of blue flame.”
Ridmark nodded, thinking. “And if that is true, that means their return can be stopped within a year and a month.”
“Not that it matters,” said Agrimnalazur. “That is all I will tell you about the Frostborn. Now. Your second question.”
“The Enlightened of Incariel,” said Ridmark. “What do you know about them?”
“The larder of the humans,” said Agrimnalazur.
Now she looked no more than eighteen, a young woman at the height of her beauty, her eyes shining, her red hair long and thick. She had the sort of beauty that would intoxicate men and inspire poets and sculptors to greatness. 
But it did not touch Ridmark.
He knew what she would really look like.
“The larder of the humans?” said Ridmark.
“Just as I prepared a larder for withstand the winter of the Frostborn,” said Agrimnalazur, “so too are the Enlightened of Incariel a preparation. They worship the great void of the dark elves, but under a different name. They think to use magic to elevate themselves from prey to predators.” She laughed. “They will fail, of course. They are fools, and deluded ones. But fools with power, and they will put that power to use.”
“They’ll try to take over Andomhaim?” said Ridmark.
“They already have,” said Agrimnalazur. “Your High King’s realm is rotten, Gray Knight, like a tree hollowed out by corruption. So many of your knights and lords and Magistri have taken oaths to Incariel in secret. When the storm comes, when the clouds cover the sun and ice chokes the earth, the tree will fall and all the maggots will come swarming out.”
“More poetry?” said Ridmark.
“Now,” said Agrimnalazur, “it is time for my question.” 
Ridmark nodded. He expected her to ask about Aelia, about Mhalek, something about the darkness in his past.
“Join me,” said Agrimnalazur.
Ridmark blinked. “What?”
“Serve me,” said Agrimnalazur. She took a step forward, the black gown flowing around the curves of her body, “I have consumed and enslaved more of your kindred than I can recall. But never have I seen a warrior of your boldness and skill.” She raised her hands, gesturing at the flames around them. “All this you wrought with no magic and no real weapons! Only your wits and the strength of your arm. Of all the humans I have seen, you are the worthiest to serve me.”
“You must be mad,” said Ridmark. “After all the blood and death you have worked, you expect me to join to help you to work more?”
“Yes,” said Agrimnalazur. Her voice dropped to a low purr. “But you would help me save them, Gray Knight. All the little villagers who concern you so very much. If I let them go, they will all die when the Frostborn return. Join me, and they can sleep away the centuries, secure in my larder.” She took another step closer. “And there will be rewards for you, as well. I can make you immortal, stronger and faster than any man. I can give you pleasures beyond anything you have ever experienced. All you need to do is serve me.”
“Bow down before you,” said Ridmark, “and you will give me dominion over all the kingdoms of the world, is that it? No. And even if I would accept such an offer, I shall not back the losing side. You’re running from the Frostborn, Agrimnalazur. You’re going to spend centuries hiding in a hole while ice chokes the earth. That is hardly an appealing prospect.”
The smile faded from her beautiful face. “You are certain?”
Ridmark took a deep breath and braced himself. “Yes.”
“Pity,” said Agrimnalazur. “Most of your kindred would rather live as slaves than perish as a free man. You, it seems, are one of the few who would prefer to die a free man rather than live as a slave, even as a slave with gilded shackles.” 
“I have stained my soul with enough crimes already,” said Ridmark. “No need to add any further to it.”
She stared at him for a moment, and then nodded. “As you wish. I cannot understand your madness, but I can respect it. You have faced death with great courage for a herd animal. Let us see if you can face it with courage for the final time.”
Agrimnalazur took one final step forward, and she changed.
Her body swelled to immensity, becoming an armored spider the size of two oxen, covered in crimson chitin like armor plating. Eight knobbed legs arched from her flanks, each one as thick as Ridmark’s body and tipped with a claw the length of a sword, the edges gleaming with poison. The torso, arms, and head of a human woman of unearthly beauty rose from the front of the spider’s abdomen, covered in more plates of red chitin. Foot-long claws tipped the long, distended fingers, gleaming with more venom.
The true form of a female urdmordar
All eight of Agrimnalazur’s glowing eyes fell upon Ridmark, and he felt the power of her will like a hammer blow.
He should never have come here. He should never have brought the others here. He ought to have gone alone to Urd Morlemoch. 
Agrimnalazur charged at him in a crimson blur.
Ridmark ran to meet her, staff in his right hand, axe in his left, and a curious sense of peace settled over him.
For over five years, he had sought the answer to the return of the Frostborn, but he had also sought his own death in battle, in repayment for the blood of Aelia.
And, at last, Ridmark had found someone capable of giving him that death.
He ran to meet it.



Chapter 22 - Staff and Dagger
Agrimnalazur’s unveiled power washed over Calliande like a storm. 

Every instinct screamed for her to run. A female urdmordar wielded dark magic with the ease of a shark swimming through water, and while a man might learn to swim, he would never outrun a shark. No Magistria had ever defeated an urdmordar without the aid of other Magistri and the Swordbearers.
Ridmark had defeated a female urdmordar in single combat.
But he had been a Swordbearer then, and now he had only his staff and axe.
Agrimnalazur charged Ridmark, moving with eerie silence and speed despite her bulk. Chaos erupted through the plaza as the lupivirii fled in panic, howling in fear. Calliande could not blame them, and even if she had commanded them as the Staffbearer, they would not have stayed.
The scent of a female urdmordar would drive them mad with terror. 
Agrimnalazur reared up, preparing to stab her clawed legs through Ridmark’s chest.
Calliande flung up her hands and threw all her power into a spell. White fire hammered out and drove into the side of Agrimnalazur’s abdomen, striking the great spider-devil with enough force to flip her onto her side. Her spell attacked Agrimnalazur’s black magic, assailing the dark power that permeated the creature.
And it barely made the urdmordar’s power flicker.
Agrimnalazur was just too strong. 
“Go!” roared Ridmark, slashing at Agrimnalazur’s flank with his axe. The orcish blade opened her armored chitin, black slime bubbling forth. But the wounds healed almost instantly. Mere mortal steel could not permanently harm a female urdmordar, could not even slow her down. “I’ll hold her! Go, damn you, go!”
“No!” said Calliande, throwing another burst of white flame into Agrimnalazur.
In one smooth, graceful motion, the urdmordar regained her feet and gestured at Calliande.
A wall of black flame erupted from her clawed fingers.
 
###
 
Gavin watched the fight in horror.
Old Agnes had been Agrimnalazur. Kindly, confused old Agnes, who had wandered the streets singing snatches of songs and telling rambling stories about the past. The entire time she had been walking among them like a wolf among sheep. 
Or a farmer walking among his pigs, deciding which one to slaughter.
Agrimnalazur threw a wall of black flame at Calliande, and a shield of white light shimmered around the Magistria. The tide of dark fire slammed into her, and the impact drove her back, her magical shield buckling beneath the onslaught.
She was going to die. Ridmark was going to die. 
They were all going to die. 
And there was nothing anyone could do to stop it.
Gavin wished he could have seen Rosanna one last time. He wished he had sent Philip away. Perhaps Philip and Rosanna could have escaped Aranaeus before Agrimnalazur returned to put her herd into order once more. 
Ridmark wheeled to face Agrimnalazur, slashing with his axe, and Gavin found himself running towards the Gray Knight.
He was screaming at the top of his lungs, Philip at his side, bellowing as he brandished his hammer. 
They were all going to die here. Perhaps it had been inevitable. But, by God and all his saints, Gavin intended to die fighting. He would not live as Cornelius had lived, dancing on Morwen’s strings. He would die with his courage intact.
He hoped his mother would be proud of him. 
A deep voice roared in fury, and he saw Kharlacht running nearby, his dark elven greatsword in hand. Caius was behind him, brown robes billowing, crucifix bouncing against his chest. 
Then the great crimson bulk of the urdmordar rose before him, and Gavin had no more time for thought.
 
###
 
Calliande struggled as the black fires snarled against her ward.
It was not truly fire, not really. The shadow fire did not burn, but would suck away the life and the warmth from her. 
It took all of Calliande’s power to hold it at bay. She dared not turn a single scrap of her magic from defense, not without Agrimnalazur’s magic killing her.
Yet the urdmordar did not seem drained in the slightest. Through the blaze of competing magic Calliande saw Agrimnalazur fighting Ridmark and the others. With her superior strength and speed, she would kill them all in a matter of moments unless Calliande distracted her with a magical attack. 
Yet Calliande could not even hold back Agrimnalazur’s spell.
The dark flames closed around her. 
 
###
 
Ridmark hit Agrimnalazur again and again. Every blow from the axe crunched through her chitin, drawing black blood. 
And the wounds disappeared at once. 
Normal steel could not harm an urdmordar, but Agrimnalazur’s talons could harm Ridmark. He just barely dodged her attacks. She needed no strategy, no tactics, to finish him. Her immortal stamina would outlast his, and she need only wait until he tired and stumbled. 
And then she would kill him. 
At least he had bought time for the others to get away.
Kharlacht and Gavin and the others charged at the urdmordar, howling like madmen. Gavin’s sword bit into one of Agrimnalazur’s legs, while Philip’s hammer snapped off one of her talons. Caius’s mace crushed a plate of chitin. 
Agrimnalazur only laughed.
Her wounds disappeared as she blurred into motion. A sweep of her legs knocked Gavin and Philip from their feet. A backhand flung Caius into the air, sent him rolling across the ground a dozen yards away. Ridmark barely dodged a blow that would have opened his torso. Agrimnalazur stalked after him, her claws rattling against the ground.
Kharlacht swung his greatsword with all his strength, opening a deep gash on her right side.
The wound sizzled, and Agrimnalazur screamed in surprise.
 
###
 
The fires around Calliande flickered, the dark magic unraveling. 
She did not hesitate, but threw all her power into a ward. The shadow flames howled, flickered, and went out. Calliande ran forward, raising her hands, and summoned more power, trying to ignore the weariness that washed through her.
More brilliant fire drilled into Agrimnalazur, throwing the urdmordar back several yards.
 
###
 
Ridmark caught his balance as Calliande’s blast knocked Agrimnalazur over, the urdmordar’s legs tangling around each other. Every wound that Ridmark and Caius and Gavin and Philip had dealt to the urdmordar had vanished. But the gash that Kharlacht’s sword had left down her flank had not vanished. It was shrinking rapidly, but slower than the wounds dealt by normal steel. 
Dark elven steel had the power to wound an urdmordar, but not to kill one. Only powerful magic could do that. But if Kharlacht’s sword could wound Agrimnalazur badly enough, it would give the others more time to escape. 
“Kharlacht!” shouted Ridmark, and the orc’s red-glazed eyes turned toward him. “Strike at her legs. Try to slow her!” 
Kharlacht nodded, and they charged at the urdmordar as Agrimnalazur regained her balance. Ridmark attacked, lashing with his axe, and Agrimnalazur slashed at him. He jerked back, the tips of her talons blurring before his face. Kharlacht stepped into the opening and swung, carving another smoking groove across her abdomen. Another blast of white fire shot over Ridmark’s shoulder and hit Agrimnalazur, her legs skittering as she kept her balance. 
She snarled in fury and flung out her hands, black fire crackling around her clawed fingers. There was a pulse of darkness, and invisible force exploded from her in all directions. The blast caught Ridmark, threw him hard to the white flagstones of the plaza. He bounced a few times, rolled, and came back to his feet, trying to ignore the throbbing pain in his arms and legs.
Agrimnalazur wheeled and flung another blast of dark fire at Calliande.
 
###
 
Calliande braced herself and cast a spell, a new idea coming to her. 
She was not strong enough to block Agrimnalazur’s attacks for long. She had the power to hurt the urdmordar, but she dared not spare any power from her wards. 
But perhaps that was the wrong approach.
Perhaps she could use Agrimnalazur’s vast might against her, just as Ridmark had used the spiderlings’ traps against them in the ruins of Urd Dagaash.
Black fire hammered into Calliande, and rather than trying to block it, she redirected it. The force flung her backwards, and she stumbled and fell, her head ringing from the exertion. Yet her ward shimmered around her like a mirrored dome, and the spell caught Agrimnalazur’s attack and flung it back at her.
The black fire struck the urdmordar, and she roared in fury and pain.
Calliande staggered back to her feet, summoning more magic with a surge of hope. Agrimnalazur had no defense against her own dark magic. If she could redirect another attack, perhaps Calliande could…
A shaft of dark fire, as wide as a full-grown oak tree, screamed towards Calliande, and it took all her strength to keep the shadow flames from consuming her.
 
###
 
Agrimnalazur’s legs cracked like a whip, and Kharlacht and Gavin went flying. Both the boy and the orcish warrior struck the ground, and Ridmark thought Agrimnalazur’s claws had torn them open. But only the sides of her legs had struck them. The great urdmordar rotated to face Ridmark. The dark fire had left smoking gashes in the armored chitin of her torso and abdomen. Her own magic had dealt her far greater damage than anything Ridmark and his companions had been able to manage.
Her own magic…
Ridmark remembered the dark elven dagger Morwen had carried, its blade still crackling with shadow fire. Morwen had learned her dark magic from Agrimnalazur, had drawn at least some of her power from her mother.
Power, perhaps, that could harm Agrimnalazur?
Agrimnalazur turned, flinging another volley of dark flames at Calliande, and Ridmark saw his chance.
He ran for the stairs, jumping over the corpses of the dead spiderlings. Morwen lay in a pool of spreading black slime, her dead green eyes gazing at the sky. Cornelius huddled against the archway, weeping and clutching his knees.
The dagger lay next to Morwen’s limp hand, the blade still wreathed in black fire. 
Ridmark shoved his axe into his belt and picked up the dagger. The blade felt icy cold beneath his fingers, and the steel legs of the spider started to move and twitch, wrapping around his wrist and hand to offer a better grip. Cornelius gaped at him, his eyes red and watery.
“We’re all going to die,” he whispered.
“Everyone dies,” said Ridmark, lifting the dagger. “But perhaps not today.” 
He ran back to the fight as Agrimnalazur unleashed yet another volley of shadow fire at Calliande. The dark magic howled and snarled around Calliande’s wards, and through the storm of magic Ridmark glimpsed the pain on her expression as she struggled to hold back the assault. Agrimnalazur whirled to face her attackers, a blow from her legs knocking Caius and Philip down. Gavin struck her from behind, his orcish blade rebounding from her armored carapace, while Kharlacht hewed at her legs. But their efforts were in vain. Gavin’s blade could not hurt her, and Kharlacht could not draw close enough to land a substantial hit. Sooner or later Agrimnalazur would kill them all.
It was nothing short of miraculous they had lasted this long already. 
Ridmark ran at the urdmordar, and felt the telepathic weight as her green eyes turned upon him. Despite the contempt he held for their worshippers, he understood why Cornelius and the others worshipped Agrimnalazur as a goddess. The female urdmordar were power made manifest, magic and strength beyond anything a human could wield. 
But even urdmordar could die. 
Ridmark sprinted at Agrimnalazur, intending to leap upon her back and strike her from behind, as he had with her mate. 
But she was too fast, or she had divined his intentions. She drove her legs at him like barbed spears, and Ridmark had to dodge. Another leg lashed at him, and the blow caught him on the left side and sent him sprawling. He rolled to avoid the stab of still another leg as she skittered past him, and slashed with the dagger. The dark elven steel bit at the tip of one of her legs, and Ridmark felt the blade sink in, felt icy coldness spread into the alien flesh. Agrimnalazur screamed in fury and pain and ripped free of the dagger, springing into the air to land a dozen yards away. 
Ridmark rolled to his feet, the dagger in his right hand, staff in his left. 
“Ah,” said Agrimnalazur, her beautiful voice like thunder. “Figured that out, did you? Clever, clever. I taught Morwen a little too well. She would have gotten ideas above her station sooner or later. Just as well you rid me of her. One last time. Are you sure you do not wish to serve me?”
“You asked once before,” said Ridmark. The others gathered around him, battered, bloody and bleeding. The black fire still pinned Calliande in place, struggling against her wards, and Ridmark wished he could think of way to help her. “My answer is still the same. Are you going to simply talk, or are you going to kill me?”
“An excellent argument,” said Agrimnalazur. “The time for both speaking and playing has passed.”
She beckoned, and green fire, not dark, blazed around her claws.
Dozens of pinpoints of green light flared to life within the tower. Cornelius screamed, and corpses shambled from the tower, human and lupivirii both. All had been reduced to withered shells by Agrimnalazur’s hunger, and shrouds of torn webs fluttered from their limbs. 
Ridmark clenched the dark elven dagger, its eightfold guard twitching around his wrist. The blade and its dark magic could hurt Agrimnalazur, he was sure of it. But he could not get close enough to use the weapon. Her clawed legs gave her inhuman reach, and she moved too fast to get close.
“Kharlacht,” said Ridmark, his voice cold and hard in his ears. “If you get close enough, try to take off one of her legs. It will grow back, but it will slow her. And if I can get past her reach, this might have the power to harm her.”
“If we can get past the undead,” said Gavin.
They couldn’t. Ridmark knew it, and Agrimnalazur knew it. Calliande could have dealt with the undead, but the Agrimnalazur had magical power enough to command both her undead servants and to hold Calliande at bay. Ridmark and the others would have to behead the undead one by one.
Again the glassy calm of impending death returned to him.
The undead raced to meet them, Agrimnalazur sprang into the air, and Ridmark charged into the fray.
 
###
 
Calliande struggled with all her strength to fight off Agrimnalazur’s attack, to bring her spells to the aid of the others.

But it was futile. 
The female urdmordar’s magic was just too strong. Calliande could barely hold it at bay, and she felt her defenses crumpling. Any moment now, the spell would exhaust the last of her strength, and the shadow fire would kill her.
And then Agrimnalazur and her undead would kill the others.
Calliande cursed herself. If only she had been able to recall her past life! She had faced urdmordar in her past life, she was sure of it, and she was still alive. Yet the mists still choked her memory, and she could remember nothing of those battles. 
Her ward sputtered, the shadow fire drawing tight around her…
Then a dark blur shot past her, and then another, and another.
Then hundreds.
The lupivirii had returned.
She heard Rakhaag’s voice, wild with rage and terror, howl over the plaza.
“Fight!” he screamed. “Fight to save the Staffbearer! If she falls, the cold ones will return, and the world shall freeze. One last hunt! Fight!”
Calliande was astonished, and she saw the same shock mirrored on Agrimnalazur’s beautiful, alien face. Rakhaag and his packs charged into the melee, throwing themselves upon the undead. Six of the beastmen sprang upon Agrimnalazur, clawing at her carapace. 
Agrimnalazur whirled into a dance of death, butchering the lupivirii like a fox loose in a henhouse.
But her concentration wavered, the black fires dimming, and Calliande broke free at last. 
She caught her balance, tried to ignore the thundering pain behind her eyes, and gathered magic.
 
###
 
All around Gavin the roaring beastmen threw themselves upon the undead, snarling and snapping. He heard Rakhaag roar, saw the towering lupivir rip the head from an animated corpse with a single savage twist of his clawed hands. By speed and skill Ridmark and the others had stayed ahead of Agrimnalazur’s attacks, but the beastmen were hunters, not warriors, and the great urdmordar butchered them. But dozens of them circled around her, like hunting dogs trying to pull down an enraged boar.
“Now!” said Ridmark. “It’s our last chance! Take her!”
Gavin followed the others in a rush as Agrimnalazur killed beastman after beastman. For all her power, even a female urdmordar could only split her attention in so many directions at once, and dozens of beastmen surrounded her. 
A blast of white fire hammered across the courtyard, staggering the urdmordar, and Ridmark and the others struck.
Kharlacht reached her first, his massive greatsword shearing through one of the legs on her right side. Agrimnalazur shrieked, dark ichor spurting from the stump, and Kharlacht seized the moment of surprise and hewed off another leg. Ridmark darted into the gap and plunged the dagger into her side, burying the blade to its hilt. Dark fire pulsed around the wound, and Agrimnalazur screamed in pain. Gavin felt a surge of wild hope. They were winning! They…
The urdmordar lifted her hands. 
Kharlacht just had time to hew off another one of Agrimnalazur’s right legs before power exploded from the urdmordar. The blast of invisible force tore through the melee of beastmen and undead like a hurricane scything through a field of wheat. Lupivirii and undead alike went flying through the air.  Gavin felt himself tumbling, and then he struck the ground. He saw Brother Caius fall, the dwarf’s head bouncing off the ground with a loud crack.
He twitched once and went still. 
Kharlacht lay motionless, and Gavin heaved himself to his feet. Agrimnalazur turned in a circle, wobbling as her sole remaining right leg tried to support her weight. She was vulnerable, but Gavin saw new legs already starting to grow from the glistening black stumps. 
Their best effort had not been enough.
“God!” Gavin turned his head as Philip staggered to his side, his face covered in blood, hammer dangling from one hand. “What I wouldn’t give for a damned crossbow! I could…”
“A crossbow?” Ridmark stood nearby, the guard of that strange dagger wrapped around his hand, its blade wrapped in flames of darkness. “What did you say?” 
Philip blinked. “A…a crossbow. Does it matter now? What…”
“Did you finish any of those ballistae?” said Ridmark.
“Why?” said Philip. “Do…”
“Tell me if you finished any of those damned ballistae!” said Ridmark. 
Agrimnalazur veered in a drunken circle, slaughtering any beastman that drew too near. 
“Yes, three of them,” said Philip.
“Where?” said Ridmark. He had a strange, mad light in his eyes.
The light of a man who has just had an idea.
“East of the gate,” said Philip, “overlooking the valley. I…”
“Run!” said Ridmark. “Both of you, follow me! Run!”
He sprinted across the plaza, and Gavin followed, Philip running at his side.
Agrimnalazur started after Ridmark, moving with great speed despite her wounded legs. 
 
###
 
Calliande gathered power, hoping to strike at Agrimnalazur while the beastmen distracted her. 
Her heart burned with fury and grief. She had seen the urdmordar strike down both Kharlacht and Caius, and Agrimnalazur had slaughtered scores of beastmen. How many more had she slaughtered over the centuries, over the millennia?
Then Ridmark ran at her, Philip and Gavin racing behind. He would not run from a fight, not Ridmark. 

And Agrimnalazur was pursuing him. Even with three of her legs missing, she still ran with terrifying speed.
“Ridmark?” said Calliande. “What…”
“Run!” he shouted. “Follow me!”
He ran past her, and Calliande followed them as Agrimnalazur pursued. 
 
###
 
Ridmark ran towards the street, changed his mind, and veered into one of the ruined mansions lining the plaza. The street would be faster, but it would give Agrimnalazur a chance to run them down. Hopefully the obstacle course of the ruined mansion would slow Agrimnalazur long enough for Ridmark to reach the ballista. 
He dashed through a crumbling hall, up a flight of stairs, jumped through a window, and entered another ruined mansion. The others followed him, breathing hard, and a heartbeat later Ridmark heard the crash as Agrimnalazur ripped her way inside. He knew the urdmordar could squeeze herself into smaller spaces, or use her magic to shift to a smaller shape, but it seemed she had elected to simply rip her way through. 
Faster, most likely.
Ridmark sprinted through a door. It opened into one of the storehouses, flames still roaring through the debris. He ran through the wreckage, jumping over a burning timber, and through another door. He found himself in the plaza below the gate, the dead arachar still lying upon the rampart.
And there, further east upon the rampart, stood one of the ballistae. 
“What are we doing?” said Calliande, breathing hard.
“The ballista,” said Ridmark.
He ran across the plaza and up the stairs to the weapon. The ballista looked like an oversized crossbow, its gears and mechanisms gleaming with grease. Philip did good work. A bolt waited in the weapon, though the windlass had not been wound. 
“What…” said Calliande. 
Ridmark pressed the dagger against the razor-sharp head of the ballista’s bolt. At his mental command the legs of the dagger’s guard wrapped around the head, sinking into the metal and pinning the weapon in place. 
“Help me get this pointed at the mansion, now,” said Ridmark, pushing on the ballista. Philip and Gavin jumped to aid him. “Calliande, put all your magic into the shaft of the bolt, as you did to our weapons when we fought the undead kobolds at the ford.”
She blinked in confusion, and then her blue eyes widened as comprehension came.
“My God!” she said. “That’s…that’s…”
“Just do it!” said Ridmark, pushing the ballista so it pointed at the entrance to the burning mansion.
Calliande nodded, closed her eyes, and cast a spell, and the shaft of the bolt began to blaze with white fire.
Ridmark grabbed the winch and started to draw the weapon. Gavin and Philip helped him pull, winding the ballista, and Ridmark heard the metal arms creak. Just a little further…
The mansion’s entrance exploded in a spray of broken white stone, and Agrimnalazur erupted into the plaza. Her severed legs had regenerated, red and damp and glistening, propelling her forward in a blur.
She was going to reach them before Ridmark could finish winding the ballista.
He wanted to laugh.
He had come so close…but it seemed he would indeed die here.
Then Gavin sprinted down the stairs at Agrimnalazur, shouting at the top of his lungs.
 
###
 
Gavin ran at Agrimnalazur, screaming and brandishing his shield, and knew that he was about to die. 
But he knew that Ridmark had a plan. Philip could go home and marry Rosanna, and they could rebuild Aranaeus and raise a crop of children. It would make up for all the misery his father had wrought upon Aranaeus.
Agrimnalazur looked at him, amused contempt upon her beautiful, eerie face. He swung his sword, the blade rebounding from one of her legs. Another leg came up and tore the shield from his grasp. Agrimnalazur reared up, her claws ready to rip him to shreds.
Gavin spread his arms and waited to die. 
Someone crashed into him and spent him tumbling across the ground. A moment later Agrimnalazur’s clawed legs hammered into the spot where he had been standing, so hard the flagstones cracked. Gavin rolled, sputtering and coughing, and got to his feet. 
Cornelius stood facing Agrimnalazur, a club clutched in his hand. 
“Run,” his father whispered, his voice a strained, croaking wheeze. “Gavin, please. Just…just run. Run!”
“You?” said Agrimnalazur, her beautiful, alien voice filled with disdainful amusement. “Why, Cornelius, I never would have expected it of you.” 
“Run!” screamed Cornelius, and he threw himself at Agrimnalazur, beating at her legs with the club. 
It was like watching a mouse attack a lion.
Agrimnalazur raised a single leg and speared Cornelius through his chest. With a contemptuous flick of her leg she sent him flying to slam into the wall of the burning storehouse, leaving a crimson stain against the white stone.
And Gavin screamed.
 
###
 
The ballista clicked. 
“Now,” said Philip, his voice shaking with fear. “Do it now.”
“It has to be now,” whispered Calliande, sweat pouring down her face, eyes darting back and forth behind closed lids. “I can’t hold it for much longer…”
Ridmark’s hand tightened around the release lever.
“Agrimnalazur!” he shouted.
The female urdmordar turned to look at him, her leg still gleaming with Cornelius’s blood.
Ridmark yanked the lever.
The ballista hurled its bolt, moving faster than his eye could follow in blur of writhing shadow and white flame. The bolt slammed into Agrimnalazur’s chest, just below her neck, and burst from her back in a spray of black ichor. 
Shadow fire and white flame exploded through her.
Agrimnalazur screamed, every one of her legs jerking in unison, her claws raking at the air. The urdmordar wielded mighty magic, but a fire could not defend against itself. The dark elven dagger, charged with black sorcery, had ripped through Agrimnalazur’s sorcerous defenses, allowing Calliande’s magic to pour into the wound.
The urdmordar shrieked again, louder, and Ridmark felt the pressure of her rage and pain against the inside of his skull. The bolt in her chest glowed white-hot as the competing powers struggled, yet Ridmark still saw both the black fire and the white sinking into Agrimnalazur’s wound.
Calliande screamed, raising her hands to her temples, her cries matching Agrimnalazur’s screams. 
Then the bolt exploded. 
Ridmark threw himself before Calliande as a column of green and black fire erupted from Agrimnalazur, brighter than the fires raging through the storehouses. Calliande slumped to her knees with a groan.
The fire faded away.
Agrimnalazur looked at the ramparts, the glow in her eyes dimming, her beautiful, terrible face filled with confusion. A smoking crater filled most of her torso, the chitin armor charred and blackened. 
“A…a clever,” she rasped, “a clever…herd animal…” She smiled. “But…remember this, when the Frostborn come for you. You will wish…you will wish to you had sworn to serve…me…”
The light faded from her eyes, and she collapsed motionless to the ground, her legs a tangled knot.
Dead. 
Calliande opened her eyes, breathing hard.
Ridmark picked up his staff and descended the stairs, moving closer to the urdmordar. The half-melted bolt still jutted from her chest, glowing like a sullen coal. The remains of the dark elven dagger drooped from the bolt, withered like a burned leaf. No black flames danced around the blade. Ridmark prodded her with his staff, and she did not move.
She was truly dead. 
“You did it,” said Philip, stunned. “You killed an urdmordar.”
“No.” Ridmark looked at Calliande, at where Gavin knelt beside his father. “I had help.”
 
###
 
Gavin looked at his father’s gray face, at his terrified, bloodshot eyes.
“Gavin,” whispered Cornelius. “It…it…the goddess…”
“She’s dead,” said Gavin. 
“I hated her,” said Cornelius. “I hated her so much. But I wasn’t brave. Not like your mother.” His eyes met Gavin’s. “Not like you.”
Gavin did not know what to say.
“It’s over now,” he said at last.
“Yes,” said Cornelius. “Gavin. I did it…everything that I did, I did it for you. To keep you safe from her. To…”
He slumped against the ground, letting out his final breath.
Gavin bowed his head and wept.



Chapter 23 - The Return
The next morning, Ridmark walked through the plaza at the heart of Urd Arowyn.
The air smelled of smoke and death. A cool wind whistled through the ruins, black plumes of smoke trailing from the smoldering storehouses. Dead lupivirii lay scattered across the ground, and they would lie there until their flesh moldered and scavengers picked their bones. The beastmen did not bury their dead. 
Perhaps they lived on in their great memory. Or perhaps Caius was right, and the lupivirii died in a state of savage innocence and entered paradise. 
Ridmark did not know. 
He stopped at the makeshift encampment at the base of the tower, away from the spiderling bodies upon the stairs. Crows descended from the skies to feast upon the dead lupivirii, but the birds went nowhere near the dead spiderlings. 
“How is she?” said Ridmark.
A fire crackled against the foot of the tower, and Calliande lay unconscious near it, wrapped in a blanket. Caius and Kharlacht stood guard over her. None of the beastmen would dare harm the Staffbearer, but if anyone else tried, they would quickly come to a bloody end.
“Well enough,” said Caius. “I think she just needs rest. How are you? You must be exhausted.”
Ridmark gave a distracted nod, looking at Calliande. “I can rest when I’m dead.”
After Agrimnalazur’s death, Calliande had rushed back to the plaza to heal both Caius and Kharlacht. Then she had gone to the beastmen, healing them one by one, enduring their pain until it had been too much for her and she collapsed into unconsciousness. 
“Where’s Gavin?” said Caius.
“I took sent him with Philip,” said Ridmark. “The villagers were milling all over the valley, but Philip and Bardus and Mallen and some of the other men put them in order. Father Martel and Philip have taken charge, and I expect our young blacksmith is going to find himself elected praefectus before too much longer.”
Caius snorted. “And wed, most likely.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark. Gavin’s weary expression had not changed when Rosanna had flown weeping into Philip’s arms, though he had smiled when Rosanna had thanked him for bringing Philip back to her. 
Kharlacht grunted. “Will they not take vengeance upon him for helping to slay Agrimnalazur?”
“Probably not,” said Ridmark. “Agrimnalazur was a goddess for many of them, but we killed her nonetheless. I imagine seeing your goddess die would shake the faith of even the most stalwart believer.”
“And unlike the Dominus Christus,” said Caius, “she will not rise again on the third day.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “I do not think many of the villagers knew the truth about Agrimnalazur, and those who did were held in line by fear. Like Cornelius. The rest were simply indifferent. But after this shock, I think Father Martel will have far more worshippers in his church.”
Claws rasped against stone. Rakhaag approached, wearing his half-human form. Fresh scars from Agrimnalazur’s claws marked his torso. He would have bled to death, had Calliande not healed him.
“Ridmark son of Leogrance,” said Rakhaag.
“Rakhaag son of Balhaag,” said Ridmark. 
“Will you keep your bargain?” said Rakhaag. The lupivir alpha had seemed subdued ever since Agrimnalazur’s death. Ridmark suspect the great memory contained very few recollections of an urdmordar meeting defeat. “Will you help us awake our females and young?”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “I would not betray you. Not after you fought valiantly at our side against Agrimnalazur.” He pointed at Calliande’s motionless form. “And even if I were of a mind to do so, which I am not, I would not betray the Staffbearer, not after she had given her word.” 
At last Rakhaag lowered his challenging gaze. “That is acceptable.”
“Have your hunters gathered the plants I requested?” said Ridmark.
Rakhaag snarled an acknowledgment, and a dozen beastmen came forward, bearing plants gathered from the valley, and Brother Caius went to work. The dwarves had lived upon this world far longer than the humans, and they too had fought the urdmordar. 
And they knew how to wake those who had fallen victim to the venom of the urdmordar.
Kharlacht’s nose wrinkled behind his tusks. “That does not smell pleasant.”
“It does not,” said Caius, mixing the ingredients in a pot over the fire. “But it makes an excellent cure for hangovers. And it will wake anyone who has fallen victim to the sleeping poison of the urdmordar.” 
“Stay with Calliande,” said Ridmark. Kharlacht nodded, and Ridmark led Caius and Rakhaag into the heart of the central tower, steam rising from Caius’s foul-smelling pot. They stepped into a huge round chamber, once the great hall of some long-dead dark elven prince. Slender pillars supported delicate balconies, and the chamber would have been beautiful, if not for the disturbing reliefs of chilling beauty that covered the walls, scenes that showed the dark elves torturing dwarves and halflings and orcs.
And for the masses of thick webs strung between the pillars, hundreds of humans and lupivirii wrapped in cocoons of webbing. 
“Quite the larder,” said Caius.
Ridmark crossed to the nearest cocoon and cut it open, revealing the face of a lupivirii girl of about twelve, her eyes closed, her skin pallid and chill beneath the black fur. Caius lifted the pot to her face, and she shuddered, her yellow eyes flying open.
“Best send to the villagers for help,” said Ridmark. “This might take a while.”
 
###
 
Gavin walked alone through the makeshift encampment. 
In the chaos of Ridmark’s attack, the villagers had fled Urd Arowyn as fast as they could, wandering the valley in the dark. Bardus and Mallen and Rosanna's father had started putting things to order, and Philip had come and taken charge. 
They had rounded up most of the survivors, though a few people had simply disappeared. Some, Gavin was sure, had struck out on their own, preferring to take their chances in the Wilderland. Others had likely fled south to Aranaeus. A few had been killed. There were predators other than urdmordar in the hills of the Wilderland. 
But most of the captives had survived.
More than Gavin could have hoped.
As he walked through them, he felt their stares.
Their fear, their mistrust. 
Even their hatred.
He could not blame them. Cornelius had betrayed them to the arachar, and he was Cornelius’s son. He heard their whispers. Perhaps he had betrayed them, too. Maybe he had gone into Urd Dagaash to summon the arachar. The Gray Knight had freed them, but perhaps Gavin was as false as his father, allying himself with Ridmark when victory became apparent.
None of that was true. Gavin knew what had happened. He knew what the villagers said about him wasn’t true.
But they whispered it nonetheless.
And Gavin found that he did not care. He did not blame them, but neither did he care.
He walked through the camp until he found Rosanna. She stood talking with Father Martel, discussing how to best arrange the supplies for the journey south.
“Gavin!” she said, smiling as she saw him. “You should get some sleep.”
“So should you,” said Gavin. “You were up all night.”
“But I was not fighting,” said Rosanna. 
“Or slaying an urdmordar,” said Martel. “Such a feat…only Swordbearers and Magistri have slain urdmordar in the past. For common men to do so…”
“Ridmark did it,” said Gavin. “It was his plan. And Calliande’s magic. If not for them, Agrimnalazur would have killed us all.”
“But Philip told us you fought valiantly,” said Rosanna. “If you hadn’t distracted the demon, she would have killed the Gray Knight before he could release the ballista.”
“And your father,” said Martel, voice quiet, “seems to have repented, before the end.”
“Aye,” said Gavin. “Maybe.” A jumble of pain and rage and regret burned through his heart at the mention of Cornelius. “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “But Ridmark sent me. They’ve woken up most of the children, and need someone to take them in hand.”
“I will speak to the other women,” said Rosanna. “Perhaps we shall have some tears of joy before this day is done. God knows we need them.” She smiled at him again. “We’ll rebuild Aranaeus, won’t we? We’ll make it better and stronger than it was.”
“Yes.” Gavin nodded. “You will.”
She hugged him and vanished into the camp.
Gavin stood alone with Martel for a moment.
“It is not just,” said the old priest, “how the villagers blame you for this.”
Gavin shrugged. “I understand it. We have endured much misery, and my father was the author of most of it.” 
“But you sought to warn the village that our foe was something darker than the beastmen,” said Martel, “and you were right. And you fought for our freedom. But the scriptures recorded it truly. A prophet has no honor in his hometown.”
Gavin laughed. “I’m not a prophet, Father. I’m…”
Who was he now? 
The praefectus’s son? Cornelius was dead. A man of Aranaeus? The village was ashes, and it would never be the same. The boy who was in love with Rosanna? Rosanna and Philip would wed the moment they returned to Aranaeus.
So who was Gavin now?
“What will you do once we depart?” said Martel.
“I don’t know,” said Gavin.
“Rosanna would like it if you remained for the wedding,” said Martel. “Philip, too, now that you have gone through grave danger together.”
“They would,” said Gavin, “but I wouldn’t.” 
Martel offered a gentle smile. “I understand. I was once a young man myself. Go with God, Gavin. I would tell you to remember mercy, to show valor in the face of evil, but you have already learned those lessons far better than I could teach.”
“Thank you,” said Gavin. “For everything.”
He left the camp.
 
###
 
Calliande drifted in the mists of her mind.
By now the dream was familiar to her. Glimpses from her past, cloaked in the haze choking her memory, flashed before her eyes. Terrible battles, as men in shining steel faced figures in armor the color of gray ice, blue eyes burning in their crystalline faces. 
Fire and ice and death, a sword of red gold ablaze with flames. 
A council of old men in white robes, frowning at her. 
The cold darkness of the vault below the Tower of Vigilance closing around her.
And something she had not seen before, a chamber full of skulls, countless skulls, the skulls of dragons watching her with empty eyes…
The mists rippled, and again Calliande saw the white-robed Watcher, his tired eyes full of sadness.
“You almost died,” said the Watcher. “Below Urd Dagaash, and again in Urd Arowyn.”
“I know,” said Calliande.
“And if you had,” said the Watcher, “the empty soulstone would have fallen into the claws of Agrimnalazur, and there would have been no one left to stop the Frostborn.”
“The urdmordar care nothing for tools,” said Calliande, “and Agrimnalazur would have cast aside the soulstone and forgotten about it. And those people needed me, needed my power. Magic is supposed to serve and defend the people of this world, not torment them. If I had turned my back on them and pursued my own goals…I would have been no better that Talvinius and Alamur.”
The Watcher sighed. “The loss of your memory has not changed you, Calliande. As always you are ready to take terrible risks in defense of others, heedless of the cost to yourself.”
Calliande raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were not permitted to speak of my past.”
The Watcher snorted. “This is so. But I am not speaking of the past. I merely point out the obvious. The blatantly obvious.”
“I cannot dispute that,” said Calliande.
He smiled. “It was one of the things I admired about you. One of the reasons I followed you in life, and serve you after death.”
“And you can tell me no more, I suppose?” said Calliande. 
“I cannot,” said the Watcher, “but I can warn you. Look.”
He pointed, and deep in the mists Calliande saw a flare of blood-colored light. “What is that?” she said.
“Shadowbearer,” said the Watcher. “He is seeking you, always seeking you. You escaped from his undead slaves, but he will never stop hunting you. Because you are the key to either stopping the Frostborn, or allowing them to return.”
“How?” said Calliande.
“I can tell you no more,” said the Watcher. 
Calliande pounded a fist against her leg in frustration. “Someday you will tell me a straight answer and the moons shall freeze in their courses overhead.”
“I grieve that I cannot tell you more,” said the Watcher. “I would, if I could work my will, but I cannot. You know what you must do. Find Dragonfall, find your staff, and you shall have your answers.”
Again the strange image of a chamber lined with dragon skulls flashed through her mind.
“Very well,” said Calliande. 
She turned to go, preparing to dismiss the strange dream.
And then a thought occurred to her.
“I don’t suppose,” said Calliande, “that you know anything about the Enlightened of Incariel?”
“I do,” said the Watcher. “And I can speak of it to you.”
“You can?” said Calliande. “Why?”
“Because it is not part of your past,” said the Watcher. “It began after you entered the long sleep below the Tower. And I am the Watcher, am I not? I watch the mortal world, to prepare for your return.”
“Then tell me about the Enlightened,” said Calliande. Even if she could get nothing useful about the Frostborn or Dragonfall from the Watcher, perhaps he could tell her about the Enlightened that Paul Tallmane had claimed to serve.
“They began during the war of the five Pendragon princes a hundred years past,” said the Watcher. “They worship a creature they call Incariel, a name they give to the great void the dark elves worshipped. They claim the worship of Incariel will make them superior men, immortal and invincible, able to vanquish the urdmordar and the dark elves without the aid of the Magistri or the Swordbearers. They desire to break the Pact of Ardrhythain and the Two Orders and use magic to conquer the world and make all other kindreds, and most of mankind, their slaves.” He shook his head. “Beyond that I can say nothing more. They are very secretive…and I fear they have spread through the nobles and Magistri of Andomhaim like a cancer. Beware them, Calliande. If they learn who you are, they will come for you and the empty soulstone. And you must beware them for one other reason.”
“What is that?” said Calliande.
“They are the devoted servants of Shadowbearer,” said the Watcher.
The red light pulsed in the distance, and the dream vanished. 
 
###
 
Calliande awoke with a splitting headache, every joint in her body stiff.
She sat up and groaned, rubbing her head. She lay at the base of Urd Arowyn’s central tower. People milled through the plaza, women with children, many of them crying.
“Drink this.”
Ridmark handed her a cup that smelled and tasted of medicine. Calliande drank it all as he sat next to her.
“How do you feel?” he said. 
“Terrible,” said Calliande. “How long was I asleep?”
“All of the night and most of the day,” said Ridmark. “It’s almost sunset now. If you feel up to it, we will depart tomorrow.”
Calliande raised her eyebrows. “So you won’t run off while I recover this time?”
She regretted saying it at once, but to her surprise, Ridmark laughed.
“No, not this time,” he said. “You were right. You have every reason to follow me. We both want to find the secret of the Frostborn, and stop them from returning, if we can.” He shrugged. “And if you had not been here, I would have been killed. I couldn’t fight an urdmordar on my own.”
“If I hadn’t been here,” said Calliande, “then perhaps you would not have gone to Aranaeus.” 
“No,” said Ridmark. “I still would have. I would have found Gavin, I would have gone to Aranaeus, and sooner or later the spiderlings or Agrimnalazur herself would have killed me.” His smile was tired. “That is what I would have done.”
“Risk your life in hopes that you finally die in repayment for Aelia’s death?” said Calliande. 
“I told you I don’t want to talk about Aelia,” said Ridmark.
“But I’m right,” said Calliande.
Ridmark looked away. “I am going to Urd Morlemoch to wring the secret from the Warden…but I have a better chance of success with you and the others.” 
“Thank you,” said Calliande. Odd that his comment had touched her so much. “And my best chance of finding Dragonfall, of learning who I am, is with you.”
They sat in silence for a moment, watching the women with their children.
“They would have all died, or grown up as slaves,” said Calliande.
“I know,” said Ridmark.
“It was good we helped them,” said Calliande.
Ridmark nodded.
“Perhaps on the way to Urd Morlemoch,” said Calliande, “we’ll have a chance to help a few other people.”
He turned his head and smiled, one of the few genuine smiles she had ever seen from him.
“Perhaps we will,” he said.
 
###
 
The next morning Ridmark walked from the gates, Calliande, Caius, and Kharlacht following him.
Philip, Mallen, Bardus, Richard, Father Martel, and the other chief men of Aranaeus awaited him, Rosanna holding Philip’s arm. 
“We have all the supplies we can carry,” said Philip, “and we are setting out for Aranaeus. We should have enough to plant a crop. We will have to tighten our belts for a year or so, but with God’s favor, we should be able to rebuild Aranaeus.”
“I think you will do well,” said Ridmark. “Praefectus.”
Philip grimaced. “They should have elected someone else. Like a nobleman. A knight. Someone who knows how to fight. Someone who could be, say, the Comes of Aranaeus.”
Ridmark laughed. “You’ll have to find someone else. I fear I have another task.”
“The Frostborn,” said Philip. “Gavin told me.”
Ridmark wondered where Gavin had gone. Perhaps he had gone to bury his father. Ridmark would have liked to say farewell, but he understood if Gavin never wanted to see him again. 
Ridmark had come to Aranaeus, and Gavin’s life would never again be the same.
“The Frostborn are coming back,” said Ridmark, and he saw that they were listening to him. Usually when he spoke of the Frostborn, people ignored him or laughed him off. Even Sir Joram and Sir Constantine and Dux Gareth thought him mad with grief. “I do now know how, or why. But they shall return,” he remembered what Agrimnalazur had told him, “within a year.”
“We will prepare,” said Philip. “Gray Knight…if you ever have need of aid, come to Aranaeus. We owe you our lives and freedom.”
“May God go with you,” said Father Martel, “and aid you in your quest.”
“Perhaps he will,” said Ridmark, and he led the others down the hill towards the valley. He had not traveled in this part of the Wilderland before, but he had seen maps, and had traveled through most of the neighboring areas. From here they could proceed west until they reached the swamps surrounding Moraime, a town built around a monastery. From there they would turn northwest, towards the mountains of Kothluusk and the Three Kingdoms of the dwarves.
And then across the Torn Hills to Urd Morlemoch itself. 
They reached the valley, crossed the creek, and turned west.
The lupivirii awaited them.
A score of the males stood near the creek, wearing their half-human, half-beast forms. Rakhaag stood at their head, and stepped forward as Ridmark and the others approached. 
“You depart, gray warrior,” he said.
“Aye,” said Ridmark.
“Will the humans of Aranaeus trouble the True People?” said Rakhaag.
“I cannot say,” said Ridmark. “But they have taken heavy losses, and are weary of pain and suffering. If you leave them alone, if you ignore them and their flocks, they will leave you in peace.” 
“We shall,” said Rakhaag. “We will return to our hunting grounds, far from the homes of humans.” He hesitated, and then lowered his eyes. “We are…grateful…to you, gray warrior, for your deeds on our behalf. In all the great memory, only the Staffbearer has ever aided us as you have. And none among the True People have ever seen the death of an urdmordar.” 
“I am pleased,” said Ridmark, “that at least some of your kin were able to escape from Agrimnalazur.”
“The True People all die, in the end,” said Rakhaag, “but better that we die on the hunt, our bones weary with age, than as prey for the urdmordar.” His yellow eyes shifted to Calliande. “And you, Staffbearer, you alone have aided us more than the gray warrior. The cold ones are returning. When the hour comes, call and we will aid you.”
“I shall,” said Calliande.
“Then good hunting to you,” said Rakhaag. “The great memory will remember you, for as long as the True People endure.”
The lupivirii melted away into the trees. 
“How will you call them?” said Ridmark a moment later.
“I don’t know,” said Calliande. “It must have been something I knew how to do in my previous life. When I still had my memory.” She gave a frustrated shake of her head. “I wish I could remember more. And I wish their great memory could have told me more.”
“I know,” said Ridmark, “where we can find our answers.”
He heard a boot crunch against dead leaves.



Chapter 24 - The Five
“Wait!” said Gavin.

He found Ridmark and his friends near the creek. Ridmark had his staff in hand, Calliande at his side in her leather jerkin and heavy cloak. Caius followed in his brown robes, and Kharlacht in his blue armor.
Gavin stopped a dozen paces away, his orcish sword bouncing in its scabbard, his pack digging into his shoulders. 
Ridmark looked at him and nodded, as if unsurprised.
“Gavin,” said Calliande. “The other villagers are still by the gate.”
“I don’t think,” said Caius, “that our young friend is looking for the villagers of Aranaeus.”
“No,” said Gavin. He took a deep breath. “I would like to come with you.”
Ridmark said nothing.
“Why?” said Calliande. 
“Because,” said Gavin. “There is nothing left for me in Aranaeus. My father is a traitor, a man who sold his neighbors into slavery, and I am his son. The villagers will never forgive me for that.”
“And Rosanna,” said Caius, “is about to marry someone else.”
Gavin looked away. “Aye.”
“I can understand that,” rumbled Kharlacht. 
“You could help your neighbors rebuild,” said Caius.
“They don’t need my help,” said Gavin. “I already talked to Father Martel. Everything my father had, I inherited, and I gave it all to Father Martel and the church, to help anyone who goes hungry. And I…I would be a reminder of everything that had happened.” He shook his head. “The man whose father betrayed the village.”
Still Ridmark said nothing.
“And I want to help,” said Gavin. 
“With what?” said Calliande.
“To find the Frostborn,” said Gavin. “The blue fire a month past…that was when it all began. That’s when Agrimnalazur decided to harvest Aranaeus. The Frostborn are coming back, aren’t they?”
“They are,” said Calliande. “I am utterly certain of it.”
“And you’re going to try and stop them,” said Gavin. “Let me help.” His hands curled into fists. “Their return made Agrimnalazur destroy Aranaeus. As bad as that was, if the Frostborn return, it will be much worse, won’t it?”
Calliande and the others looked at Ridmark. He would make the decision, Gavin knew. The others would defer to his judgment. 
“If you don’t want to return to Aranaeus,” said Ridmark, “I can send you with a letter to Castra Marcaine. The Dux will take you as a squire in his court. In time, if you serve well and valiantly, you will become one of his household knights. Given the bravery you showed against the arachar and Agrimnalazur, I don’t think you will find that much of a challenge.”
It was a tempting offer. Urd Arowyn was the farthest Gavin had ever been from Aranaeus, and for a moment visions of traveling through the realm flashed through his mind, of seeing Castra Marcaine and Cintarra and Coldinium and Tarlion and all the other places Father Martel had told him about. 
“That is a kind offer, sir,” said Gavin, “and I may take you up on it. But only after this is done. After you and Lady Calliande have defeated the Frostborn, then I might go to Castra Marcaine. But this…this is important. After what happened at Aranaeus, I have to see it through to the end.”
Ridmark sighed. “I should have left Dun Licinia the moment Qazarl was dead.”
Calliande laughed. “We already had this talk.”
“I know,” said Ridmark, and his cold eyes fixed on Gavin. “You understand what I’m doing? The Frostborn are returning, and I’m going to Urd Morlemoch to find out how and why. We could be killed on the way there. If even make it there, we will very likely be killed. The Warden is even more formidable than the tales claim, and will not easily divulge his secrets.” 
“I thought I was going to die yesterday,” said Gavin. “If by following you I can help make amends for the harm my father has done, then I will do it.”
“You’ll have to be trained,” said Ridmark, “in the use of the sword and shield. It’s nothing short of a miracle you haven’t cut off your own foot yet.” 
“Well,” said Gavin, taking a deep breath, “if you’re the Gray Knight… doesn’t every knight need a squire?”
Ridmark blinked, and the others laughed.
“Well spoken, Gavin,” said Caius. 
“God have mercy, Gavin,” said Ridmark, “you’re as mad as they are.”
Calliande laughed again. “Said the man who fought an urdmordar and lived, twice, and is now going to Urd Morlemoch.”
Ridmark ignored the tease. “So. I have said what I intend to do. And knowing all that, do you still want to follow me?”
“Yes,” said Gavin. 
“So be it,” said Ridmark. “Then gather your possessions and come. I want to make at least another ten miles before nightfall.”
“I will not disappoint you, sir,” said Gavin. 
Ridmark almost smiled. “I don’t think you will. Though you will do the cooking tonight.”
 
###
 
Ridmark Arban turned his face to the west.
Urd Morlemoch awaited.
And within the darkness of the Warden’s stronghold, perhaps he would find the answers that both he and Calliande sought.



Epilogue
In the great hall of the Iron Tower, Sir Paul Tallmane knelt before the dais and told his tale. He did not bother to lie, did not paper over his failures in Aranaeus. The creature standing atop the dais would know if he lied.

Paul realized that he was going to die.
Actually, death was probably more than he could hope for. 
Considering what the creature atop the dais could do to him.
Considering the inhuman screams he often heard echoing from the dungeons of the Iron Tower.
“And then I returned here, Master,” said Paul, still not daring to lift his eyes. His broken wrist throbbed in its splint.
“So I observe,” said the Master.
The Master’s voice was…wrong. It was deep and resonant and commanding, yet carried an eerie echo. A resonance that made Paul’s head hurt and sent a shiver down his spine.
As if two creatures were trying to speak through the same mouth at once. 
“Look at me,” said the Master.
Paul shuddered, swallowed, and lifted his eyes to the Master, the creature that some called Shadowbearer.
The Master was a high elf, clad in a black tunic, trousers, and boots beneath a long black-trimmed coat the color of blood. The wizards of the high elves wore coats like that, though Paul was not sure that the Master was still a high elf. His skin was the grayish-white of a corpse, and black veins threaded beneath his face and hands. The irises of his bloodshot eyes were the color of quicksilver, and Paul saw his reflection in them. 
The Master stepped closer, and Paul flinched. A hearth burned in the wall to Paul’s left, throwing his shadow to the right. Yet the Master’s shadow pointed at Paul, like a serpent ready to strike. 
Paul knew what would happen if that shadow touched him.
“So,” said the Master, “the Dux sent you to kill his old enemy. Instead the Gray Knight slew all your men, and in a fit of mercy let you live. Is that the sum of it?”
“Yes, Master,” said Paul. “The failure is mine.” 
The Master glanced at the ceiling, as if distracted. 
“Perhaps,” said the Master, “the fault is mine.”
Paul had not expected that. He started to speak, and then realized that keeping quiet was a good idea.
“I knew that word would reach the Dux about the Gray Knight,” said the Master, “and the Dux would send someone after him. The Dux never forgiven him for that dead girl in Castra Marcaine.” He shook his head. “So the Dux sent you…and Ridmark Arban prevailed. That is not surprising. The man is a lion, and you, Sir Paul, are not. As well send a mouse to slay a cat.”
Paul started to protest, his anger rising. Then sanity reasserted itself and he clamped his mouth shut. One did not question the Master.
“Remain here,” said the Master, descending from the dais. He strode past Paul without a glance, his shadow sweeping after him like the wings of a hunting raptor. “I shall have duties for you soon enough.”
He left the great hall without another word.
A scream echoed up from the dungeons, faint and full of despair.
Paul let out a long breath, marveling at his survival. 
The anger returned, partly at himself.
But mostly at Ridmark Arban.
The Enlightened of Incariel did not tolerate weakness, but Paul had been given a second chance. He would prove himself strong, would prove himself worthy to reign with the Enlightened in immortality forevermore.
And to do that, he need only kill Ridmark Arban.
 
###
 
The creature that some men called Shadowbearer stood upon the ramparts of the Iron Tower, gazing to the north. Behind him stretched the rippling water of the Lake of Battles. The lords of Andomhaim had given the lake its name from the numerous battles against the pagan orcs fought upon its shores. But many battles had been fought here, long before the humans had even come through the gate from Old Earth. 
Many, many mortals had died here.
And many more would, before Shadowbearer was done. 
Time had not run out yet. He still had a year before the conjunction of the thirteen moons passed.
And he had more servants other than the idiots of the Enlightened of Incariel. 
Shadowbearer closed his eyes and sent his will ranging north. 
A few moments later he touched the mind he sought. It was ancient by the standards of the humans, nearly two centuries old, though that was but a drop in the ocean of years Shadowbearer had seen.
And a drop in the endless abyss of the howling black power filling him.
“Master?” said the mind, its words brushing against Shadowbearer’s thoughts. “It has been a long time.”
Shadowbearer opened his eyes and smiled. 
“It has,” he said. “But I have a task for you. You proved the strongest, and therefore you are worthy. Soon a man and a woman shall pass near your home.” He sent an image of Calliande of Tarlion and Ridmark Arban, of his old enemy and her newfound protector. “They carry an empty soulstone. Kill them both and bring the soulstone to me. Do this, and I shall reward you with power beyond anything you can imagine.”
For a moment there was silence.
Then the mind answered, its words filled with confidence.
“It shall be as you say, Master. They both will die.”
THE END
Thank you for reading FROSTBORN: THE EIGHTFOLD KNIFE. If you liked the story, please consider leaving a review at your ebook site of choice. 
Ridmark Arban and his companions will return in early 2014 in FROSTBORN: THE UNDYING WIZARD. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter, or watch for news on my Facebook page. 
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